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Abstract

This thesis explores the experiences of male and female municipal councillors with children in
Dutch local politics, focusing on how they navigate the combination of their political and
parental roles. This thesis addresses the following research questions: 1. How do male and
female municipal councillors with children experience combining a political role with a parental
role? 2. What challenges do they experience and how do they navigate and strategize within
these challenges? 3. How do these experiences, challenges, and strategies differ for female
municipal councillors in comparison to male municipal councillors? This thesis uses the role-
conflict framework, the concept of ‘greedy institutions,” and gender role theory as its theoretical
foundation and explores time-based, strain-based, and behaviour-based conflicts as well as the
influence of traditional gender roles. This thesis employs a thematic analysis with deductive
and inductive elements, that is based on ten in-depth interviews with five male and five female
councillors from six municipalities in Noord-Brabant. The findings show that municipal
councillors with children experience the combination of parenthood and politics as ‘intense’.
Moreover, all three forms of conflict are relevant in their experiences and are intensified by four
key stressors, which highlight the ‘greedy’ nature of politics. Female councillors face gendered
challenges, including scrutiny of their political abilities and pressure to suppress femininity,
while male councillors experience internal conflicts linked to internal standards of a ‘committed
politician’. Key strategies are: outsourcing caregiving duties to partners or others in the social
network, ‘strict scheduling’ and ‘boundary-setting’, and forming alliances with other parents in

the municipal council.
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1. Introduction

Representation is a key aspect of politics in The Netherlands (De Blok, Jansen & Vollaard,
2024). Political representatives, ideally, should reflect the diversity of the whole Dutch
population, to ensure that the needs of all citizens are represented within the political
decision-making process (Miigge, van der Pas & van de Wardt, 2019). Although
representation is most often associated with national politics, where decisions are made on a
larger scale, representation at the local level is equally important (De Blok et al., 2024).
Municipal, or local, politics, which is run by the municipal council[i], represents the needs of
the inhabitants of specific municipalities (De Blok et al., 2024). The local level of politics is
important because its focus lies more on local, specific, policies rather than larger-scale
policies (De Blok et al., 2024), like in national politics (van Houwelingen, 2018). Moreover,
local politics play a big role in shaping the broader political landscape, as it can serve as a
starting point for politicians who aspire to become representatives on the national level (De

Blok et al., 2024).

However recently, the Dutch Association for Municipal Councillors2] (2024, march 6) has
given attention to a concerning trend that has emerged within Dutch local politics, namely that
(young) parents, both mothers and fathers, are increasingly stepping down from their roles as
local representatives due to the challenges of balancing political responsibilities with the care
for their children. This trend is concerning from a representation perspective, because it
reduces the diversity of perspectives within municipal councilsfijand limits the representation
of the needs of (young) families and parents within the municipality. It is however remarkable
that aside from the confirmation that balancing the care of young children with a role as a
local politician is ‘hard’ (Kranendonk, 2019; Raad voor het Openbaar Bestuur, 2018), there is
relatively little in-depth knowledge about how Dutch municipal councillors(3) experience the
combination of politics and parenthood. Given that the experiences of Dutch local politicians
with children have not yet been touched upon in-depth within the current body of literature,
the main research question of this thesis is: How do male and female municipal councillors3

with children experience combining their political role with their role as a parent?



Traditionally, incompatibilities and clashes between work and family roles have been
studied through the lens of role conflict (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). What lies at the root of
role conflict is that the demands of different roles often occur simultaneously (Kahn et al.,
1964, p. 19). Actual role conflicts occur when fulfilling the responsibilities of one role
interferes with fulfilling the demands of another role (Hecht, 2001). Scholars have shown that
role conflicts are especially prevalent when individuals are engaged in what Coser (1974)
calls ‘greedy institutions’ (Emery, Meier & Mortelmans, 2018; Sullivan, 2014). These
institutions demand an individual's exclusive loyalty, time, and energy (Coser, 1974). Scholars
have argued that both parenthood and politics can be characterized as greedy institutions (De
Campo, 2013; Emery, Meier & Mortelmans, 2018). Parenthood requires constant attention,
emotional investment, and responsiveness to the unpredictable needs of children (Nomaguchi
& Milkie, 2003), while political roles demand high levels of commitment (Thomas & Bittner,
2017) and availability (Emery, Meier & Mortelmans, 2018). In terms of inter-role conflict,
Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) have identified three primary forms of role conflict that
encompass the challenges faced by individuals managing both work-related and family roles:

time-based, strain-based, and behaviour-based conflicts.

Emery, Meier, and Mortelmans (2018) in their work on local Flemish politicians, argue that
the framework of Greenhaus & Beutell (1985) is relevant when approaching the challenges of
combining parenthood and politics. However, the application of this framework by Emery et
al. (2018) is still limited, leaving an unclear picture of how, and whether, these three forms of
role conflict manifest for local politicians. For the Dutch context specifically, there is no
research yet that explores how, or to what extent, this framework might apply to parents in
local politics. This further highlights the need for more research in this area, especially given
the trend that parents are increasingly leaving local politics due to an incompatibility between
parenthood and politics (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2024). While focusing on
uncovering the challenges and conflicts about balancing politics and parenthood is important,
the work of Emery et al. (2018) also acknowledges that local politicians are not mere
‘victims’ of these challenges, but instead develop strategies to navigate and try to manage
these challenges. I anticipate that local Dutch politicians with children also implement
strategies to navigate their two roles. This leads to the first sub-question of this thesis: ‘What
challenges do male and female municipal councillors3j with children experience and how do

they navigate and strategize within these challenges?’



When delving deeper into Dutch reports on parents in local politics, such as the work of
Kranendonk (2019) it becomes evident that within Dutch local politics, younger mothers
likely face greater challenges compared to young fathers when combining their parental role
with their political one. Kranendonk (2019) attributes this to the notion that in The
Netherlands, women are still regarded as the primary caregivers. Moreover, literature on other
European political contexts, such as the United Kingdom and Germany, shows us that for
national representatives, mothers and fathers are evaluated differently (McKay, 2011;
Stalsburg, 2010). In the literature, we further see that mothers face more scrutiny concerning
their ability to combine politics with parenthood than fathers (McKay, 2011; Thomas &
Bittner, 2017). Therefore, this thesis also focuses on whether, and how, the combination of
parenthood and a role in local politics is experienced differently by mothers compared to
fathers within Dutch local politics. Hence, the second sub-question of this thesis is as follows:
How do the experiences of combining parenthood with politics, and the challenges and
strategies associated with it, differ for female municipal councillors/3 in comparison to male

municipal councillorsy3?

Ten in-depth interviews were conducted with municipal councillors;z; who have young(er)”
children to explore gender-specific experiences to answer the three main research questions of
this thesis. The sample was evenly divided between five female councillors(3jand five male
councillors[3]. Respondents were recruited in ten different municipalities within the province
of Noord-Brabant™ and the final ten respondents are municipal councillors (or party
leadersys)) in the municipalities of Breda, Tilburg, ‘s Hertogenbosch, Bergen op Zoom,
Halderberge, and Etten-Leur. Furthermore, this thesis employs a thematic analysis with a

combination of deductive and inductive coding to answer the research questions.

The combination of inductive and deductive approaches can be seen as a strength of this
thesis, as it is implemented to address the gaps in the literature about parenthood and politics.
By applying the role-conflict framework deductively, this thesis evaluates the extent to which
the three forms of role-conflicts are relevant for Dutch municipal councillors with children,
something that is not clear in the current body of literature. At the same time, the inductive
approach allows for the identification of new dimensions of conflict and challenges that may

fall outside the pre-existing framework. Through this approach, this thesis serves as a

* Under the age of eighteen and are still living at the parental home
** Noord-Brabant was selected as the main research site because this facilitated face-to-face interviews, due to the proximity
to Tilburg University



foundation for further theory-building by showing how the role-conflict framework can be
applied and expanded on for the context of Dutch local politics. Another contribution of this
thesis is that it also focuses on the unique, gender-specific, experiences of female politicians
and male politicians with children. These unique perspectives can be used to make the role-
conflict framework more gender-sensitive, providing a more comprehensive overview of how,
and in what ways, role-conflicts are experienced differently by mothers and fathers in local

politics.

This thesis also holds significant societal relevance as it aims to provide a clear overview of
the specific challenges that make combining parenthood with a role in local politics so
difficult. Understanding these challenges is an important step toward creating a more parent-
friendly political environment. The insights of this thesis can guide municipal councils into
implementing organizational reforms, such as adjusting council meeting hours or offering
targeted support for councillors(3) with children, such as providing formal childcare options.
Such measures could make the role of municipal councillor[3; more accessible and sustainable
for parents, reducing the likelihood of them stepping away from local politics, and preventing

a possible underrepresentation of parents at the local political level.
II. Theoretical framework
Description of the context: the municipal council

Governance at the local level is divided into municipalities and each municipality has its own
‘municipal council’fi]” and an ‘executive council’[7] consisting of the mayor and aldermen
(Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2017a; Rijksoverheid, 2024;). The three primary
responsibilities of the municipal council[ijare: representing the interests of the municipality’s
residents, determining the main policy outlines of the municipality, and monitoring whether
the mayor(7; and aldermen(7] are implementing the agreed-upon policies (ProDemos, n.d.).
The municipal council(iy, is directly elected by the residents of the municipality it represents.
Municipal councillors(3 are elected every four years during the municipal elections, and the
number of elected councillors(3jranges from 9 to 45 depending on the municipality's size
(Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2017a). The municipal councillors(3; are affiliated
with political parties, which are either local departments of national parties or independent

local parties, in addition, it is customary for each political party[4] to assign a party leaderys)

* The original Dutch terminology, as well as the definitions can be found in Appendix A: Terminology



(Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2017a). This party leaderys), officially does not
have any more rights than ‘regular’ municipal councillors[3}, but does take on the additional
role of being the spokesperson and ‘leader’ of the designated political party(s] (Nederlandse
Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2017a).

At the national level, in the Dutch House of Representatives, being a politician is a full-time
role. In contrast, in local politics, serving as a local representative is officially a part-time
position. In 2021 Dutch municipal councillors(3] spent an average of 16.75 hours on council
work, however for bigger municipalities with more than 150.000 inhabitants, this average was
21.6 hours (Daadkracht, 2021). Municipal councillorsi3jand party leaders(s] receive financial
compensation for their work as representatives, this compensation is dependent on the size of
their municipality and ranges from €1155,70 up to €2832,19" (Nederlandse Vereniging voor
Raadsleden, 2024). Given that the position is part-time and the compensation for council
work(i]is not a full salary, it is customary for municipal councillors(3jand party leadersis] to
combine their role in politics with a part-time, or full-time career outside of local politics
(Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2024). Formally, the central duty for municipal
councillors[3jis, of course, the municipal council meetingys) itself, which typically lasts an
entire evening and takes place once a month in most municipalities. Commission meetings[9]
however, are more frequent and are usually planned every other week. Councillors(3j also meet
with their own party4] (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2024). Furthermore, the
responsibilities of a municipal councillor3j stretch beyond these formal meetings, as they are
expected to stay connected with the community by attending work visits and engaging with
interest groups. Moreover, municipal councillorsi3ineed to stay well-informed on all matters
they address which means that they spend additional hours each week reading documents,

memos, and reports (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2024).
Theoretical framework

We see that even in municipal councils[i that are more diverse and inclusive, parents with
young children remain underrepresented (Kranendonk, 2019; 2020). Monitoring reports
among Dutch municipal councillors(3j show that among those who do combine their political
role with the care for young children depict their workload as ‘extremely high’ (Raad voor het
Openbaar Bestuur, 2018). In a 2017 report municipal councillors(3) that were currently serving

their termye], even offered advice to aspiring municipal councillors [3]to not ‘enter local

“ The compensations for the municipal councillors participating in this thesis also fall within this range



politics while raising young children’ (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2017b).
Finally, public discourse reveals that local politicians with young children are increasingly
stepping down, sharing their struggles to balance parenthood and politics and feeling unable

to fulfil either role effectively (Kluivers & Rost, 2024).

This shows that combining a political role with parenthood clearly involves some form of
conflict. To further explore this, I will draw on Coser’s (1974) concept of ‘greedy institutions’
to illustrate the demands involved with parenthood and politics, alongside Greenhaus and
Beutell’s (1985) role conflict framework, which identifies three types of role conflict: time-
based, strain-based, and behaviour-based. Both frameworks have been applied to a similar
political context (Flemish local representatives in a study by Emery, Meier & Mortelmans
(2018). Although the application of the framework by Emery et al. (2018) serves as an
insightful starting point for understanding role conflict between parenthood and politics, there
remain gaps in understanding how role conflict plays out for local politicians. In this chapter,
I will show how the existing theoretical framework can serve as a lens for exploring how role
conflict can be relevant for Dutch municipal councillors(3s; with children. Moreover, I will
draw upon theory about ‘traditional gender roles’ to make the role conflict framework more
gender-sensitive: I will do so by showing how each form of role conflict can be experienced
differently by female politicians with children, compared to male politicians with children by
drawing upon both literature on the Dutch, local context, as well as literature on national

representatives from other European contexts.
Greedy Institutions and role conflict

Hecht (2001) defines role conflict as a situation in which the responsibilities of one role
directly interfere with fulfilling the demands of another role. Moreover, role conflict can also
mean that competing demands occur simultaneously, requiring the individual to temporarily
prioritize one role over the other (Hecht, 2001). The concept of role conflict becomes
particularly relevant when roles are highly demanding, as described by Coser’s (1974)
concept of greedy institutions, which are defined as ‘institutions that seek exclusive and
undivided loyalty of their members’ (Coser, 1974, p. 4). Both family life (Nomaguchi &
Milkie, 2003; Rasmussen, 2004) and professional environments (De Campo, 2013; Emery et

al., 2018), such as politics, have been identified as examples of greedy institutions.



Local politics can be characterized as greedy because being a political representative means
coping with high pressure to perform (Kranendonk, 2020) and showing full dedication to the
role of ‘politician’ (Emery et al., 2018; Thomas & Bittner, 2017). Concerning the parental
role, family sociologists have recognized that parenthood has a large impact on multiple
facets of one’s personal (Baxter, Hewitt & Haynes, 2008) and professional life (Abele &
Spurk, 2011) Having children introduces new daily demands for the parent, consuming a large
part of the parent’s time, physical (Stephens et al., 2001) and emotional energy (Nomaguchi &
Milkie, 2003) Parental duties change and diminish as children grow older, but for the majority
of parents who are actively involved in their child’s upbringing (Baxter, Hewitt & Haynes,
2008) being a caregiver remains a very demanding task throughout the life course (MacMillan
& Copher, 2005). Based on the original framework of Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) conflicts
between personal and professional roles come in three forms: time-based, strain-based, and
behaviour-based. In the next sections I will provide an overview of what these forms of

conflict entail and how they have been applied to the political context.
Three forms of role conflict

Time-based role conflict

The first type of inter-role conflict is time-based conflict, which occurs when the time
demands associated with one role make it difficult to dedicate sufficient time to another role
(Emery, Meier & Mortelmans, 2018; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Time-based conflicts are
shaped by specific stressors that are introduced within a specific role (Emery et al., 2018;
Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Stressors that are identified for politicians are mainly related to
the organizational structure of political work, which is characterized by long (Mannevuo,
Rinne & Vento, 2022) and unconventional working hours (Emery et al., 2018). Moreover,
Emery et al., 2018 highlight the demanding nature of local politics, in which work appears as
‘endless’, signifying a limitless flow of tasks (Emery et al., 2018) and responsibilities that
extend beyond traditional working hours (Lyon & Woodward, 2004). Based on these aspects
of politics, being a political representative can consume a significant portion of one’s
available time that would otherwise be dedicated to personal time (Ballout, 2008; Emery et
al., 2018). It is not solely within professional roles that time-based stressors can occur;
parenting, in itself, is also an intensive role that demands a significant amount of time
(Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003). Unlike professional responsibilities, which depend (at least

partly) on a set of predetermined tasks and schedules, parenting requires continuous attention



and flexibility to respond to the sometimes unpredictable needs of children (Emery et al.,

2018; Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003).

In terms of the relevance of time-based conflicts for politicians on the local level, Emery et al.
(2018) find that local politicians struggle with their political responsibilities taking up space
they would otherwise spend on their family time. However, outlining the time-based problem
like this misses a potentially other critical issue: the inability of municipal councillors [3] to
fulfil key parenting responsibilities because they cannot be at home because of their political
duties. I anticipate that this issue will be especially relevant for the Dutch context of local
politics because the majority of political meetings take place during the evenings. This is
because most local politicians combine their council work s with a full-time career outside of
politics, within a nine-to-five structure (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2024).
During the day municipal councillors3) can rely on formal childcare, such as schools and
daycares to look out for their children. In the evenings, however, they are responsible
themselves for their children (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2024). To fulfil the
political role this means that municipal councillorsz}need to find another way to ensure that
their children are taken care of, from the research by Emery et al. (2018) we know that they

rely heavily on family members and partners to temporarily shift care responsibilities.
Strain-based inter-role conflict

The second form of inter-role conflict is strain-based conflict which occurs when strain
experienced in one role intrudes into or interferes with the engagement in another role
(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), it also highlights the emotional toll of dealing with the demands
of multiple greedy roles (Emery et al.2018). Whenever a role is highly demanding this can
produce feelings of strain, such as tension and guilt about having to live up to the role’s
standards. When defining the local political context, again, as a greedy institution, the
pressure of being available and showing high levels of commitment (Coser, 1974) can place a
lot of emotional and psychological strain on these political figures (Emery et al., 2018). This
psychological strain can significantly clash with the demands of caregiving, which requires
parents to be stable and emotionally available for their children, and partners (Nomaguchi &
Milkie, 2003). Parenthood itself can also produce emotional and psychological strain,
especially when things are not going well on the home-front (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003;
Stephens et al., 2001). Interestingly, even though Emery et al. (2018) include strain-based
conflict as a potentially relevant form of conflict for local politicians, they do not elaborate on

how, and whether, this form of conflict is experienced by Flemish local politicians.
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Based on the underlying theoretical foundation of strain-based conflict we can expect that the
experience of strain can negatively impact a parent's ability to fulfil their political and parental
responsibilities. However, it is still unclear how and in what ways this strain-based conflict is
experienced, and whether it is relevant within the experiences of Dutch local politicians who

are also parents.

Behaviour-based conflict

Whereas time-based and strain-based inter-role conflict focuses more on the internal conflict
that can arise when combining a parental role with a political role, the third form of inter-role
conflict that can be relevant for politicians with children, behaviour-based conflict, stems
more from external pressure and expectations (Emery et al., 2018; Greenhaus & Beutell,
1985). Behaviour-based conflict arises when specific behaviour that is associated, with or
required, in one role is inappropriate in another (Emery et al., 2018; Greenhaus & Beutell,
1985). What is considered ‘appropriate’ and ‘inappropriate’ within specific roles is socially
constructed, meaning that societal norms and cultural expectations define which behaviours
are acceptable in which roles (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). When applying this to the
political sphere, we could state that as a ‘greedy institution’, the behaviour that politics
demands, is a high level of dedication (Emery et al., 2018). Moreover, the political arena is
depicted as a high-stakes, hard environment, in which the players should be confident, tough,
able to make logical decisions, and show resilience (Chappell, 2006). Therefore one should
possess ‘harder’ traits, to keep one’s ground (Chappell, 2006). ‘Softer’ traits, which are
inherently associated with the parental role, like being emotional and nurturing, can therefore
be regarded more as a weakness, or ‘inappropriate’ within political roles (Thomas & Bittner,
2017). This would not necessarily be a problem when the two spheres would operate
separately from one another. However, the roles we take on are not fully separated from one
another, instead, they are intertwined and are also perceived as such (Hecht, 2001). This
becomes evident in studies on the United States and the United Kingdom, that show that a
politician’s parental status has consequences on how politicians are perceived and evaluated
by the public (Stalsburg, 2010), and by other politicians (Thomas & Bittner, 2017). Moreover,
based on the literature we also know that this evaluation plays out differently for mothers than
for fathers (Stalsburg, 2010; Thomas & Bittner, 2017), however, I will elaborate on this in a
later section. Again, even though Emery et al. (2018) include this form of role conflict in their

framework, they provide no additional insights into how behaviour-based conflicts manifest
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for local parent politicians. This leaves us unsure of how exactly this form of role conflict

could apply to the Dutch context.

Gender

The role conflict framework by Greenhaus & Beutell (1985) offers a good foundation for
understanding role conflict for individuals who combine a personal role with a professional
role. In addition, Emery et al. (2018) have also provided some insights into how the concept
of role conflict can apply to the political context. However, these frameworks fail to account
for a critical underlying dimension, gender. In the work of Kranendonk (2019) it becomes
evident that within Dutch local politics, younger mothers face greater challenges than young
fathers when combining their parental role with a political role. Kranendonk (2019) attributes
this to the notion that in The Netherlands, women are still regarded as the primary caregivers
and that politics is a male-dominated field that favours masculinity. The work of Emery et al.
(2018) does not yet account for an underlying dimension of gender. Therefore in this section, I
will integrate the concept of ‘traditional gender roles’ into the three forms of role conflict, to
show how role conflicts can be gendered and to make the role conflict framework more
gender sensitive. Before integrating the gender framework into the forms of role conflict, I
will first provide an overview of how traditional gender roles are shaped and have evolved

within the Netherlands.

In the original framework of West and Zimmerman (1987) about ‘Doing Gender’, a
distinction is made between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’, whereas ‘sex’ refers to the biological
classification of ‘man’or ‘woman’, the term ‘gender’ refers to a socially constructed range of
social and behavioural norms and expectations that dictate how individuals are expected to
act, think, and engage based on their perceived gender (West & Zimmerman, 1987).
Characterised by the concept of the ‘Nuclear Family’, which refers to a heterosexual, married,
couple with children, that has long been idealized within Western societies, women,
traditionally, are expected to take on caregiving and domestic responsibilities within the
private sphere (Blair, 2013; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Men, or fathers, however, are
associated with the public sphere and are expected to assume the role of ‘breadwinner’,
responsible for providing financial support to the family (Ciacco, Bronson & Contrada, 2021).
It is important to note that family-related gender norms are evolving, with more mothers
entering the workforce (Blair-Loy et al., 2015), and fathers becoming more involved in the

private sphere by taking on a more involved fatherly role (Lamb, 2000). In the Netherlands,
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the concept of the ‘papadag’, a day when fathers take time off work to focus on childcare, has
become a symbol of these shifting norms (Ramsay, 2019). Although the ‘papadag’ reflects a
move toward greater involvement of fathers in caregiving (Ramsay, 2019) women are still
disproportionately expected to manage caregiving and household responsibilities (Solera &

Mencarini, 2018).
The gender dimension of time-based and strain-based conflicts

For female politicians, time-based conflicts are especially relevant, as they as women are
traditionally expected to be the primary caregivers within their families (Kranendonk, 2020;
Miigge, Runderkamp & Kranendonk, 2019). This societal expectation places additional
pressure on them to manage caregiving responsibilities alongside the demanding and irregular
hours required in politics, which intensifies the challenge of balancing both roles (Emery et
al., 2018). One form of time-conflicts that can occur, is that as primary caregivers, mothers
will face situations where they are needed both at home and in politics, putting them under
pressure to prioritize one over the other since they cannot be at two places at once (Thomas &
Bittner, 2017). Another manifestation of time-based conflicts arises when the private sphere,
demands a significant portion of a mother’s time (Runderkamp, 2023). This reduces the time
available for her to dedicate to her political role (Kranendonk, 2019; Thomas & Bittner,
2017).

When taking into account the persistence of traditional gender roles, for female municipal
councillors[3}, the image that emerges is that the societal association with caregiving also lies
at the root of experiences of strain-based conflict. The greedy nature of local politics compels
women to prioritize their political roles over caregiving responsibilities, however, this
conflicts with the traditional view of women as caregivers. We know that women in other
professions than politics, who choose to deviate from traditional norms by prioritizing their
professional lives over their roles as mothers frequently experience feelings of guilt toward
their families (Rudolfsdottir & Audardottir, 2024). Although this has not yet been investigated
for female politicians in the Dutch context, I anticipate that the inability to fully fulfil the role
of mother due to the greedy nature of politics can cause strain and feelings of guilt. This
strain, in turn, can spill over into their political roles, making it challenging to perform

adequately within both roles, even when prioritizing one over the other.

While some insights exist regarding the experiences of female politicians balancing their

professional and parental roles, the picture is far less clear for male politicians. This is largely
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due to the absence of male-specific narratives within the existing literature. It is clear however
that gender roles also apply to men (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Men are traditionally
expected to embody the role of the ‘breadwinner’, and focus on the public sphere over the
private one (Ciacco, Bronson & Contrada, 2021). These expectations often position men as
breadwinners and leaders within the public sphere, while the parental role, is considered
secondary (Petts, Shafer & Essig, 2018). When applying this to the case of male local
politicians who have children, I expect that they will, to some extent, feel pressure to give in
more to the ‘greedy’structure of local politics. We know based on the work of Emery et al.
(2018) that they are more likely to downsize their dedication to the personal sphere. This
suggests that they are more likely to align with societal expectations to prioritize the

professional role over the parental one (Petts, Shafer & Essig, 2018).

It 1s unclear whether the absence within the parental role causes feelings of strain. However
given the changing societal norms about fathers becoming more involved in their children’s
upbringing (Ramsay, 2019), when fathers are not able to live up to this standard, I expect that

this will also be accompanied, to some extent, by feelings of guilt and internal conflict.

The gender dimension of behaviour-based inter-role conflict

Perceptions on gender, and gender roles, are particularly relevant when discussing
‘appropriateness’ within roles, especially within politics that has long been regarded as a
male-dominated space (Galea & Chappell, 2022; Runderkamp, 2023). Feminist theory
highlights that within these male-dominated spaces, in this case, politics, the patriarchy
operates as a structural system that privileges masculinity (Galea & Chappell, 2022). At the
same time, it disfavours traits and behaviours traditionally associated with femininity (Wayan

& Nyoman, 2020).

In politics, traits associated with masculinity, such as: career commitment, a ‘hard’
personality, and logical over emotional reasoning, are deemed ‘appropriate’ (Chappell, 2006)
and are valued as strengths (Galea & Chappell, 2022). Conversely, traits typically associated
with femininity, such as empathy, emotionality, and nurturing, are considered more
‘inappropriate’ or “‘unconventional’ (Chappell, 2006). This can create a difficult situation for
women, and particularly mothers, because they have been traditionally associated with
caregiving. This causes them to have to deal with prejudice that they will inhibit mainly

‘softer’ traits, which makes them seen as less fit to participate in the political sphere (Thomas
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& Bittner, 2017). Moreover, Joshi and Goehrung (2021) argue that mothers in politics are
often perceived as less committed to their political roles due to the assumption that serve a
‘double duty’, of caregiving and being a politician. This frames them as mothers first and
politicians second (Stalsburg & Kleinberg, 2016) which reinforces traditional gender norms
within the political sphere (Joshi & Goehrung, 2021). Thomas and Bittner (2017) in their
framework on how mothers and fathers within politics are evaluated, argue that fathers are
less faced with this scrutiny, as they are expected to outsource their caregiving duties to a
(female) partner (Emery et al., 2018), therefore they are not expected to face the same ‘double
duty’ that mothers in politics have to deal with (Stalsburg, 2010).

Integrating this framework with behaviour-based conflict suggests that female politicians face
a paradoxical situation: if they display emotional or nurturing traits, they risk being seen as
less competent or unsuitable for politics (Thomas & Bittner, 2017), yet adopting the ‘hard’
traits valued in politics (Chappell, 2006) causes criticism for failing to meet societal ideals of
motherhood or femininity (Stalsburg & Kleinberg, 2016). Moreover, the concept of the
‘double duty’ for mothers, can cause female politicians with children to face more scrutiny
about their commitment to their political roles and their ability to balance their two roles
(Joshi & Goehrung, 2021). I do find it important to mention here that it is not fully clear

whether this plays out the same way for Dutch politicians at the local level.

As noted earlier, fathers are more expected to outsource caregiving duties, reflecting societal
norms that prioritize their careers over parenthood (Thomas & Bittner, 2017). This reduces
the expectation of managing a ‘double duty’ and reinforces the perception that they show
greater commitment to their political roles (Joshi & Goehrung, 2021). We know based on the
research of Emery et al. (2018) that the outsourcing of caregiving duties indeed is an
important strategy implemented by male politicians. Although not explicitly mentioned in the
work of Emery et al. (2018), it can be argued that women can also implement caregiving
outsourcing as a strategy to manage role conflict. However, this is less straightforward for
female politicians, because traditional gender norms make it less socially accepted for women

to delegate caregiving responsibilities to their (male) partners (Thomas & Bittner, 2017).

While men and fathers may benefit from the patriarchal structures and the favour of
masculinity within the political sphere, with societal expectations about caregiving becoming
more progressive (Ramsay, 2019), I believe that they can also encounter behaviour-based

conflict when attempting to navigate their dual roles as politicians and parents.
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II1. Methodology
Research design

To understand how male and female municipal councillors[3] experience the combination of
their political role and role as parents. I conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with
five male municipal councillorsf3jand five female municipal councillorsi3) whose children are
below the age of eighteen and are still living in the parental home. Within the interviews a

variety of topics were covered, the topics were chosen to gain more knowledge about:

(1) their perceptions of the balance between being a parent and politics, (2) their perceived
challenges concerning combining politics with parenthood, (3) their development of strategies
to navigate these challenges, and (4) their perception on gender disparities and gender-specific
challenges. These four predefined topics ensured that the collection of data aligned with the
three research questions, the questions within the topics were predominantly open-ended,
which allowed for the collection of rich narratives. In terms of the role conflict framework, I
decided to not explicitly ask respondents about the three forms of role conflict, rather I
wanted to see whether aspects of these forms of role conflict emerged naturally within the
narratives of the municipal councillorsi3;. However, it is important to note that the interview
guide included some questions that indirectly touched upon a specific form of role conflict,
however as stated earlier, respondents were never asked about them explicitly. This approach
ensured that the narratives reflected their actual experiences, moreover, this helped avoid
potential confirmation bias by not steering responses toward the predefined theoretical

. *
categories.

All interviews were held in Dutch, as this was the native language of all ten participants and
therefore allowed for more in-depth and better-flowing conversation. The average length of

the interviews was between 45 and 60 minutes".

Sampling

For this thesis, I implemented a purposive sampling strategy. Participants were selected based

* Theme four included theoretically informed questions on gender disparities, designed to overcome reservedness and politically correct
answers, encouraging authentic personal reflections.

" There were two exceptions to this: one interview with a male municipal councillory and party leaderns which lasted around 30 minutes, as he
was not very vocal about the topic and used very straightforward language, and with the exception of one female municipal councillors and
party leadersywhich lasted around 90 minutes because she was very comprehensive in her language, sharing a lot of examples and personal
narratives, and overall appeared very enthusiastic to discuss the interview topics.
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on two criteria at the time of recruitment: 1. they had to be a municipal councillor(3; (or party
leader(s] and 2. they had to have children who were living at home under the age of eighteen. I
recruited in a total of ten municipalities” within Noord-Brabant, and focused primarily on
Breda, Tilburg, and ‘s-Hertogenbosch, since these are larger municipalities and were more
likely to provide a larger pool of eligible participants. Other municipalities were chosen
because of their proximity to Tilburg University which provided me with the opportunity to
conduct face-to-face interviews with participants from these municipalities. The recruitment
period lasted from mid-September 2024 until the end of October 2024 and resulted in ten
interviews with municipal councillors(3] (and party leaders(s]) from the following
municipalities: Breda, Tilburg ‘s Hertogenbosch, Bergen op Zoom, Halderberge and Etten-

Leur, additional information about the participants can be found in table 1.

) Breda, Tilburg, Noord-Brabant, ’s-Hertogenbosch, Bergen op Zoom, Roosendaal, Halderberge, Etten-Leur, Oss and Oosterhout
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Table 1. Information on the participants

Participant nr.  Age Gender Age category Municipality size (by Political affiliation
of children™  population)”

Participant 1 Mid-30s  Male Young Large sized Left-wing, green

Participant 2 Mid-40s  Male Teen Large sized Right-wing, liberal

Participant 3 Mid 30s  Female Young Large sized Centrum, social-
liberal

Participant 4 Early-40s  Female Young Large sized (Local) left-wing

Participant 5 Mid-40s  Male Teen Large sized Left-wing, socialist

Participant 6 Early-50s  Female Adolescent Large sized Left-wing, green

Participant 7 Early-30s  Male Young Small sized Right-wing, liberal

Participant 8 Mid-40s  Female Adolescent Large sized Centrum, social-
liberal

Participant 9 Mid-30s  Female Young Medium sized Left-wing, green

Participant 10  Late-30s  Male Teen Medium sized Right-wing, liberal

Source: Interviews conducted in mid-September 2024 until the end of October 2024 and political party

websites

Method of recruitment

To identify suitable participants, I systematically screened the websites of all political parties

with seats in the municipal councils of all the municipalities included in the recruitment pool.

Given that most party websites included short biographies of their council members, I initially

** Young: 0-10, Adolescent: 10-18
* Large sized municipalities have over 150.000 inhabitants, small to medium sized municipalities have over 50.000 inhabitants, and small
municipalities have under 50.000 inhabitants.
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reviewed these biographies for any references to having children or being a parent and created
an overview of suitable participants based on this information. For those who did not mention
parenthood, I examined their public Facebook, Instagram, and X accounts, for any mention of
parenthood there. I then contacted the municipal councillors[3s) who met the criteria of the

study directly via email using the email-addresses that were available on their party websites.

Although the recruitment mail was aimed at a specific pool of (potential) respondents, the
actual recruitment email was set up more generally, not clarifying that it was specifically
aimed at the receivers. Instead, it outlined the criteria for participation, explaining that I was
seeking respondents who fit within the conditions of the study” Within the recruitment email,
I also included an information letter and informed consent form, which informed the
participants about what the research entailed. These documents were formatted based on the

criteria of the Tilburg University Ethics Review Board (ERB).

Ethical considerations

After receiving the agreement to participate in the interview, the participants were asked to
sign the consent form via email or in person when the interview took place in a face-to-face
setting. To ensure comprehensive data collection and an optimal coding process, all ten
interviews were recorded interviews with the permission of the participants. During the
interviews, respondents were reminded of their rights as participants multiple times. The
interviews were transcribed verbatim, after which the original audio recordings were deleted

immediately.

To protect participant anonymity, transcripts were anonymized. This meant that information
such as specific municipality names was not disclosed. Instead, only the size of the
municipality is indicated to provide context. Similarly, I positioned the affiliated parties
within their main political ideology in order to avoid sharing the actual party names. Given
the sensitive nature of the topic, involving participants' private lives and families, these
measures were essential to ensure that the shared information cannot be traced back to the

individual municipal councillorsf3].

Data analysis

Thematic analysis served as my method of coding and analysing the interview transcripts,

“1 do acknowledge that by aiming the recruitment only at a ‘targeted’ group of municipal councillors, the study risked excluding perspectives
from other council members who may have also fit within the target demographic but were not identified through the ‘scanning process’,
nevertheless, this targeted approach made it easier to maintain a clear overview of the participant pool.
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which was done through Atlas.ti. The transcripts were coded twice. The first round of coding
was open and descriptive, resulting in open and descriptive codes. This allowed for an
inductive approach, ensuring that the analysis was grounded in the data rather than being

constrained by pre-existing theoretical frameworks

In the second round of coding, I employed a more deductive approach, aiming to identify
patterns and abstractions within the data by analyzing it through the lenses of role conflict and
the gender framework, within this round I applied pre-defined codes. ** By including
inductive codes in the initial stages of the analysis, | was able to approach the data with more
openness, allowing patterns and insights to also emerge naturally from the participants'
narratives. This also allowed for the emergence of themes that did not fit the scope of the pre-
existing framework. The second round of coding allowed me to evaluate how and whether the
pre-existing framework applies to the context of municipal councillors3; with children in
Noord-Brabant. This round of coding resulted in insights that can be used to expand and adapt

the theoretical framework to better align with this particular context.

Following this second round, I focused on reducing the number of codes by merging those
with similar underlying concepts and grouping them into broader categories. These categories
were further refined into themes and subthemes. In alignment with the research question, the
themes were structured to represent overarching challenges or conflicts experienced by the
participants. Each theme included subthemes that addressed the perspectives of all
respondents, as well as those specific to female and male participants. Additionally, I
incorporated relevant strategies that emerged in the inductive analysis as subthemes within the
themes to which they were most applicable. This provides insight into how respondents
navigate the identified challenges. This coding process ensured that the analysis had room for
insights not rooted in the pre-defined theoretical framework, while also providing some
structure through which to interpret the data in alignment with the study’s theoretical
framework. A total overview of the themes and codes can be found in the codebook which is

included in the data package.
Reflexivity
It is important to include a note about my role as a researcher within this thesis since I am

aware that within the collection of the data and data analysis, my own perspective and

™ An overview of all inductive and deductive codes can be found in the codebook of this thesis. The codebook can be found within the data
package.
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characteristics as a researcher have influenced the research process. When conducting the
interviews I found it easier to achieve more depth in the conversations with female municipal
councillors3). As a female researcher, I found that it was easier to establish a level of trust
with my female respondents because of our shared gender identity. Therefore discussing
gendered challenges and topics, went more naturally. With my female respondents, I did not
have to include a lot of follow-up questions, for some, I did not even need to introduce the
topic of gender, rather they themselves brought up gender disparities throughout the

conversation even before moving into the specific ‘gender’ topic within the interviews.

Although my male respondents were all quite expressive when it came to more general
challenges for parents within local politics, whenever I introduced questions about whether
they felt like the combination of parenthood with politics is experienced differently by
mothers and fathers, the conversations felt more guarded and shallow, I suspect that my own
gender identity may have contributed to this, potentially making male participants more
hesitant to share perspectives that they felt like I might perceive as ‘controversial’ as a
woman. Despite my efforts to emphasize my objectivity and encourage deeper engagement
through hypothetical scenarios, I was unable to achieve the same level of depth regarding

gendered experiences as I did with my female respondents.
IV. Results

Based on the thematic analysis that was conducted on the ten semi-structured interviews
conducted with municipal councillorsiz) with children from six different municipalities in
Noord-Brabant, I identified a total of four themes that capture the experiences of municipal
councillors[3]in balancing their political roles with their roles as parents. Each theme
highlights a specific aspect or challenge concerned with combining these two roles and is

structured as follows:

First, the theme will be discussed through the experiences of all municipal councillors(3z) with
children, so including both mothers and fathers, without focusing on gendered perspectives.
This will be followed by two sections: one detailing the perspectives and experiences of
female councillors[3] (mothers) and the other focusing on male councillors(3] (fathers),
whenever different perspectives are relevant. Additionally, each of these three sections will be
accompanied by a section that elaborates on the strategies employed by municipal

councillors(3], where applicable.

Theme 1: Intensity and stressors of balancing a political role with a role as a parent
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Experiences of male and female municipal councillors
1.1 Intensity

During the interviews, even when only introducing the topic of balancing a political role with
arole as a parent, | sensed a feeling of eagerness, and enthusiasm even, amongst all of the
participating municipal councillors[3] as if this was a topic that they really felt strongly about
and had been waiting long for to discuss. Many responded to the topic with a small laugh or
affirming hum. One participant, a female councillorf3; of a left-wing party in a small-medium
sized municipality (P9), even vocally expressed this by responding to the introduction of the

interview with:

“I was so excited when I saw an interview opportunity about this topic [combining being a
municipal councillor with being a parent], it is something I am very vocal about also in my
own party and council, because it can be so intense, and it is overlooked so easily, it is a big

. ”»
issue

Her choice of words, “I was so excited”, when given the chance to discuss this topic suggests
that it holds importance for her personally. In addition, I found that her words held a form of
relief, that the ‘big issue’ of combining work in local politics and being a parent was finally
addressed by someone, reflecting the seriousness of the problem and the need for more

attention toward this group.

When confronting the participating municipal councillors3; with questions about how they felt
about the balance between their political roles and their parental roles, I noticed that the initial
responses of the municipal councillors[s were centered around ‘intensity’, specifically hinting
towards the ‘intensive’ nature of work in local politics, or the municipal councilfi). As
presented by a quote from a male party leader(s; and municipal councillor3] from a left-wing

party, of large sized municipality (P5),

“I think I cannot even use the word balance when describing the relation between my political
life and my private life, I mean fulfilling your role well for your party, for your coalition
partners, then the actual work related to being a councillor, your other job, and your home
life, yes I noticed that it's reached a really unsustainable balance, that I do not think will last

for much longer”

The way that this councillor(3; sums up all of the different responsibilities he is confronted
with on a day-to-day basis reflects the pressure and intensive workload that parents in local

politics are confronted with. Moreover, by explicitly mentioning that the balance between his
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personal (parental) and professional (political) life has moved towards an unsustainable
balance, the participant reveals feelings of strain, thus hinting at a strain-based conflict

(Emery et al., 2018; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985) between his multiple roles.
1.2 stressors within the political role

More concretely, the responses to the question of what aspects of council work were the most
challenging in terms of combining them with a role as a parent, the participating municipal
councillors;3ynamed four aspects, namely the unpredictability, continuity, impracticality
and interruptive nature of work in local politics. When positioning these aspects within the
role conflict framework (Emery et al., 2018; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985) these four aspects
are key examples of ‘stressors’ within the political role. It is important to highlight that these
four aspects, or stressors, are not isolated from one another but are interconnected and occur

simultaneously, which is exactly what makes them so impactful.
Unpredictability and continuity

Unlike traditional jobs, that have set hours, council work is more unpredictable. Aside from
structural meetings, like party- and council meetings which occur on a weekly, or monthly
basis, the participating municipal councillorsf3j share that being a local politician also means
having to deal with a lot of in-between-work. Examples of this are: last-minute meetings,
preparatory work, and spontaneous visits. The unpredictability of work in local politics is
particularly well-illustrated in a passage from a female councillor(3] from a social-liberal

political party in a large sized municipality (P3):

“It's a lot in hours in between as well. What you often have is you have to be at work from
nine to five o'clock, but that is not the case with council work. You are actually constantly busy
with having contact with people, meeting up with someone, scheduling half an hour to call

someone about something”.

In this passage, this female councillor[3;makes a clear distinction between ‘traditional” work,
which is scheduled from nine to five, and politics, which operates outside of such a schedule.
According to her, politics demands her availability throughout the entire day. Moreover, by
using the term ‘in-between hours’, she implies that this work is also scheduled around her
other responsibilities, filling the gaps between formally scheduled meetings or personal
obligations. This is a hint towards a continuous nature of work in politics, referring to, in her

experience, an ‘endlessness’ to the political work and responsibilities politicians can engage
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in. Male party leadersjand councillor3; (P5) puts this more clearly into words by referring to

politics as a 24/7 commitment:

"It’s essentially 24/7. You re invited to work visits at all hours. That continues right through

the weekend. You can t block off your schedule. So I'm just there on the weekends as well.”

The use of the sentence “You can’t block off your schedule”, shows that there exists a level of
commitment that comes with being a politician and that the local political environment shares
similarities with Coser’s (1974) concept of ‘Greedy Institutions’. 1 will explore this more later
within this section, and more in depth in the second theme about role conflict. For this theme,
this passage shows that the inability to ‘block off” one’s schedule for personal time, or family
time shows that political roles come with sacrifices in the personal sphere, where the packed
schedule filled with political responsibilities again, leaves insufficient time for one’s duties as

a parent.
Interruptiveness

Another aspect that is intertwined with this continuity of political work, is the interruptive
nature of local politics. As highlighted in the quote from female councillor3;(P3) before,
local politicians deal with a lot of in-between-work, and operate outside the time-boundaries
of traditional work. This can cause political responsibilities to be interruptive of personal time
dedicated to one’s children, causing a time-based conflict (Emery et al., 2018). The female

party leader [51and councillorp] (P9), gave a particularly illustrative example of this:

"I'm at swimming lessons. My child is swimming [...] Meanwhile, I'm in a meeting or
preparing for one. Or people call me, wanting to reach me. And then I say, 'I'm at my son's
swimming lesson [...] I really have to remind people that my priorities not always lie within

politics.’

I sensed a tone of frustration in her wording. She clearly expresses a desire to prioritize her
child and set aside dedicated time to spend with them, yet she finds herself constantly
confronted by her political responsibilities. This again, reflects the ‘greedy’ nature of politics,
highlighting the expectation that politicians are always reachable, with little to no
acknowledgment that they may be engaged in non-political commitments. In response, she
actively resists this interruption by stating, “I’m at my son’s swimming lesson,” signalling
that her priority, at that moment, lies with her child. This acknowledgment shows that the
politicians in this study do not always give in to the demanding nature of politics, but instead

seek ways to protect themselves from becoming overly involved.
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The specific strategies they use to manage and resist these intrusions into personal time will

be discussed in greater detail in the following section.
1.3 time-based conflicts and dealignment with the traditional nine-to-five structure
Impracticality

Lastly, On a deeper, structural, level, the ‘impractical’ structure and organization of local
political work diverges and clashes with the standard nine-to-five structure of everyday life,
this is an inductive finding that I had not identified through the literature. As the male party
leaders], and councillor(3] (P5) and female councillorp3; (P3) remarked, unlike in traditional
work schedules in which evenings and weekends are reserved for family, and personal time,
council work operates without such boundaries. The nine-to-five framework is considered the
societal norm, and many essential services, particularly childcare institutions like daycares
and schools, revolve around this schedule. They operate during daytime hours and close in the
evening. This creates a timing mismatch that is particularly challenging for municipal
councillors[3) who are single caregivers and cannot share caregiving duties with a partner. One

female councillor(3], a single caregiver (P4), explained:

“What also makes it difficult, for example, is the care of the children ... Because normally a
nursery is open until about six o'clock, then you have to pick up your children from there, but
of course you also have an evening in which work has to be done, and then there are no

childcare options available, well, not outside of your own network of course”.

Due to the lack of available formal childcare options in the evenings, which is precisely when
council work requires municipal councillors[3] and party leaders[sjto be away from home,
most councillors;3) must rely heavily on their social network or partner to look after their
children during their work-hours. Underlying here is the time-based conflict about having to
deal with overlapping demands. The next section, which delves deeper into strategies, will
delve further into how councillors[3juse their social networks as a key strategy for balancing

parenthood with political responsibilities.
Strategies
1.4 strict-scheduling

To manage the political and parental sides of their everyday lives, most of the participating
municipal councillorsiz) note that they actively develop strategies throughout their termpe.

These strategies can aid them in adjusting to the demanding nature of politics, and create a
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more workable balance. As discussed in the previous section, local politics operates without
and outside of the boundaries of traditional work fields, creating an environment that creates
stressors of interruptiveness, impracticality, continuity, and unpredictability. To cope with this,
a strategy that is implemented is that of self-imposed boundaries, which manifests itself
through ‘strict scheduling’. A term that is derived from a passage from a male councillory3)

from a right-wing party in a small-medium sized municipality (P10):

‘Well in my week, [ am already away for four to five evenings to do politics, that is besides my
regular job, for the evenings I have left, I use one to block in time to do preparatory work for
the council and to attend optional meetings and visits [...] but for one full day, usually that is
Sunday, I am completely unavailable for anything politics-related [...] this day is sacred for

me, 1 use it to spend time at home with my family, this is a strict schedule I always follow.”

This “sacred” day, which is intentionally blocked off, serves as a protective boundary against
the stressors of local politics. Moreover ‘blocking off” days and evenings in the week to
dedicate to political work, or to dedicate to family-time, creates more predictability for this
councillorp3). Through this approach, he can shape his schedule and reclaim moments with his
family. I find that, at least for this councillor3] this scheduling strategy can be seen as a tool to
actively gain control over his life, rather than simply a reactive measure that is forced by the

circumstances.

Another key strategy that is used by both male and female municipal councillorsf3; with
children, is to outsource care duties whenever they are unavailable due to their political
responsibilities. In the work of Emery et al. (2018) this was also found to be a strategy for
Flemish politicians. Although I also found that both male and female municipal councillors
with children rely on this key strategy, I want to highlight that they both share unique insights

regarding this strategy. These will be discussed in the following two sections.
Experiences and strategies of female municipal councillors
1.5 outsourcing of caregiving duties

I initially anticipated that female municipal councillors[3s; would take on most of the
caregiving duties at home, regardless of their commitment to a role in local politics
(Kranendonk, 2020). This expectation comes from the influence of deeply embedded gender
norms in society (Blair, 2013) which often place the primary burden of caregiving on women
(Blair, 2013). However, the interviews revealed more nuanced experiences, in which the

mothers I spoke to indeed take on a significant share of caregiving duties, but are also able to
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outsource a part of their caregiving responsibilities to their (male) partner, as illustrated by

female councillory3) (P3):

“When I got my second child when I was a councillor, it [combining parenting and politics]
turned out to be a lot, too much even. So that'’s why, at some point, we made a switch at home.
My husband decided to be home one day a week in order to provide me with more flexibility

[...] He has also taken on most of the domestic work, that really helps me out.”

The heavy workload of combining politics with parenting had led to conversations and
adjustments within her household, leading to a more collaborative approach to caregiving
with her partner. Her words “that really helps me out” held a clear feeling of relief, indicating
that outsourcing some of her care duties to her partner helps her to balance her two roles. On a
deeper level, this also implies a (gradual) shift away from the traditional gender role division
(Ramsay, 2019), with the male partner partly sacrificing his career to be more involved in a
domestic and parental role, something that was traditionally expected of women (Blair, 2013).
Through these actions and this collaborative approach, this female councillor(3j, together with
her male partner, be it intentionally or unintentionally, challenges the traditional expectations

placed upon them.

For the two female municipal councillors(3]in this study who manage caregiving
responsibilities as solo caregivers, the delegation of a portion of their caregiving duties to
others is also a critical strategy to maintain a workable balance between their parental and
political roles. However, for these women, this dependency goes beyond a single partner,
instead, they rely on a broader support network. Female councillor(3j and party leader(s) (P9),
relies heavily on the support of her mother to step in whenever she is unable to take on
caregiving duties herself due to her dedication to her political role as illustrated in the

following passages:

“The moment I have a meeting, and that s mostly in the evening. It always starts at seven-
thirty, so I leave here at seven. And seven is when he [her son] goes to bed. So I do my best to
always tuck him in. And then it’s sometimes two, sometimes three, sometimes even four
evenings a week... that my mother comes here to babysit. Occasionally, about once a week or

so, he stays overnight at my mothers place.”

"Thats the advantage for me. Even though I'm divorced, I've had a lot of help from my

mother... She always comes to babysit whenever I'm not there because of council duties.”
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A different female councillor(3], and party leaderfs) of a local left-wing party in a large-sized
municipality (P4), aside from using her close personal network, also uses more formal

childcare arrangements, like hiring a nanny:

“So I have now also been able to arrange a nanny, and that is really the solution for someone
who is not often at home. But imagine if I didn't have one, then it's up to me to arrange

something else every Monday [the day she is absent due to political duties].”

In the light of these female solo caregivers and those who can share caregiving
responsibilities with a partner, relying on a support network, whether it be family, external
support, or a partner, is an empowering strategy that enables them to stay committed to their
political roles while also dealing with parenthood. Through this strategy they can create a
balance that allows them to prioritize their careers while being reassured that their children

are cared for, taking the pressure off time-based conflicts.
Experiences and strategies of male municipal councillors
1.6 outsourcing and role division within the household

Conversations with the male municipal councillors3]included in this study revealed that
traditional role divisions in the household are still present in how they and their (female)
partners divide caregiving responsibilities. The male councillor3] of a right-wing party (P10)
however, provided a more nuanced view on why their division of caregiving duties is more

aligned with the traditional view on gender roles:

“Well, my wife works two days in the week, that is an adjustment that we had to make in order
for us to be able to provide enough care for our children, because I am gone most days and

evenings.”

“I think it [referring to their traditional role division at home] comes naturally, because [
simply do not have the flexibility, and I think because she is a woman she is more drawn to the

care side of things, and that works for us.”

These passages reveal a justification of the agreement between him and his female partner, as
he states that this partner is naturally more drawn to the “care side of things”. This phrasing
hints at a reinforcement of traditional gender roles, but not as something that is forced on his
partner, simply because she is female, but rather because he felt like that is where her strength

and preference lies.
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Moreover, also for other male municipal councillors3] that share the care for their children
with a (female) partner, I found that although they were aware of the influence of traditional
gender norms, the division of caregiving tasks is something that is actively discussed with
their partners, instead of forced upon them. The negotiation and checking in with their
partners about these arrangements felt like they were just as important for these male
municipal councillors[3] as the actual arrangements that were made. This notion is particularly

relevant for male councillorpz) and party leaders) (P5):

“I rely heavily on my wife for support and when it comes to care for the children [...] we have
made clear arrangements with one another, she takes on more of the care of the children

compared to me, that is also because she works less hours, but we make sure to check in with

>

each other frequently in order to see if everything still feels right for the both of us.’

The interviews revealed that, indeed outsourcing caregiving duties to a (female) partner is
important for male municipal councillors(3) with children to combine their parenthood with
politics, and that traditional gender roles do play some part in deciding these arrangements.
These dynamics, however, are not purely dictated by these gender roles, rather, there is a form
of collaborative decision-making, where both partners assess the needs of the family and the

demands of political life to find a workable balance.
Theme 2: Guilt, pressure and expectations
Experiences of male and female municipal councillors

The interviews reveal that commitment to both politics and family can create complex and
sometimes conflicting sets of expectations and pressure on both the parental and political
sides. Moreover, this theme aims to illustrate moments in which a role as a parent and a role

as a politician can clash with one another and evoke feelings of guilt.
2.1 forms of Role conflict and expectations

When confronting the participating municipal councillors(3] with questions about how they felt
about combining parenthood with a role in local politics, an experience that was referred to
pretty much instantly were feelings of guilt, and the experience of missing out. A male
councillor3jand party leaderys) of a left-wing party in a large-sized municipality (P1) shared
that he finds it important to be committed to his political role and that that is why he spends

the majority of his time on local politics. When confronting him with the question about
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whether he had the feeling that he was still involved enough in the lives of his children he
stated:

“It s really about realizing at the end of the year that you haven't been there for anything.
That’s also how primary schools are organized, very much focused on the short term, and

within that, I can 't arrange anything.”

I sensed a feeling of disappointment in his language, especially in the words “you haven’t
been there for anything”. This signals that in his experience he is falling short in the
involvement in his children’s school lives. The last part of his statement reveals a layered
response: a frustration with the time-based conflict between local politics and the short-term
organization of primary schools, alongside a sense of justification for his absence. By saying
“I can’t arrange anything”, he conveys both irritation and acceptance, as though he has

accepted the limitations placed on him by his political role.

At other times these feelings of missing out and guilt are fuelled directly by the reactions of
the children of the municipal councillors(3] to their absence. This is described in a passage by
(P5), in which he describes the reactions he occasionally gets from his son when he has to

leave for council-related work (P5):

“When my son tells me, ‘dad are you leaving again why are you never here, at home’, that

really does something to me emotionally, those are the moments I really reconsider my

’

agenda, see if [ can spend more time at home.’

The phrase “that really does something to me emotionally”, reveals that this confrontation
with his son acts like a turning point for him in which he is forced to reconsider the balance
between his political role and his parental role. When they are out of balance, he is confronted
with emotional strain and feelings of guilt, which leads to more strain-based conflicts
(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). The latter part of the passage shows that the feeling of guilt is
powerful enough to make him more aware of his schedule and even “reconsider” it. On a
deeper level, it reflects a struggle all municipal councillors(3j with children deal with: an
internal conflict about whether to prioritize their role as a parent or their role as a politician, |
will illustrate this conflict more in-depth within the two sections about the gender-specific

experiences.

These two passages highlight the challenge that was described in the previous theme, namely
the experience that work in local politics does not align with a regular nine-to-five structure,

which causes time-based conflicts. On a deeper level, what these two passages also describe,
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is, in my opinion, a struggle with internal pressure and expectations. Female councillors] (P3)

talked about this internal pressure more prominently:

“Yes, also just things like... I don't do much at school. My boyfriend does, but I don't do it that
much. Because yes, I really wouldn't know when to do it. And you can see that in your

environment. You know, everybody's a class mom. And I am not.”

Based on her tone, I sensed feelings of self-consciousness and guilt. This becomes especially
evident in the sentence where she compares herself to other mothers who take on roles like
‘class mom.’ The pause within her sentence “Yes, also just things like... I don’t do much at
school” shows that she is hesitant in admitting her lack of involvement, again hinting towards
feelings of guilt. These feelings of guilt appear to be rooted in societal and internal
expectations of what being a ‘good mother’ looks like, a standard she is not achieving
according to herself. Not fitting up to the standard of a ‘good mother’ can be seen as a form of
behaviour-based conflict, since her ‘absence’ at school is seen as ‘inappropriate’ within the
role of mother. It is important to mention, however, that in this case the feelings of guilt are
not rooted in external reactions but from her own internalized view of what it means to be a

‘good mother’.
Strategies
2.2 boundary setting and scheduling strategies

The experience of role-conflicts provide more nuance to the described strategies of theme 1.
For ‘boundary-setting” and ‘strict-scheduling’ approaches, moments where role conflict is
experienced can play an important part in the decision-making processes concerning
scheduling and boundary-setting of these politicians. As already highlighted in an earlier
passage by male councillor(3jand party leader(s) (P5), a revision of his schedule takes place
after these moments of confrontation. Additionally, in another part of the same interview he
stated that after experiencing too much strain, he informed his party[s) members that he would
not always be able to structurally attend campaigning activities because they overlap with the
soccer training of his son, which he wants to prioritize. When asking about how his party

members[4] reacted to this boundary he stated that:

“So the flexibility that someone without children has, I can't bring that to the table. And there

needs to be understanding for that. I create that understanding, but I also enforce it.”
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I think this is a good representation of how moments of role-conflict should not only be
viewed as challenges but can rather serve as opportunities for these municipal councillors(3] to
further develop their strategies and gain more experience on how to navigate the combination

of being a parent and a municipal councillorr3.
Experiences and strategies of female municipal councillors

A unique addition to the experience of role conflict for female municipal councillors(3) with
children is that they also strongly have to deal with external pressure and expectations on both

the parental side and the political side.
2.3 Internal and external expectations

In the previous section about the overall experiences of role conflict, the notion of a ‘good
mother’ was already briefly touched upon. The interviews reveal that as a female politician
with children, you are almost always inevitably confronted with the question of whether you
fit the normative standard of a ‘good mother’, that is according to female councillor [31and

party leader(s) (P9):

“I do sometimes ask myself, what kind of a mother am I, am I even doing an okay job? [...]
Here in The Netherlands the idea of a ‘good mother’is a mother that works part-time, or is
even a stay-at-home mom so she can prioritize her children, I'm not that... I find my political
work really important as well, so this puts me in a constant internal battle of what to

prioritize.”

This passage shows how normative expectations can form self-doubt and internal conflict for
these female municipal councillors3]. The sentence “this puts me [...] what to prioritize” is
key within the role-conflict female politicians experience. Role-conflict for them is not
merely a moment in which their two roles clash, rather it means having the feeling that one
has to choose one role over the other. This to fit internal expectations, but even more
importantly, societal, normative expectations. The same female politician (P9) provides even
more nuance to the situation by sharing her experiences about actually receiving external
criticism when she decides to not conform to these external expectations of a ‘good mother’,

even within the political domain:

“It's really very difficult because you're constantly confronted, not only around you but also by
other politicians almost literally in your face... with the fact that you're choosing to see your

child less at times. And you're made to feel a kind of guilt, constantly.”
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“Being a municipal councillor is really a lot, you can attend as many work visits, and
meetings as you want. [...] And if [ then choose to be with my son instead, or to be home on
time, 1 just feel a lot of pressure. And then you get those looks and questions like: ‘But

[NAME], being a municipal councillor isn t just about meetings. You also have to be able to

’

socialize’. Or, oh she isn't here again.’

Within this female politician’s experience, traditional gender roles, which pressure women to
prioritize motherhood over their careers (Blair, 2013), are still very much present. When she
deviates from this norm, she is met with external criticism. Interestingly, she also mentioned
that in situations where she does prioritize her children, she has to deal with criticism from
other politicians. What we see here is a paradoxical situation and form of behaviour-based
conflict, where the expectations tied to one role (committed mother) clash with the other

(dedicated politician).
2.4 the intertwinement of roles

Role-conflict also takes place because of the intertwinement of the role of ‘mother’ and
‘politician’, firstly as illustrated by female councillor3] (P3), motherhood is not something

that can simply be ‘shut oft”,

“My motherhood always runs through everything. That's just a role that you combine all the

time. You will also receive an app from the shelter. To arrange something. You'll get a

’

message. That always goes on.’

This passage again, reveals an internal conflict between the two roles and reveals the greedy
nature of motherhood (Coser, 1974). This in itself can be accounted for, and often is actively
accounted for, through strategies such as ‘strict-scheduling’. The interviews however also
revealed that this intertwinement becomes a problem when it turns into behaviour-based
conflict, in which female politicians experience that their motherhood affects the way they are
viewed within the political arena or causes their political abilities to be scrutinized. I will

again, be referencing female councillor3] (P9) as she was particularly vocal about this topic:

“I often had to constantly justify my role as a mother. Yes, I am a mother, but I also have

plenty of other qualities. [ am a woman, and that is precisely a strength, not a weakness.”

This statement reveals that her motherhood overshadows her political capabilities. She does
however actively challenge this by reclaiming her identity as a mother and women as a
strength, turning a perceived weakness into a personal source of strength. Overall, having to

‘prove’ oneself as a mother in politics was a reoccurring topic amongst the women I spoke
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with. Female municipal councillors(3] (P3) and (P4), shared a similar notion and touched upon
an underlying gender dimension and double standard for mothers and fathers, and questioned

whether fathers in politics face the same level of scrutiny:

“I know I, and other female councillors, I know one who also has multiple children, get asked
about it all the time [...] The joke is, I don't hear that very often from men... who also have
two small children. You never hear from them... Oh, I don't understand how you combine

that.”

I find it important to note here that the female municipal councillors(3; 1 spoke to do not aim to
‘villainize’ the men within their political arenas, this is particularly relevant when they are
speaking about fathers within politics. I found it particularly interesting how these women,
almost immediately followed up by stating that fathers in politics have it difficult as well,
female councillor3] (P4) mentioned that fathers must also struggle with internal conflict about

whether to prioritize family over politics, and vice versa.

"[ think it's a lot harder for fathers to choose for their child. Yes, of course, that's what you
see. Fathers are back to work very quickly [after the birth of their child]. And I think it's a
shame that fathers go back to work so quickly. Because why wouldn t they also take some time
to bond with a child [ ...] So I really don't think that's equal, also when the children are older it

should be easier for them to say, I will stay at home to spend time with them."”

What is rooted in this passage, is again the influence of traditional gender roles, and that men

are also affected by gendered norms. This female councillor(3j expresses clear disappointment

about this, suggesting that fathers should have the freedom and support to choose family over
work, even in politics, without judgment. Implicitly she advocates for a more progressive way
of ‘doing gender’ and role division within caregiving, shifting to a norm where fathers feel

empowered enough to prioritize family time without judgment.
Experiences and strategies of male municipal councillors
2.5 ‘The committed politician’ as an internal and external standard

When confronting the male politicians that participated in this study, I found that they
strongly embraced and almost anchored themselves to, the image that they had of a
‘committed politician’. When confronting them with their absence at the home front or with
(hypothetical) scenarios in which their political role would conflict with their role as a parent,

they justified their answers through the image of ‘the committed politician’. This ‘committed
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politician’ attends every council-related meeting and shows full dedication to his political

role. This is almost explicitly mentioned in a passage by councillorf3) and party leaderys (P5):

“Of course, my party members understand when I am absent because of my children, however
[as a politician] you are expected to be at meetings, so I cannot structurally skip out on
meetings because I want to be at home, being a councillor and party leader means showing

commitment”.

Choosing to be absent to spend more time with one’s children is in this regard an exception,
not the norm. The passage shows both an external pressure of showing commitment to the
political role, highlighted by the part “you are expected to be at meetings”, demonstrating
again the ‘greedy’ nature (Coser, 1974) of politics. This passage however also shows a
deeper-rooted internalized standard to which he clings. Being a politician simply means that
one should show commitment and that inevitably comes with sacrifices on the home front.
This concept of being a ‘committed politician’ for others is not a justification, rather it lies at

the root of role conflict, as presented by party leader(sjand councillorp3) (P1):

“In my opinion, if I decide to do something, in this case being a politician, I also find that |
have to do it right, it means that I have to adhere to certain obligations. [...] but if you ask me
my priority will always lie with my family, its just the way I arrange things, and the decisions

that I make, or have to make, does not always align with that.”

The strong internal expectations he places on himself in fulfilling his political role drive him
toward decisions that overshadow his family commitments. Despite his saying that he will
always prioritize family, the imposed pressure of being the “committed politician” pulls him
in a different direction, making decisions in which he prioritizes political work. This internal
standard could also be subtly fuelled by traditional views on gender, in which men are
considered the ‘breadwinners’ and are therefore expected to prioritize their careers over
family (Ciacco, Bronson & Contrada, 2021). However, when discussing this with the male
politicians I interviewed, I did not explicitly observe them acknowledging this influence.
Instead, they seemed to frame their commitment more as an internalized personal standard,
but I find it important to note that this internal standard, might as well be impacted by

traditional views on gender.
Theme 3: Unfriendliness of the political environment
Experiences of male and female municipal councillors

3.1 Hardness of the political environment
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When discussing what hardships the participating municipal councillors(3) faced when it
comes to being a parent within local politics within their specific municipalities and councils,
both the male and female municipal councillors[3; with children emphasized the ‘hardness’ of
local politics. Male councillor(3jand party leaders)(P1) specifically mentioned that other
politicians, and local politics as a whole, should become more compassionate and

understanding towards politicians’ private situations.

"Look, it’s more about the broader balance between work and private life. Even if someone is
a caregiver at home or has other reasons that require their political role to fit more into their
home life or job demands, there could be a broader understanding for priorities outside of
politics. When you re in this bubble, it’s often like, ‘Yes, this needs to happen, or this is how
its done [...] I think, yes, but also consider what you re asking of other people by organizing
things this way."

This passage hints toward one of the core issues for parents in local politics: namely that the
greediness of the political environment overlooks that politicians have to manage
responsibilities outside of their political roles. In other words, the way local politics is
organized within some of these municipalities is not always accommodating enough to ensure
a workable balance for parent politicians. One female councillor3] from a left-wing green

party in a large sized municipality explicitly highlighted this issue (P6):

“I know in other municipalities [...] real strides have been made in order to make it easier for
parents, I do think that that is because they have more parents within their council than we
have, but they have their council meeting during the day, when there are childcare options
available, I think that would help so much for most parents, especially those with younger

children. Here everything takes place during the evenings and that makes it so much harder.”

3.2 underrepresentation of parents in local politics

I was also interested in what could be underlying the lack of recognition of the challenges

faced by councillors[3; with children, to which (P9) provided an interesting insight:

"I mean across the entire municipal council. There are really only a handful [parents]. Like,
very few. Which makes me think there's also less understanding for us parents. Most

councillors just have grandchildren; most council members are simply much older."”

I do not aim to generalize here, as it is important to understand that within every municipal
council[ij the demographic composition of councillors(3jis different, and of course is also

decided by electoral outcomes. However in this case the lack of representation of parents
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within the municipal councilfijis what lies at the core of the sometimes incompatible nature of

local politics and parenthood. Within the same interview, she later followed up by saying:

“And what 5 happening now [within her council] is that the younger people are gradually
starting to become parents themselves. And suddenly, theres a bit more understanding. 'Oh,

now I understand why you 're so stressed.' Or why you need to leave right after the evening

’

sessions.’

I think in this passage, it felt as if she tried to portray a sense of irony because, for a long
time, her experiences as a parent were not recognized, but now that other politicians are
moving into parenthood, they are facing similar issues. Her words can even be regarded as a
subtle critique toward the nature of empathy within her council, where a genuine
understanding of parental challenges appears to arise only once other politicians experience

these challenges themselves.
Strategies
3.3 strength in numbers

A strategy that is used, that I had not anticipated and had not found in the literature before, is
that councillors(3) with children within the same council, or parties, tend to cling together. This
forms a small support network in which there is a shared space of understanding, that
acknowledges the experiences of parents, as illustrated by male councillorp3]and party

leader(s) (P5):

“So, we [other parents within his party] already have a kind of alliance, you could say. One
time, one of us has a sick child; another time, someone else needs to be with their child. So,

you recognize that in each other and we support one another.”

He later also acknowledged that together with these other parents, he pleaded within the

presidium(7] that there should be more recognition for parents within their council:

"Be mindful of councillors with young children. Take that into account, especially when

scheduling things.”

Underlying this alliance is what I think is the principle of ‘strength in numbers’, through
which parents in local politics gain a louder voice that they can use to advocate for more

parent-friendly scheduling and accommodations.

Experiences and strategies of female councillors
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3.4 motherhood as a vulnerability and strength

As highlighted in the previous section, there is often a lack of understanding and empathy
toward parents, and the different interviews reveal a distinct divide among female politicians
with how they portray themselves as a politician and mother. Some openly embrace their
motherhood, viewing it as a strength and integrating it into their political identity. Others,
however, adopt a more reserved stance, concealing aspects of their parental role to avoid
potential biases or perceptions that might undermine their political commitment (Stalsburg,
2010), to avoid behaviour-based conflicts. For one female councillorp3jand party leaderfsjof a
social-liberal party in a large-sized municipality (P8) the decision to stay more reserved about

her motherhood within politics comes from the fear of becoming vulnerable.

"Well, I just have the feeling that it s not really an environment where there’s a lot of
understanding for each other. Even within your own party. Especially compared to regular

jobs. I notice that it s very different.”

“No, I always feel a bit reserved about saying anything about my role as a parent in the
council. So I think I'm quite distant in the council, so people don t really know, I think that

would make me more vulnerable as well, like I would receive more personal attacks."

Here, she highlights the risk that motherhood can be perceived as a weakness. Her choice to
not portray herself as a mother is in this case not just a personal preference, but more likely a

deliberate strategy to avoid potential scrutiny of her abilities.

(P9) offers an interesting personal insight into this ‘hard’ environment, as in her experience
that in her opinion, this ‘hardness’ stems from her experience that politics is very male-
dominated (Chappell, 2006), and that therefore women have to show a ‘masculine’ attitude to

keep up (Galea & Chappell, 2022).

"There are very few women in our municipal council. The women who are there, oh I find this
so awful. They ’re often seen as women with, how do [ say this.., they even literally call them
'women with balls." So, it’s really about showing masculine behaviour. For me, this gives me
the feeling that oh, as a woman, it seems like you can only function within such an

organization if you adopt those traits."

Her words reveal resentment about how women are pressured to adopt masculine traits just to
be accepted within politics. Specifically, the phrase “women with balls”, I felt agitated her, as
in her view this label paints a picture of a culture where women’s contributions are only

validated when they align with a male-centered, patriarchal definition of strength. Instead of
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conforming to these expectations, this female politician advocates for women to embrace their

‘femininity’, including their motherhood.

“Yes I can act masculine, but I'm definitely not that way. [...] But when you don t fit the
‘masculine’mold [...] you suddenly don t fit the image, and you have to work twice as hard,
especially if you re a mother with caregiving responsibilities. And thats exactly why I want to
shout it out: you don t have to fit into that mold. Be yourself. If you want to show emotion,
wear feminine clothes, or openly talk about your caregiving role, you should be able to do

that.”

In my opinion, this is a prime example of how female politicians, especially mothers, can
challenge the status quo by redefining what it means to be “professional” in politics. By
embracing their roles as women, politicians and caregivers, they resist the standards of

masculinity and push for a more inclusive environment within local politics.

Although not all female councillors[3; with children implement such an explicit approach, I
did get the feeling that these women, even if they were less salient in their portrayal of
motherhood and activism, are still making a change through the mere fact that they are
participating in politics and prove that they indeed can be a mother and a politician, as

explicitly formulated by female councillor3; (P4):

“By just doing it (combining politics with motherhood) you do show that it is really possible.
And I think that's very important too, to show that you can combine it with each other. And

that if you are a mother, you can still carry on. I also think that is an example [ ...] That you

>

don't have to put your ambitions aside, because you want to be a mother.’

This passage conveyed that through her political commitment, this female politician
challenges the belief that women must choose between career and family. I also felt that it
contained a hope that she is helping to attain a future in which more women do not have to

compromise their aspirations in order to embrace motherhood, and vice versa.
Experiences and strategies of male councillors

For the male councillors(3], no unique perspectives were shared beyond the general
experiences I described in the first section. I do however find it important to note here that as
portrayed in the first section of this theme, men, and fathers, do also acknowledge part of the
‘hardness’ of the political arena and express a desire for a more understanding and empathetic

environment to make it easier to navigate for both mothers and fathers.
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Inductive theme 4: Motherhood as a strength for female politicians
Experiences and strategies of female councillors
4.1 parenthood as more than a ‘barrier’

Within the conversations, I had with female councillors(3] I found that although they all shared
having difficulties with balancing their parental and political roles, they do not always view
parenthood, or motherhood specifically, as a barrier to fulfilling their political roles. When
discussing the impact of parenthood on political careers, and more specifically political
commitment, [ initially expected that having children would serve more as a barrier,
especially for female councillor [3], due to the traditional way of ‘doing gender’ (West &
Zimmerman, 1987). When discussing the influence of parenthood on the timing of joining
local politics, one female councillor3), (P8) provided an interesting nuance to her motivation
and timing to enter politics, I sensed a deeper nuance beyond simply delaying politics until
the children are older, in her answer on the question whether she deliberately decided to join
politics after her children were older. She reflected on this by stating that this was not a
deliberate choice, as if her children had initially prevented her from pursuing politics, rather,

it was a realization she came to later:

"More that I realized afterwards, no wonder I never considered it (joining local politics when
the children were young). It'’s almost impossible to do, especially for me, of course, because

I'm a single parent."”

Again, it is important to note that I cannot generalize here, but rather only discuss the personal
insights and experiences of the participants I spoke with, but one of the most interesting
inductive findings in my opinion, is that parenthood is not perceived as ‘only’ a challenge or
barrier to fulfilling a political role. Rather I had the feeling that although combining
parenthood and politics could be difficult at times, their children and motherhood played an
important part in them joining politics and remaining within politics. As portrayed by a

passage from female councillor] (P8):

“They [referring to her children] are my biggest drivers [to be a politician], they remind me

that I can make it better, and take action, for the future generations.”

Another new insight was shared by the female councillor(3jand party leaders) (P3), as she

shared that her role as a politician in a sense, made her a better mother,
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“I think that by the fact that I'm really political, in the end, I'm also a nicer mother. I would
never be a good mom who is home full-time. [...] it is precisely because of this that I have
much more energy [...] There really is a positive side to it [being a politician and a mother].

And I think it's really important to be able to show my children, that you can do that [being a

’

politician] as a mother.’

I believe this insight highlights an important, but overlooked perspective, that parenthood and
politics do not have to be inherently viewed through the lens of ‘conflict.” Instead, the dual
roles of parent and politician can complement each other, serving as a source of motivation

and enrichment within both roles.
V. Conclusion and discussion

This thesis aimed to explore how councillorsp3jand party leaders (51 with children in six
municipalities in Noord-Brabant experience combining their political roles with their role as
parents (RQ 1). To achieve this, a thematic analysis was conducted based on ten in-depth
semi-structured interviews: five with female municipal councillors(3] (mothers) and five with
male councillors(3] (fathers). In order to fill the gap and limitations in the pre-existing
literature, this thesis also aimed to identify what the main challenges are with regard to
combining a political role with a role as a parent, and what strategies are implemented to
navigate them (RQ 2). Lastly, this thesis aimed to identify whether and how the experience of
challenges and the implementations of strategies are different for male (fathers) compared to

female (mothers) councillorsiz (RQ 3).

The results of the thematic analysis show that concerning the first research question (RQ1)
overall, councillors(3; with children, both mothers and fathers, would describe their
experiences with combining their roles as politicians with their roles as parents, as very
intensive and difficult. More concretely, through the interviews with my respondents, I
identified four key stressors that arise within the role of being a local politician:
unpredictability, continuity, impracticality, and interruptiveness. These stressors offer specific
mechanisms through which time-based and strain-based conflicts arise, I find that these four
key examples of stressors provide an additional layer of depth to understanding how role
conflicts between political roles and parental roles are inherently shaped by the organizational
nature of (local) politics. Moreover, the identification of these four key stressors, directly

shows how the political sphere is a ‘greedy institution’ (Coser, 1974).
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When identifying what specific challenges the participating councillors(3) face in terms of
combining their political roles with their role as parents (RQ 2), like in the framework of
Emery et al. (2018), the three forms of role conflict: time-based, strain-based and behaviour-
based are all relevant challenges of the councillorsp3] that participated in this study. The key
stressors within the political role fuel time-based and strain-based conflicts, as local politics
demands a large amount of the time of councillorsf3], leaving little room for caregiving
responsibilities and family time. This in turn results in confrontational situations in which
feelings of guilt and missing out arise, as participants struggle to fulfil both roles. A new
insight I want to highlight here is that these moments of strain-based conflict can serve as
‘tipping-points’ when councillors(3 reflect on their commitment to both roles and start to
develop strategies or changes in their behaviour to avoid future strain-based conflicts. This is

something that has not yet been highlighted in the existing body of literature.

However, I find the interviews have provided more depth and nuance to these forms of role
conflict. The interviews revealed that ‘expectations’, were underlying all three forms of role
conflict. Time-based conflicts arise because the unconventional nature of local politics clashes
with the traditional nine-to-five schedule of caregiving facilities like schools. Strain-based
conflicts emerge from feelings of guilt when one cannot live up to the expectations of being a
‘good parent’ and a ‘good politician.” Lastly, behaviour-based conflicts stem from a political
culture that lacks empathy for personal lives, reinforced by the expectation that politicians
should prioritize their roles entirely, where giving attention to personal struggles is seen as

‘inappropriate.’

About the question of how parents navigate these forms of role conflict (RQ 2), I identified
that the councillors3] I spoke with actively develop strategies to avoid moments of conflict or
to better navigate both roles. The three main (ungendered) strategies were: (1) outsourcing
caregiving duties to a partner, or broader support network, which provides, again, an
interesting nuance to the pre-existing framework, namely that the outsourcing of caregiving
duties is not only implemented by fathers, but also by mothers. (2) Implementing ‘self-
imposed’boundaries to combat time-based conflicts and to reserve time for the parental role
and (3) grouping together with other parents to form a support network and to raise awareness

about the challenges parents face within local politics.

With regard to the third research question (RQ 3), which introduces the question of whether
there are different challenges and strategies for male and female councillors[3) with children.
Within the experiences of the female politicians I spoke with, I found that for this sample the
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role division at home was substantially more progressive than pictured in the literature. I
found that the majority of the male partners sacrifice within their careers to aid their female
partners in combining politics with parenthood. Therefore ‘outsourcing’ of caregiving duties
also portrayed itself as a relevant strategy for female politicians[3}, an important remark here
however is that, traditional ideas on ‘gender’ still remain a substantial challenge for female
politicians. As highlighted in the literature, the concept of ‘double duty’, which biases against
mothers by assuming that their motherhood will hinder their political abilities, was highly
relevant to the experiences of the female politicians interviewed. They also described a
paradoxical conflict, where they face criticism regardless of whether they prioritized their
political or maternal responsibilities. Lastly, they provided an interesting insight into how they
experience the political arena, by emphasizing the standard to be ‘hard’ and ‘masculine’, and

that they feel as if they have to put their ‘femininity’ aside in order to be taken seriously.

I find, however, that a strength of this thesis lies not only in uncovering the challenges faced
by mothers within (local) politics but also in highlighting that they do not position themselves
as mere ‘victims’ of these challenges. Instead, the findings reveal that they challenge and
strategize against these gendered structures, by embracing their motherhood and femininity

and by showing that they indeed are capable of keeping up within the political environment.

The male politicians(3], although I have to note here that they showed this more implicitly in
their narratives, showed that they also have to deal with great internal conflicts fuelled by the
standard of what makes a ‘good’ politician. This pressures them to prioritize politics even
when they want to be more involved in their parental roles. At the same time, the concept of
the ‘good and committed politician’ is also used as a strategy to justify their absence within
the parental role, used to avoid strain- and time-based conflicts. Although they do not
explicitly mention that this is grounded or influenced by a traditional view on gender, I do
want to acknowledge that the traditional notion of men as the ‘breadwinner’ and patriarchal
structures (Ciaccio, Bronson & Contrada, 2021) can still underlie and impact these moments

of role conflict for male councillors(3).

Limitations of the research and recommendations for future research

Although this thesis has succeeded in providing greater nuance and contribution to the
existing body of literature on the interplay between politics and parenthood, I do have to
acknowledge that it is not without its limitations. Although it is not the main goal of
qualitative research to provide generalizable results, I still want to highlight that the inclusion
of only ten councillors3] from six municipalities has inevitably made me unable to fully
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capture the diversity of experiences across all municipalities in Noord-Brabant, and the
broader context of local politics as a whole. Although I had made my best efforts within the
recruitment stage, I only received back from a relatively small portion of the population I
targeted. As a side note, I find it relevant to note here that (young) parents are a relatively
small group within most municipal councilsii}, and that the pool of respondents was not very
large to start with. I want to acknowledge that in future research it may be necessary to apply
a different sampling approach, focusing more on snowball sampling, or to not implement an
initial ‘screening’ stage to avoid the issue of excluding participants who fit the target
demographic, but do not have any mention of their parenthood online. Particularly the latter is
something important to note for future research, as within this study I found that some parents
explicitly choose to not share anything about their parenthood online because they feel as if

this can make them more ‘vulnerable’ to personal attacks and threats.

Moreover, I want to acknowledge again that my position as a female researcher, as discussed
earlier, may have influenced the dynamics of the interviews, particularly with male
participants, resulting in sometimes more awkward and shallow feeling conversations about
gender. To gain more insight into the unique experiences of male councillorsfsy, in future
research, it could be helpful to include a male interviewer when conducting the interviews

with male politicians, to see if this can create a more open interview environment.

Lastly, I am particularly interested to see how councillors[3j with children from other
municipalities within Noord-Brabant, but also from the other provinces experience the
combination of politics and parenthood, to provide a more comprehensive overview of the
challenges, strategies, and overall experiences of parents within local politics as a broader
political environment. Future research on the topic could also look more in-depth at the
influence of party characteristics, that is ideology, size, and male/female ratio, to see whether

this plays a role in how and what challenges are experienced in relation to role conflict.

Implications of the research

The narratives of the councillors(3]in this study convey a clear main message: there should be
more attention and support for local politicians who balance their political responsibilities
with a parental role. This requires both structural changes and cultural shifts within the
municipal council[ijto create a more parent-friendly environment. I think firstly, it could be
beneficial for councils[ijand parties[4] to organize more ‘checking-in’ and ‘evaluation’
moments, in which councillors[3jare free to express their challenges within the current
organizational structure of their council1]. Organizing these moments on a structural basis,
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once every six months, or more frequently, would provide councillorsf3) with a formalized
opportunity to voice their concerns and to discuss potential organizational changes (e.g. if a
common concern is the timing of meetings, these sessions could prompt a discussion on
rescheduling them to a different time). At the same time, these meetings can serve as a
platform for councillors[3] to exchange insights and practical strategies for balancing the
demands of parenthood with council work. On a larger scale, political partiesf4] can use the
insights from these meetings to create ‘training’ and ‘awareness’ programs for new
councillorsy3, struggling councillors[3}, and councillors(s; who have recently become parents,

to help them transition to a healthier work-life balance.
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Appendix A. Dutch terminology

[1] Municipal council = Gemeenteraad: The gemeenteraad is the municipal council in the
Netherlands, serving as the primary legislative body at the local level, responsible for
representing the interests of the municipalities’ residents, setting local policies, and overseeing

the municipal executive.
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[2] Dutch association of Municipal Councillors = De Nederlandse Vereniging voor
Raadsleden: De Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden is an association that represents

the interests of Dutch raadsleden.

[3] Municipal councillor = (Gemeente)raadslid: A gemeenteraadslid can be translated to

‘municipal councillor’.

[4] Party = Fractie: Fractie refers to a political party or group of parties within a

gemeenteraad.

[5] Party leader = Fractievoorzitter: A fractievoorzitter is also a raadslid, but serves as the

main representative and leader of a political party.

[6] Term = Raadsperiode: The raadsperiode refers to the electoral period of four years in

which raadsleden serve in the gemeenteraad.

[7] Executive council = College van burgemeesters en wethouders: The college van
burgemeesters en wethouders can be translated to the executive council, which is made up of

the mayor and aldermen.

[8] Council meeting = Gemeenteraadsvergadering: The main meeting in which the entire
municipal council gathers and councilmembers make decisions on the plans listed on the

agenda.

[9] Commission meeting = Commissievergadering: The commissie, which can be translated
to council committee prepares the decisions of the municipal council. The committee provides
advice to the municipal council on these matters. Each council committee specializes in

certain topics and has its own set of responsibilities.
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