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As the children of immigrants to Europe are coming of age, a pertinent question is what 

processes of continuity and change will take place – compared to the immigrant generation – 

as the so-called second generation enter adulthood and the labour market, and begin 

establishing families of their own. The topic of this dissertation is adaptations to paid work 

and motherhood among the second generation. This issue is examined by studying how 

second-generation women of Pakistani descent in Norway organise paid work and childcare, 

how they make sense of women’s employment and childcare responsibilities, and how work–

care practices and the meaning attached to these practices are shaped by the individual’s 

context of opportunities. The empirical case offers an entry point for studying the encounter 

between children of immigrants who have grown up in families characterised by a gender 

complementary model and a national context where there is strong institutional and cultural 

support for women’s employment, even as mothers of young children.   

 The topic of the study speaks to central debates in the field of migration studies, and 

engages with questions on the role of cultural and socio-economic reproduction and change in 

the second generation, and, more specifically, the factors that shape the work choices of 

second-generation women. However, in studying practices and ‘meaning-making’ concerning 

work and care in the family, the study employs theoretical perspectives from the work and 

care literature, which is primarily based on studies of the majority populations in Western 

countries. These perspectives inspire a concrete examination of cultural conceptions of paid 

work and childcare, and offer a fruitful approach to studying the meaning attached to work 

and care. Furthermore, by incorporating perspectives from the literature on work and family 

life among the ‘majority’ as a way to examine second-generation women’s attachment to 

work, the present study demonstrates that the opportunities and constraints that shape second-

generation women’s work choices are not only immigrant-specific. Rather, it shows that those 

institutional and cultural characteristics of Norwegian society that are seen as important for 

explaining majority women’s adaptations between work and family are also relevant for the 

second generation. Thus, this study employs an ‘optic’ on the second generation that seeks to 



understand their experiences and choices in light of their life conditions and structures of 

possibility in the context of their everyday lives in Norway.  

Qualitative interviews with second-generation families with children under school age 

constitute the basis of the study. The empirical material consists of 19 in-depth interviews: 14 

with second-generation women of Pakistani descent and separate interviews with five of their 

husbands. The analysis is exploratory in nature. It strives to get a fuller grasp of the processes 

behind how the families organise work and childcare, and the second-generation families’ 

work and childcare practices are examined with the aim of capturing the meaning the families 

attach to their practices. It is not a study of larger cultural systems of meaning, but of how 

cultural understandings are interpreted, used, and negotiated in the everyday context of the 

second generation.  

The findings suggest a substantial generational change in both practices and 

conceptions of women’s employment and childcare. The second-generation women in the 

study in various ways combine motherhood with paid work and use childcare services for 

their children. Moreover, the women conceptualise motherhood and childcare in a way that 

largely supports women’s employment, even as mothers of young children. Rather than being 

reproduced across generations, conceptions of women’s employment and childcare are 

reinterpreted, negotiated, and sometimes challenged in the family. And rather than continuity, 

these conceptions can be characterised by a need to mark inter-generational distinctions.  

The study highlights that these processes of change are enabled by the women’s 

context of opportunity. The analysis focuses on the role of the Norwegian institutional and 

cultural context, the individual’s position within this context, and the role of the extended 

family in shaping and supporting women’s participation in paid work as mothers of 

preschool-aged children. In conclusion, the study suggests that in an institutional and cultural 

context that unambiguously supports women’s employment, the second generation make use 

of the opportunity to combine motherhood with paid work. 

 


