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Over a hundred years have passed since women in The Netherlands obtained both active and passive suffrage rights. Despite this, the representation of women in local and national politics is still not close to being equal. Further, research has pointed out that many local council members, especially women, drop out of local council before or after only one term.  This thesis investigates the institutional factors that lead to women dropping out of local councils in The Netherlands. The study is an important contribution to academic literature on descriptive representation of women in local politics. Not only because such an in-depth study on Dutch municipal councils has not yet been done. Additionally, because this thesis incorporates a feminist institutionalist lens to the research. The study is based on 22 semi-structured interviews with active and resigned council members, mostly women, from three Dutch municipalities: Utrecht, Sittard-Geleen and Doetinchem. Evidence has been found that women have a different, often more negative, experience in the council because of formal procedures, such as council meeting times. Further, women experience being treated differently in the council because of (other) council members´ pre-existing ideas on gender. Nevertheless, women council members ultimately drop out because they are unable to balance their council duties with a (full-time) employment and/or family responsibilities. Finally, data suggests that councils provide little to no assistance in achieving a better work-life balance.
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[bookmark: _Toc75364015]1. Introduction 
In 2019 it had been 100 years since women in The Netherlands obtained both active and passive voting rights. Despite this historic moment, it can still not be argued that women have achieved equality in terms of representation in Dutch politics. This is the case for both national and local politics (Van Egten, Van het Hekke, Post, De Jong & Jansen, 2016). In December 2018, the number of women in local councils increased to 31.67%, which is the first time that women have been more than 30% of all local council members (hereafter: council members) (Ministerie van BZK, 2020; Kranendonk, 2019). Nevertheless, this is far from an equal representation of men and women. This has not gone unnoticed. The former Dutch Minister of Interior and Kingdom Relations, Kasja Ollongren, published a letter in 2019, where she calls for measures to increase the number of women running in the municipal elections of 2022 to 40% - 60% (Ollongren, 2019). Most of the measures in the letter focus on the recruitment and selection of new municipal candidates. 
Equal and diverse representation in politics is important because, as academic literature on political representation states, a political representative can more accurately represent the interest of a citizen when they share similar characteristics, which is called descriptive representation (Pitkin, 1967; Childs & Lovenduski, 2013; Schwindt-Bayer & Mishler, 2005). Moreover, academics agree that more descriptive representation can lead to better substantive representation. Which means that when the descriptive representation of women would increase, this would lead to better policy responsiveness in the interest of women (Schwindt-Bayer & Mishler, 2005; Waylen, Celis, Kantola & Weldon, 2013). Thus, it is clear that equal descriptive representation matters, and steps should be taken to increase the number of women in both national and local politics. 
Increasing the number of women in local councils in The Netherlands could help improve the quality of life for citizens living in the municipalities. This is the case, because as more people are represented descriptively, it is more likely their interests are also represented at the local level. This is especially important because local councils are the political institutions, which are closest to the citizens. Further, politics often directly influences the lives of citizens living in the municipality. This is the case since over the years many policy areas have been decentralised from national parliament to local councils. Which means decisions made within municipalities have a more direct influence on the lives of the citizens in it (Van Egten, et. al., 2016). 
Increasing descriptive representation should nevertheless not only be about increasing the inflow of women council members, but attention should also go to ensuring women council members stay in local councils. Because research conducted in 2018 found that the overall dropout rate among council members in The Netherlands is high. In the period from 2014 – 2018, from the almost 9000 members, 1300 council members dropped out. This means that one out of seven members drop out before one period (Hulsen, 2018). What is striking is that, in general, women council members drop out at higher rates than men (Castenmiller, 2019). Between 2014 and 2018 from all women council members, 18% drop out before or after one term, while of all men almost 15% dropped out before or after one term (Castenmiller & Van Dam, 2018). Moreover, according to Van Egten, et. al. (2016) women do not only drop out at higher rates, but on average also leave the council sooner than men.
According to Staat van het Bestuur 2020, 45% of the council members who drop out before the end of the term, drop out because they cannot combine their work as council members with the responsibilities in their private life and (fulltime) job (Ministerie van BZK, 2020). Furthermore, according to Kranendonk (2019), among other things, this private-work imbalance is especially for women a barrier to both enter and stay in politics. 
The high dropout rates among women council members suggests that there are factors at play within Dutch municipal councils that affect women differently, compared to men. Among other things, combining the council work with balancing private life and a (fulltime) job leads to women dropping out at higher rates and sooner than men (Castenmiller, 2019; Castenmiller & Van Dam, 2018; Van Egten, et. al., 2016). Therefore, the focus of this thesis will be the following question:

How do institutional factors influence the drop out of women council members and consequently influence the representation of women in Dutch municipal councils? 

To answer this question, this research will adopt a feminist institutional lens. Feminist institutionalism embodies the notion that the concept of gender does not only influence power relations between men and women, but also constructs and influences power relations within an institution (Chappell, 2006; Mackay, Kenny & Chappell, 2010; Lowndes, 2014), which are in this case Dutch municipal councils. Using feminist institutionalism and previous research on the drop out of women council members, hypotheses are established which are tested in this research. 
To answer the research question and test the hypotheses this research is conducting a qualitative research, using three different municipalities in the Netherlands: Utrecht, Doetinchem and Sittard-Geleen. In total 22 in-depth semi-structured interviews are conducted with active and dropped-out council members, of which nineteen women and three men, from these selected municipalities. Furthermore, this study employs two comparative frames. It compares dropped out women and dropped out men. It also contrasts active women with women who have dropped out. In this way a clear insight can be obtained in the factors that lead specifically women to drop out. The interview transcripts are coded and analysed to test the hypotheses and answer the research question. 
This research is scientifically relevant for several reasons. Firstly, while research has been done on descriptive and substantive representation of women, this research has disproportionately focused on the representation of women in national parliaments and governments. Much less research has been conducted on the representation of women in local councils, while women are represented even less at the local level. Further, it should not be assumed that the explanations for the lack of representation in national politics are the same for local politics. Secondly, most research regarding the representation of women in politics focuses on the effects and consequences of this on for example policy. Research additionally often puts the focus of solving this problem on political parties, voters, and elections, while this research focuses on the mechanisms inside the municipal councils, as institutions. Thirdly, over the last years research reports have been published on the drop out of council members and the imbalance between men and women council members. This is the first research that uses both a clear gendered and institutional lens and tackles the problem using feminist institutionalism. It is expected that feminist institutionalism will provide this research with the proper insights to answer the research question. 
What makes this research societally relevant is because, as already explained, more representation based on people’s similar characteristics, such as gender, leads to more accurate policy responses. Which is even more important since the decentralisation of many sectors in the social domain that directly affect people in the municipalities, such as the care sector, affordable housing, security, youth services and government benefits. It is, moreover, important to research the lack of representation and the reason why women drop out to find a solution for this issue and to increase women's representation. Furthermore, research has shown that an increase in representation leads to inter alia more political legitimacy and more emancipation of women in general. This is especially important if this research points out that institutional factors within the municipal council affect men and women differently, as municipal councils should then take action to ensure men and women are equally represented and have an equal experience in the council.
This thesis is structured in the following way. In the next chapter (Chapter 2) previous literature on (descriptive) representation, women in local politics and reasons for dropping out are outlined. This literature forms the foundation for the rest of the study. Following the literature review, feminist institutionalism is explained and the hypotheses are established in Chapter 3, the theoretical framework. In Chapter 4, the research design and research method are explained. This entails the case selection procedure, data collection procedure and data analysis procedure. The findings of the conducted interviews are presented in Chapter 5. The hypotheses are either confirmed or disconfirmed in this chapter. The data is then again placed in a wider context in Chapter 6, the Discussion and Conclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc75364016]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc75364017]2.1 Descriptive representation conceptualised
The aim of this thesis is to explore the relationship between the representation of women in Dutch local councils and the institutional factors contributing to women dropping out before or after only serving one term in the council. The findings should make an important contribution to existing literature regarding political representation and especially descriptive representation. 
The term political representation has been used to describe the idea that in a democracy the interests of the majority, the citizens, can be represented by a minority of people in a political body, such as a national parliament or a municipal council. Essentially meaning that the represented are not directly present when decisions are made on their behalf (Childs & Lovenduski, 2013). 
A considerable amount of literature has been published on political representation. The most influential research regarding political representation is Hannah Pitkin´s book The Concept of Representation. In this book Pitkin (1967) distinguishes four different types of political representation: formalistic, symbolic, descriptive, and substantive. Since Schwindt-Bayer & Mishler (2005) have drawn attention to the fact that all different types of representation are integrated, all types will briefly be highlighted. The focus in the rest of the thesis, will nevertheless be on descriptive representation.  
Firstly, formalistic representation refers to the institutional rules and regulations that need to be in place for representation to occur. Electoral systems exist to ensure people can authorise and representatives are able to receive authorisation through elections. Further, formalistic representation ensures rules to hold the representatives accountable exist (Pitkin, 1967). 
Secondly, symbolic representation can broadly be defined as the idea that the symbol of a particular representative being present can already evoke the feeling of accurate representation in the represented (Pitkin, 1967; Schwindt-Bayer & Mishler, 2005). 
Thirdly, descriptive representation encompasses the notion that a representative can stand for a represented because of their shared characteristics. Pitkin (1967) identifies two types of representation that can occur in this case. Firstly, functional representation which means that representation occurs because of occupational correspondence between the representatives and the represented. Secondly, representation can occur because of social representation which focuses on the correspondence of social characteristics between the representative and the represented, such as gender, race, and class (Pitkin, 1967; Childs & Lovenduski, 2013; Schwindt-Bayer & Mishler, 2005). According to this notion of representation it should thus be argued that women can best represent women because they share the same gender.
However, Pitkin (1967) dismisses the argument that a link should exist between the characteristics of a person and the level of representation in political institutions. She argues instead that the focus should not lay on descriptive representation, as this takes the focus away from the actual actions of political actors. Anna Philips, inter alia, dismisses this in her book The Politics of Presence and argues that descriptive representation is important because women´s shared characteristics and experiences can lead to shared goals and benefits for women (Childs & Lovenduski, 2013). 
Pitkin (1967) does agree with the fact that shared experiences and interests within and between a group of people can lead to similar policy interests. Pitkin labels this idea substantive representation, ¨acting in the interest of the represented in a manner responsive to them¨ (1967, p. 209). Eventually, many scholars started to study this link between substantive representation and descriptive representation. Among others, Schwindt-Bayer & Mishler (2005) show a descriptive-substantive link exists by investigating empirical data from the mid 1990´s on women's representation in 31 democratic countries, among which Denmark, Canada, Spain, and The Netherlands. It demonstrates that an increase in descriptive representation can improve the policy responsiveness of the political institution, which confirms that under certain conditions women can often be considered better representatives for women and their interests (Schwindt-Bayer & Mishler, 2005; Celis, et. al., 2013). The next section will go deeper into the benefits of increased descriptive representation. 
[bookmark: _Toc75364018]2.2 The importance of descriptive representation
Having defined what is meant by descriptive representation, this part will move on to discuss the benefits of increased descriptive representation. In this case, increasing descriptive representation means increasing the number of women on municipal councils. This section will examine the main arguments in the literature. Firstly, how increased descriptive representation can lead to increased political advocacy for women. Secondly, how increased descriptive representation can lead to better substantive representation and thus increased policy responsiveness for women’s interests and issues. 
In the Oxford Handbook of Gender and Politics, Childs & Lovenduski (2013) highlight three arguments for the fact that descriptive representation can increase the political advocacy of women. They first establish the powerful justice argument, which states that it is simply unfair that men can dominate the descriptive representation in a political body, since women make up half of the worldwide population. Secondly, the difference argument states that women are a heterogeneous group of people. Thus, the larger the group of women in the political institution, the larger the chance that the diversity within this group is represented. Moreover, Childs and Lovenduski (2013) argue that women bring a different approach to politics than men. Beelen & Blaxill (2016) confirm this by finding evidence through computerised text-mining for the fact that men and women speak a different political language in the parliament of the United Kingdom (hereafter: UK). By a different political language, they mean that women are more likely to speak about women and make claims associated with their gender (Beelen & Blaxill, 2016). 
Linked to this, Childs and Lovenduski (2013) emphasise the overlooked interests argument, meaning that men in politics are not always aware of the way their policy can specifically affect women. Women are considered to, because of their gender and thus shared experiences, be aware of policy effects on women. This links to the ideas laid out by Mansbridge (1999), who explains that even though women are not a homogenous group, increasing the representation of women is beneficial for all women. In particular, regarding issues that directly affect them, women can more accurately represent women. 
Mansbridge (1999) shares the idea, as first presented by Phillips (1995), that representation is not solely about visible representation but also about being able to represent citizens better because of shared experiences. Mansbridge provides the following two arguments. Firstly, women can more accurately represent women, because there exists a context of mistrust of women towards men. She explains that this is the case because there exists a history of domination of men over women. Because of this, women distrust men, which can lead to a distrust of political representation when many men are in a political institution. This distrust exists to a lesser extent between women, especially when they share the same ideologies. An increase in the number of women should thus consequently solve the distrust of women towards political representation and institutions. It should, nevertheless, be noted that this distrust is more empirically significant when looking at race and ethnicity. Mansbridge (1999) explains that little actual empirical evidence is found for the so-called male-female trust gap. Secondly, according to Mansbridge (1999) women can represent women’s uncrystallized interests. With uncrystallized interests Mansbridge (1999) means interests, on which in this case women, do not necessarily have a strong or clear opinion. Mansbridge (1999) argues that because of shared life experiences based on gender, women will best represent the uncrystallized interests of other women. Celis (2006) supports these arguments by investigating budget debates in the Belgian Lower House from 1900 - 1979 and argues that women representatives contributed to the debates in a unique way and had significantly more attention for women’s interests and issues. Celis (2006) explains that only women members of parliament would bring up certain topics, especially regarding women. They furthermore conclude that an increase in the number of women in parliament leads to an emphasis on topics women prioritise in parliament. Childs & Lovenduski (2013), moreover, explain that it is typical for women to bring up specific gendered topics to make sure the discourse is gendered, and the interests of women are (always) part of the debate.  
Increased descriptive representation thus leads to better political advocacy of women. Moreover, as already explained through the descriptive-substantive link, increasing women's´ representation in politics will lead to increased policy responsiveness regarding women’s interests and issues, and therefore better substantive representation. Bratton & Ray (2002) confirm this by doing a statistical analysis of child-care coverage in Norwegian municipalities between 1975 and 1991. They show that the increase of female representation has had an influence on policy outcomes with a visible increase in attention to traditional ´women's subjects´, such as childcare. 
Thus, based on the link between descriptive and substantive representation the idea is that women can more accurately represent women's interests and issues. This thesis has, however, not yet specified what these women’s interests and issues are. Childs and Lovenduski (2013) explain that it has been difficult for scholars to define what specifically women's issues and interests are. They do point out that a distinction should be made between women's issues and women's interests. Focusing on women's issues, Childs and Lovenduski (2013) establish that when looking at a four-country study of the UK, Finland, Belgium and the United States of America (hereafter: USA), the issues women experience in all these countries are equal pay and violence against women. They need to, on the other hand, conclude that these issues are country and time specific (Childs & Lovenduski, 2013). 
Referring to women's interests, empirical studies show that they are operationalized in two ways. Firstly, women's interests are defined as matters women traditionally experience, such as pregnancy, labour, and family issues (Childs & Lovenduski, 2013). Secondly, women's interests are operationalized by examining women's movements and their demands. In other words, these are concerns feminists put on the agenda, such as: ¨ (...) equal pay and equal treatment at work, reproductive rights including abortion, childcare and domestic labor, sexual freedom, violence against women, prostitution and trafficking, female genital mutilation, and political representation¨ (Childs & Lovenduski, 2013, p. 500). 
In the section that follows, I argue that increasing descriptive representation does not only lead to a better representation of women's issues and interests in politics, but additionally leads to more political engagement and participation among women. Mansbridge (1999) explains that when a group has always been marginalised in history and has not had a chance to rule, the implicit association with that group is that they are not ‘fit to rule’. By increasing the number of women in politics, this notion about women will change and women will see more role models in politics, which will lead to women being more active in and with politics. Childs and Lovenduski (2013) call this the pragmatic argument, the fact that when political parties increase the number of women they will be seen as more ‘women friendly’ and more women will vote for that party. Reingold & Harrell (2010) state that scholars have pointed out that increased descriptive representation can lead to more political involvement of marginalized groups. They show, by researching US party politics, that political involvement is highest when the politician and the citizen share the same party ideologies and the same gender. Atkeson (2003), however, states that only descriptive representation is not enough and finds support for the hypothesis that contextual factors such as how competitive and visible the female candidate is, matters for women’s level of political engagement.
Lastly, the literature on descriptive representation has outlined that an increase in descriptive representation can lead to an increase in the perception of democratic legitimacy in general. Mansbridge (1999) argues that when a (marginalised) group of people, such as women, see that members of their group are proportionately represented in politics, this will automatically lead to the group seeing the whole polity and the decisions they make as more legitimate. This is because the group will feel as if they are indirectly present at the deliberations, when they see a proportional number of their group represented. 
Childs and Lovenduski (2013) finally state that increased descriptive representation can lead to the improved democratic functioning of the legislature. Using the transformative argument, they explain that women act more democratic and pay more attention to inequalities in politics than men, and more women in the political institution will therefore lead to an inherently more democratic polity. It should, however, be noted that the empirical evidence for this argument is limited. Recent research by Snagosvky, Chang Kang, Sheppard and Biddle (2020) has found evidence that increased descriptive representation has no effects on people's perception of political legitimacy, by looking at the presence of ethnic minority candidates and the changes in voters´ perceptions of government responsiveness. On the other hand, this does not necessarily mean that this is not the case for women. By doing a survey experiment with US citizens Clayton, O´Brien & Piscopo, confirm that ¨(...) across decision outcomes and issue areas women´s equal presence [on panels] legitimizes decision-making processes and confers institutional trust and acquiescence¨ (2019, p.113). 
[bookmark: _Toc75364019]2.3 Explanations of descriptive representation 
The previous section has discussed the ways in which increasing descriptive representation can be beneficial. In the following section the factors that influence the level of descriptive representation of, in this case women, are presented. This section will highlight the factors that can influence the number of women in politics. The first part will focus on the influence of the level of democracy and the rules and procedures of democratic institutions on descriptive representation. Hereafter a few societal and cultural factors contributing to the level of descriptive representation will be outlined.  
[bookmark: _Toc75364020]2.3.1. The influence of democracy, electoral systems, political parties and institutions on descriptive representation 
While they can have much influence on the number of women in politics, factors such as the level of democracy and rules and procedures that are part of a democratic regime such as the type of electoral system and ballot structure are briefly explained. This is because these factors will not influence the cases used in this thesis, as this thesis is researching municipalities in The Netherlands, meaning all these cases have the same democratic regime, electoral system, and ballot structure. Factors that can have influence and can differ within a country are highlighted hereafter.
Firstly, the more democratic the regime and the more gender equal the country is, the larger the chance is that women become politically active. This is because as Tripp (2013) explains, there is a larger push for equality in general due to economic growth, the existence of women's movements and the fact that democratic countries are often part of cooperative agreements, such as the European Union.
Further, Childs and Lovenduski (2013) explain that when it comes to electoral systems, majoritarian systems hinder the election of women, while more proportional electoral systems encourage the election of women. The reason for this is that a majoritarian system is a zero-sum game, meaning that when a woman is (s)elected a man is excluded. While, in a proportional system where multiple parties are active, it can lead to a more balanced pool of representatives (Krook & Schwindt-Bayer, 2013).
Scholars are still unsure how ballot structures can influence the election of women into politics. On the one hand closed-list ballots lead to more women being elected because the party leader has the power to decide how many women will be on the ballot and thus potentially be elected (Krook & Schwindt - Bayer, 2013). On the other hand, flexible ballots can lead to more women being elected, especially when there is attention for gender equality in the country, as people will purposely vote for women (Krook & Schwindt - Bayer, 2013).
Nevertheless, there are factors which are part of a democratic country that can influence the descriptive representation and can also differ within a country. First, Krook and Schwindt-Bayer (2013) explain that the size of the electoral district can influence the descriptive representation of women. They explain that in a larger district there are more seats to win for every party and it is less of a zero-sum game. They argue that in a larger district more people from one party can be (s)elected and the choice for putting a man or a woman on the ballot does not necessarily have to be made. This would mean that in The Netherlands more women will be in office in larger municipalities than smaller municipalities.  
While many studies have found a relationship, there are scholars who have found little to no relationship between district size and the election of women. These scholars argue that not the district size matters but the size of the party. When a party is larger the party could win more seats and can therefore put more different people on the ballot (Krook & Schwindt-Bayer, 2013). Following this reasoning, this would mean that larger parties will have more women in office. The next section moves to consider the influence of political parties on the election of women and consequently the number of women in office. 
Second, political parties can be regarded as the most important actor in the democratic system because parties form the direct link between decision-making in the political body and the citizens. It is, therefore, not surprising that parties can play a large role in influencing the number of women in politics. As already explained by Krook and Schwindt-Bayer (2013) one of the explanations for this is the size of the party. Another explanation for the proportion of women in a party is party ideology. Firstly, since women have been entering the labour force and the importance of religion has been eroding in the Western world, women have shifted from voting for more conservative parties to voting for more progressive, leftist parties. Women nowadays are especially more likely to vote for leftist parties because they are affected differently by social and labour policies than men (Kittilson, 2013). Secondly, women are not only themselves more supportive of leftist parties, but leftist parties are also additionally more likely to put women in electoral positions on the ballot and promote women who are in the top positions (Kittilson, 2013). A reason for this, in addition to the fact that women are more affiliated with leftist parties in general, is that women’s movements and feminist organizations have stronger ties with leftist parties than parties on the right (Kittilson, 2013). It can be argued that this is additionally the case because left-wing parties focus more on equality and value equality more in general. 
Parties furthermore play an important role in influencing the number of women in politics, because parties are responsible for the recruitment and selection of women for elections. As already explained, leftist parties are more likely to put more women in electoral positions, and it is thus more likely for leftist parties to have more women in the political body than right-wing parties.
 Moreover, Kittilson (2013) explains that party leaders are not likely to choose women candidates as they have less confidence in women´s ability to win. However, when the party elite includes many women, this can also have a great influence on the election and selection of women, having more women in the party elite can often lead to a stronger push for gender targets and quota (Killtilson, 2013). These quotas can be voluntary for parties or can be a convention every party needs to follow by law, meaning that every party needs to have a certain number of women on the ballot. An example of this is Argentina, where in 1991 a law was passed which specified parties need to put at least 30% women on their ballot (Krook, 2005). 
Third, Fox & Lawless (2010) further argue that women are still less likely to be recruited for positions in public office, while they are not more likely to say ´no´ when asked. Therefore, the push for gender quota has become increasingly important and much research has been done on the effect of gender quota in politics. O´Brien & Rickne (2016) for example confirm through a natural experiment - a 50/50 quota imposed by the national board of the Swedish Social Democratic party in 290 municipal branches - that quota can have an acceleration effect for women. In the municipalities where the quota was implemented, more women leaders were chosen. Fox & Lawless (2010) and O´Brien & Rickne (2016) do, nevertheless, reveal that only establishing a quota is not necessarily enough. They argue that quota can influence the level of stigmatization women experience in the political arena and moreover establish that political institutions are masculine environments where it can be difficult for women to have their voices heard, even when they are elected. 
This links to the idea of Krook and Schwindt-Bayer (2013) that institutional rules can and do have influence on the representation of women, because institutional rules are followed and reinforced by the people in the institution. Moreover, as Krook and Schwindt-Bayer (2013) explain, political institutions are inherently masculine, which means that the experience of the man in this institution is still the norm, this also affects the behaviour of women when they do enter politics. This masculine norm can create biases against women and can also create informal rules which can make women feel excluded from the political process, which could lead them to dropping out. These (in)formal rules can be negotiation practices, debating styles, working hours.
[bookmark: _Toc75364021]2.3.2 The influence of societal and cultural factors 
Krook and Schwindt-Bayer (2013) explain that factors outside the political arena can create barriers for women to fully participate in politics. The predominant masculine culture also exists in the press and within voters, leading to exclusion because of sexism and misogyny (Mügge, 2013; Holman, 2017; Fawcett Society, 2017).  
Linking to this, according to Ruedin (2013), cultural and societal beliefs about women in a country determine women's opportunities to both enter and stay in politics. First, Buckley & Hofman (2015) confirm that women are less likely to enter politics, by analysing data on candidates and electoral results of the 2014 local elections in Ireland. They argue that there is a history of social conservatism in Ireland, which in history has prevented women from working outside of the house after they were married. According to Buckley & Hofman (2015) this conservatism is still visible in Ireland, especially in the rural areas where conservative attitudes about women still exist. Moreover, they show that parties who were the most established were less likely to select women candidates, which shows that existing norms and rules within society can still hinder the participation of women in politics. The conservative attitudes about women, Buckley & Hofman (2015) emphasise, are the gendered role patterns that exist between men and women. Means (1972), moreover, explains that women’s absence in politics can be linked to the socialization of women into feminine role patterns, characterized by passivity and dependency. They state that women are reluctant to become politically active because of their dual role as homemaker and member of the labour force.
 Second, gendered role patterns are not the only reason women do not enter politics but is according to Allen (2013) the main reason why women, in this case in the UK, drop out of politics before or after one term. According to Allen (2013) research has shown that gendered pressures such as lack of time and familial roles (women in the UK are still the primary carers) are causes for women to drop out. Gendered role patterns do not only lead to less time for women to spend on politics, but additionally lead to stereotypes about women and the way they function in politics. Research by Huddy & Terkildsen (1995) shows that the stereotypes people have about women and their character traits leads people to believe that women are more suitable for lower types of office, such as local councils and men are seen as more suitable to deal with the topics discussed in higher office, in national parliaments. While it is evident that, looking at The Netherlands, men are also overrepresented in local councils.
This thesis is going to explain the existence and perseverance of these different factors by looking at Dutch municipalities through a feminist institutionalist lens. Feminist institutionalism argues that institutions consist of people with norms and (informal) rules and that even though an institution has seemingly neutral rules, these rules can have gendered effects because they are enforced, repeated, reproduced and reformed by people in the institution. Therefore, because the people using the rules are not neutral, the implementation of the rules ends up not being neutral (Chappell, 2006; Mackay, et. al., 2010; Lowndes, 2014). This is thus a great argument for (increasing) descriptive representation, since the increase of women’s representation in politics will, using this argument, lead to more equality in rule implementation. 
Chapter 3 on the theoretical framework will describe feminist institutionalism and its consequences in greater detail. 
[bookmark: _Toc75364022]2.4 Research on descriptive representation in Dutch municipalities 
So far, this thesis has focused on descriptive representation as a concept and what explanatory factors have been found in empirical research to increase descriptive representation. The following section will discuss the descriptive representation of women in Dutch municipal councils. 
In the Netherlands, the role of municipalities has over the years become increasingly important, since decisions regarding the social domain especially, such as affordable housing, security, youth services and policies on debt and government benefits have been moved from national politics to local politics, due to decentralisation (Ministerie van BZK, 2021; Van Egten, et. al., 2016; Peters & Stipdonk, ND). Women are, however, still underrepresented in Dutch local politics. 
The first woman to become a local council member was Mathilde Haan in the council of Roermond in 1919. Women were, however, only allowed to vote in the local elections a year later (Van Boxtel & Bultman, 2017). After women obtained active and passive right to vote, it lasted a long time until the percentage of women in local councils was over 5%, which happened after 1962. As already explained, after the last local council elections the average representation of women was still not 50/50 compared to men (Kranendonk, 2019). The Dutch government has been aware of this and Peters & Stipdonk (N.D.) explain that the government established a policy plan over the period 2006 - 2010 which specified that in 2010 women need to at least represent 45% of the council. However, this target has still not been reached (Peters & Stipdonk, N.D.). Since the last elections, the average representation of women is for the first time over 30% (Akachar, 2019). Nevertheless, Akachar (2019) specifies that initiatives such as Stem op een Vrouw have effectively pushed for the increase of women in politics. Moreover, former Minister of Interior and Kingdom relations, Kasja Ollongren, published a letter in 2019 calling for the increase of women local council members (Ollongren, 2019). 
Despite such initiatives the representation of women in municipal councils has still not risen much above 30% on average, which means that it can be concluded that on average Dutch municipal councils are not a perfect representation of society. Moreover, the Dutch Ministry of Interior and Kingdom relations publishes a report on the state of the Dutch decentralised administration every two years, called Staat van het Bestuur. In the most recent report published in 2021 it is concluded that the general profile of a Dutch municipal council member is a white man of middle age (Peters & Stipdonk, ND; Jansen, Denters & Zuydam, 2020; Staat van het Bestuur, 2020)
In literature on Dutch politics a few reasons for the underrepresentation of women are outlined. Van Egten, et. al. (2016) have been doing surveys and interviews with women local council members and they explain that there exists a culture in councils with which women do not resonate. Namely, women aim to focus on deliberation and the content of the discussions, while men want to profile themselves as being capable and strong leaders and are often acting as if they are ‘peacocks’. Tjalma-den Oudsten (2006) supports this statement and shows through online questionnaires among 2206 both active and dropped out council members, of which 397 women. That 68% of women who filled in the questionnaire, confirmed to have experienced so-called ‘peacock’ behaviour by men. Further, women are more likely to experience being a council member as negative and have a larger focus on the negative aspects of being a council member (Van Boxtel & Bultman, 2017).
 Another explanation for the smaller number of women in Dutch local councils is the fact that women are more left oriented, and these parties are more represented in larger cities and municipalities (Van Boxtel & Bultman, 2017). The location of the municipalities thus influences the number of women in the local council, for example, in Noord-Brabant and Limburg all parties have relatively few women. According to Jansen, et. al. (2020) this goes hand in hand with the fact that in these areas there still exists a more conservative culture. Mügge and Runderkamp (2019) confirm that certain patterns created by cultures and traditions can create barriers for women to become politically active. Conversely, Niemoller & Leijenaar (1998) argue that women in smaller municipalities have lower educational levels and are therefore less likely to be(come) politically involved. Lastly, Niemoller & Leijenaar (1998) find, based on survey data among 1500 Dutch citizens, that women are less politically confident and feel as if they are not as competent as their male colleagues. Women are, therefore, less likely to become politically active, which they blame on the traditional gender roles placed on men and women in The Netherlands. 
However, even though the Dutch government has acknowledged there is a problem of underrepresentation and has supported and called for initiatives to push for more representation, to date much less attention has been paid to the functioning of women once they enter local councils. Mügge and Runderkamp (2019) explain that attention should not only be paid to the influx of women into (local) politics, but additionally to the retention of women in (local) politics. Van Egten, et. al. (2016) show that on average women in The Netherlands spend a shorter time as council members than men. They not only more often drop out after only serving one term but additionally women more often drop out during their first term (Van Egten, et. al., 2016; Mügge & Runderkamp, 2019). Further, when women leave the local council, they are often replaced by a man. In the literature this is called the ‘revolving door effect’ (Jansen, et. al., 2020; Van Boxtel & Bultman, 2017; Van Egten, et. al., 2016). 
Looking at data on the dropout rates, in the period between 2014 and 2018, one in seven council members drop out before serving one term (Hulsen, 2018). Moreover, between 2014 and 2018 more women dropped out than men. Of all women council members 18% dropped out, compared to 15% of all men (Castenmiller, 2019; Castenmiller & Van Dam, 2018). More recent research on dropout rates strikingly shows that, based on survey data, in total 289 councillors have dropped out, of which 71% were men and 29% were women. Meaning that between January and October 2020 more men dropped out than women. Nevertheless, this research was, other than the research mentioned before, done over a much shorter period. Moreover, the fact that women drop out is more problematic, since there are already less women council members. Further, as already explained, when women drop out early, they are often replaced by a man, leading to a decrease in descriptive representation. Thereby, because few women enter, the number of women in local politics remains low (Overheid in Nederland, 2020).
Research by the Dutch Ministry of Interior and Kingdom relations also asked participants their main reasons for dropping out early, while being a local council member is a part time function in The Netherlands, 24% of the interviewees mention they could not combine it with their job. Further, 21%, mention they could not balance it with private and family life. Last, 20% mention ´other political/administrative reasons´ (Overheid in Nederland, 2020). Important to note is that this research does not make a distinction between women and men. Van Egten, et. al. (2016), nevertheless, find through an online questionnaire among 160 women local council members and interviews with 30 of these women (it is unclear from what municipalities the women are), that for women it is very hard to combine their work as council members with the responsibilities of a (fulltime) job and having a family. They also argue that this is more often for women a reason to stop their work as local council members. Nevertheless, it is important to note that this study has only questioned women local council members who are still active.  
Furthermore, Jansen, et. al. (2020), find that younger council members are on average less satisfied with work-life balance and council members in larger municipalities are even less satisfied. Research on dropout rates shows that 17% of the age group 31 - 40 dropped-out between January 2020 and October 2020. Because only 13% of all council members are between the age group of 31 - 40, the dropout rate is the highest in this category, with 4.8% of councillors between 31 - 40 dropping out, while only 3.1% of people between 41 - 50 and 51 - 60 dropped out (Overheid in Nederland, 2020). This is not surprising, because of the Covid-19 virus many people have had to work or attend school from home since March 2020. 
Kranendonk (2019) confirms through interviews that on average care responsibilities are still done by women. Research, additionally, shows that only in 1 in 6 families the care responsibilities are evenly divided. In most cases men still work more outside the house and women more inside the house (CBS & SCP, 2020). Further, Jansen, et. al. (2020) state that when women are active in local politics, they spend more time on council work than men. Women, especially under 44, spend more time on preparing and being in meetings than older and male council members. Women spend on average 7.2 hours and men 6.5 hours. 
Thus, academic literature has focused on the importance of (increasing) descriptive representation and studied various ways to increase descriptive representation in political institutions. Less attention is put on the experience of women once they have entered (local) politics. This is striking, since looking at the previous literature two main conclusions can be drawn on the experience of women council members in The Netherlands. Firstly, women are both less likely to become politically active and drop out earlier because the lack of work-life balance, based on gendered role patterns, prevents them from actively participating. Secondly, from previous interviews and surveys with women council members, it becomes clear that women do experience a more masculine culture in Dutch municipal councils. Women council members do not necessarily resonate with this and more often have a negative experience in the council. This means that when women are chosen as council members the chance exists that they are still not able to actively participate in local politics. Which means that in addition to pushing for more women in politics, research should be done on ways to keep women in politics and make sure they can participate at the same level as male local council members. 
Previous research is, however, mostly based on survey data and interviews with active male and female council members. Moreover, previous research has not yet focused on the possible institutional factors that lead to women dropping out more than men. This thesis will, therefore, add to the discussion surrounding the representation of women in local politics by doing an in-depth qualitative study on Dutch municipalities and researching the institutional factors that lead to women dropping out by doing semi-structured interviews with mostly women who dropped out. Furthermore, this research will adopt a gendered approach by using feminist institutionalism as a lens throughout the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc75364023]3. Theoretical Framework  
New institutionalism has helped scholars for many years in analysing political dynamics and outcomes through focusing on institutions. Mackay, et. al. (2010), explain that new institutionalism has been used to show how actors shape institutions and how institutions shape actors´ behaviour through its institutional rules, norms and policies. Mackay et. al. (2010), nevertheless, argue that the theory of new institutionalism should apply a gendered lens for analysing institutions, because this would highlight the gendered aspects of institutions and their norms, rules and policies and how this affects the actors operating within these institutions. They argue that new institutionalist scholars have so far failed to do this.  
The strand of institutionalism which criticizes this ´gender blindness´, is called feminist institutionalism. Feminist institutionalism understands that gender is not only a concept which constructs the social relations between men and women, but additionally constructs social structures and power relations within institutions. 
A focus on gender is necessary, because every actor in an institution has a sex and/or gender and people of different genders have different experiences within institutions, which means cultures within institutions are additionally gendered (Chappell, 2006). Further, as Lowndes (2014) explains, institutions only exist and have an influence because of the actors and their actions within the institutions.
Mackay, et. al. (2010), moreover, state that gender relations are institutionalised, meaning that these relations are ¨(...) embedded in particular political institutions and [therefore] constraining and shaping social interaction¨ (p. 580). Moreover, because gender relations are not neutral but are already shaped by gender norms, a power hierarchy exists between the masculine and feminine gender and people who are ascribed that gender. Feminist institutionalists believe that this power hierarchy consequently exists within institutions. As Mackay, et. al. explains: ¨Political and policymaking institutions are structured by gendered assumptions and ´dispositions´ (...) and [institutions] produce outcomes including policies, legislation and rulings that are influenced by gender norms¨ (2010, p. 582). In the case of political institutions, it can be argued that masculine behaviour and traits are idealised, therefore, as women are associated with having feminine traits, Mackay, et. al. (2010), argue that women have less power in a political institution compared to men. For example, Chappell and Waylen (2013) explain that traits associated with masculinity are rationality, autonomy, strength, power, logic, control, competitiveness and boundary-setting. According to Chappell and Waylen (2013) these are deemed as especially positive qualities. On the other hand, femininity is associated with passivity, care, emotion, and irrationality. 
Apart from power structures, Lowndes (2020) identifies four ways in which gender shapes institutions. Firstly, Lowndes (2020) states that rules can be directly about gender. These rules are often associated with the exclusion of women, such as the exclusion of women from voting or property rights. These rules are, however, not always written down. Secondly, rules with gendered effects, which is the notion that political institutions and the rules they enforce impact men and women differently. These rules can apply to everyone but could have a more negative impact on women, because of their historical and societal position. As Lowndes (2014) demonstrates: 

¨When and where meetings are held may disadvantage women with caring responsibilities; preferred styles of leadership may clash with rules about appropriate behavior for women; informal rules about the appropriate age for a specific role may exclude women who have had career breaks; welfare state or social security policies may be underpinned by conventions about the sexual division of labor in the home and workplace¨ (p. 687).

Thirdly, gendered actors working with rules, as already explained by Chappell (2006), the actors within institutions have a gender and have (pre-existing) ideas about gender. Therefore, those who make the rules also exist on a feminine, masculine, or non-binary scale and have their own ideas on the gendered power imbalances in these institutions. Lowndes (2020) explains that, therefore, scholars focus on descriptive and substantive representation. Fourthly, gendered outcomes of actions shaped by rules, meaning that certain outcomes because of rules can be more to the interest of men or women. It is interesting to note that feminist scholars argue it is difficult to achieve outcomes which are specifically women-friendly (Lowndes, 2020). This is because it is unclear what is meant by this, it can either be more policies women voters’ express preferences for, more attention for policies specifically directed at women such as women's health care or more policies that lead to more gender equality (Lowndes, 2019).
Nevertheless, because institutions and their rules and norms are identified as being neutral, the power asymmetries that exist because of gender relations are additionally identified as being neutral or natural (Mackay, et. al., 2010; Chappell, 2006; Lowndes, 2014). Thus, in summary, political institutions consist of people who embody (and reproduce) certain rules and norms. These rules and norms are, however, not neutral, they are built on and ¨(...) prescribe ´acceptable´ masculine and feminine forms of behaviour, rules and values for men and women within institutions¨ (Chappell, 2006, p. 226). Moreover, these institutions produce rules and legislation can further reinforce and reproduce gender norms and expectations. Lowndes (2014) argues that political institutions should therefore be regarded as ´gender regimes´ because of their ability to establish rules, through which political institutions can constitute the behaviour, roles and identity of men and women both within and outside the institution. 
On the other hand, because the actors within the institutions reproduce the gendered norms in and outside institutions, these actors can also change the structures. Lowndes (2020) argues that where the descriptive representation of women increases ¨(...) at least some women political actors will seek to act for women either through pressurising decision makers and executives or directly through legislative activity¨ (p. 558). It can also be changed more subtly by changing the organisational culture in the organisation, for example by changing networking events of having drinks after work to having coffee in the afternoon.
This thesis aims to analyse the drop out of women council members through a feminist institutional lens. However, as Chappell (2006) explains, it is difficult to identify gendered patterns and effects in political institutions and the best way to research this is through interviewing the actors and asking them about (in)formal rules, procedures and norms within the institution. Doing empirical research with a feminist institutionalist lens is difficult since the aim is essentially to learn the formal rules within an institution, but also the informal or ´hidden´ rules within an institution. When gender is involved, it becomes even more difficult because, as Chappell and Waylen (2013) explain, the gendered dimensions of rules are rarely questioned and are therefore seen as natural and part of the status quo. It is even questionable whether the people within the institutions are aware of the gendered dimensions. They explain that to uncover formal rules is easier, researchers can examine official documentation, reports and interviews with key actors. They explain that for uncovering informal rules more systematic and in-depth methods are necessary, often ethnographically based work (Chappell & Waylen, 2013). 
Because of the scope of this research, ethnography cannot be used. In literature research using feminist institutionalism, semi-structured interviews with actors in the field are used to uncover informal rules, procedures and norms. For example, in her research on friendships between women in the UK parliament, Childs (2013) tries to understand these friendships by looking at them through a feminist institutionalist lens. She does this by conducting interviews with labour women and asking about their own experiences with and perceptions of the friendships.
Moreover, Evans and Kenny (2020) have taken a feminist institutionalist lens to research the new Women’s Party (WEP) in the UK, by looking at discourse, formal party rules and informal practices and study whether this party really does things differently. Evans and Kenny (2020) have done 20 semi-structured interviews between one and two hours with actors. Because, as they explain: ¨interviews are the most effective method for understanding how, what, when and where and why of political decision-making¨ (Evans & Kenny, 2020, p. 9). 
Furthermore, to research the underrepresentation of women and male dominance in politics, Kenny and Bjarnegård (2016) researched formal and informal rules of candidate selection at political parties. They also conducted semi-structured interviews with party-gatekeepers and candidates and focused in the interview for the most part on their participants’ personal experiences. 
Evans & Kenny (2020) and Bjarnegård & Kenny (2016) explain they draw inspiration for their interview questions from Lowndes´ research (2005). Lowndes (2005) explains that to research hidden aspects in institutions, interviews need to be conducted, since the actors within the institutions are doing the work and thus have the knowledge. These actors develop the rules and strategies creating both opportunities and constraints and additionally determine what behaviour is deemed as appropriate within the institution. Lowndes explains:

¨Researching the ongoing process of institutional emergence is dirty work. To unearth the ´real´ rules that shape local political behaviour (informal as well as formal, invisible as well as visible) we need to talk to local government actors themselves. We need to ask them: ‘how are things done around here?’ and ‘why do you do X and not Y?’. As Elinor Ostrom argues: ‘obtaining information about rules-in-use requires spending time at a site and learning how to ask non-threatening context-specific questions about rule-configurations’¨ (2005, p. 306).   

It could be the case that actors give diverging answers when asked such open questions. Bjarnegård and Kenny (2016) explain that these different interpretations are part of the process and shed light on the ways in which particular events and meanings were constructed by various people. Moreover, Bjarnegård and Kenny (2016) specify that the researcher always needs to be aware of their own subjectivity and that triangulation is therefore essential. It is necessary that a balance is maintained between the actors and their institutional context.  
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Based on the previous literature on descriptive representation and local politics in The Netherlands and feminist institutionalism, hypotheses are established. These hypotheses are tested through conducting interviews with (resigned) council members. The hypotheses thus provide the link between theory and empirical data. 
As already explained, Lowndes (2020) identifies four ways in which institutions can be gendered. These are used as an inspiration for formulating the hypotheses. Since by, inter alia, using these four concepts it can be tested for every level in the institution whether and how gendered rules, norms and ideas influence the way women council members experience being a council member.
Firstly, institutions can be gendered because within the institutions rules exist which actively lead to exclusion because of gender. Secondly, institutions can have rules or procedures with gendered effects, thus certain rules that have different effects on men and women. Thirdly, Lowndes (2020) argues that actions based on rules can have gendered outcomes. This leads to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Formal rules and/or procedures within a municipality affect the experience(s) of women in municipal councils and consequently influence the reason(s) women drop out.  

Fourthly, Lowndes (2020) explains that not only rules can be gendered and/or have gendered effects, but that actors within institutions are also gendered and have (pre-existing) norms and ideas on gender and power imbalances because of gender. For example, the idea that men are more rational and stronger leaders and women are more emotional and are more caring (Chappell & Waylen, 2013). Moreover, literature on local politics in The Netherlands, for example, has shown that because proportionally more men work as council members, there exists a masculine culture in Dutch politics. Women council members do not necessarily resonate with this culture, which leads to women having a more negative experience in the council (Van Egten, et. al., 2016; Tjalma - Den Oudsten, 2006). The following hypothesis therefore arises:

Hypothesis 2: Women drop out because of the (pre-existing) norms and ideas of council members on gender, which affect them negatively. 

Finally, existing literature on women council members dropping out has identified that women most often drop out because they are not able to combine their work in the council with their private life (Overheid in Nederland, 2020; Janssen, et. al., 2020). It can, moreover, be confirmed that women still spend more time on care responsibilities than men in The Netherlands (CBS & SCP, 2020). Further, as already explained, on the one hand Dutch local politics have always been male dominated, which means a masculine culture exists in Dutch municipal councils. While, on the other hand, women are still socialized into feminine role patterns in The Netherlands. This can lead to biases against women in Dutch local councils (Means, 1972; Allen, 2013; Buckley & Hofman, 2015; Van Egten, et. al., 2016; Mügge & Runderkamp, 2019; CBS & SCP, 2020). The last hypothesis therefore arises: 

Hypothesis 3: Women drop out because it is difficult to combine private life and care responsibilities with work in the municipal council and because the Dutch municipal councils have been male dominated, a masculine culture exists in municipalities and women are not supported in creating a better balance. 

In the next chapter I will explain how this research is going to test these three hypotheses. 
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To discover what factors contribute to women council members dropping out before or after one term, this thesis uses a qualitative research approach. This makes sense because this research is interested in the experiences of women council members specifically. Moreover, as Ormston, et. al. (2003) explain, qualitative research is about finding out what people think and feel, and what meanings they attach to certain phenomena. It is inherently about the subjective meaning people attach to the world around them and how they understand the world (Hesse, Biber & Leavy, 2011). Because this is a research on subjective experiences, interviews are conducted which means a small sample is used. Consequently, it is difficult to make the results generalizable. For this reason, the sample of interviewees is selected based on diversity, which will be explained more in-depth in the next section.
According to Hesse, et. al. (2011), academic theory can be used in research in two ways. Firstly, a deductive approach, which means that a theory is tested through hypotheses. Secondly, an inductive approach, which means that theory is generated and/or strengthened from the collected data. This research is, however, using a third approach, which is a combination of induction and deduction. Meaning that to answer the research question, hypotheses are tested through the interview data. Nevertheless, the collected data will be interpreted through a feminist institutionalist lens and consequently used to strengthen the theory and provide empirical evidence to existing literature on feminist institutionalism. This method, where hypotheses are tested and theory is developed, is called analytical induction. Or as Gilgun (2020) explains, this combination of qualitative hypothesis-testing and theory-guided research is called deductive qualitative analysis. 
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To answer the research question and test the hypotheses, this thesis conducts a comparative case study of three different Dutch municipalities. By doing a comparative case study, it can be shown which contextual factors contribute to gendered processes and outcomes within the municipality and therefore highlight what municipalities need to do to retain their female council members.  
Before explaining how the cases are selected it will, firstly, be identified what a case study is. As defined by Gerring (2004) ¨A case study (...) is best defined as an intensive study of a single unit with an aim to generalize across a larger set of units¨ (p.1). A case study is thus an in-depth research of a single phenomenon to uncover causal mechanisms and consequently can make assumptions about the wider population (Gerring, 2004). The in-depth analysis can provide answers as to why and how X is connected to Y. Therefore, a single-unit case study can also provide evidence for causal mechanisms suggested by a certain theory (Gerring, 2004). The unit of analyses are in this case the council members who dropped out and those who are still in council. These are studied to make implications about Dutch municipalities as institutions. Moreover, a causal mechanism between being a woman in a gendered institution and dropping out is tested, this research is thus studying the causal mechanisms that explain why women council members drop out sooner and at higher rates than men. 
Cases cannot be randomly selected since this can lead to selection bias (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). A case selection procedure is, therefore, necessary to select the cases which are most appropriate for the research. The cases ideally need to be representative for the wider population, which are in this case all municipalities in The Netherlands. Therefore, the diverse case selection method is used for this research. The diverse case selection method is the ¨achievement of maximum variance along relevant dimensions. (...) It requires the selection of a set of cases - minimum two - which are intended to represent the full range of values characterizing X, Y, or the X/Y relationship¨ (Seawright & Gerring, 2008, p. 300). As already established, there are multiple factors that have an influence on the number of women and consequently the experience of women in the municipality. Further, the diverse case selection ensures the strength of this research, namely the ability to receive a diverse image of municipalities in The Netherlands and transfer the implications of the data to Dutch municipalities in general, despite the smaller sample size. 
The factors considered to provide the maximum variance are firstly, as can be summarized by the findings of Kranendonk (2019), ¨There seems to be a trade-off between the proportion of women on the council and an inclusive political culture¨ (p. 31). In interviews council members explain that the political culture is perceived as more positive in municipalities with more women. Therefore, when selecting the cases, the number of women in the municipal council is a factor to be considered. Ideally for this thesis one municipality with more women than average is selected and one municipality with less women than average is selected, with the average being 30%. This is, secondly, connected to the size of the party. As explained in the literature review, the larger the party the more likely it is that there will be more women in the municipal council.
Thirdly, the size and the location of the municipality will influence the number of women in politics. For example, the larger the municipality (more than 100.000 inhabitants), the more women will be in politics. Moreover, the aim of this research is to understand why women drop out before or after one term and thereby uncover underlying gendered norms, rules and ideas. As Adams and Smrek (2018) explain, these norms and ideas can differ from place to place, it is thus important to research municipalities in different areas. For example, in rural areas, clientelism and having a broad and strong network is considered as a more important factor to get into the municipal council than in urban areas. In contrast urban areas are more diverse than rural areas (Adams & Smrek, 2018). It is, therefore, not only important to select a larger and a smaller municipality but additionally to select a more rural and a more urban municipality. 
Last and very important is the party ideology. As explained earlier in the literature review, the more left-wing and progressive the party is, the more likely it is that there are more women in the party. Therefore, it can be assumed that municipalities with more left and progressive parties in the council will have more women in the council. The more conservative and right-wing the party is, the less women will be in the party and on the ballot. Thus, in a municipality with more conservative and right-wing parties, there will be less women. For this research it is thus important to select a municipality with more left-wing and progressive parties and a municipality with more conservative and right-wing parties. 
Furthermore, the decision has been made to not select the municipalities based on the dropout rate of women council members. This is because of two reasons. First, there is no recent data on dropout rates in The Netherlands per municipality. A report on dropout rates was published by Overheid in Nederland (2020), this research only measured dropout rates between January and October 2020, which is not representative for this research. Secondly, cases should not be selected based on the dependent variable, which is in this case the dropout rate of women council members, as this can lead to selection bias which makes the results less valid. 
The next section explains which case are selected. 
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As already explained, for this research the diverse case study method is chosen. Which means that three diverse municipalities are selected for the research. First, Utrecht is selected as a case. Utrecht is a large municipality with 357.694 inhabitants in 2020 (Allecijfers Utrecht, N.D.). Moreover, Utrecht has for the last two periods had a left and progressive majority council (Allecijfers Utrecht, N.D.). The municipality Utrecht is additionally located in an urban area. Utrecht is, furthermore, a council with on average many women council members. In 2018 44.44% of the council members were women in 2018 (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2018). 
Secondly, Sittard-Geleen is selected as a case. Sittard-Geleen is a medium to large municipality with 94.422 inhabitants in 2020. Sittard-Geleen has additionally, for the last two periods at least, had a more conservative right leaning majority in the council. What makes Sittard-Geleen, furthermore, interesting is that for the last period the more extreme right-wing party the PVV has been in the council. Moreover, in Sittard-Geleen local parties play a large role and for the last two periods at least a local party (GOB) has been one of the largest parties (Allecijfers Sittard-Geleen, N.D.). Sittard-Geleen is additionally a larger municipality that can be found in a more rural area in the South of the Netherlands. Lastly, Sittard-Geleen has, on average, very few women in the council. In 2018, 21.62% of all council members were women. 
Thirdly, the municipality of Doetinchem is chosen as a case. Doetinchem is a smaller municipality with 58.009 inhabitants in 2020 (Allecijfers Doetinchem, N.D.). Further, for the last two periods the Christian Democratic Party (CDA) was the largest party and in addition to that the local council can be described as a balance of centrist and left leaning parties, with only a few seats for local parties. Doetinchem is in a rural area in the East of the Netherlands. Lastly, in 2018 29.03% of the council members was a woman in the local council, which is close to the national average (Nederlandse Vereniging voor Raadsleden, 2018). 
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To answer the research question and test the hypotheses, in-depth interviews will be conducted with resigned and active council members from the selected municipalities. The aim is to interview one woman who is still a council member, a man who has dropped out and three women who dropped out during their term, from every selected municipality. The strength of doing in-depth interviews for this research is that it will give an idea about the why, namely why do women council members drop out? It will help identify the causal mechanisms behind this phenomenon. 
There are multiple ways to conduct interviews and ask questions. An interview can, firstly, be completely open and unstructured. This is often used in ethnography; these interviews are often considered more as conversations than interviews and happen when the interviewer knows little about the research topic. Secondly, interviews can be completely structured, this occurs when the researcher already knows much about the topic and only needs to know in what categories the respondents fit. Finally, there is a middle ground, the semi-structured interview method with open-ended questions, which this research will use. Semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions are perfect for asking about insider perspectives but can additionally be used to test hypotheses (Leech, 2020). Further, Aberbach & Rockman (2002) explain that when the aim is to additionally ¨get at the contextual nuance of responses and to probe beneath the surface of a response to the reasoning and premises that underlie it¨ (p. 674) open-ended questions are the way to go. Moreover, since for this research interviewees need to talk about their own experiences, Leech (2002) explains that by using open-ended questions the interviewer is less knowledgeable than the interviewee, which is reassuring to the interviewee and establishes a level of trust between the interviewer and the interviewee. 
The interviews conducted for the purpose of this research are semi-structured. A structure is necessary because the interview questions are theory-guided, meaning that feminist institutionalism is used to establish and guide the interview questions. On the other hand, the interviews are not fully structured, because as explained in the theoretical framework the aim of the interviews is to, inter alia, uncover informal and ´hidden´ aspects within the institutions. As Leech (2002) explains, what type of questions you ask is always determined by what you want to know. The focus of the interviews should thus mainly be on the experiences, behaviour, and perceptions of the (resigned) council members. As Brinkmann (2020) explains, interviews are the most objective method to discover and learn about human experiences, which is what this study is interested in. Thus, to ensure that the feminist institutionalist lens is used but additionally that interviewees are open to introduce new topics, a topic guide (see Appendix C) based on the interview guide (see Appendix B) is used during the interviews. This allows the researcher to apply focus to the conversation but, additionally for the interviewee to introduce topics. Semi-structured interviews are therefore the best for producing knowledge through interviews. How the interview guide is constructed will be explained in the next section. 
Further, this interview approach will ensure validity which as Goertz & Mahoney (2012) explain is in the context of qualitative research called credibility. The credibility of the researcher is ensured through basing the interview questions on theory. Moreover, credibility is ensured by both an interview- and topic guide. These guides certify that the interviewees are asked similar questions and that during every interview the same topics are addressed. The credibility of the interviewees is, furthermore, ensured because they are asked about their own experiences as council members, which means they can give an accurate reflection of the situation of council members in The Netherlands from their own perspective. 
Moreover, from March 2020 there is a Covid-19 pandemic, which means travel with no urgent purpose is not allowed in The Netherlands. Therefore the interviews are not conducted face-to-face but a ´socially distant´ method is used. For this thesis, computer mediated communication through ´video-based online interviewing´ is used. Lobe, Morgan & Hoffman (2020) explain that this method ¨offers great flexibility in time and location of data collection (...) [and] can be described as a highly socialized interaction¨ (p. 1). Nevertheless, this method is not free from concerns, especially when it comes to the security, confidentiality and logistics of the platform used. For this research, the platform Zoom is used to conduct the interviews because this platform is very user-friendly. Firstly, because apart from working internet and a laptop or PC with camera and microphone the interviewee needs nothing else than a link to join the call. Secondly, the interviewee does not need to create an account or download the application of the platform. Thirdly, the call can be secured with a password, ensuring nobody else can join the call. Further, the free version offers the ability to record and save the call to the hosts’ account (Lobe, et. al., 2020). Zoom’s storage is, however, not considered the safest. A separate sound recorder is therefore used to record the interviews. The respondents are informed beforehand that the interview is recorded and need to give their informed consent. Finally, it is ensured that the interview recordings and transcripts are deleted as soon as this research is finished. 
Eventually 22 interviews were conducted through Zoom, with each interview lasting approximately 60 minutes. The interviews are recorded and manually transcribed. It is, lastly, important to announce that all interviews are conducted and transcribed in Dutch. Quotations from the interviews used in this research are thus translated from Dutch to English. 
[bookmark: _Toc75364031]4.3.1.1 Interview questions
Wengraf (2001) explains that the linking of theoretical concepts to empirical indicators is called ´instrumentation´. The way to instrumentalise, in this case, feminist institutionalism is to work form the theory to formulating empirical indicators. In this case the indicators are established through formulating hypotheses. In the previous chapter (see: Chapter 3: theoretical framework) it has become clear that both feminist institutionalism and existing literature on local politics in the Netherlands have led to the construction of three hypotheses. 
Thus, to test these hypotheses, for all hypotheses interview questions are formulated. A full overview of the questions can be found in the interview guide (see Appendix B). Even though the questions are based on theory and previous literature, Wengraf (2001) explains that the interviewee should not use theory-specific language, since this makes the questions harder to understand and consequently more difficult to answer for the interviewees, leading to less accurate interview results. In Figure 1 is shown how to go from theory to hypotheses to interview questions. 

Figure 1. From theory to interview questions. [image: ]

Further, Leech (2002) explains that there are two types of questions that can and should be asked in an open-ended semi-structured interview. Firstly, grand tour questions. Hereby, the participants are asked to describe an activity they know very well or something they know much about. In this case most of the interview questions will be grand tour questions, since all the questions are about the experience of the interviewee as a council member. Examples of these questions are: ¨Could you describe your experience as a council member? ¨ or ¨Can you describe a typical day for you as a council member? ¨. Secondly, similar to, but more specific than grand tour questions, are example questions. These types of questions offer the researchers an insight into the world and the experiences of the respondent (Leech, 2002). An example of such a question is: ¨How did you experience the workload as a council member? ¨ or ¨In your experience were men and women treated differently in the council? ¨
When using these types of open-ended questions Aberbach & Rockman (2002) explain that the validity and thus credibility of the responses are ensured, since respondents can formulate a response in their own words and from their own viewpoints. Nevertheless, a limitation of using this method is that it is more difficult to code and analyse the answers (Aberbach & Rockman, 2002). This will be explained more in-depth in the section on data analysis. 
Further, because all the participants are in Dutch the interviews are also held in Dutch. This will additionally ensure that the interviewees can offer an accurate reflection of their experiences as council members, without language being a barrier during the interview. 
[bookmark: _Toc75364032]4.3.1.2 Participant selection and recruitment
For this research, a mix of purposive and opportunistic sampling is used, as described by Ritchie, Lewis & Gillian (2003). To ensure different voices are heard, before starting the interview process, the plan was to interview five (resigned) council members per case. It was purposely chosen to interview women who are still a council member, to hear about the experiences women currently have in the council. Women who dropped out before or after one term and to learn about the experiences of council members more broadly, men who dropped out were interviewed. Comparing these three groups will allow to draw out some key differences that could specifically explain the drop out among women council members. The ability to compare and contrast different groups of council members is, as already explained, the strength of this research and also compensates for the small sample size. 
When this was decided the recruitment started and the municipal council registries of the three municipalities were contacted by email and asked to help with the recruitment. The municipal registry of Utrecht and Doetinchem offered help and provided contact information of possible interview candidates based on the previously mentioned criteria. However, no contact was found with the municipal council registry of Sittard-Geleen. (Resigned) Council members of Sittard-Geleen were, therefore, found through the website ´Overheid in Nederland´ which offers an overview of current and resigned council members per municipality. These candidates were contacted through LinkedIn and/or if possible, email. 
Within a few weeks of recruitment, worry started that not enough women, who resigned before or after one term, could be contacted. As this was not one of the criteria for selecting the cases. The scope for selecting participants was therefore broadened to include women council members who resigned after being in the municipal council for more than one period. This is how the purposive sampling switched to opportunistic sampling. This choice nevertheless makes sense and improves the research, since women who have been in the council for more than one period will be able to provide more detailed insights into the experience of being a women council member in local council. 
Eventually, from every municipality one woman who is still in the local council is interviewed. In Sittard-Geleen one man who served one term, two women who served one term and four women who served more than one term were interviewed. In Utrecht, one man who served five years (one term and one more year), three women who served one term or less and two women who served more than one term. Lastly, in Doetinchem one man who resigned after more than one term and four women who resigned after one term or less, were interviewed. This sample offers a good mix of women who resigned after one term and women who have stayed in council for more than one term. Furthermore, the perspectives of council members from left and centrist parties are represented in the sample. The perspective that is missing is that from men and women council members from (far) right-wing parties. Moreover, it can be argued that the perspective of women council members serving one term is disproportionately represented compared to men council members serving one term. 
Further, the fact that the number of participants is different in every municipality is additionally a consequence of the opportunistic sampling and the fact that the aim was to interview as many people as possible instead of having too few interview candidates. Further, the contact information was, for the most part, provided by the municipal council registries. Moreover, striking was that in Sittard-Geleen, the municipality with the least women, the women who were active almost always served more than one term. 
Last, because of the sensitivity of the subjects bespoken during the interviews the interview participants will remain anonymous. In Appendix A an anonymised list of participants can be found. In the findings sections quotations have a number, this number corresponds with a participant from the list in Appendix A. Any information that can lead to the identity of the participants has been removed. 
[bookmark: _Toc75364033]4.3.2 Reflexivity statement
For this research doing interviews is the only method that can lead to answers for the research question. Interviews do, however, come with a few difficulties, especially because it is a conversation between two people. The interviews were enriching experiences, nevertheless, when the researcher felt a connection with the interviewee the experience was that the conversation could go more into depth and the researcher additionally had the experience that more sensitive questions were asked. Moreover, it is important to inform that the researcher grew-up in Sittard-Geleen, which the interview participants knew, and which meant that the conversations were slightly more amicable and consequently more detailed with participants from Sittard-Geleen.
 Moreover, when conducting the interviews, the researcher is dependent on which participants agree to do the interview. This means that the risk exists that only participants who are interested in the topic, and think it is important, agreed to do the interview. Nevertheless, because of the heterogeneous sample and the fact that questions are mostly focused on the experience of the individual council members, this does not have to be a problem. Moreover, after the data is collected, the data is still interpreted and analysed by the researcher. 
Lastly, while the researcher believes that this is an important topic and more women should be council members, hypotheses and interview questions are prepared beforehand to ensure that the researcher maintains their objectivity as much as possible. Nevertheless, since this research is using a feminist-based theory and feminism can also be regarded as an ideology, even though steps can be taken to prevent guided questions from being asked, it is important to note that a certain degree of subjectivity will always be part of this kind of research.  
[bookmark: _Toc75364034]4.3.3 Data Analysis
To analyse the data collected from the interviews, an interpretivist approach to the analysis is used. Meaning, as Mills explains: ¨put simply, analysis involves summarizing what is in the data, whereas interpretation involves making sense of - finding meaning in - that data¨ (Trent & Cho, 2020, p. 959). When interpreting the data, it is the researcher who aims to understand the words of the interviewee and simultaneously attaches meanings to these words. In this case, meaning is attached to the data in two ways. First, by putting it in context next to previous literature. ¨[Literature] allows researchers to compare their interpretations to other writing about and studying the same/similar phenomena¨ (Trent & Cho, 2020, p. 972). Secondly, by using theory. Theory does not only help in making sense of what is being said but makes the study more abstract and links the research to wider social issues (Trent & Cho, 2020). Moreover, analysing the research findings by using theory will ensure the credibility of the data. As Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) state, ¨(...) checking, questioning, and theorizing the interview findings leads to knowledge claims that are so powerful and convincing in their own right that they, so to speak, carry the validation with them, like a strong piece of art¨ (p. 144). During the analysis, the researcher will therefore test the causal mechanisms for every hypothesis. To be able to do this first the researcher needs to make sense of the primary data source, the interview transcripts, which is done through coding.  
¨A code is most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based data¨ (Saldaña, 2020, p. 884). As Trent and Cho (2020) explain, codes are used to summarise the main ideas of the text. ¨Coding is thus a method that enables you to organize and group similarly coded data into categories or ´families´ because they share some characteristic - the beginning of a pattern¨ (Saldaña, 2009, p. 8). 
For this research, the data is coded using the program Atlas.ti through two cycles and in each cycle different coding methods are applied. In this research both the data collection procedure, but additionally the data analysis procedure, are thoroughly described. This is because, especially when doing interviews, more transparency leads to more insight into the research process which increases the credibility of the researcher and the research and increases the replicability (Gilgun, 2020; Trent & Cho, 2020).
The initial coding of the data occurs during the first cycle and different methods are additionally mixed and matched. In this section examples of the main codes used will be provided. The rest of the codes used can be found in the codebook (See Appendix D), except for codes that can reveal the identity of the participants, to ensure anonymization. 
Firstly, attribute coding is used. These codes provide in this case contextual and descriptive information of the participant, which allows the data to be compared on demographic values, which makes sense because three different cases and three different types of interviewees are compared in this research (Saldaña, 2009). 
Secondly, structural coding is used. Structural coding allows to structure the data around a certain research question that was used to frame the interview questions (Saldaña, 2009). In this case, interview questions were not framed through research questions, but through hypotheses. Structural coding is most often used for, inter alia, semi-structured data gathering and hypothesis-testing (Saldaña, 2009). Examples of structural codes used for hypothesis 1 are: ´events´, ´training´, ´meetings´, ´dress code´, ´code of conduct´, ´formal rules and procedures´. Examples of structural codes used for hypothesis 2 are: ´treatment´, ´behaviour´, ´citizens´, ´atmosphere´, ´profile´, ´expectations´. Examples of codes used for hypothesis 3 are: ´support´, ´balance´, ´workload/work pressure´. 
However, since the participant experiences and explanations are the focus of the interviews, for this research codes are not established a priori, but the data is coded during the analysis, the codes thus come from the data. Therefore, in the first cycle, lastly In Vivo coding is used. In Vivo coding is used when the focus is on the participants voice and is a crucial check to find out what is significant to the participant. Meaning that direct phrases from the data are made into codes. ¨In Vivo coding helps us to preserve participants' meanings and views¨ (Saldaña, 2009, p.76). 
In the second coding cycle, the existing codes are re-analysed and re-categorized and the main goal of the second cycle is to establish categorical, thematic or in this case, theoretical sense of the first-cycle codes. This research is done through pattern and elaborative coding. With pattern coding, codes that are of a central theme are grouped together (Saldaña, 2009). Further, since this research elaborates on previous research and on theory, elaborative coding is used. ¨In elaborative coding, where the goal is to refine theoretical constructs from a previous study, relevant text is selected with those constructs in mind¨ (Saldaña, 2009, p. 168). Thus, in this case reasons for women to drop out as established by previous literature, but additionally reasons constructed through feminist institutionalism. 
Ideally, to increase the reliability of the analysis, multiple people should have coded the interview transcripts. Nevertheless, because of the transparency of this research and its methods and the fact that the interview and topic guide and codebook are provided in the Appendix, ensures that this research is both more reliable and transferable (Kvale, 2018). 
The following sections, findings, will show whether the gathered data will confirm or disconfirm the established hypotheses. The two cycles will additionally improve the credibility of the findings (Saldaña, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc75364035]5. Findings
The‌ ‌aim‌ ‌of‌ ‌thesis‌ ‌is‌ ‌to‌ ‌answer‌ ‌the‌ ‌following‌ ‌research‌ ‌question,‌ ‌how do institutional factors influence the drop out of women council members and consequently influence the representation of women in Dutch municipal councils? ‌Based‌ ‌on‌ ‌previous‌ ‌literature‌ ‌and‌ ‌feminist‌ ‌institutionalism‌ ‌possible‌ institutional ‌factors‌ ‌were‌ ‌specified through‌ ‌three‌ ‌hypotheses,‌ ‌which‌ ‌were‌ ‌tested‌ ‌by‌ ‌doing‌ ‌interviews with (resigned) council members.‌ ‌Findings are based on interviews with three active women council members, three dropped out male council members, ten women council members who dropped out before or after one term and six women council members who dropped out after more than one term. In the next chapter (see: Chapter 5 Discussion and Conclusion) the results will be placed in a wider context.
[bookmark: _hu9413ywp82q][bookmark: _Toc75364036]5.1 The (gendered) effect of formal rules and procedures
Hypothesis1: Formal rules and/or procedures within a municipality affect the experience(s) of women in municipal councils and consequently influence the reason(s) women drop out.  
To test this hypothesis, questions were asked on formal rules and procedures and (resigned) council members´ experiences with it. Questions were asked on formal rules such as codes of conduct and dress codes. Formal procedures such as attending networking events, council meetings and training and workshops (new) council members can attend. The results are systematically presented in the following section. 
First, when asked about formal rules that potentially have gendered effects only two interviewees could give concrete examples. An active council member from Doetinchem explains that they recently signed a diversity mandate in the council. She explains that with this mandate the council aims to pay more attention to diversity in the council, but additionally in the whole municipality. The aim of the mandate is to establish an inclusive municipality and a whole chapter is devoted to sex and gender (Gemeente Doetinchem, 2021). Nevertheless, it has only recently been signed, which means that the effect of the mandate is still unclear. What is striking, is that no other (resigned) council member from Doetinchem mentioned this mandate. Further, an active council member from Utrecht explains that they now have gender neutral toilets in the council, which is not a formal rule, but more a procedure that shows the municipal council in Utrecht pays attention to gender and gender issues. No other (resigned) council member from Utrecht mentioned these toilets and the effects of the toilets on the experience of council members are unclear. 
Second, when asked about dress codes all (resigned) council members asked, state that there is no official dress code in their council. 
Third, from the interviews it has become clear that every municipal council in this research has a code of conduct. This code is for every municipality mostly about behaviour towards the media, double functions of council members, integrity, and conflicts of interest. Even though such a code seems neutral, an active council member from Doetinchem explains that in Doetinchem the code of conduct can have gendered effects. She explains that since the decentralisation of the care sector mostly women are affected when it comes to integrity issues since they more often work in the care sector. 
Moreover, whether the code of conduct is enforced, depends greatly on the municipal council registry, chairman and mayor. From the interviews it can be concluded that, for example, in Doetinchem when a discussion in the council becomes too personal a meeting is immediately set up with the municipal council mayor, registry and all the people involved.
On the other hand, the interviewees state that only having such code, signing a mandate, or having gender neutral toilets will not make a difference:

¨You can speak up and state that everybody has a place and that we do not discriminate [in the council], but we still must do something about it [equality] because it will not happen automatically¨ (21). 

Fourth, how formal procedures can affect women and men differently becomes evident when looking at networking events that council members from all the municipalities are expected to attend. The overall notion is that most interviewees enjoy attending networking events, as this is a chance to be directly in contact with citizens. Nevertheless, from the interviews it is discovered that when time is scarce, this is the first thing council members must skip:

¨Well [attending events] is the first thing…. where you are going to compromise...where you feel like you are not doing enough¨ (15). 

Eight interviewees argue that attending events was always a dilemma, of which six are women council members who dropped out before or after one term. Interviewees explain that they are often not able to attend events. On the one hand because women council members with (fulltime) jobs explain that most events take place during the day, which is when they work. On the other hand, in the evenings women council members specifically explain they often do not have the extra time to attend events. As a resigned council member from Sittard-Geleen explains:

 ¨I could not handle more work during the evenings apart from the council meetings¨ (11). 

Moreover, women council members choose to not spend the (scarce) free time they have going to (networking) events. As an active council member from Sittard - Geleen explains: 

¨If I must choose between doing something with my kids on the weekend or attending networking events, I will consider it carefully. I would rather do something with my kids. (...) You see that those [council members] who have older children are in a different phase and they can attend everything, but for me that time [during the weekends] is very precious¨ (2).

What is striking, is that the majority, two, of the active council members interviewed and asked about attending events, did not mention this as a dilemma and/or a problem. An active woman council member from Utrecht explains that in a case where she cannot attend herself, events are always divided among party members. None of the resigned men interviewed mentioned attending events as a problem. A male resigned council member from Sittard - Geleen explains that sometimes he felt as if he had to disappoint people because he could not attend events because of the many invitations he received. He did not mention work or family responsibilities as a factor.  
When asked about networking events, eight of the resigned women council members explain that even though they had to choose not to attend, they would have liked to go to more networking events. This is the case because as a resigned council member from Utrecht states: 

¨(...) talking to citizens is useful and has an influence on the work you do as a council member¨ (19). 

Going to events and meeting citizens is a way to stay in touch with the people they represent and additionally gives them a mandate to speak in the council. It additionally makes council members more visible, which helps during elections. (Resigned) Council members from Sittard-Geleen specifically explain that attending events and meeting people is important because various clubs have much influence in the municipality, and networking is an important aspect of being a council member in Sittard-Geleen. 
Fifth, women council members explain that they had to skip networking events because of the mandatory council meetings. (Resigned) Council members mention a couple of reasons why these meetings are especially problematic and difficult for them. 
Eleven interviewees state that the meeting times are a problem for them, of which nine are women council members who dropped out, five of which dropped out before or after one term. They explain that the fact that the meetings take place in the evening has a large influence on their family and family responsibilities, as they have to depend on their partner, parents or a babysit to take care of the children during the evenings: 

¨I find it very annoying that I am not able to put my children to bed a lot of the evenings, I find that very difficult. I really do not like that. They think so too, but I cannot change it¨ (2). 

In addition to that, resigned council members state that the starting time of the meetings can be problematic too. As a resigned member from Sittard-Geleen explains:

¨Meetings were very long and always took place around dinner time, which just did not fit into my schedule, that is when you notice that there were many people in the council who come home to a plate of food¨ (10).  

Further, in Utrecht where council meetings do not only take place in the evening, but last the whole Thursday, a resigned council member explains:

¨The Thursday in which you were [in council] the whole day… you, for example, in the evening had a break from 17.00h. until 19.00h. or something… But they expect you to go home and have dinner within this time. But when you have to cook, or have to pick up children from day-care, … you have to be very organized… you have to have dinner already ready… or something¨ (20). 

Moreover, the various meetings do not only affect women who have a family, but additionally women who have a (fulltime) job. This is especially the case, because the council meetings can take a very long time:

¨It often happens that meetings last until 3.00h in the morning and then you have to go to work the next day¨ (18). 

Eight interviewees explain that the length of the meetings was problematic, of which seven are women who resigned before or after one term. Council members from Doetinchem and Sittard-Geleen explain that this is also the reason why there are disproportionately more older people in the council. As they have much more free time and can plan their own day. In Utrecht, the long meetings are part of the culture, but a council member states that the council in Utrecht as an institution should see council members more as people and not as robots that can endlessly work. Another consequence of the fact that the meetings take a long time is that it makes the work in the council less fun and inspiring:

¨After a long meeting you do not get the feeling of ´yes, we did this together! ´¨ (14). 

¨I think I find that the most frustrating thing, it is not a problem to have many discussions [in the council], but when it ultimately leads to nothing then that is very frustrating¨ (2). 

What is interesting to note is that most of the women interviewed who are still active do not mention the meetings as being problematic for them. The men interviewed do not mention having a family as a problem for attending the meetings. Nevertheless, two of the men interviewed explain that they can imagine combining attending council meetings with having a family is difficult, but it cannot be concluded from these interviews that this was a problem for themselves:

¨There are people with children who do this, I don´t get how they do this. It [working as a council member] is very intense, which makes it difficult¨ (13).

¨When you have to go to the city hall three times [a week] at night [for council meetings], [it is difficult to] find a babysitter for that…. And when you have a family, the pressure is obviously very much put on the partner¨ (4). 

Last, when asked about training and workshops in and from the council, ten interviewees, six of which are women who dropped out before or after one term explain that they have received sufficient training, either from the council or from their own party. Two active women council members explain that they perhaps would have liked more practical training at the start of their career in the council:

¨I was really thrown into the deep (...). I really had to ask for it [help]. (...). While I feel like it should be standard for every municipal council to have a buddy system or an introductory program from the mayor. (...). [In the beginning] I just didn´t really know what I was doing, I was overwhelmed by everything that came at me (...). I think that if you familiarize new council members better with the work in the council, they are also at the right level sooner (21) ¨. 

Moreover, an active council member from Utrecht explains that, even though much training is possible, it is necessary to ask for it:

 ¨A lot is possible; a lot is offered. But the case is, just as in the council in general, that you need to ask for it yourself (...) you need to raise your hand yourself (...) and in a broad sense this is something we teach less to women (12) ¨. 

It can be concluded that formal rules and procedures are not the direct reason for women to drop out. Nevertheless, based on the interviews it can be concluded that women are affected differently by existing formal rules and procedures, especially when it comes to council meetings and attending networking events, which leads to women having a different experience in the council than men. 
Women with (fulltime) jobs and or families can often not attend networking events, which has an influence on their work as council members. Attending events is often fun for council members and it provides them with a mandate to speak and recognizability. Moreover, from the interviews it can be concluded that women with families have to make compromises, it takes special effort when dinner still has to be made and the children have to be put to bed. Thus, while they do not mention this as the direct reason, the interviews show that women do have a different experience and it does take much effort to be a council member, have a family and attend all meetings. Moreover, especially women who dropped out before or after one term mention this as being a problem. 

[bookmark: _Toc75364037]5.2 The (gendered) effect of (pre-existing) norms and ideas
Hypothesis 2: Women drop out because of the (pre-existing) norms and ideas of council members on gender, which affect them negatively. 
To test this hypothesis, questions were asked to uncover whether women council members have a different experience in the council because of (pre-existing) norms and ideas on gender, especially from other council members. To do this, questions were asked on the treatment of women in the council and by citizens, the behaviour of women in the council, the behaviour of men in the council and meeting expectations Each topic will be systematically covered in the following section. 
First, when asked directly about the treatment of women in the council, eleven interviewees, of which nine were resigned women council members, seven of which who dropped out before or after one term, state they did not experience the different treatment of women in the council. As a resigned woman council member from Sittard-Geleen explains:

¨You enter a world, as a young woman, in which for the most part older men play their game… and that feels weird sometimes. But I cannot say that I was treated differently or wrongly¨ (11). 

Nevertheless, when asked about it more indirectly, such as when asked about their overall experience in the council, council members do experience women being treated differently. Twenty interviewees mention having experienced women being treated differently. This can, nevertheless, go two ways according to the interviews. Five interviewees, of which four resigned women, two who dropped out before or after one term, explain they have experienced the positive effects from being a woman in the council. As a resigned council member from Sittard-Geleen explains that being a woman was an advantage for her:

¨My experience is actually that when I became active, they were really looking for women, especially young women, because I think that it is something we all know would benefit [the council] if there were more young people and especially women, to have more of a balance. So, I think that… for me it has been an advantage, because I got a really good spot [on the ballot], because a young woman was what they were looking for (11) ¨. 


Another resigned council member from Sittard-Geleen states that women are not treated as harshly as men in the council. While a resigned council member from Utrecht and an active council member from Doetinchem explain that women stand out more than men because of their looks, which they experience as being positive because they are more memorable:

¨I always get many compliments about how I look. I am not a plain jane, I like colours (...) and that is notable next to all the boring men. (...). You really stand out. I think that is the case for all women [in the council]. (...). In that sense it can be argued that we perhaps have an advantage, we really get the attention when we stand up [in the council] ¨ (21). 

On the other hand, fifteen interviewees explain that they have experienced women being treated differently, but with negative effects. Among these fifteen interviewees are all three active council members interviewed, ten women who resigned, six of which dropped out before or after one term. Further, two male council members explain that they acknowledge their women colleagues are being treated differently. 
When talking about these negative effects, nine women explain they have been called a ´girl´ at least once in their career as a council member, either by another council member, a citizen and in one instance even the mayor:

¨One time I got really upset and that is when men called me ´girl´ during [a meeting]. At that moment I thought, this is not the way we do this with each other, I don´t call you ´ boy´! ¨ (12).  

Why these women experience being called a girl as negative, is because this makes them feel as if they are being taken less seriously than their male colleagues. Further, hypothesis 1 discovered that none of the researched municipalities has a dress code and some interviewed women even explain they stand out more because of the way they look. Four interviewed women clarify that they felt like they were not taken as serious as their male colleagues because of the way they dress, especially when it comes to wearing dresses and heels:

¨The council meetings were video recorded, and I always received comments on what I was wearing. (...). I also always give as advice to new women council members, it sounds stupid, but ´pay attention to what you are wearing during meetings and make sure you change your clothes ever so often. People are watching [the meeting] and start to get bored, they do not pay attention to the meeting anymore and they start to notice other things [such as your clothes]. (...). They have no idea what you have said [during the meeting]. But they still remember what you were wearing´¨ (9). 

¨There are some older men [in the council], which also makes a difference compared to the younger generation. But these older men first see you as a girl first and as someone with something to say second. That is the feeling you get. (...). For example, comments are made on what you are wearing and that does not happen to men [in the council] ¨ (2). 

Second, being taken less seriously additionally manifests itself in the way that women council members are interrupted more often than men. When asked about the behaviour of men and women in the council, six interviewees of which four women dropped out before or after one term, experienced that men interrupt more, talk more, and take up more space in the council: 

¨I have once… as a joke, written down how much time everyone took in the council to speak...how much space everybody felt they could take up and I noticed quite a difference between men and women… The men in the council were really talking an above average amount of time [compared to the women] ¨ (20).

Four interviewees, of which one active council member, two women who dropped out before or after one term and one male council member, have experienced that women are not ´allowed´ to be as passionate as their male colleagues in the council:

¨What for men is seen as convincing, is often judged more negatively for women. For example, when you slam your fist on the table as a man because you think something is important, this is perceived as leadership and that is good (...). But if a woman does the same thing it is often perceived as her being too intense… If you start to pay attention to that you start to notice that women have a more complex landscape to navigate. As a man I had less to think about (...). For women there are significantly more things they have to consider¨ (13). 

¨What I sometimes find annoying is that when you show your emotions [in the council] as a woman, this is often perceived as being too intense. When women get angry there is giggling [in the council]. (...). I am an expressive person and (...) I notice that men find it difficult when I get angry¨ (21). 

Third, when asked whether they felt as if they had to change their own behaviour in the council, twelve women, of which three dropped out before or after one term, explain that they did not have to change their behaviour. No man interviewed experienced having to change their behaviour. Six women accredit this to them already speaking their mind and being strong and direct. Two of these women directly state that they already know how to behave in an environment with men and already have more masculine behaviour and character traits:

¨My friends call me one of the guys. I mean… I feel [like]… and I am a woman, but I think I have many character traits that we would usually ascribe to men¨ (12). 

While four women specifically claim that they had to change their behaviour, of which one explains she felt the need to act more masculine:

¨I made sure to, when I needed to speak, that I spoke in a lower tone of voice and also calmer. And maybe I acted more masculine than I usually do (10) ¨. 

The other three explain that they felt as if they did not have as much space, are more careful and sometimes even feel nervous to speak up in the council. 
Fourth, striking is that, even though when asked whether they changed their behaviour, most of the women denied this. While, when asked whether women behave differently than men in the council, fourteen interviewees state to experience this. Nevertheless, a clear division in the experiences can be made. Eight women state that women council members are more thorough and to the point, especially when speaking during council meetings:

¨Many of the men want to be more in the foreground. While women are more pragmatic¨ (27).

¨Men take more time and they also get this. Women are much more to the point¨ (15) .

¨When a woman speaks you know for the full 100% that she is really going for it, and she did good research¨ (6).

On the other hand, seven interviewees, two men and five women, explain that women bring a whole different atmosphere to the council mainly because they are more empathetic:

¨I think in general women are wired to look for similarities instead of differences [because of] the more empathetic attitude and broader look on society, which I think is incredibly good to have in the council¨ (15). 

Last, a clear division can be noticed between men and women interviewed, when asked whether they feel like they have met their own expectations of being a council member. Five interviewees, of which two men and three women, state being content with their time as a council member. While seven interviewees, two active women and five resigned women (four after or before one term), explain that they did not meet their (own) expectations (yet):

¨You always have the feeling that you are not doing enough. That others are better than you. That others do better than you. That others have more time. That you almost always do things halfway¨ (18). 

Thus, based on the interviews it can be concluded that (pre-existing) norms and ideas regarding gender do affect men and women differently. Even though women sometimes experience this as positive, most of the women who dropped out before or after one term, have negative associations with the different treatment they receive. It can nevertheless not be concluded that this is the direct reason women drop out after one term. What can be concluded is that women do have a different experience in the council, which is, based on the interviews, more often negative than positive. The men interviewed also acknowledge that their female colleagues are being treated differently, but they do not recognize that they themselves are being treated differently because of their gender. Nevertheless, it cannot be argued from the interviews that women´s overall experience in the council is negative because of the difference in treatment or behaviour of other council members; women do not directly state this as the reason for them dropping out. 
[bookmark: _Toc75364038]5.3 The private-work (im)balance of Dutch municipal councils
Hypothesis 3: Women drop out because it is difficult to combine private life and care responsibilities with work in the municipal council and because the Dutch municipal councils have been male dominated, a masculine culture exists in municipalities and women are not supported in creating a better balance. 
To test this hypothesis, questions were asked on the private-work balance of the (resigned) council members, the workload and pressure in the council and the support they received while in the council in creating a better private-work balance. Each topic will be systematically covered in the following section. 
The most bespoken subject during the interviews and the reason why most of the women dropped out soon, is because of the private-work imbalance. Seven out of ten of the women interviewed who dropped-out before or after one term, dropped out because of the workload in the council and the fact that they could not combine this anymore with other responsibilities such as a job and/or family. Not only women interviewed dropped out because of this, but this was also the reason for two of the three men interviewed to drop out. Women who served more than one term also mostly dropped out because of the work-private imbalance. In total, thirteen out of the nineteen interviewed council members dropped out because of (inter alia) the private work disbalance. 
Council members from all the researched municipalities explain that it is very difficult to combine the work in the council with a (fulltime) job and/or family responsibilities. A resigned council member from Utrecht explains:

¨I was sometimes jealous of (...) people who quit their job to become a full-time council member (...). I would have had a better life if I did that. I did it in addition to my job, but it takes over your life… it is not a temporary thing, it is a constant¨ (16). 

A council member from Sittard-Geleen similarly states:

¨I also work the whole day and then in the evening. I was always really exhausted on Saturday. It is heavy. It asks something of you. I can therefore really imagine that many people, especially women, do not make this choice, to be a council member in addition to a job and a family (2) ¨. 

Council members thus explain that the work as a council member would be much more feasible if they did not also have a (fulltime) job. It is, however, a privilege to do this and not every council member can make this decision. For example, because of financial reasons, or because they also want to have a career in addition to the council membership. 
What can be concluded, based on the interviews, is what eventually makes the difference in deciding whether to drop out often has to do with changes in their private life and especially regarding family responsibilities. Fourteen interviewees, of which 10 resigned women, six of which dropped out before or after one term, point out that being a council member is difficult to combine with family responsibilities: 

¨It is a lot of work and that is fine, but as soon as you have to combine it with a young child or more, I think it is very difficult (20) ¨. 

Moreover, the interviews reveal that it is especially challenging to combine the council membership with a family (with young children) and a (fulltime) job. A resigned council member from Doetinchem states:

¨I have a fulltime job and I have children. For me, the balance between the energy the council gave me and the time I had to put into it was completely off. I think I was working 20 to 24 hours on the council. Which is a lot next to a regular job (26) ¨. 

A resigned council member from Sittard-Geleen explains:

¨How the situation was for me those four years… I did it, I pushed through (...). But the reason to quit for me was eventually that I could not combine this anymore. At one point you get the feeling that you fall short on several fronts¨ (11). 

Similarly, to this a resigned council member from Utrecht states:

¨It was a period in which you were always too late and always had to leave early… nothing gets your full attention¨ (15). 

Two resigned council members, one from Utrecht and one from Sittard-Geleen argue that maybe people should just not become council members in addition to having a job and a family:

¨I just think that if you are a council member plus have a job plus have little children, it is not doable¨ (18). 

¨To people who work full time and have a family with children, I always say, think about what you are starting… It is almost impossible to combine this all. If you want to read everything thoroughly (...)¨ (9).

What is interesting to note is that while the interviewed women admit to the council work almost not being feasible in addition to combining it with a (fulltime) job and a family. A dropped-out council member from Sittard-Geleen who is a man and also had a fulltime job and a young child while he was in the council, his response when asked about the workload and balancing is very different from the women council members, namely:

¨Politics was a way to escape, I liked being able to focus on something else than what was going on at home (6) ¨. 

Nevertheless, the three men interviewed did recognize that, even though it did not affect their decisions directly, it is difficult for a council member to have a (fulltime) job and a (young) family:  

¨I have a day off for my child once a week, which is also sometimes hard to combine with work, but it is doable. But if I were still in the council, I would not have been able to do [combine] it¨ (13). 

¨My children were already a bit bigger [when I was in the council], so it was easier. They needed less care. They could take care of themselves. If it [the council membership] had become fifteen years earlier, I would not have done it¨ (23). 

I think that if you don´t really guard the balance and make choices in what you do, it won´t work out well. Then it´s almost undoable [being a council member and having a young family] ¨ (6).

From the interviews it becomes evident that while women often mention children and family responsibilities as the reason that makes combining council membership with private and work life difficult. While the men interviewed are not directly affected by this. This can be the case because two of the men interviewed did not have young families at the time they were in the council. Nevertheless, interviewees additionally experience more broader societal matters that makes it more difficult for women to combine the council membership with private and work life. As a council member from Utrecht explains:

¨(...) In the Netherlands we have a very unequal division of care responsibilities between men and women. (...) Women do more for the children and more inside the home (...) which means that privately much more work needs to be done which also takes time¨ (12). 

A council member from Doetinchem similarly states:

¨Women are a lot busier because they feel more responsibility in general (...). For 11 years I am out of the house three nights a week, I have a husband who puts our children to bed at night, and that is a choice you must make for yourself. You do miss something, that is unavoidable (21) ¨. 

Three other council members from Doetinchem recognize a gendered pattern and state that it is indeed more often the choice of the women to stay at home and take responsibility for the children in The Netherlands: 

[bookmark: _Hlk75360153]¨Women often choose to stay at home with the children. I do not think that has to do with certain rules, but with choices. When it comes to men and women, we are traditional in the Netherlands¨ (26) . 

¨I can imagine that if you are young, you have a family and a job, that it can become quite a burden. It should be 50/50, but in practice this is not the case, you notice that a woman does more, I think that is just the way it works… So, I can imagine that that holds women back (23) ¨. 

¨I think that the biggest problem is that women feel like they are the ´mother hen´ of the family and that is the reason they say ´I think I should be there for my family´. While men are more likely to argue that their job and political career are more important (...)¨ (27). 

Second, in addition to job and family responsibilities creating an imbalance, the workload and pressure in the municipal council does too. 20 interviewees point out that in every municipality the workload is very high, and this is because of various reasons. First, and as previously discussed seven council members, of which six dropped out before or after one term, mention the length and time of the council meetings as the main reason they experienced high work pressure from the council. Secondly, three mention the administration such as answering emails and staying in contact with citizens, based on the interviews this is especially the case in Utrecht. As an active council member from Utrecht explains:

¨I receive around 60 to 70 emails a day and that is a lot, especially because you cannot answer them during the day, because then you have a different job and, in the evenings, there are meetings¨ (12). 

Thirdly, eleven council members from all municipalities, of which three men and seven resigned women council members, four who dropped out before or after one term, also explain that it costs them more time than they planned for it. A large factor causing this is the preparation the work in the council takes:

¨I thought the preparation was always difficult. You, for example, had a debate and you wanted to prepare that very well… But I felt like I could never do that. I never had the feeling that I was actually well prepared…¨ (20).

Further, eight council members explain that the amount of preparation greatly depends on the size of the party. They clarify that it is lucky to be in a larger party, because then all the council work can be divided. Council members describe that the smaller the party, the higher the workload is. As a resigned council member from Sittard-Geleen explains:

¨It is not believable if I as a one (wo)man party am well prepared for everything, that is simply not possible¨ (10). 

Three resigned women council members explain they still have managed to combine everything while they were council members. Mostly either due to their own planning and organizational skills and otherwise because they had help from partners, parents, or babysitters. As a resigned council member from Doetinchem demonstrates:

¨I forced myself to really demarcate [the work]. And I became extremely handy at this (...). And we already had a regular babysitter quite early on. I had an app and in that app were a couple of girls who have babysat over the years, and they are still there and I can contact them anytime through the app¨ (24).  

Third, from the interviews it can be concluded that the level of support received from the municipal council as an institution depends on two things: the size and effort of the party and the municipal council registry. In Doetinchem for example the registry is very active:  

¨The registry has gained more body and can help council members to get on the right track and can point out the sensitive issues in a document...I think that really helps¨ (24). 

Thus, in supporting the council members with things as documents and emails, the registry could already lessen the workload. Nevertheless, based on the interviews it can be concluded that council members do not receive institutional support in managing the private-work imbalance. Which is striking since many council members resign for this reason. Further, fourteen interviewees among which ten resigned women, six of which dropped out before or after one term, made evident during the interview that they felt the need for more support from the council. Both to decrease the workload and pressure and create a better private-work balance:

¨The balance between private and work is not only something that [only] women should worry about, but this should be a ´problem´ for the whole council (10) ¨. 

Council members from Sittard-Geleen point out that council members, for example, should receive practical training and support on what it means to be a council member from a politically neutral source. Four interviewees suggest the need for a politically neutral counsellor or a buddy-system. While two women suggest more far-reaching measures such as child-day care provided by the municipality to support women and men with young families. Three council members, among which two men suggest a paid party member who can help with the administration to lessen the workload. 
It can nevertheless be confirmed, based on these interviews, that being a council member entails much pressure and is hard to combine with a (fulltime) job, family, or both. What can also be concluded is that the municipality as an institution does not support their members in creating a better balance. It is unclear whether this is because Dutch municipal councils are still male dominated areas. What can be assumed is that the council as an institution is still built on a certain type of member, with much free time to put into council work. This means that being a council member is harder for members that have many responsibilities in addition to being in the council. Further, the interviewees do point out that in The Netherlands it is still often the woman of the family who chooses to take care of the children instead of choosing for a career. Since there is little to no attention for this issue in the municipalities researched, it is more likely that women are somewhat excluded from the council. In Doetinchem and Sittard-Geleen it is, for example, noticeable that much fewer young women (and young men) are active. While in Utrecht it is noticeable that many young people, men, and women, are in council without children, and they quit as soon as children come into the picture. 
[bookmark: _e97xm7q6w4x1][bookmark: _Toc75364039]6. Discussion and Conclusion
The aim of this research was to discover how institutional factors within Dutch municipal councils affect men and women differently, causing women to drop out sooner and at higher rates. 
To find this out hypotheses were established based on feminist institutionalism and previous literature on (women) council members in The Netherlands. Furthermore, this research aims to build on research on descriptive representation and contribute to it. Further, this study empirically tests feminist institutionalism. 
To test the hypotheses and answer the research question, 22 in-depth and semi-structured interviews were conducted with both active but mostly dropped out council members, of which nineteen women and three men, from three diverse municipalities in The Netherlands: Utrecht, Doetinchem and Sittard-Geleen. 
Feminist institutionalism suggests that an institution can be gendered because formal and informal rules and procedures can affect men and women in the institution differently. In Doetinchem and Utrecht there are formal rules such as a Diversity Charter in Doetinchem and Utrecht has gender neutral toilets. Nevertheless, council members from these municipalities explain that their experience in the council is not affected by these rules because for the institution to change, the focus should also in practice be on equality. Noticeably, in all the researched municipalities there are (in)formal procedures that affect women differently. In particular, regarding council meetings and networking events. From the interviews it can be argued that women council members specifically, often do not have the time, or have other priorities, and can therefore not attend as many networking events as they would want to. Even though the council members themselves explain that attending such events is important for the work they do in the council. In particular, in municipalities such as Sittard-Geleen, where the influence of local clubs and associations is still significant. Women explain that the contact with citizens is the first task they drop. This is especially the case, because council meetings are mandatory and take up much of their time. Women explain that it is often difficult to attend these meetings, especially when they are scheduled around dinner time. The men interviewed acknowledge that council meetings are intense, especially in addition to having work and family responsibilities. Nevertheless, the men do not argue this as a direct problem for them. It shows there still exists a culture in municipalities in which the notion is that a council member can put all their free time in being a council member and does not have many other responsibilities. Even though meetings and not being able to attend networking events should not be regarded as the main reason women drop out. It should be considered that this does affect the experience women have in the council negatively. It confirms, as argued by Lowndes (2014) that formal procedures can have different effects on women, because of their historical and societal position, women are less likely to attend networking events and experience it as more difficult to attend council meetings, because of other responsibilities.  
What additionally often affects women in the council are the (pre-existing) notions of other council members towards gender. From the interviews it can be argued that the main issue is that some women council members in all municipalities experience being taken less seriously. Which often manifests itself in being called ´girl´ by other council members or being interrupted in the council. It confirms that actors in the municipal councils do have pre-existing notions on gender and ideas on how people of this gender should behave, and consequently be treated (Lowndes, 2014). This is especially the case for Doetinchem and Sittard-Geleen, municipalities where proportionately less women council members are active. Even though some women claim that for this reason they stand out because of their looks, which they consider to be positive. Using feminist institutionalism, the argument can still be made that these women are treated differently because of their gender. What additionally shows that in the municipal councils a masculine culture exists, is that women explain that the fact that they might be treated differently is not affecting them, because they see themselves as ´one of the boys´ and are used to functioning in a male dominated environment. While other women explain they felt as if they did not have the room to be themselves, or even had to adapt their behaviour to be taken more seriously, such as lowering their voice or speaking in a calmer tone. 
Moreover, from the interviews it becomes clear that women are still celebrated for behaving in a typical feminine way. Council members, namely, on the one hand praise women council members for their empathetic and conflict avoidant behaviour. While on the other hand, interviewees explain that they felt like women could not act as passionate as men in the council. It confirms, as argued by Mackay, et. al. (2010) and Chappell & Waylen (2013), that masculine traits are still idealised in political institutions in Dutch municipal councils. In terms of representation this is problematic, since when certain women need to adapt their behaviour and act more manly to be taken more seriously, the voice of women is still not really represented. 
Interviewees explain that it is the task of a mayor or chairman of a municipal council to ensure that all council members are treated equally. Even though women do not directly drop out because of this, it does influence the experience of women in the council. Women have more to consider while in the council, and less room to navigate or be themselves in. It confirms, as Van Boxtel & Bultman (2017) claim, that because of this, women are more likely to experience being a council member as negative. 
Nevertheless, most women explain they dropped out because they were unable to combine the council work with private and work responsibilities. Interviewees from all the municipalities explain that it is almost impossible to be a council member, have a job and have a (young) family to take care of. While the men interviewed acknowledge this, they were themselves not directly affected by it. Since two of the three men interviewed did not have young families to take care of, it is worth putting more attention to this in further research.
Nonetheless, it is still an important insight to consider. Since in The Netherlands women are still proportionately more responsible for the care work in households (CBS & SCP, 2021). Interviewees explain that they either quit as soon as children came into the picture, or had a good arrangement with a partner, parents or babysit. It seems that in the Netherlands it is still unlikely for women to choose a career, or have demanding activities next to their job and/or family responsibilities, such as being a council member. When women in The Netherlands do make this decision, from the interviews it can be concluded that it is very difficult for them to combine it all. 
What is striking is that, even though most interviewees, especially women, dropped out because of the private-work imbalance, the municipal councils researched do not offer support in creating a better balance. Most of the interviewees explain that some type of support would have helped them, such as help with administration, reading documents, having an independent councillor to talk to or even a day care provided by the municipal council. Using a feminist institutional lens, it can be argued that such support is not (yet) offered because the council as an institution is not (yet) adapted to include members with many other responsibilities outside the council. To ensure equal representation from both women and men, it is important that municipal councils start to acknowledge this to be able to act on it.  
Important to argue is that the tested hypotheses should not be seen as separate from each other. It should be concluded that even though for the most part women council members drop out because of the private-work imbalance, the other factors tested (can) have an influence on eventually dropping out. For example, the fact that women can often not attend events, which are important and seen as fun and the fact that they are (sometimes) treated differently in the council, makes being a council member a different and often more negative experience for women. Add to that the work pressure and the long meetings in the evenings and the (institutional) factors that lead women to drop out add up. It can best be described as a bucket that becomes fuller and fuller until it overflows and for women the bucket is often already fuller at the start, because of family and care responsibilities. 
It should thus be acknowledged that people of different genders do have different experiences in the Dutch municipal council. Further, there are patterns created by Dutch culture and tradition that makes it more difficult for women to both enter (local) politics, but additionally stay in (local) politics. It is important that municipal councils in The Netherlands acknowledge that they are gendered institutions and that steps need to be taken to ensure that the buckets of women council members do not overflow, leading them to drop out sooner than their male colleagues.  
Nevertheless, since this is a qualitative study with a small sample size, it is suggested to establish a questionnaire based on this research to distribute among a larger group of council members, men, and women. Another suggestion for further research is an in-depth investigation into the type of support women (and men) would need from the municipal council and what this would look like in practice. 
Even though some important conclusions could be drawn from this research there are also some limitations to this research. Firstly, as already explained, since the municipal council registry of Doetinchem and Utrecht, selected and approached the interview candidates in these municipalities, the chance exists that only candidates who have an interest in the topic agreed to do the interview. However, this should not be too much of a problem, since the interview candidates have only received basic information of the research and were not informed on the established hypotheses or the used theoretical angle, to ensure the interviews would focus on the experience of the interviewee as much as possible. Moreover, results greatly correlate with factors addressed in previous research. Secondly, the data analysis through coding is only done by one researcher, which could make the research less reliable and trustworthy. Nevertheless, coding is done through two cycles, which increases the credibility. Further, the codebook is attached to the research to ensure replicability and transferability is possible. Lastly, because of its scope this research has taken a binary approach towards gender and has not taken an intersectional approach. These could additionally be suggestions for further research.
What makes this research unique and valuable, is that it is an in-depth study with a specific focus on the experiences of women council members who dropped out. What makes this research, furthermore, interesting is that this study compares a group of women council members who dropped out soon with women who were active for a longer period, women who are still working as council members and men who dropped out. Moreover, this research has highlighted that while institutions appear neutral, and everyone has the same opportunities on paper, rules, procedures and individuals inside institutions can still result in people of various genders having different experiences in the institution. Having brought this to light, Dutch local councils should be able to take action to guarantee that the council becomes a place where women feel and are as comfortable as men and ensure equal representation. 
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[bookmark: _pod69x5reohm][bookmark: _Toc75364041]Appendix A: List of interview participants (anonymised)

	Municipality
	Gender
	Party
	Status
	Number

	Sittard - Geleen
	Woman
	GroenLinks
	Active council member
	2

	Sittard - Geleen
	Man
	D66
	Resigned council member
	4

	Sittard - Geleen
	Woman
	GroenLinks
	Resigned council member
	6

	Sittard - Geleen
	Woman
	VVD/Lokaal Belang
	Resigned council member
	7

	Sittard - Geleen
	Woman
	GroenLinks
	Resigned council member
	8

	Sittard - Geleen
	Woman
	GOB
	Resigned council member
	9

	Sittard - Geleen
	Woman
	SP
	Resigned council member
	10

	Sittard - Geleen
	Woman
	DNA
	Resigned council member
	11

	Utrecht
	Woman
	D66
	Active council member
	12

	Utrecht
	Man
	D66
	Resigned council member
	13

	Utrecht
	Woman
	GroenLinks
	Resigned council member
	14

	Utrecht
	Woman
	GroenLinks
	Resigned council member
	15

	Utrecht
	Woman
	D66
	Resigned council member
	16

	Utrecht
	Woman
	SP
	Resigned council member
	18

	Utrecht
	Woman
	GroenLinks
	Resigned council member
	19

	Utrecht
	Woman
	SP
	Resigned council member
	20

	Doetinchem
	Woman
	PvdA
	Active council member
	21

	Doetinchem
	Man
	SP
	Resigned council member
	23

	Doetinchem
	Woman
	CDA
	Resigned council member
	24

	Doetinchem
	Woman
	GroenLinks
	Resigned council member
	25

	Doetinchem
	Woman
	VVD
	Resigned council member
	26

	Doetinchem
	Woman
	D66
	Resigned council member
	27
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	Hypothesis
	Interview Questions

	Open questions
	1. How do/did you experience being a council member? 
1a. Can you describe a typical day as a council member? 
2. Why did you decide to quit? 
3. Why do you think women become council members? 
4. How do you explain the number of women in your municipal council? (Why are there so few? Why are there more than average?)

	Hypothesis 1: Formal and informal rules and/or procedures within a municipality affect the experience of women in municipal councils and consequently influence why women drop out. 

	3. Does your municipality have special policies or rules on gender and/or gender (in) equality?
3a. Are there rules in place that benefit men more? Or the other way around?  
3b. Does your party have a women's quota? 
3c. Do you have the ability to follow training programmes or workshops? 
4. Where do meetings take place? 
4a. Are meetings easy for you to access? 
5. When do meetings take place?
5a. Is this a convenient time for you? 
5b. When would you ideally schedule meetings? 
6. Are there many networking events? 
6a. Do you join these? 
7. Do you feel like you have an equal opportunity to get a higher or leadership position in your municipality? 

	Hypothesis 2: Women drop out because of the (pre-existing) norms and ideas of council members on gender, which affect them negatively. 

	8. Can you give the profile of a typical council member in your municipality?
9. Do you feel like you live up to the expectations of being a council member? 
10. Do you feel like men and women are treated differently within the council?
10a. Do you have examples of things you experienced just because you are a woman? 
11. How do you experience the atmosphere in the municipal council? 
11a. How do you experience the level of mutual trust in the municipal council? 
12. Do you feel like you need to adapt or change your behaviour when you are at work in the council? 
13. Do colleagues listen to you; can you do your work effectively as a council member? 
14. Do you think you would have (had) different experiences in the council if there are/were more or less women in the council? 
15. Have you ever experienced verbal, physical, or online aggression?
15a. If yes, how did the municipal council deal with this? 

	Hypothesis 3: Women drop out because it is difficult to combine private life and care responsibilities with work in the municipal council, because a masculine culture exists in municipalities, women are not facilitated in creating a better balance. 
	16. How do you experience the workload in the council? 
17. Do you feel well supported in your work in the council? 
18. How do you experience your work-life balance?
18a. Are there policies in place to ensure a better work-life balance? 
18b. Do you have the ability to work flexible hours? 
18c. What do/did you do yourself to create a better work-life balance?

















[bookmark: _Toc75364043]Appendix C: Topic guide (original)

	Open questions

	Questions
	Goal

	Hoe lang bent u raadslid/ hoe lang bent u raadslid geweest?

Waarom bent u raadslid geworden?

Hoe was uw ervaring als raadslid? 

Kun je mij vertellen hoe een typische dag als raadslid er voor u uitzag/ ziet?

Had u ander werk en/of kinderen gelijktijdig aan uw raadslidschap? 

Waarom bent u gestopt als raadslid? 

Hoeveel vrouwen zitten er in uw gemeenteraad? Waarom zo veel of zo weinig? 

	Achtergrondinformatie

Context

Oppervlakkige open vragen

Van open vragen over het zijn van gemeenteraadslid naar het zijn van een vrouw in de gemeenteraad en wat voor een effect dit heeft. 

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	 Hypothesis 1 

	Bestaan er in uw gemeentebeleid en/of regels rondom gender of genderongelijkheid? 

a. Zijn er bijvoorbeeld formele regels en procedures die mannen en vrouwen op een andere manier beïnvloeden? / Waar mannen of vrouwen meer baat bij hebben? 
b. Hanteren partijen in uw gemeenteraad vrouwen quota? Gebruikt u partij dit? 
c. Wordt/ werd u als raadslid trainingen of workshops aangeboden? Maakt u hier gebruik van? Helpt het u als gemeenteraadslid?

Bestaat er een gedragscode in uw gemeenteraad?
a. Zo ja, wat voor een ervaring heeft/ had u hiermee en hoe werd u hierdoor beinvloedt? 

Bestaat er een dresscode in uw gemeente?
a. Zo ja, wat voor een ervaring heeft/ had u hiermee? Hoe heeft dit u beïnvloedt?  

Wanneer en waar vinden/ vonden vergaderingen plaats? Gemeenteraads en fractievergaderingen? 

a. Is/ was dit voor u een handige plek en/of tijd? 
b. Wanneer zou het voor u het beste uitkomen om vergaderingen te plannen? 
c. Wat voor een invloed had dit op uw werk als raadslid?

Worden/ werden in uw gemeente netwerkevenementen georganiseerd?

a. Neemt/ nam u hieraan deel? 
b. Zo ja, wat haalt/ haalde u hieruit? Helpt het u als gemeenteraadslid? 

Heeft/ had u het gevoel dat u de kans hebt en krijgt om door te kunnen stromen naar een hogere positie in uw gemeente, zoals wethouder? Of binnen de politiek als gemeente, bijvoorbeeld richting de provinciale staten of de tweede kamer? 

a. Wat was/ is er in uw gemeente nodig om door te stromen naar het wethouderschap?
	Formele regels in de gemeenteraad (zijn ze gendered? En zo ja, op welke manier?)

Informele regels in de gemeenteraad (zijn ze gendered? En op welke manier?) 

Wordt gedrag en de manier van representatie beinvloed door (gendered) formele en informele regels? 

Zorgen informele en formele regels ervoor dat vrouwen minder goed kunnen functioneren in de gemeenteraad waardoor ze willen stoppen? 

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Hypothesis 2 

	Kunt u het profiel geven van een typisch gemeenteraadslid in uw gemeente? 

Heeft u het gevoel/ de ervaring dat u de verwachtingen rondom het zijn van
een gemeenteraadslid waarmaakt of waarmaakte? 

a. Waarom wel? Of waarom niet? 

Heeft u het gevoel/ de ervaring dat mannen en vrouwen ´anders´ behandeld worden in uw tijd in de gemeenteraad? 

a. Zo ja, kunt u hier voorbeelden over/ van geven? 
b. Wat voor een invloed heeft/ had dit op u?

Heeft u ervaringen waar gender een rol speelt/ speelde tijdens uw werk als gemeenteraadslid?

Heeft u het gevoel/de ervaring dat mannen en vrouwen zich anders gedragen in de gemeenteraad?

a. Zo ja, kunt u hier voorbeelden van geven?
b. Wat voor een invloed heeft/ had dit op u?

Heeft u het gevoel/ de ervaring dat mannelijke raadsleden ´anders´ reageren op vrouwelijke raadsleden dan op mannelijke raadsleden? 
a. Luisteren collega´s goed naar u? Kunt/ kon u altijd uitpraten en uw zegje doen?

Kunt u de sfeer in uw gemeenteraad beschrijven? 

a. Wat bepaalde de sfeer in uw gemeenteraad? 
b. Hoe zou u het onderling vertrouwen binnen u gemeenteraad beoordelen en beschrijven? 

Heeft/ had u het gevoel dat u zich anders moest gedragen of u gedrag moest aanpassen als u aan het werk was als gemeenteraadslid in de raad? 

Heeft u het gevoel dat u door burgers anders behandeld wordt dan mannelijke raadsleden?

a. Heeft u ervaring met fysieke of verbale agressie? Of online agressie/ intimidatie?
b. Hoe ging/ gaat uw gemeenteraad hiermee om? 
c. Wat voor een invloed heeft dit op u?  
d. Hebben meer mannelijke of vrouwelijke raadsleden hier last van? 

Denkt u dat u een andere ervaring zou hebben gehad als er meer vrouwen in de gemeenteraad zouden zitten? 
a. Zo ja, welke ervaring en waarom? 


	Gedrag van andere gemeenteraadsleden veroorzaakt door vooroordelen over gender 

De invloed van bevooroordeelde gender ideeën van gemeenteraadsleden 

De invloed van gender normen in de maatschappij op het functioneren van vrouwelijke gemeenteraadsleden



	
	

	
	

	
	

	Hypothesis 3

	Hoe ervoer u de werkdruk als gemeenteraadslid in uw gemeente? 

Privé - werk balans is de voornaamste reden dat vrouwelijke raadsleden aangeven te willen stoppen binnen/ na één termijn. Hoe ervaart/ ervoer u dit?

Ervoer u voldoende ondersteuning in uw werk als gemeenteraadslid? 

Wie is/ was er in uw huishouden verantwoordelijk voor de zorgtaken?

a. Hoe ervoer u dit? Wat was hiervan de invloed op uw werk als gemeenteraadslid? 
b. Was dit te combineren met het werk als raadslid?  

Hoe ervaart/ ervoer u de werk - privé balans op het moment dat u werkte als gemeenteraadslid? 

a. Kreeg u ondersteuning in het creëren van een betere privé - werk balans vanuit de gemeenteraad? 
b. Had/ kreeg/ heeft u de mogelijkheid om flexibele uren te werken? 
c. Wat deed u zelf om een betere balans te creëren?
	Werk en privé balans

Hoe is dit verdeeld?

Wie is verantwoordelijk voor de zorgtaken? 

Welke invloed heeft dit op het werk als gemeenteraadslid? 
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	First Cycle codes[footnoteRef:1] [1:  To ensure anonymization of the interview participants the In Vivo codes are not included in this codebook. ] 

	Second Cycle codes
	Description

	Man
	
	Gender of the participant

	Woman
	
	Gender of the participant

	Old
	
	Age of the participant

	Young
	
	Age of the participant

	Employed
	
	Employment status of the participant

	Unemployed
	
	Employment status of the participant

	Family
	
	Family status of the participant

	No Family
	
	Family status of the participant

	Active council member
	
	Status as council member

	Resigned council member
	
	Status as council member

	Sittard - Geleen
	
	Municipality participant

	Utrecht
	
	Municipality participant

	Doetinchem
	
	Municipality participant

	CDA
	
	Political party participant

	GOB
	
	Political party participant

	D66
	
	Political party participant

	DNA
	
	Political party participant

	GroenLinks
	
	Political party participant

	PvdA
	
	Political party participant

	Lokaal Belang
	
	Political party participant

	SP
	
	Political party participant

	VVD
	
	Political party participant

	Open question: reason for dropping out
	
	The participant explains why they dropped out as a council member

	
	Conflict
	Council members had to or chose to resign because of a conflict. This can either be a conflict within their own party or this can mean that the council member had a problem with the policies and/or the decisions of their party.

	
	Private life
	Council members had to or chose to resign because of a change in their private life. This can either be the birth of a child or the start of a new relationship or job.

	
	Combination issues
	Council members had to or chose to resign because they could not combine being a council member with other duties. These other duties often have to do with another job and/or family.

	Hypothesis 1: formal rules and procedures
	
	Participants describe formal rules they experience to affect men and women council members differently. 

	Hypothesis 1: Women´s quota
	
	Participants explain whether their municipal council and/or party had a women's quota or not.

	Hypothesis 1: (Networking) Events
	
	Participants describe their experience with networking events.

	
	Divide
	The task of attending events is divided among council party members.

	
	Dilemma
	Attending events was a dilemma. 

	
	Influence
	The influence of attending networking events.

	Hypothesis 1: council meetings
	
	Participants describe their experience with council meetings.

	
	Meeting times
	The times meetings start, and end can be experienced as problematic.

	
	Lingering/long
	The meetings take a long time.

	
	Not solution oriented
	Council meetings are not solution oriented 

	Hypothesis 1: Training
	
	Participants describe their experience with training and workshops in the council. 

	
	Sufficient
	The training and workshops provided ensured that council members received correct and sufficient (practical) information and/or other support.

	
	Insufficient
	The training and workshops provided were insufficient in ensuring that council members received correct and sufficient (practical) information and/or other support.

	Hypothesis 1: Code of conduct
	
	Participants describe their experience with the code of conduct in the council. 

	Hypothesis 1: Dresscode
	
	Participants describe their experience with a dress code in the council.

	Hypothesis 1: From council member to alderman
	
	Participants describe their experience with becoming an alderman after having been a council member. They describe what is necessary to become an alderman in their municipality. 

	
	No opportunity
	Council members were not given the opportunity to become an alderman, while the reason as to why is unclear.

	
	Strong leadership required
	An alderman is believed to need good and strong leadership qualities and needs to have (serious) governing experience.

	Hypothesis 2: Expectations
	
	Participants describe whether they have met their expectations while being a council member. 

	
	No
	The council member did not meet their own expectations of being a council member.

	
	Yes
	The council member did meet their own expectations of being a council member.

	Hypothesis 2: Men - women ratio
	
	Participants describe the men to women ratio in their municipal council and its implications.

	
	Explanation ratio Sittard - Geleen
	Explanation of the men - women ratio in the council in Sittard - Geleen.

	
	Explanation ratio Utrecht
	Explanation of the men - women ratio in the council in Utrecht.

	
	Explanation ratio Doetinchem
	Explanation of the men - women ratio in the council in Doetinchem.


	
	Different experience
	Participants describe whether they would have had a different experience in the council if there were more women than men in the council.

	Hypothesis 2: Council member profile
	
	Participants describe the profile of a typical council member in their municipal council.

	
	Profile Sittard - Geleen
	Profile of a typical council member in Sittard - Geleen.

	
	Profile Utrecht
	Profile of a typical council member in Utrecht.

	
	Profile Doetinchem
	Profile of a typical council member in Doetinchem.

	Hypothesis 2: Atmosphere in the council
	
	Participants describe the atmosphere of the municipal council in their experience. 

	
	Atmosphere Sittard - Geleen
	Atmosphere in the council of Sittard - Geleen.

	
	Atmosphere Utrecht
	Atmosphere in the council of Utrecht.

	
	Atmosphere Doetinchem
	Atmosphere in the council of Doetinchem.

	Hypothesis 2: Behaviour in the council
	
	Participants describe their experience with the behaviour of other council members and their own behaviour and its implications.

	
	Own behaviour
	The council member changed their behaviour in the council.

	
	Behaviour of men
	Male council members behave differently in the council than female council members.

	
	Behaviour of women
	Female council members behave differently in the council than male council members.

	
	No different behaviour
	Male and female council members do not behave differently in the council.

	Hypothesis 2: Citizens
	
	Participants describe their experience with citizens as a council member.

	
	Positive effects
	Women are treated differently than men by citizens, but this has positive effects.

	
	Negative effects
	Women are treated differently than men by citizens, but this has negative effects.

	
	No different treatment
	Women are not treated differently than men by citizens.

	Hypothesis 2: Treatment
	
	Participants describe whether they experience being treated differently in the council because of their gender. 

	
	Positive effects
	Women are treated differently than men in the council and by, for example, other council members, but this has positive effects.

	
	Negative effects
	Women are treated differently than men in the council and by, for example, other council members, but this has negative effects.

	
	No different treatment
	Women and men are not treated differently in the council.

	Hypothesis 3: Support
	
	Participants describe their experience with the support they received from the council in creating a better work-life balance. 

	
	Sufficient support
	 The council member did receive sufficient support from the council as an institution to create a better work-life balance.

	
	Insufficient support
	The council member did not receive sufficient support from the council as an institution to create a better work-life balance.

	
	Needed (more) support
	The council member does or would have needed more support from the council in creating a better work-life balance and gives examples for the type of support needed.

	
	No support needed
	The council member does not believe that the council as an institution should be responsible for providing support in creating a better work-life balance. 

	Hypothesis 3: Workload and work pressure
	
	Participants describe their experience with both the workload and work pressure in the council.

	
	Time
	Council members experience(d) high work pressure because of the time pressure either from the council or because they had or have to balance their council work with a (fulltime) job and/or family responsibilities. 

	
	Meetings
	Council members experience(d) high work pressure because of council meetings.

	
	Citizens
	Council members experience(d) high work pressure because of the contact they are expected to maintain with citizens, either through attending events or answering emails.

	
	No issue
	Council members did not experience high work pressure.

	
	Preparation
	Council members experience(d) high work pressure because of the preparation they have or had to do for their work as a council member. 

	
	Small parties
	Council members experience(d) high work pressure because of the size of the party they were in, especially council members in small parties experience(d) high work pressure.

	Hypothesis 3: Balance
	
	Participants describe their experience with their work-life balance next to being a council member. 

	
	Job
	Council members state it is difficult to balance being a council member with having the responsibilities of having the responsibilities of a (fulltime) job.

	
	Manageable
	Council members state it is/was manageable to balance being a council member with having a (fulltime) job and/or family responsibilities and give examples how they managed to do this.

	
	Difficult combination
	Council members state it is difficult to balance being a council member with having other (demanding) responsibilities such as having a (fulltime) job and/or a family.

	
	Family responsibilities
	Council members state it is difficult to balance being a council member with having the responsibilities of having the responsibilities of a (young) family.
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