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Piecing Together the ‘Turkish Puzzle’ on Female Labour
Force Participation: Comparative Insights from Southern
Europe
H. Tolga Bolukbasi and A. Onur Kutlu

ABSTRACT
Southern Europe has seen remarkable turnarounds in
female labour force participation (FLFP) over the past four
decades. In Turkey, however, scores of women have yet to
join the labour force. To address this ‘Turkish puzzle’, we
present comparative data on women’s work in Portugal,
Spain, Italy and Greece (SE-4) and Turkey. Through
Qualitative Comparative Analysis, we identify the factors
behind rising FLFP in Southern Europe to explore the pro-
spects for a steeper rise of FLFP in Turkey. We reveal two
causal pathways to rising FLFP: (i) left party rule, or (ii)
combinations of higher levels of take-up of early education
and care, higher levels of tertiary education among women
and larger size of service sector employment.

KEYWORDS
Labour market; female
employment; gender work
inequalities; education and
labour market; social care;
service sector employment;
Qualitative Comparative
Analysis (QCA)

One of the most striking socio-economic developments over the post-war period
has been an increasing presence of women in labour markets. This overall trend in
the OECD area, remarkable as it stands, masks significant variation across different
regions. Advanced industrialised countries in North-Western Europe and North
America had reduced the gender gap in labour force participation much earlier in
the post-war period. South European countries caught up with this trend much
later by pulling up female labour force participation (FLFP) as of the 1980s. By the
end of the 1990s, most of the countries in Southern Europe, along with their
counterparts in Latin America and East Asia, had accomplished significant pro-
gress in closing the gender gap (González, Jurado & Naldini 1999; Cousins 2000;
OECD 2002a). Portugal, with already comparatively higher rates, had been leading
the way, steadily attracting ever-larger cohorts of women into the labour force.
Spain, Greece, and Italy, in time, converged towards Portuguese levels as struc-
tural change gained pace (André & Feio 1999).

Existing research shows time and again that there exist remarkable similarities
in labour market and welfare state regimes in Turkey and SE-4 (the South
European-4: Portugal, Spain, Italy, and Greece). After all, by 1970, Turkey’s FLFP
rates were higher than Portugal, Spain, Italy, and Greece as Figure 1 shows.

CONTACT H. Tolga Bolukbasi Bolukbasi@bilkent.edu.tr
Supplemental data for this article can be accessed here.

SOUTH EUROPEAN SOCIETY AND POLITICS
https://doi.org/10.1080/13608746.2019.1582667

© 2019 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7465-2309
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5953-593X
https://doi.org/10.1080/13608746.2019.1582667
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13608746.2019.1582667&domain=pdf


203040506070

T
ur

ke
y

Sp
ai

n
Po

rt
ug

al
G

re
ec

e
It

al
y

Fi
gu

re
1.

Fe
m
al
e
La
bo

ur
Fo
rc
e
Pa
rt
ic
ip
at
io
n
Ra
te
s
(1
5–
64
),
SE
-4

an
d
Tu
rk
ey
.

So
ur
ce
:D

at
a
fo
r
19
90
–2
01
7
is
ta
ke
n
fr
om

O
EC
D
.S
ta
t
D
at
as
et
:L
FS

–
Se
x
an
d
Ag

e
In
di
ca
to
rs
(O
EC
D
20
17
).
D
at
a
fo
r
19
70
–1
98
9
ar
e
ta
ke
n
fr
om

O
EC
D
H
ist
or
ic
al
St
at
ist
ic
s
(O
EC
D
20
02
b)
.T
he

an
nu
al

da
ta

po
in
ts
fo
r
th
e
pe
rio
ds

19
70
–7
3,
19
74
–7
9
an
d
19
80
–8
9
re
pr
es
en
t
av
er
ag
es

of
ea
ch

pe
rio
d
as

av
ai
la
bl
e
in

th
e
da
ta
se
t.

2 H. T. BOLUKBASI AND A. O. KUTLU



Although FLFP rates remained similar all across Southern Europe including Turkey
in the 1970s, Turkey’s FLFP began to diverge from other South European coun-
tries in the 1980s. This conspicuous divergence continued in even more pro-
nounced ways well into the mid-2000s. Although there has been a recent
bounce-back in 2004, the gap between FLFP rates in Turkey and other South
European countries remains remarkable. In its Global Gender Gap report, World
Economic Forum (2017) ranked Turkey as 131st of 144 countries on the basis of
Turkey’s extremely low FLFP. This is all the more puzzling for a middle-income
country with the 64th largest GDP per capita in the world (IMF 2018).

Policy practitioners as well as scholars were equally puzzled with this
sluggish trend. We repeatedly came across references to the ‘Turkish puzzle’
in policy as well as scholarly research. The World Bank (2009, pp. 6–9) was
puzzled not only at the significant decline of FLFP, but also at the very low
levels despite favourable developments: ‘important structural and social
changes’, changing ‘social attitudes towards working women’, women ‘becom-
ing more educated’, women ‘getting married at a later age’ and ‘substantial
drop in fertility rates’. Many scholars including Cindoglu (2011), Memis, Ones
and Kızılırmak (2012) and Elver (2012) continued thereafter to present this case
as the ‘Turkish puzzle’. What is more striking is that Turkey’s FLFP ranks lowest
not only among Europe, but also worldwide (World Bank 2015). This paper,
then, addresses the puzzle, why has FLFP in Turkey remained so sluggish?

Recently, however, FLFP in Turkey seems to be picking up, albeit still slug-
gishly. In this article, we explore the conditions that may bring sustainable
increases in FLFP in Turkey. We hope to gain comparative analytical leverage
for prospects for Turkey from similar transitions in SE-4. We identify the condi-
tions we derive from the state-of-the-art on FLFP patterns. Following a complex
configurational approach, we rely on qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) to
identify all potential causal pathways to rising FLFP in Southern Europe.

We build our argument in five steps. We first provide background information
on Turkish labour markets in comparative South European perspective. Second,
we review the literature on Turkey which emphasises the role of structural factors
and policy regime characteristics pre-empting rising FLFP. Third, we present the
comparative literature in order to identify the conditions under which FLFP rises.
Fourth, we calibrate and treat these in our QCA as conditions which explain rising
FLFP in SE-4 and Turkey. Finally, based on QCA results, the article concludes by
discussing the pathways that Turkey may follow.

Turkish labour markets in South European perspective

Production regime and labour force

The production regime in Turkey relied on state-led import-substitution indus-
trialisation since the early 1960s. This inward orientation premised on
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protected private industries as well as state economic enterprises. With the
1970s, Turkish economy underwent a structural change through expanding
industrial and services sectors. The role of agriculture kept steadily declining.
These changes were significant and came much later than those in SE-4.
Typical industries were large-scale family holding companies concentrated in
a handful of large urban areas. Although producing very high rates of eco-
nomic growth, this regime went into a bottleneck in the late 1970s. Starting
with the early 1980s, the Turkish economy underwent a re-orientation through
an export-oriented industrialisation strategy. This development was accompa-
nied by market orientation with the shrinking role of the state in the produc-
tion regime. By the end of the decade, Turkey had completed the process of
integration with world commodity and world financial markets by becoming
an open market economy (Bolukbasi 2012).

The new production regime was increasingly characterised by more flexible
post-Fordist production arrangements and outsourcing. The structural changes
dating back to the 1960s continued with further rounds of industrialisation and
expanding services. The dissolution process in the agricultural sector contin-
ued. Although the industrial sector was ever expanding, with industrial output
as a share of national output steadily rising, gains in industrial employment
remained rather limited.

As Table 1 shows, service sector employment expansion (from 32.4 per cent in
the 1980s to 51.4 per cent in the 2010s) came at the expense of significant
reductions in agricultural employment (from 46.9 per cent in the 1980s to
21.8 per cent in the 2010s). Declining female employment in agriculture (which
has traditionally relied heavily on women) (from 78.3 per cent in the 1980s to
34.0 per cent in the 2010s) has been observed mostly by expanding services
employment (from 13.1 per cent in the 1980s to 50.1 per cent in the 2010s).

These developments follow SE-4 trends, yet with a significant lag and with still
significantly high levels of agricultural employment. Labour force participation
trends are in parallel with those in employment. While total labour force participa-
tion in Turkey (50.0 per cent in the 2000s and 54.3 per cent in the 2010s) remain
significantly lower than SE-4 averages (67.5 per cent in the 2000s and 69.9 per cent
in the 2010s) (World Bank 2018b), these differencesmask very similar levels formen.
It is striking, therefore, that the significant difference in total labour force participa-
tion stems entirely from appallingly low participation rates among women.

The low share of public sector employment in the total labour force reflects
the fact that the size of the government in Turkey is the smallest in Southern
Europe. This figure remains at 12.9 per cent in 2013 in Turkey, which is
significantly lower than the SE-4 average of 18.4 per cent in the same year.
Although the size of the informal economy has been shrinking in Southern
Europe, it shrank in Turkey at a higher rate. Most recent figures show that
Turkey’s informal economy produces 28.0 per cent of its GDP in the 2010s
compared to 23.8 per cent in SE-4.
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All of these developments are taking place in labour markets that have tradi-
tionally been characterised by deep segmentation. There are two distinct primary
and secondary segments in Turkish labour markets. In the primary segment,
which accounts for about one-quarter of total employment, employees enjoy
highly secure jobs with better pay. This segment is largely composed of ‘public-
manufacturing-sector employment, some part of the formal – generally union-
ised – private sector, and high-end finance and service occupations’ (Bolukbasi &
Ertugal 2013, p. 241). In the secondary segment, which accounts for around half of
total employment, employees are largely self-employed, working in both agricul-
tural as well as non-agricultural sectors including services and construction.
Informal employees, who are not under any protection by labour law, also find

Table 1. Employment by Sectors (Total and Female), Size of Informal Economy and
Employment in Public Sector in Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece and Turkey, 1980s-2010s.

Portugal Spain Italy Greece Turkey

Employment in agriculture (percentage of total employment)
1980s 23.4 17.1 11.4 28.4 46.9
1990s 13.4 9.2 6.9 20.6 43.4
2000s 12.1 5.3 4.4 13.6 30.3
2010s 9.1 4.2 3.7 12.8 21.8

Employment in services (percentage of total employment)
1980s 41.4 49.6 54.5 43.5 32.4
1990s 53.7 59.7 60.0 55.1 34.3
2000s 56.5 65.1 64.8 64.0 45.2
2010s 65.9 75.4 69.1 71.0 51.4

Employment in industry (percentage of total employment)
1980s 35.1 33.2 34.1 28.1 27.0
1990s 33.0 31.1 33.1 24.3 22.3
2000s 31.4 29.6 30.8 22.4 24.5
2010s 25.1 20.5 27.2 16.2 26.7

Employment in agriculture, female (percentage of female employment)
1980s 28.9 15.4 12.4 37.3 78.3
1990s 15.2 7.2 6.7 24.5 71.0
2000s 13.0 3.6 3.5 14.9 52.2
2010s 7.2 2.3 2.5 12.5 34.0

Employment in services, female (percentage of female employment)
1980s 46.2 66.4 62.8 45.4 13.1
1990s 61.3 77.9 70.9 60.8 18.5
2000s 67.4 83.8 78.5 74.7 33.4
2010s 77.5 89.0 83.9 79.8 50.1

Employment in industry, female (percentage of female employment)
1980s 24.9 18.1 24.8 17.3 8.6
1990s 23.5 14.9 22.3 14.7 10.6
2000s 19.5 12.6 18.0 10.5 14.4
2010s 15.3 8.7 13.6 7.7 15.9

Size of the informal economy (percentage of GDP)
1990s 23.2 26.8 26.2 28.8 33.8
2000s 21.9 23.0 24.0 25.5 31.3
2010s 19.8 23.7 24.7 27.2 28.0

Employment in public sector as a percentage of labour force, per cent
2009 . . . 16.2 17.4 22.2 13.9
2013 16.4 17.1 17.3 22.6 12.9

Sources: World Bank (2018b), Medina and Schneider (2018) and OECD (2015)
Note: Data presented for the decades (i.e. 1980s) denotes the averages of the available data belonging to each year
within that decade
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themselves in this segment where they ‘move from one precarious job to another’
(Bolukbasi & Ertugal 2013, p. 241). In between these primary and secondary
segments are employees in the agricultural sector, who account for nearly
another quarter of total employment.

Women’s working conditions

In line with developments in the post-Fordist production regime, incidence of
part-time employment among women, as Table 2 shows, has been increasing
in Turkey (from 18.4 per cent in the 1980s to 21.5 per cent in the 2000s). While
there does not exist a general pattern in terms of female part-time employ-
ment, the recent figure in Turkey remains around SE-4 averages (20.8 per cent
in the 2010s). In terms of temporary employment, almost nine out of ten
Turkish women are working under permanent contracts. Strikingly, the tem-
porary employment rate in Turkey is currently the lowest in Southern Europe.
The average of usual weekly hours shows that in the 2010s, Turkish women
(with 41.4 hours) worked the longest week in Southern Europe (where the
average was 36.2 hours). Precarious employment among women in Turkey
(five per cent in 2017) remains slightly higher than SE-4 averages (3.1 per cent
in 2017) sharing the highest rates with Spain (5.1 per cent in 2017).

Skill-level requirements for women

When educational attainment levels during the 2000s are analysed, the
demand structure in terms of skill-requirements for women in the Turkish

Table 2. Women’s Working Conditions in Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece and Turkey, 1980s-
2010s.

Portugal Spain Italy Greece Turkey

Part-time employment, females, per cent
1980s 13.4 11.9 17.2 12.0 18.4
1990s 14.8 14.5 20.8 13.2 17.6
2000s 14.3 18.4 26.9 11.4 16.5
2010s 13.1 22.4 32.3 15.5 21.5

Precarious employment, females, all sectors from 15 to 64, per cent
2008 1.3 5.4 2.4 1.1 6.5
2017 2.8 5.1 3.3 1.3 5.0

Temporary employees as percentage of the total number of employees, females, from 15 to 64 years
1990s 14.8 36.1 9.9 13.1 . . .
2000s 22.3 33.7 13.9 14.3 11.6
2010s 21.8 25.7 14.7 12.7 11.5

Average number of usual weekly hours, females
1980s 42.4 38.7 36.8 41.5 . . .
1990s 39.3 37.5 36.0 40.5 . . .
2000s 37.1 36.1 34.4 39.9 43.3
2010s 37.7 34.9 32.9 39.1 41.4

Sources: Eurostat (2018), OECD (2018b)
Note: Data presented for the decades (e.g. 1980s) denotes the averages of the available data belonging to
each year within that decade
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labour market, as Table 3 shows, was similar to the demand structure in
Portugal: about two-thirds of Turkish and Portuguese women in employment
were low-skilled and less than one-fifth of women in employment were high-
skilled. The composition of skill requirements was rather different than those in
Spain, Italy, and Greece. Although there has not been much change in employ-
ment of low-skilled women in Turkey after a decade (59.9 per cent), the share
of high-skilled women in employment in Turkey (24.4 per cent) has almost
caught up with the shares in Italy (25.5 per cent) and Portugal (28.9 per cent).

In terms of the share of women with tertiary education in the total population
of women aged 25 and above, as Table 4 shows, SE-4 countries had similar skill
pools in 1970. Hardly any South European women had attained tertiary education
back then. In the next five decades, however, the skill pools grew strikingly
diverse. Whereas, by 2010, about one out of 20 women had completed tertiary
education in Turkey and Portugal (5.4 per cent and 5.1 per cent, respectively), this
figure was threefold in Spain (15.9 per cent) and almost fivefold in Greece
(24.4 per cent). These figures suggest that while Greece and Spain have succeeded
in up-skilling women, Turkey and Portugal failed to do so.

FLFP in Turkey: structural factors and policy regime

The literature on FLFP in Turkey developed in two waves. In the first wave,
structural factors dominate such as the nature of industrialisation, labour
market conditions, cultural factors, and production regime characteristics.
The second wave emphasised the path-dependent nature of the policy regime
shaping female labour force participation patterns.

Table 3. Employment by Educational Attainment Level as Percentage of Total Female
Employment in Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece and Turkey, 2000s and 2010s.

Portugal
%

Spain
%

Italy
%

Greece
%

Turkey
%

Less than primary, primary and lower secondary education
(levels 0–2)

2000s 67.1 39.3 33.2 30.9 63.1
2010s 46.6 30.3 25.5 21.9 59.9

Upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education
(levels 3 and 4)

2000s 15.8 23.3 48.2 41.4 17.5
2010s 24.5 24.0 49.0 39.9 15.7

Tertiary education (levels 5–8) 2000s 17.1 37.5 18.5 27.7 19.4
2010s 28.9 45.7 25.5 38.2 24.4

Source: Eurostat (2018)

Table 4. Women with Tertiary Education, % (Aged 25 and above).
Portugal Spain Italy Greece Turkey

1970 0.3 0.7 0.8 1.8 0.2
1980 0.7 3.0 1.6 4.6 0.8
1990 2.4 4.3 3.1 7.7 4.3
2000 4.0 11.0 5.5 12.5 4.1
2010 5.1 15.8 7.8 24.4 5.4

Source: World Bank (2018a)
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In the first wave, most studies emphasise, the centrality of industrialisation
explaining declining FLFP: industrialisation that goes hand in hand with urba-
nisation results in dissolution of the agricultural economy. Scholars highlight
structural changes accelerating in the 1980s leading to ever-declining numbers
of unpaid family workers – the dominant mode of labour force participation
among women – and hence declining FLFP (Buğra & Keyder 2006). Others
emphasise urbanisation processes further depressing FLFP as neither the
industrial sector nor services have been able to absorb a large segment of
women (Gündüz-Hoşgör & Smits 2008; Dayioglu & Kirdar 2010).

A second factor that emerges in this literature is labour market conditions:
working conditions and long working hours (Buğra & Özkan 2012). A third
factor concerns cultural determinants such as rising Islamic conservatism,
cultural prejudices, social norms on women’s work, discrimination against
women and traditional patterns of underinvestment in women’s education
and training (Urla-Zeytinoğlu 1998; İlkkaracan 2012; Goksel 2013; Buğra 2014;
Uysal & Guner 2014; Dildar 2015; Atasoy 2017). Finally, a fourth factor concerns
Turkey’s dominant production regime, which has been producing jobless
growth, resulting in low demand for female labour (Toksöz 2011). In this
regime, ‘relatively high wages based on the male-breadwinner norm’ is seen
to lead to low levels of demand for female labour (İlkkaracan 2012).

In addition to this richly diverse literature, a second wave of studies
emphasised the path dependent nature of the policy regime with signifi-
cant policy gaps, aggravating the problem of low FLFP. Inspired by the
comparative literature focusing on ‘gendering welfare states’, these studies
emphasise the necessity of social care provision for increasing FLFP in
Turkey. This literature shows that Turkey’s care regime is quite different
from its counterparts in Europe with only low levels of provision of high-
quality and accessible early childhood education and care arrangements
(Toksöz 2007; Kılıç 2008, 2010; Taymaz 2010; İlkkaracan, Kim & Kaya 2015).
Themselves reflections of a highly familial care regime and a masculinised
labour market regime, these policies are rooted in conservative gender
regimes (İlkkaracan 2013). As an illustration, the most recent figures show
that these take-up rates in Turkey (37.2 per cent) are much lower than the
SE-4 average of 86.1 per cent (Table 5).

Table 5. Enrolment Rates in Early Childhood Education and Care Services, percen-
tage of 3 to 5-Year-Olds in Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece and Turkey, 2005-2010-
2016.

Portugal Spain Italy Greece Turkey

Enrolment rates, 3- to 5-year-olds, %
2005 77.6 97.6 100.0 . . . 13.4
2010 86.9 97.1 97.6 . . . 27.0
2016 89.5 96.9 94.9 63.1 37.2

Source: OECD (2018a)
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These two waves of studies emphasising structural factors and the policy
regime have provided valuable clues as to why FLFP in Turkey has remained at
low levels. However, we do not have a comprehensive model of why FLFP in
Turkey did not experience a strong bounce-back followed by a steep rise. We
thus turn to the state-of-the-art and explore how the comparative literature
explains strong bounce-backs. Here we find that this literature has been
broadly busy with chasing after independent causal variables bringing about
rising FLFP. They, thus, have been focusing on ‘net effects’ of these variables,
which are taken to be independent from one another. This literature does not
explore how different conditions may interact with one another. In doing so,
they largely overlook what the QCA approach helps us see: ‘how causal
conditions may modify each other’s relevance or impact’ (Ragin 2008,
p. 178). Scholars working on Turkey, too, have not interpreted FLFP patterns
with the help of a complex configurational approach.

We believe there are substantive as well as methodological grounds for
studying rising FLFP through a complex configurational approach. Such
a research design would reveal specific causal pathways ‘which, if the same
conditions are present’ will hold for similarly organised cases (Hancké 2009,
p. 44). Revealing the interacting nature of the conditions, this configurational
design allows for equifinality – ‘when there is more than one condition or
combination of conditions sufficient for an outcome’ (Ragin 2006, p. 14). Only
if we follow a configurational research protocol, therefore, can we identify
possible pathways for Turkey based on cases in Southern Europe.

The conditions for rising FLFP

The state-of-the-art on patterns of FLFP features four key factors. In this
section, we review this literature and identify potential conditions for explain-
ing rising FLFP. The first two of these conditions (political party configuration
and take-up rates of early education and care services) draw on the literature on
‘gendered’ welfare states. The other two conditions (educational attainment
level and relative size of service sector employment) are based on the literature
focusing on changing patterns of FLFP.

Among these, first, political party configuration, emerges in this literature as
one decisive condition for achieving gender equality in welfare state provision
in this literature. State-centred institutionalists argue that left parties initiate
and promote policies paving the way for women’s empowerment, leading to
an increased presence of women in paid labour (O’Connor, Orloff & Shaver
1999). Similarly, power mobilisation theorists, emphasising the role of partisan
politics, argue that the presence and strength of left parties bring about
favourable conditions for women’s empowerment (Sainsbury 1999; Lambert
2008). Left-wing parties provide more support for working mothers as well as
single mothers, compared to right-wing parties which are likely to promote

SOUTH EUROPEAN SOCIETY AND POLITICS 9



traditional family patterns (Wennemo 1994; Gornick, Meyers & Ross 1997;
Bussemaker & Van Kersbergen 1999; Huber & Stephens 2000; Ferrarini 2003).
Left-wing governments are more service oriented and more gender egalitarian
(Huber & Stephens 2000), support quotas for women (Verge 2013) and pro-
mote women’s representation in democratic legislatures (Iversen & Rosenbluth
2008). Just as the welfare state emerged as a power resource in and of itself,
increasing FLFP in turn strengthened left parties further through a leftward
shift in female voting (Rosenbluth, Salmond & Thies 2006).

Second, the literature emphasises take-up rates of early education and care
services as another key determinant for increasing FLFP (Addis 1999; Thévenon
2016). Welfare states have two aims concerning social care policies: enabling
reconciliation of work and family life for parents, and ensuring gender equality
in labour markets through childcare arrangements and other family policies.
With these aims, welfare states with universal care regimes absorb care
responsibilities of women through expanding childcare facilities and allowing
rising FLFP (Lewis & Giullari 2005; Bradshaw & Finch 2010). Moreover, early
education and care centres employ predominantly women, directly contribut-
ing to increasing FLFP (Huber & Stephens 2000).

The literature also features women’s educational attainment levels as a key
determinant of rising FLFP (Pampel & Tanaka 1986; Moghadam 1999, 2003).
Studies also emphasise the role of educational attainment on FLFP through its
effect on the high opportunity costs of non-participation (Hill & King 1995;
Blossfeld 1995; Lesthaeghe 1995; André & Feio 1999; Bettio & Villa 1999).

Finally, the literature also emphasises the share of service sector employment
in total employment as a significant determinant of rising FLFP. According to
the literature, expanding services provides more employment opportunities for
women (Goldin 1994; Mingione 1995; Mammen & Paxson 2008).

We, thus, derive these four conditions that may potentially result in rising
FLFP based on this comparative literature: political party configuration, take-up
rates of early education and care services, women’s educational attainment levels
and share of service employment in total employment. We propose a new
configurational model of rising FLFP, which we believe, captures the complex
causal nature of this phenomenon. These conditions collectively capture all
socio-political, economic and cultural factors that are under the sun in the
current state-of-the-art.

Research design and method

In this section, we present the overall research design and method of the
study. We first present QCA, the theoretical and methodological rationales for
using this method, the cases and timeframe for analysing the conditions
bringing about rising FLFP in Turkey. We also discuss how we execute this
method.
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Qualitative comparative analysis

Originally developed by Charles Ragin, QCA is a rich, in-depth analysis of how
a set of carefully selected causal conditions produce an outcome of interest. In
essence, it rests on a case-oriented approach that ‘does not disaggregate cases
into independent, analytically separate aspects but instead treats configura-
tions as different types of cases’ (Fiss 2010, p. 758). This design is especially
‘suitable for analysing situations of causal complexity, that is, situations in
which an outcome may result from several different combinations of causal
conditions’ (Fiss 2010, p. 758). It is therefore useful for social scientists who
seek to explain big, large-scale, real world, substantive complex causal con-
junctures. It combines the relative strengths of qualitative research with those
of quantitative research, and examines particularly small- to medium-N.

In terms of its application, QCA was originally developed through crisp-sets
(csQCA) where conditions and outcomes were coded in dichotomous terms: 1
denotes ‘fully-in’ and 0 denotes ‘fully-out’. Since the social reality which research-
ers addressed ismore complex than theworld of zeros and ones, Ragin developed
fuzzy set QCA (fsQCA). FsQCA allows for studying social reality in more ‘finely
grained’ terms.With fsQCA, researchers have been able to assignmultiple ‘graded’
scores based on substantively meaningful thresholds for conditions and out-
comes within the scale between 0 and 1. The ‘fuzziness’ in this methodology
stems from the fact that the boundaries of membership are imprecise.

Regardless of whether one is using csQCA or fsQCA, the method perceives the
relations between social phenomena as set relationswith themembership scores of
cases in sets (Schneider & Wagemann 2012, p. 3). Membership scores are deter-
mined (which is called calibration) by asking questions such as ‘does the country
score high or low on Y’? (Hancké 2009, p. 80). Upon the assignment of membership
scores (which is called the calibration process), researchers build a table, truth table,
that summarises the scores for cases and shows the logical possibilities (Hancké
2009, p. 80). In a truth table, each row shows one of the logically possible combina-
tions of the conditions (Schneider & Wagemann 2012, p. 92).

The next step is carried out by software programmes. These programmes,
based on combinations (logical possibilities), yield Boolean equations (Ragin
1987). Once the truth table is prepared, the software programme produces
equations representing all logical possibilities. In doing so, the programme
follows the procedure of logical minimisation. For example, the algorithm
compares rows of the truth table to identify matched pairs, and in case two
rows have the same outcome and differ only by only one condition, then, that
condition is eliminated since it does not influence generation of the outcome.
This Boolean minimisation continues until no further simplification is possible.
The ultimate purpose of the formal analysis of the truth table (which the
software produces through logical minimisation) is to identify sufficient (and
necessary) conditions (Schneider & Wagemann 2012, p. 91).
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Once the software programme produces equation(s), researchers identify
these with necessity and/or sufficiency and/or INUS conditions. Necessity and
sufficiency, if present, point to less-complex relationships between conditions
and outcomes. It is INUS conditions, if present, however, that reveal the
complex causal nature of phenomena. ‘INUS’ conditions are specific combina-
tions of causal conditions that are insufficient but necessary parts of causal
recipes which are themselves unnecessary but sufficient.

Using QCA for analysing rising FLFP in Turkey

Our novel approach relying on QCA is based on two rationales.
Methodologically, first, we observe that accounts focusing on ‘net effects’ of
individual conditions fail to explain lagging FLFP, which is a multi-faceted
socio-economic phenomenon couched in complex causal relations. We thus
need QCA, an approach best suited to reveal multiple configurational causa-
tion, to address this phenomenon. Second, we have a limited number of cases,
yet, in substantive terms, they are ‘meaningfully comparable’ given their
shared regime characteristics (Emmenegger, Kvist & Skaaning 2013).
Regression analysis would not be the best method for this study given the
relatively small number of cases and the complex interaction effects only
a configurational method would help identify. Since QCA was developed
mainly for studies with a small and medium number of cases and for the
exploration of causal interactions (rather than the ‘net effects’ of individual
variables), it helps us in identifying interaction effects as desired (Rihoux 2006;
Avdagic 2011; Emmenegger, Kvist & Skaaning 2013).

Substantively, we build on the findings of an emerging body of literature on
‘institutional complementarities’ where interacting institutions may ‘create com-
plementarities between policies’. ‘Policy measures interacting with each other’ in
a given area, this literature suggests, increase (or decrease) ‘their relative effi-
ciency (or inefficiency)’ (Thévenon 2016, pp. 482–483). The extent to which
policies are complementary, as we read in the pages of this journal too, also
depends on the overall institutional environment, which are nicely illustrated in
sister literatures on ‘welfare state regimes’ (Esping-Andersen 1990), ‘labour
market regimes’ (Esping-Andersen & Kolberg 1992), ‘production regimes’
(Huber & Stephens 2001), ‘varieties of capitalism’ (Hall & Soskice 2001) and
most recently ‘growth regimes’ (Hall 2015). Based on these substantive and
methodological rationales, therefore, we believe that QCA stands as the ideal
approach and method for piecing together the ‘Turkish puzzle’ on FLFP.

Cases, time frame, and calibration

The cases analysed in this study are Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece, (i.e. the SE-4)
and Turkey. Representing similar cases, South European welfare states are
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typically clustered together in the literature (Amable 2003; Matsaganis et al.
2003; Ferrera 2016). Most studies on Turkey categorise the Turkish welfare state
regime and labour market regime to resemble those in Southern Europe.
Common institutional features that are emphasised in this literature include
a ‘state-influenced’ ‘Mixed Market Economy’; highly fragmented and hierarchical
corporatist system of interest intermediation; adversarial industrial relations with
state-controlled wage bargaining; welfare state provision based on occupational
and employment status; a high degree of labour market segmentation with high
employment protection in the primary segment alongside a highly flexible
secondary segment, part of which (informal employment) is not covered
under labour law; prominence of self-employment and unpaid family labour;
an inadequate level of social protection through splintered social security and
social assistance schemes, still pension heavy with an inegalitarian character and
the centrality of family in welfare provision (Gough 1996; Gough et al. 1997;
Buğra & Keyder 2006; Grütjen 2008; Gal 2010; Bolukbasi 2012; Bolukbasi &
Ertugal 2013, 2018). Based on similarities of regime-specific characteristics, we
thus study all cases in the entire universe of cases in Southern Europe. We know
from the literature that analyses of complex causal configurations are valid for
most similar and ‘meaningfully comparable’ cases (Emmenegger, Kvist &
Skaaning 2013). We thus follow this literature and aim at drawing lessons from
South European welfare regimes for Turkey.

Concerning the time frame of the study, we use inter-temporal cross-
national comparative analysis of two-time periods for all cases. We identify
the first period on the basis of low FLFP and the second period on the basis of
the transition to significantly higher FLFP. In comparative terms, Period I, which
covers the early 1980s, represents comparatively lower levels of FLFP in SE-4.
Period II is analysed with recent figures representing highest FLFP levels. As
the deviant case, Turkey displays a downward trend in FLFP levels still during
the early 2000s. Only after 2004 does Turkish FLFP represent an upturn trend.
Therefore, Turkey experienced a ‘post-transition’ period with a much later and
a much weaker rise in FLFP in comparison to her South European neighbours.

Applying fsQCA

This section presents our results of fsQCA1 based on our calibration, which we
explain in the Appendix (available online at https://doi.org/10.1080/13608746.
2019.1582667). We aimed at modelling the conditions under which South
European countries experience the transition from lower to higher FLFP. To
emphasise this transition, we divided the period under study into two and
examined the transition from one to the next where FLFP bounces back.2 The
outcome of this study is female labour force participation (FLFP in Table 6). For
calibrating the outcome, we used labour force participation rates of women
between the ages of 15 and 64 based on OECD data (2017).
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We calibrated the four conditions in our analysis as follows. First, the
condition political party configuration (LEFT in Table 6), is based on the status
of left parties in national parliaments. We thus base our calibration on whether
left parties gain a significant number of parliamentary seats. Whether in
government or in opposition, this would enable them to steer the political
agenda. Our calibration is based on data from the Comparative Manifesto
Project Database (Volkens et al. 2018). Second, the condition care is defined
as take-up rates of early education and care services (TAKEUP in Table 6). We rely
on data on childcare and pre-school education services for children aged 3, 4
and 5, obtained from international organisations and national sources (OECD
1989, 2016; Formosinho & Formosinho 2008; Hohnerlein 2015). Third, the
condition level of tertiary education among women (EDU in Table 6) is defined
as the level of tertiary education among women as the percentage of the
female population aged 25+ who has completed tertiary schooling. In calibrat-
ing this condition, we rely on World Bank definitions and data (World Bank
2018a). Fourth, the condition, the share of service sector employment (SER in
Table 6) captures employment in services as percentage of total employment. We
obtained the raw scores of this condition from World Bank’s World
Development Indicators (World Bank 2018b).

In Tables A2-A7-A10 in the online appendix, we present raw scores for each
condition and the outcome. Following the QCA protocol, we conducted an
analysis for identifying necessary conditions (Table A12 in the online appen-
dix). We, then, obtained the truth table below (Table 6) by applying the ‘truth
table algorithm’ for the analysis of sufficient conditions.

The truth table represents patterns in the data. First, our truth table shows
that three combinations reveal perfect consistency for the outcome (rows 3–5).
This implies the sufficiency of these combinations in leading to the
outcome. Second, the truth table also presents the number of cases corre-
sponding to each combination. We do not have a row populated with a large
number of cases. This suggests that there are diverse patterns resulting in
rising FLFP. In fact, the SE-4 in period II shows four different combinations
(1,1,0,1; 1,0,1,1; 0,1,1,1; 1,1,1,1), which reveal an in-model variation in rising
FLFP rates. Substantively, this suggests that SE-4 countries did not follow one
single pattern in raising their FLFP rates. Furthermore, our truth table provides
a significant implication for Spain, which presents a marked rise in its FLFP

Table 6. Truth Table of the Analysis.
LEFT TAKEUP EDU SER Number of cases FLFP raw consist. PRI consist. SYM consist

1 1 0 1 3 (Italy-I, Spain-I, Portugal-II) 1 0.805714 0.630435 0.630435
1 0 0 0 2 (Portugal-I, Greece-I) 1 0.816216 0.5 0.5
1 0 1 1 1 (Greece-II) 1 1 1 1
0 1 1 1 1 (Italy-II) 1 1 1 1
1 1 1 1 1 (Spain-II) 1 1 1 1
0 0 0 0 1 (Turkey-II) 0 0.666667 0 0
0 0 0 1 1 (Turkey-I) 0 0.666667 0 0
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rates especially after the 2000s (as Figure 1 above shows). The reason, as our
truth table shows, is that Spain in period II uniquely reveals membership in all
conditions (1,1,1,1) resulting in an exceptional, secular and steep rise in FLFP.

Third, we examine whether a specific condition is of exceptional signifi-
cance. For example, the truth table shows that the condition, take-up rates of
early education and care services (TAKEUP), has a membership score in period
I for Spain and Italy. High take-up rates (0.83 and 1) in these countries in
a period when FLFP was lower is striking. The reason seems to be that, as
scholars argue (León 2007; Hohnerlein 2009; Scheiwe & Willekens 2009),
governments in both countries expanded pre-school education services to
educate younger children. Furthermore, the truth table also shows all SE-4
countries as well as Turkey have membership in services sector employment
(SER) in period II. However, although this condition appears to be a significant
facilitator in bringing the outcome, our truth table shows that, on the basis of
the Turkish case in period II, it cannot singularly lead to rising FLFP. On the
basis of the truth table, we conclude that we need to further analyse all the
conditions across all cases with the help of the software programme.

Methodologically, Table 6 illustrates possible combinations of the condi-
tions we bring together. Since this study has four conditions, the logically
possible combinations are 24, which gives us 16 (i.e. 1,1,0,1 as in the first line).
Most of these combinations, however, have no corresponding cases, which are
named as ‘logical remainders’. We present the number of cases corresponding
to each combination in the number column in Table 6. As a critical and
required action, we determined the frequency (number of cases) threshold
to delete the rows presenting the number of cases below the threshold
following the standard procedure QCA methodologists follow.3 We deter-
mined the frequency threshold as 1, and deleted the rows with number of
cases below 1. As Table 6 presents, the rows with more than one case are only
two, which precludes setting the frequency threshold at a higher level. We
follow Ragin (2008) in determining the consistency threshold and discard the
values below 0.75 as they indicate substantial inconsistency.4

As a following step, we initiated the fsQCA with the truth table above using
the software package. Before the analysis is concluded, the prime implicant
chart and intermediation solution alert appeared on the screen, which enabled
us to use counterfactuals to simplify the complex solution.5 In this way, we aim
to arrive at an intermediate solution based on our assumption that all condi-
tions (we derive from the literature) collectively contribute to the outcome
with their presence. We do so by selecting the option ‘present’ in the window
opened for all conditions. Consequently, we obtained the intermediate solu-
tion below:

As Table 7 demonstrates, our analysis reveals two causal pathways (recipes)
for increasing FLFP in Southern Europe: (1) increasing salience of left parties
OR (2) increasing the size of service sector employment combined with
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increasing tertiary education among women and increasing enrolment rates of
children aged over 3 in childcare or education facilities.

In fuzzy-set notation, the fsQCA is:

LEFTþ SER�EDU�TAKEUP ! FLFP

The solution consistency of our analysis is 0.754744 while the solution cover-
age is 0.913428. Coverage refers to the proportion of membership in the
outcome revealed by the solution whereas consistency is the degree to
which the fuzzy-set membership scores of all cases in a combination are
sufficient for the outcome (Vis 2011). This means that the result of this analysis
covers 91 per cent of all cases and 75 per cent of these cases suffices to lead to
increased FLFP.

Discussion and conclusions: potential pathways to rising FLFP in
Turkey

The literature on Turkey predominantly emphasises the role of structural
factors in explaining low and ever-declining FLFP. This literature concludes
that FLFP in Turkey is not likely to pick up until structural changes are
complete. A more recent literature added that the path dependent nature of
the familial care regime and masculinised labour market regime were accom-
panied by weak early childhood education and care arrangements. These
studies, too, expect that Turkey will not see rising FLFP any time soon. We
know that the South European countries that share similar regime character-
istics and structural conditions with those in Turkey today have seen rising
FLFP decades earlier. What these bodies of literature collectively suggest,
however, is that Turkey is at a critical juncture at which FLFP will either pick
up or remain stagnant.

We aimed at identifying the factors behind rising FLFP in Southern Europe
to explore the prospects for a steeper rise of FLFP in Turkey. We did so by, first,
analysing the empirical studies based on cases worldwide to identify determi-
nants of rising FLFP. Second, we treated these determinants as conditions
which can potentially explain the outcome of rising FLFP in SE-4 and Turkey.
We relied on a cross-national comparative analysis by using QCA where we
seek to identify all potential causal pathways to rising FLFP in Southern
Europe. We used inter-temporal cross-national comparative analysis of two
time-periods in all cases. We identified the first period on the basis of

Table 7. Intermediate Solution of the Fuzzy Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis.
Solution LEFT + SER*EDU*TAKEUP → FLFP

Raw coverage 0.853357 0.443463
Unique coverage 0.469965 0.0600707
Consistency 0.741935 1
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comparatively lower FLFP and the second period on the basis of the transition
to significantly higher FLFP (with the exception of Turkey which did not
experience a significant rise). Third, following the standard procedures in
fsQCA, we arrived at equifinality: higher levels of FLFP are brought about by
either stronger left party representation in parliaments (which is a sufficient
condition) or combinations of higher levels of take-up rates of early education
and care (INUS condition), higher levels of tertiary education among women
(INUS condition) and larger size of service sector employment (INUS condition).
Based on this analysis, therefore, we explain why Turkey lagged behind her
South European neighbours concerning FLFP levels: in Turkey, neither of these
configurations of conditions is present.

Among the two pathways our analysis reveals, the first is a singularly
sufficient condition: the role of left party strength. We borrowed this condition
from the literature emphasising partisan politics. State-centred institutionalists
and power mobilisation theorists point to the pioneering role of left parties in
promoting women’s empowerment including facilitating their access to paid
labour. Strikingly, however, partisan politics has rarely featured in the literature
addressing rising FLFP in Southern Europe. In parallel, we see no emphasis
whatsoever on this variable in studies focusing on Turkey.6 This article shows
that in the cases of Portugal, Spain, and Greece, left parties played significant
roles in pulling up FLFP rates.

The case of Spain nicely illustrates the role of the PSOE, Partido Socialista
Obrero Español, in encouraging women to participate in the labour force. The
PSOE gained a majority of seats in parliament in all three elections held in the
1980s as well as the elections in 1993, 2004 and 2008. The party played
a leading role in increasing FLFP rates through a set of policies. First, the
PSOE invested in women-friendly policies through expanding formal childcare
services. The government scaled down the school entrance age to three years
of age in 1990 (León 2007). Between 1990 and 1997, the enrolment (take-up)
among 3-year olds increased from 33,128 to 154,063. This was accompanied by
a remarkable increase in federal funding for preschool and primary education
from an average spending of EUR 1,769 per child in 1990 to EUR 2,405 in 1996
(Nollenberger & Rodríguez-Planas 2015). In 2008, the PSOE initiated the
EDUCA3 programme to expand public early education spending further by
providing additional (50 per cent) funding from central government to fund
new early education facilities (Kuronen et al. 2015). Hence, the prioritisation of
early education served to liberate women from socially imposed domestic
responsibilities for care, which obviously contributed to rising FLFP.

Second, the PSOE was instrumental in modernising and secularising society
through reforming and investing in education and changing traditional atti-
tudes. The government launched a modernisation process through major
education reforms during the 1980s and up to the mid 1990s. These reforms
included the introduction of Ley Orgánica del Derecho a la Educación (the
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Organic Law of the Right to Education) (Pereyra et al. 2009). Furthermore, as
a result of left-party rule, Spanish society has been significantly secularised
with remarkable changes in perceptions and attitudes (Moreno & Marí-Klose
2013). Secularisation of society and changing traditional attitudes, as the
literature suggests, contributed to rising FLFP.

Third, the PSOE also promoted policy initiatives on gender equality with
feminists gaining influence in policy-making processes. A women’s caucus,
Mujer y Socialismo, was established within the party. Another major step was
passing a law in 2007, which forbid political parties from nominating more
than 60 per cent of their candidates from one sex. Such partisan ownership of
gender equality encouraged women to pursue roles in paid labour in Spain.

We also show that even when left parties are not powerful in legislatures,
policies producing higher levels of tertiary education among women and higher
levels of take-up of early education and care services against the background of
large service sector employment may bring about rising FLFP in Turkey. It is
important to emphasise that since our analysis is based on configurational
methods, we can only conclude that all conditions specified in the second
path should co-exist at the same time. We thus emphasise the imperative of
coordinated policy interventions considering the nature of the second path.

Our study hopes to contribute to the literature in three ways. First, in
conceptual terms, we emphasise the role of a particular condition – left parties
occupying larger shares of parliamentary seats – in rising FLFP. This condition
rarely appears as a causal factor in explaining rising FLFP in the literature on
Southern Europe. Second, substantively, we provide a basis for countries
sharing regime specific characteristics for learning from one another. We do
this through revealing a set of policies which, only if carried out in coordinated
ways, can bring scores of women into the labour force. Third, methodologi-
cally, we present a model taking into account the complex causal configura-
tional nature of interacting conditions and treat it with fsQCA.

We analyse all countries as two different cases, each representing two
periods rather than conducting two separate QCAs for these two periods.
Technically, in doing so, our analysis treats each country as two separate
countries in the analysis. Although the QCA outcome does not allow long-
itudinal inference, based on most recent insights from the literature (Rihoux
2006), we form the truth table in this way to gain in-depth understanding on
different cases inter-temporally. In doing so, we acknowledge the importance
of temporal processes in interpreting complex dynamic phenomena (Hall
2016). With this approach, we hope to offer a modest solution to the static
nature of QCA and overcome its limitations in interpreting dynamic processes.

Based on this analysis and assuming that the first path based on left-party
strength is currently foreclosed, what lessons can we draw for policy makers in
Turkey? First, Turkey may expand delivery of early education and care services in
line with the social investment approach increasingly featuring in the EU’s policy
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agenda. There has been an expansion in these services in SE-4 also through
setting targets for sub-national authorities. Delivery of services is not enough,
however. Policy makers should encourage take-up of these services through
incentive mechanisms and awareness raising campaigns. Second, in order to
increase tertiary education attainment among women, Turkey should reduce its
drop-out rates of women in secondary education. Moreover, high-quality tertiary
education should be provided with a view to increasing employability of women
in the labour force. Finally, although service sector employment has been
expanding in Turkey, these jobs have been taken up largely by men, which is
in contrast to the experience in SE-4 and elsewhere. An expanding service sector
against the background of higher levels of take-up of early childhood education
and care services and higher levels of tertiary education among women has the
potential to absorb highly educated women into the labour force. All of these
policies, however, require a re-orientation in strategic programming of
a coherent set of interventions and their effective implementation.

Notes

1. In data analysis, we rely on fsQCA software version 3.0 developed by Ragin and Davey
(2016).

2. Rather than conducting two separate QCA for two periods, we analyse each country
as two different cases under two periods, which is one of the distinctive features of
this study. Such design is also more suitable for this QCA as it provides a higher
number of cases as advised in the literature.

3. By determining frequency threshold, the purpose is to eliminate combinations which
do not significantly correspond to the cases to basically simplify the output. The logic
is similar while executing consistency threshold.

4. We could have alternatively set the consistency threshold through identifying where
the natural breaking point (i.e. largest gap) in consistency scores. This method also
gives us the identical threshold of 0.75.

5. These are tools of fsQCA software for the simplification of the results through intermedi-
ate solution assumptions. These assumptions are formed through using counterfactuals
through which the ‘researcher theorises about how an event or phenomenon would
have unfolded had a given causal condition been different’ (Legewie 2013, p. 8).

6. While there does not exist any emphasis on the absence of left party strength in
explaining low levels of FLFP in Turkey, influential accounts point to the role of the
ruling conservative party, cultural factors and patriarchal norms producing an oppo-
site effect (Buğra & Yakut-Cakar 2010; Buğra 2014; Dildar 2015; Atasoy 2017).
However, we argue that, as the South European experience shows, cultural factors
and patriarchal norms can be shaped by political parties, which could eventually pave
the way for rising FLFP. Hence, we see these factors as intermediary variables, which,
in fact, reflect the influence of political parties.
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