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This paper will focus on two of the changes that have taken place since the 1980 WES survey – the increase in the proportions of women in managerial and professional occupations, and the increase in the employment of mothers of young children. Better-educated women, in the higher occupational classes, are more likely to be in employment (particularly full-time employment) when their children are young. This pattern of economic activity amongst women serves to reproduce, and even intensify, material inequalities at the level of the household. However, professional and managerial women report significantly higher levels of work-life conflict than other women, particularly if they wish to be promoted. Attitudinal evidence associated with these employment behaviours suggests that women in lower occupational class positions are more ‘family oriented’, and this might be considered as a justification (or explanation) of their behaviour. The danger of accepting this explanation, however, might be to provide a justification for continuing inequalities, amongst both women and households.

Our arguments will be illustrated with data derived from the 2002 ‘Family’ module of the British ISSP, supported by ESRC R000239727.

