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This paper will review the enormous changes in women’s occupational status that have occurred between 1980 and 2005. Cross-sectional data show the extent of this as top occupation groups had very few women in them in 1980 where by 2001 and 2003, there were sizeable groups of women in professional and managerial occupations. The distribution of employed women through occupational categories in 2001/03 is much more like the distribution of employed men through occupation groups. In this sense gender differences in occupational status have narrowed considerably over this 25 year period.

Starting with the position of women in 1980 from the Women and Employment Survey and 1981 Census this paper will chart the change in occupations and occupational mobility of women by the 2001. A variety of data sources will be used to construct this account.  

The extent of occupational mobility will be examined using the 1980 WES data broken down into quasi cohorts (see Dex and Shaw British and American women at work, 1986), the 1958 birth cohort of women, the Millennium Cohort Study parents and possibly the ONS Longitudinal Survey.  The WES cohorts analysed in Dex and Shaw were aged 44-58 and 26-36 and in 1980 which translates into years of birth of 1922-1936 and 1943-1953 a gap, on average, of 21 years. These can be compared with the 1958 cohort of women born on average nearly 9 years later than the younger of these WES quasi cohorts. A quasi cohort of women with Millennium cohort babies can also be examined born around 1968, 10 years after the 1958 cohort. (Although the 1970 British Birth cohort gives a genuine cohort of mothers born in 1970 we have not yet cleaned the occupational data sufficiently to include their experiences in this paper.)

Comparisons will be made of occupational changes using Census categories and WES’s specially designed 12 occupational categories to capture women’s occupations.

Dex’s analysis of the 1980 position of women found that a minority of them were in professional jobs; 15.7% of women in the 1981 Census were called professionals. In the WES data only one per cent were classified as ‘professional’ except that another 6 per cent were in teaching and 7 per cent in nursing or medical jobs which overlapped with the Census ‘professional’ categories, 14% in total.  Only 16.5% of the WES sample had qualifications of A-level or above. By 2001/03 women’s position had changed markedly.

The paper will go on to document changes in the timing of women’s return to work after first childbirth and the extent of occupational change for women across their lifecourse and across childbirth. It will also examine whether the likelihood of downward mobility has changed over time for women in different positions in the labour market.

Dex’s analysis of the 1980 WES occupation data was used to suggest a modification to the segmented labour market theories current at the time. This paper will comment on where we have got to 25 years later on women’s place in the labour market and the workings of the labour market in general.   
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