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One of the major findings exposed by the Women and Employment Survey 1980 was the dramatic shift across cohorts towards a more continuous pattern of labour market participation over the child raising years and the working life more broadly, and the role which periods of part-time work played in this process for women in Britain. In this paper we focus on one particular aspect of women’s working lives in the twenty first century: the work patterns of mothers in dual-earner couples with pre-school or primary school-age children. We draw on qualitative material from an ESRC-funded research project to analyse the current work-time schedules of mothers and their partners, and the pattern of labour market engagement that the women have had since becoming mothers.

We explore class-based differences in household schedules of work and family life in relation to theoretical debates about changes in gender relations and employment and recent government policy initiatives designed to raise women's employment rates on one hand, and so-called 'work-life balance' on the other. We argue that there is an over-reliance in current ‘work-family’ debates on the conceptual distinction between ‘dual full-time’ and ‘full-time/part-time’ arrangements in couples. This neglects the variety of working-time schedules undertaken by both full-timers and part-timers. Furthermore, while research on women’s employment has exposed class-based differences in the types of full-time and part-time options which they can access, this knowledge is rarely integrated systematically into discussions of the ‘work-family’ arrangements pursued by dual-earner couples. We suggest that four particularly important situations to consider in relation to work-family debates and gender relations more broadly are ‘dual manual’, ‘clerical’ ‘public sector professional’ and ‘private sector professional’ couples. While this is clearly not exhaustive of all class situations it does provide a vivid lens or ‘critical cases’ on the different conditions under which women carve a pathway through pregnancy and the early years of motherhood, deepens our understanding of their working-time decisions and preferences, and exposes how current policy developments have varying relevance for women in different class positions.







