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Since the early 1980s there has been a continuous rise in the number of women who return to paid employment within one year of giving birth: from 45% doing so in 1988 to 72% in 2002. Part of this has been a near continuous rise in the proportions returning to work on a full-time basis. Rather than depend upon snapshots of women’s participation at any given time, this paper uses panel data collected between 1988 and 1999 to define and examine employment continuity among first-time mothers, looking in particular at the factors which predict continuous full-time employment. Analyses are carried out at two points in time: 1993 when the first born child had just entered school and 1999 when the first born was aged between 11 and 12 years. Some variables that might be expected to be importance in the decision to work full-time were found not to be, such as having a partner or changes in marital status, partner’s occupation and whether his type of work affects her employment opportunities, family background or having a seriously ill/disable child. Other aspects appear to become more important with the passage of time – perhaps because of the addition of more children, perhaps because children are getting older. This applies most particularly to factors associated with childcare. Women who used paid childcare and women who did not report ever having childcare problems affecting their work opportunities were particularly likely to work continuously full-time. Other highly significant variables include attitudes, occupational level and number of children, although the strength of these varies over time. Downward occupational mobility, chances of promotion, and pay differences are also examined, with the benefits of continuity shown to be strongest in avoiding downward occupational mobility.
