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By the end of the 1970s there had been not only an increase in women’s employment but more especially an increased interest in women’s equality and employment issues. The decade had seen the implementation of the Equal Pay Act in 1975, the introduction of the Sex Discrimination Act of 1975 and the first step in introducing any legislative protection and support for pregnant women workers. The Equal Opportunities Commission had been set up and within government there was an increasing interest in monitoring policy and practice.
It is against this background that a large research programme on many aspects of women in the labour market began to develop in the then Department of Employment. This paper sets the Women and Employment survey against the background of labour market and legislative change as well as the rapidly developing role of social science in government. It explores the drivers for the survey identifying the political concern with high female unemployment as a crucial factor in explaining some of the study’s design features while interest in the experience and meaning of paid work for women and concern with how childbearing and the domestic division of labour impacted on women’s life chances and earning potential as well as female orientations to work and men and women’s attitudes to their roles  were other key concerns. 
The Women and Employment Survey was not the first social survey of women and paid work conducted by Government. Earlier studies had been carried out by the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys in the 1940s and 1965 [Thomas, 1944; Hunt, 1968 ]. This study built on these earlier surveys but differed from them considerably. It benefited from the explosion of research on different aspects of women’s lives which the women’s movement had encouraged, and the debates which the growing numbers of young British social scientists had encouraged. Government social scientists engaged with the academic community as well as practitioners to identify the issues which a new national survey should address.
