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This paper draws on comparisons between the position of women in the UK and women’s position in other advanced countries to identify areas where there is a need for labour market institutions to be modernised and upgraded to match the changing aspirations of women, to promote a more productive economy and to reduce risks of poverty and social exclusion. This argument fits with that made by the OECD in 1994 (OECD 1994)- that a new gender contract and new labour market arrangements are needed to fit with changing patterns of women’s employment and household formation. That argument added a new dimension to the gender equality debate: promoting gender equality was to be regarded as not only an issue of social justice but also a means of modernising the economy and welfare systems (Humphries and Rubery 1995, Rubery et al. 2003). This approach lies behind the focus on gender mainstreaming in the post Beijing period; gender mainstreaming is a way of determining whether current institutional arrangements are fit for purpose (Council of Europe 1998, Rees 1998). Such a modernisation process obviously involves costs for individuals or groups, as accompanies any process of change, but maintaining the status quo also implies costs, not just for individual women concerned but also for the economy, as measured, for example, by the costs of missing out on the potential embedded in its labour force (Bruegel and Perrons 1995) or the costs of increasing risks of social exclusion and welfare dependency (Esping-Andersen et al. 2002). 

To identify the changes that are needed in the UK economy, some international comparisons that give concrete examples of alternative modes of organising work, employment and welfare can be of value. However, in assessing women's employment position in the UK through an international comparative perspective, it must also be recognised that on some dimensions and variables women in the UK are relatively favourably situated while on other dimensions the UK performance is poor. There is no simple easy solution and gender equality remains an aspiration rather than a full achievement in all societies; nevertheless, there are significant examples that can be drawn from these international comparisons where the worst problems of gender inequality have been at least modified. These comparisons may open up a wider range of policy options and choices than are apparent when issues are considered from within the confines of one particular labour market. 
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