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It was rather a risky operation giving a title to this talk six months ago because I did not know whether Mr
Balls was still going to be in charge of the British family, but at least he alliterated nicely with John Bowlby,
whom some of you may have heard of.

I wanted to talk about one feature of social change in the last 60 years, which is that motherhood and
employment have become increasingly, if not perfectly, compatible, from a situation where they were
supposed to be mutually exclusive activities.

In the 1950s, John Bowlby, the psychiatrist, had views about the importance of the attachment of the infant to
the mother, which underwrote a general feeling that mothers should be at home with their children and
therefore that motherhood and employment were not compatible. However, as you are probably all aware, 60
years on, in the 21st Century, we find that governments have been quite keen on encouraging mothers to have
a paid role as well as a parental one. Even beyond the government in which Ed Balls was the Secretary of State
for Children, Schools & Families, the Coalition Government also has to live in an environment where
motherhood and employment are no longer mutually exclusive.

I thought that you would be interested today if I traced a few features of this transformation that has occurred
in this and other countries since the Second World War. I have a group of slides describing the rise of the
working mother, although I do not really like that term because mothers at home do plenty of work, even
though it is not paid. I have another section about the impact of motherhood on earnings. I will then turn to
the question of whether equality for women was having an impact on fertility and was a threat to the survival
of the species and the reproduction of the British family. This query was widely posed 20 years ago. I will then
briefly show some information explaining why the birth rate has not dwindled to zero. This has not happened
because mothers are not the only people who look after children. I will then turn to another controversial
question which asks whether the increased participation of mothers in paid work has damaged the
development of their children. I have a few summaries of research to show you about that question, and then I
will summarise with a few remarks about what the implication of all this is for policy in the 21st Century.



I am going to outline what economists sometimes call stylised facts about the increasing participation of
mothers in paid work in the second half of the Century, by taking three longitudinal snapshots of successive
generations of women born across the 20t Century. These are culled from the information collected in the first
three British Birth Cohort Studies, which were set up initially to collect information about health, but have,
along the way, produced a lot of information about socioeconomic change as well, so I will just focus on those
today.

Before we look at the picture about the increased paid work by mothers of young children, I thought I would
fill in, graphically, a little bit about the changing context for successive generations of British women. The
horizontal axis shows time and is divided into 12 year chunks which is a long-term division of different
generations. Roughly speaking, two of those units across the horizontal axis would represent a generation.

1946, 1958 and 1970 are the years in which the National Birth Cohort Studies began, following everybody born
in a week in those three years. I have projected backwards to show the experience of people born in the pre-
War era, looking at the evidence collected in those Birth Cohort Studies on the parents of children born in the
post-War era. The top line on the whole graph suggests that until the cohort born in 1970, virtually all women
were married.

The dark blue line below it shows that virtually all of them became mothers. However, that drops down to
about 80% as projected for the 1970 cohort. The rest of the lines on that graph are a whistle-stop tour of the
educational history of the British population - men and women.

The lines plunging down from the top left hand corner to the bottom are the proportion of men and women in
each cohort who entered adulthood with no qualifications. This is complemented by the proportions, shown
on the lines in the bottom, which entered adulthood with tertiary qualifications - this is increasing.

In the earlier years, women were over-represented - were more likely not to have any qualifications at all, and
in the earlier years, men were more likely to get higher qualifications. However, the pink line and the red line
are crossing on the far right hand side of the diagram. This is showing that women are overtaking men in the
proportion entering or getting higher qualifications and there is still a female lead at the end of the 20t
century. So we have a picture that, for the women who mostly became mothers over the second half of the 20t
Century, there was a steady increase in the proportion of them who were well-qualified and a steady drop in
the proportion of them who had no qualifications whatsoever.
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Now, here is the picture with which I am choosing to present to you the history of the rise in mothers’
employment. Instead of using a normal, familiar measure from the Census, which is how many mothers at
any one time are in paid work, I am measuring the amount of time a woman stayed out of paid work after her
first child. I am plotting the median, which is the time it would take for half of the mothers to rejoin the labour
force. The general direction of the graph is downwards. There was a pretty long gap, on average, for the
women who were born in the first half of the Century, having their children in the 1940s and 1950s. The length
of gap for half of them was over 12 years and some never went back at all. Whereas, by the time of the women
born in the 1950s and 1970 on the right hand side of the diagram, the gap between the first birth and the first
re-entry into paid work has dropped pretty close to zero on the black line, which is the line for all women.
Around the black line, there is a blue line and a red line. The blue line traces the returning to work behaviour
of women who have degrees, and the red line is the returning to work behaviour of women who have no
qualifications.

What I think is quite interesting is that, until the middle of that picture, the blue and red lines are pretty close
together, that all mothers had very similar attachment or disattachment to the labour force and they were all
staying out of paid work until their children were well into primary school age, irrespective of their
educational attainments. In contrast, in the late 20t Century, highly qualified women were much more
attached to paid work. Ihave plotted the last two ones having a zero break, which does not mean to say they
do not take maternity leave, but means they are back in the labour force within maternity leave, whereas the
diminishing unqualified women stay out of paid work for much longer. This generates a new kind of
polarisation between mothers, which did not exist two or three decades earlier, when the patterns were more
or less similar in all families.

Mothers’ employment gap by cohort
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This next picture is from the 21st Century and taken from the age three sweep of the Millennium Cohort, which
is the fourth National Birth Cohort Study that I am using. This is a conventional snapshot. It shows the
number of mothers who have paid work when their child is three. The figure is about half, but the other things
I want to draw your attention to is that most of that work is part-time - the slashed bits of the bars - and that
the distribution is, in accordance with the previous picture, socially patterned. The bar on the left represents
the graduate women, 70% of whom have paid work when their child is three. The bar next to the overall
average on the right represents the women with no qualifications of whom only 20% are in paid employment. I
am pointing to a new source of social inequality, amongst all the others that exist in British society, which did
not exist in the 1950s and 1960s.
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I am now going to take a longer lifetime perspective on the role of paid work in a woman'’s lifetime. A
woman’s working life is likely to be interrupted a bit, depending on how well-educated she is and when she
has a child, and she is also likely to work part-time when she does enter the labour force as a mother.

I did some work several years ago with the late Hugh Davies, and we simulated lifetime earnings for women
who had different levels of education and different numbers of children, so that we allowed for the impact on
lifetime earnings of taking time out; of working shorter hours; and of being paid less when working part-time.
The results are very sensitive to how well-educated the woman is assumed to be and when she is assumed to
be born. The women with no children will have a higher lifetime income than the women who have two or
four, going down the bar and the different colours within those bars are reflecting the level of qualification of
these simulated women.

In contrast, for the simulated cohort on the right hand side, born around 1970, the lifetime earnings are much
more sensitive to the level of education. The lifetime earnings of mothers are not very sensitive to the number
of children they have if they are highly qualified, whereas if they are not qualified, the lifetime earnings of
mothers are very much less than the lifetime earnings of childless women.
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A simulated male lifetime can be added into this thought experiment. If a person is male rather than female
then he will be paid more because he is a man, but also the men in the data we were looking at did not have
their incomes affected by how many children they had. Therefore, the relative lifetime earnings of men and
women were catching up for the cohorts born in 1970, but they had not caught up completely.
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Although there is not full gender equity, there has been an improvement in the relative pay of women to men
due to equal pay legislation - the Equal Pay Act; and improvements in opportunities for women

There was a very strong school of thought which argued that if this trend continued, women would stop
having children. However, the more recent international evidence shows that the countries in which people
are eschewing motherhood are not the countries in which mothers go out to work. These are the countries in
which it is very difficult for mothers to go out to work in Southern Europe. The countries with the highest
fertility rates have been observed in this nice place called Scandinavia, where the institutions are family-
friendly and high mothers” employment goes hand-in-hand with relatively high fertility rates.

Some demographers have even gone so far as to say that the only way to combat low fertility is to improve
gender equity, and that the only way to improve gender equity is to improve the access of parents to paid
work and workers to family-friendly measures.

The reason why the increased participation of women in paid work and of their pay did not wipe out
reproduction was that women were not the only people looking after the children. The large provisions of
childcare and the role of other family members in looking after children must also be accounted for. The
traditional division of labour, which was reinforced by the Bowlby ideology, has gradually diversified and it is
no longer mandatory for men not to do any housework, just as it's no longer mandatory for women not to do
any paid work.

This is just some evidence of the range of childcare arrangements that were being made by the mothers of the
Millennium Cohort that I showed you earlier on. The area at the top of these bars shows formal childcare -
nurseries or group settings in general. The mauve bars represent childminder arrangements, which are not
that common, but are one of the options. The bottom bars are labelled “partner or self”, so it is mostly the
fathers looking after the child while the mother is mostly doing a part-time job, and the yellow areas are the
grandmothers, or the grandparents, playing, at age three, a very important role in family arrangements. As
these children got a bit older, the newly available universal nursery schools meant that less was needed from
family members, or paid helpers. There is some difference in the graph between families in which the
mother’s job is full-time and where it is part-time, and also some difference where the mother has a degree and
where she is less qualified. The graduate mothers and the full-timers are more likely to make use of formal
childcare.
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I do not have much evidence about the growing role of fathers in helping to raise the children of working
mothers. This picture shows not so much what they do, but their aspirations. Responses were given most
recently when the children from the Millennium Cohort were age seven. Parents were asked if they had
enough time with their child. Those who did not have paid jobs, on the left, said that they have just about
enough time. On the far right, there are the employed fathers, who are the group who were least likely to say
that they spend enough - they themselves are saying that they do not spend enough time with their child. Not
spending enough time with the child is given by the brownish lines on the far right hand side, and the green
bar is the number of fathers saying that they have enough time with their child. This shows that the
institutions in society are leaving us with fathers who wish they had more time with their child than they
actually do. So, if I did have time budget data on how much time children spend with their fathers, which I do
not, one would have to temper it with the sort of evidence that fathers do aspire to spend more time with their
children.

Leading education
and social research
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I am coming to the next contentious issue about whether the participation of mothers outside the home has
had a deleterious effect on the children who are born. These children do seem to still be getting born, but this
issue asks whether they are failing to flourish because their mothers are going out to work. To some extent,
there are many people who believe that children must be harmed, and there is no evidence that I could present
which would conclusively prove otherwise. However, I have been involved in crunching an awful lot of data
which relates scores of children’s cognitive and behavioural development. Using British and US data, I can
then compare children whose mothers went out to work when they were very young with children whose
mothers stayed at home.

The British data does not come from the Millennium cohort. It comes from the children of the 1970 cohort,
where we have evidence on children of a range of ages, from four to 16. Their development is rated from
various tests. The top one is about the maths test, the pink one down there are various tests of literacy. We
are controlling for as many other factors which might contaminate the relationship as we can. The horizontal
axis shows British children aged four to five on vocabulary, British children aged five to six on reading, and
the next two panels are about American children from a comparable survey. Within each test, we have
divided up whether the mother was working full-time or part-time after she returned from maternity leave,
but before the child’s first birthday.
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The blob is an estimate of the average difference on each score, between the children with the working mother
and the children with the not-working mother. The vertical lines around them are the margin of error. If the
margin of error crosses the horizontal line of zero then the estimate is not significantly different from zero.
Only one vertical line does not cross zero, and that has a green blob. That represents reading tests for
American children, but in none of the tests that we could apply to the British children was there anything
statistically different between the children whose mothers had gone back to work in their first year and those
who had stayed away for longer. The mothers had virtually all been on maternity leave, so they were not
returning to work as young as the American mothers would have done, where there was less maternity benefit
and less maternity leave.
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So the summary of all this is that motherhood and paid work are no longer incompatible. There is diversity
rather than uniformity in modern patterns of parenthood. Childrearing is no longer just the mother’s
monopoly, and children, although they are still more the business of mothers, women have business which
extends beyond their children.

©Heather Joshi, Gresham College 2010
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Changing economic context

Current economic events remind us that young people seeking entry to the labour market suffer
particularly from the effects of economic recession. Periodic downturns in the economy that have occurred
since the 1970s are now capped by a recession of exceptional severity. This can have damaging outcomes
especially for school leavers in the British labour market, where experience of employment may be just as
important as qualifications to getting and retaining a job.

Economists describe these effects as “scarring”, that is to say the damage done when the expected pattern
of school to further or higher education and work is broken through scarcity of jobs for prospective
entrants. This signals to employers a lack of crucial work experience. not only for acquisition of specific
work-related skills but the more personally driven attributes of employability ranging from punctuality to
taking initiative and team work.

Such attributes are likely to be at a high premium when the economy recovers and employers are seeking
to recruit. The whole employment career of discontinuous employment, interspersed with periods of
unemployment and occasional casual jobs is “scarred” to the extent that the prospects of continuing and
fulfilling employment become increasingly weakened. The phenomenon of NEET defined originally for a
young person as six months over the period 16-18 ‘Not in Education, Employment or Training’ (though in
other countries more frequently over the period 16-24) is the consequence .

Figure 1 demonstrates this affect by charting unemployment levels from the early 1970s to the present time.
The notable effect is the periodic peaks in unemployment levels accentuated even after the particular
recession was officially over. The differential damage this does to young people’s prospects in seeking first
jobs is shown in two further figures, 2 and 3, where first we can see the young people’s unemployment
level, age 16-24 (aggregated across two graphs) is substantially higher than that of older employees.
Another interesting feature of these graphs is the gender difference they display. Recession-induced
unemployment levels in the 1990s peaked much more highly for young men than for young women,
reflecting the more economically vulnerable jobs that young men compared with young women were now
entering. This is reflected further in the much smaller difference in unemployment levels between age
groups for women than for men. The current recession is now repeating this predictable pattern with, as
Figure 4 shows, exceptionally high relative rises of unemployment in the younger age group (18-24).
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Labour market transformation

Periodic economic recession is one feature of the period from the 1970s to the present day. But its causes
are not simply restricted to the actions of bankers as typically perceived today. They are better seen as part
of long- term trends that have transformed the nature of employment and the labour market. The ICT
revolution that began in the late seventies, coupled with the collapse of heavy industry in Britain, the
decline of unskilled work, and an increasingly globalised economy, broke traditional patterns of entry to
employment via the established routes. In place of patterns of transition from education to the work place
rooted in the family and community, there was growing prominence for personal choice and the
marshalling of individual and family resources in reducing risks and uncertainty in transition decisions.
The new ‘choice biographies” became increasing characterised by the need for various kinds of “vocational
insurance’ i.e. accumulating the resources that would underpin later access to worki

The most significant form of insurance was staying on in education and acquiring qualifications to increase
the chances, not only of getting a job, but hanging on to it. The consequence was an extended transition in
which the full time employment and independence that went with it was increasingly postponed -
described as ‘quasi citizenship’ in the UK iii This underpins the somewhat contested claim emanating more
recently from the USA that a new psychologically driven stage of the life course can be identified,
‘emerging adult hood’, in which a kind of moratorium is placed on establishing a careeriv

However, extending the transition through education depends critically on the availability of family
resources for maintenance and support for a much longer period than in the past. In the 1980s, persisting
to the present day, young people without such buttressing against economic pressures more typically
attempted to pursue the traditional routes of leaving school at the minimum age, often without
qualifications. They faced the risk of poor prospects in the labour market and the possibility of long term
occupational and social exclusion. Such polarising effects with the marginalisation of those at the bottom
end of education and employment ‘trajectories” has been the phenomenon ever since.

Youth transitions

We need to consider first what constitutes a good transition to adulthood and secondly the key personal
and social resources that are needed to underpin it. Successful transitions comprise what the French call
vividly “insertion’- or in our terms “integration” - into the labour market. This makes the point that in France
it is seen as the job of the State to ensure that young people gain access to adult jobs in the labour market as
well as that of the individual to take advantage of opportunities when available. Such a transition will be
characterised by the achievement of some kind of occupational identity, though this itself- even in the
highly institutionalised German system - has become increasingly difficult to identify in many
occupational sectors for some time.

Occupational identity is identified with the knowledge, skills and experience to secure continuing
employment and progression in a particular sector of the labour market. In the broader sense of ‘general’
as opposed to ‘occupational’ identity there is also the acquisition of the values of commitment,
cooperation and tolerance and strong social relationships in the community, the family, the workplace and
the peer group’. The other critical key component is good physical and psychological health and a healthy
lifestyle.

In contrast, unsuccessful transitions comprise what the French call ‘précarité’, i.e. spells of casual work and
unemployment, often couple with drug and alcohol abuse, and in the case of young women, the risks
associated with early parenting in advance of secure employment. Trouble with the police and often
mental health problems will be another significant feature.

Resources needed to achieve the successful, as opposed to the unsuccessful transition to adulthood are best
described, following the conceptualisation of the development economist Amartya Sen, as capabilities. Sen
defines capability as ‘freedom to achieve wellbeing’, or in other words the acquisition of competences that
enable individuals and communities to achieve desired goals¥i. For young people the key goal is autonomy
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as reflected in financial and social independence and, as we have seen, this dependence is increasingly
difficult to achieve.

Capabilities may be usefully grouped into three goal-directed areas of competence also described as
‘capitals’. As applied to young people, human capital comprises the qualifications and work experience
that reflect the skills that employers will seek in offering opportunities for first and subsequent
employment. Social capital comprises the support from the family and the community and the trust-based
relationships that young people have access to in carrying through transition decisions. The most
important of these, which young people have to make and on which the success of their subsequent careers
will depend, is whether to leave school at 16 to pursue qualifications or going adrift in the labour market
and an uncertain future. The third form of capital is described as “identity’, that is to say those attributes
that make up not only the sense of personal wellbeing, but of self-efficacy, motivation, team work,
creativity, flexibility, initiative and drive -mainly gained in the family. Such attributes develop further
through the interactions with others in the peer group at school and outside and in the workplace. But
education has to be seen as almost a prerequisite for the others, as without it prospects in the labour market
are likely to be severely curtailed.

These effects on youth transitions are illustrated by comparison of a number of adult outcome indicators:
qualifications across 30 year olds in the UK’s 1946, 1958 and 1970 birth cohort studies. We compared
young people at the age of thirty in the first three of the three British Birth cohort studies, which is a series
of studies of large samples of individuals followed up from birth in 1946, 1958 and 1970 1991/1992 and
2000 respectively (Figureb ). The 1946 study has over three and a half thousand cohort members still
actively participating and the second (1958) and third (1970) up to twelve thousand in each. Changing
Britain Changing Lives reports the findingsvii .

The notable point about the differences revealed between the three cohorts in the early thirties is not only
that the average levels of individual attributes varied dramatically across the three cohorts, but also the
strength of their relationships to other variables. Thus Figure 6 shows that a much high percentage of the
1970 cohort, compared with the 1946 cohort, had gained a university degree. But at the same time there
was a substantial social class gradient in participation that got steeper from the earlier to the more recent
cohort. In other words, the polarization between social classes with respect to access to a university degree
was increasing.

In contrast average earnings, analysed by gender showed a quite different picture, a narrowing across
cohorts of the gender gapVii. Notably, in the three successive cohorts, the patterns of women’s earnings
shifted from a relatively narrow band in 1946, substantially below that of a much wider band for men. By
age thirty in the 1970 cohort, the gap had reduced between men and women and the distribution of
earnings was increasingly matching that of men’s. In other words from a relatively narrow range of
occupational opportunities with family responsibilities taking a major role in 1946, the range of
occupational outcomes in terms of earnings had expanded considerably by 1970. The less positive side of
this latter shift was that it pointed to increasing polarisation among women, matching that which had
traditionally been the experience of men.

Who is NEET?

Finally, I use the birth cohort data to look at the origins of outcomes for young men and women of
transition difficulties. Where does NEET come from and what follows it? Analysis of 1970 cohort study
data for those young people who had spent 6 months or more out of education, employment or training
over the period 16-18 showed the key predictors of NEET status (Figures 7, 8 & 9)ix. Thus ‘living on an
inner city estate’, ‘not being read to as a child” and a low birth weight were the key predictors for young
men. In contrast, ‘little parental interest’, ‘few hobbies and interests” and poverty as reflected in receiving
‘free school meals” were the key predictors for young women. Notably, when highest qualification was
taken into account the strength of these relationships reduced, but the gender differences were sustained -



particularly the significance for NEET of inner city background for boys and poverty as captured by free
school meals for girls.

The analysis was extended to investigate the outcomes of NEET at age 21, again, with and without, taking
account of qualifications. For young men the most significant outcome, separating them from young
women, was continuing the status of NEET, typically reflected in unemployment at age 21. For women, the
key outcomes were feeling that they had “problems with life’, lack of control over life” and ‘dissatisfaction
with life’, plus being in a married or co-habiting relationship, typically with children.

Conclusions

This lecture has set out to demonstrate the significance of recession of the time we are entering now for
young people’s transitions to the labour market. Although the great majority of young people, through
resilience built on family support and personal attributes, will resist economic recession’s worst effects,
others without these assets are more likely to be scarred by the experience. The antidote in the modern
world is increasingly one of building resources, i.e. especially capabilities of different kinds, accumulated
in capitals that can be deployed - human, psychological, and social.

The phenomenon of NEET - virtually unknown from the end of the second world was up to the end of the
1970s - is the typical status of those who fail to build such resources. A disadvantaged childhood, typically
based in the inner city for boys, supplies the context in which such difficulties may arise. The consequence
for such boys is continuing on the same track of little continuous and fulfilling employment experience.
For young women, many of whom are young mothers, the consequences tend to be more psychological -
feelings of depression and lack of self worth coupled with lack of the work experience that might the
foundations for re-engagement with the labour market through a rewarding job. Clearly in policy terms,
the windows of opportunity that the period of full-time education and what follows it provides, are critical
to heading off the worst outcomes for young people and without this help their already poor prospects are
likely to get worse.
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