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We know that women with children work 
less and earn less than those without 
children. Research has shown mothers’ 
employment rates falling by 20%, and full-
time employment by 44% after the birth of a 
first child. Mothers who remain in work also 
see a sharp drop in the rate of wage growth 
following childbirth.

One explanation for this is that taking time 
out to raise children, or going back to work 
part-time, may damage women’s chances 
to progress in their careers. Alternatively, 
women who return to work may take up jobs 
with a lower status than they had before, or 
their careers progress more slowly than those 
of childless women or men.

A report commissioned by the Government 
Equalities Office used data from 
Understanding Society, collected between 
2009 and 2017, to understand how much 
women ‘downgrade’ their careers after having 
children – by opting out of employment, or 
by moving to part-time work or to jobs with 
a lower occupational status. The aim was to 
understand the barriers to progression faced 
by women in the workplace and what works 
for employers to overcome them.

Professor Susan Harkness from the School 
for Policy Studies at the University of Bristol 
carried out the research with Dr Magda 
Borkowska and Dr Alina Pelikh at the Institute 
for Social and Economic Research, University 
of Essex.

RESEARCH METHODS
Instead of focussing on single career 
transitions between two points in time 
(such as before birth and five years after), 
the researchers used sequence analysis to 
build up a picture of the typical employment 
pathways men and women follow after birth.

Sequence analysis allowed the researchers 
to visualise each individual’s life course as 
a sequence of monthly events. They used 
dynamic Hamming distance measures to 
identify sequences, and cluster analysis to 
reduce these sequences into sets of similar 
groupings, revealing the most common 
employment pathways following childbirth: 
leaving work, going into part- or full-time 
work, and the likelihood of occupational down 
(or up) grading.

In the second stage of the analysis, the 
researchers used multinomial logit models 
to assess the chance of following particular 
sequences based on aspects of the jobs 
women had before the birth (such as working 
hours, industry or sector) and their personal 
and family characteristics (such as age at 
birth, education and number of children).

The final part of the analysis looked at 
how the employment patterns and relative 
earnings of men and women in couples 
change in the years following childbirth.

FINDINGS
The research used all eight Waves of 
Understanding Society data which were 
available at the time, beginning in 2010. 
From Wave 2 on, there were between 542 
and 1,099 new births a year. In the years 
after those babies were born, there were 
large divergences in men’s and women’s 
employment trajectories. Mothers increasingly 
withdrew from full-time employment over 
time, while new fathers typically remained 
in full-time work – or moved into it if they 
weren’t employed full-time before.

Mothers
●  Fewer than 20% of all new mothers have a 

full-time career after having a baby.

●  Among those working full-time before 
childbirth, a majority either stopped working 
or moved to part-time work three years 
after birth.

●  There is considerable persistence in 
mothers’ working patterns after childbirth. 
Women tend to remain in full- or part-
time work, or stay out of work, with little 
movement between these categories.

●  Over five years, transitions into full-time 
work are rare – just 4% of women return to 
work part-time before becoming full-time. 
Fewer than 1% leave employment and later 
return to full-time work.

Fathers
Three years after childbirth, 90% of men are in 
full-time work or self-employed, and those that 
do change their employment status are likely 
to move from being out of the labour force or 
part-time work into full-time jobs after birth.

What influences these patterns?
The most important factor in women’s 
chances of returning to work full-time is their 
employment status before the birth of their 
child(ren) – not the number of children they 
have. Those who worked full-time before 
having children were eight times more likely 
to work full-time after birth than those who 
had previously worked part-time.

Level of education was important, too. 
Women with degrees are twice as likely to go 
back to work full-time than those with lower 
levels of education. Those whose highest 
qualification was GCSE are the least likely to 
return to work at all. This was true regardless 
of a mother’s age at the time of birth, how 
many children she already had, or whether 
she was single.

Women whose own mothers were working 
when they were 14 are nearly twice as 
likely to go back to work as those whose 
mothers did not work, which suggests that 
culture plays an important role in mothers’ 
employment decisions.

All of this suggests that government policy 
should focus on getting women into work 
before they have children if they are to 
achieve economic equality in later life.

Gradual process
The report shows that occupational change 
happens gradually in the three to five years 
after birth. Women almost always return to a 
job with the same occupational status as the 
one they left. What happens next is not that 
their role is downgraded, but that they are 
less likely to upgrade.

Five years after childbirth, the chance of 
having upgraded is far lower for women than 
men. While 26% of men have moved to a 
better job, for women this figure is just 13%. 
(The risk of downgrading is similar for new 
mothers and fathers, at 18% for both.)

For new mothers – but not fathers – staying 
with the same employer is linked to a lower 
risk of downgrading, but also with lower 
chances of promotion. In other words, they 
risk getting stuck in their job. Mothers who 
work in the public sector, health or education 
can maintain the same level of work 
after childbirth but have lower chances of 
promotion and progress.

The researchers considered whether women 
opt for more family-friendly jobs, and are 
willing to downgrade to do that. In fact, 
changes in working hours (such as going 
part-time) were not significantly related 
to a change in occupational status, but 
increased commuting time was strongly 
linked with increased upward occupational 
mobility. Mothers who commute for an extra 
10 minutes are four times more likely to 
upgrade. (Reduced commuting time has no 
impact on mobility.)

Couples
We see gendered patterns in the job market 
before birth, but they are reinforced in the 
years after birth as men and women in 
couples see their employment trajectories 
and earnings shares diverge.

When both partners worked full-time before 
birth:

●  48% were both employed full-time three 
years later

●  in 36% of couples, the woman moved to 
part-time work, and the male partner 
continued to work full-time

●  in 15% of couples, the woman left 
employment and the man continued to 
work full-time.

Where the man had worked full-time before 
birth, and the woman had worked part-time 
or not worked, childbirth had a smaller effect.

Looking specifically at earnings before birth, 
the researchers found that:

●  the man was the main earner in 54% of 
couples

●  in 31% of couples, partners earned equal 
shares

●  12% had a female main breadwinner and a 
further 2% a sole female earner.

Three years after birth:

●  69% of families had a sole male earner or 
male breadwinner

●  the share of couples where men and 
women earned equal shares fell to 20%

●  if the man was the sole or main earner 
before birth, they almost always remained 
the sole or main breadwinner

●  in couples where both partners earned 
equal shares before birth, three years later 
19% had a sole male earner, and 31% a 
male breadwinner

●  in the 10% of couples where the woman 
was the main breadwinner before birth, 
in almost half (46%) women remained the 
main earner, while a further 23% became 
‘equal’ earners.

CONCLUSION
Employment patterns are gendered after 
childbirth, with men typically remaining in 
full-time work (or moving into it) and women 
withdrawing from full-time work. Those 
women who return to work typically see their 
chances of promotion decrease.

A woman’s chances of moving up or down 
the career ladder are the same whether she 
goes back to work full- or part-time, but 
those who return to work after a break are 
more likely to move to a lower grade job. 
Even when women return to the same job, 
they are much less likely to progress at work 
than men.

The findings are limited to the first five years 
after birth, but the researchers suggest 
that the various factors involved mean 
these patterns are unlikely to change as the 
children get older.
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Understanding Society has been commissioned 
by the Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC). The Scientific Research Team is led by 
the Institute for Social and Economic Research 
(ISER) at the University of Essex.

NOTES
Employment pathways and occupational 
change after childbirth was produced for 
the Government Equalities Office by Susan 
Harkness, Magda Borkowska and Alina Pelikh 
in October 2019 as part of its Workplace and 
Gender Equality Research Programme:  
www.gov.uk/government/publications/
gender-equality-at-work-research-on-the-
barriers-to-womens-progression

This case study is part of a series aimed at 
potential users of Understanding Society 
data, including: policy makers, researchers 
and people in a position to influence social 
policy. If you would like to discuss how we 
can help support and raise awareness of the 
policy impact of your research, please email 
policyunit@understandingsociety.ac.uk
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