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1

Introduction

1

Motivation

In 1974, 7% of adults in Britain between the ages of 20 and 59 were dependent on 
transfers, mostly social security benefits, from outside their immediate family. That is, they 
themselves were not in employment; and they did not have an employed partner either. 
The proportion had soared to 19% by 1993 – nearly one-fifth of the whole age group. In 2003, 
even after a 10-year period of economic growth and falling unemployment, the rate was 
still 14% – double the figure from the early 1970s.1

The ‘family’ is defined as either a single adult, or a couple, treated as a unit of account 
(plus any dependent children of the adult or couple).2 There is a strong moral and legal 
assumption that single people are responsible for their own financial support, and that 
couples are mutually responsible for each other. Certainly, that is the assumption still built 
in to the assessment of many social security benefits, and of tax credits (although no longer 
in the mainstream tax system).

It is well known that the number of married women in work has increased, and this has 
led to a rise in the number of two-earner families. They have become known as ‘work-
rich’ (Pahl, 1984). This report documents that growth. But it is mainly concerned with the 
number of families at the other end of the scale, who are ‘work-poor’ because they have 
no income at all from employment.

The research tracks the growth of the number of work-poor, non-working families in 
Britain over the three decades from 1974 to 2003. The huge increase in the number of 
working-age adults and couples who depend on social security benefits, are central to the 
analysis of poverty and disadvantage (Darton and others, 2003). Reducing the number of 
work-poor families in Britain is right at the top of the government’s social policy agenda 
(DWP, 1999). An understanding of how we reached the current position could provide 
valuable clues on directions for future policy. The conclusions will be relevant not only to 
the government’s immediate ‘welfare-to-work’ programmes, but also to policies in related 
areas such as education and training, family formation, regional planning, rehabilitation, 
discrimination and so on.

An earlier JRF report on Multiple Disadvantage in Employment (Berthoud, 2003) started 
with a very similar paragraph to the one above. The growth in the number of adults with 
neither direct nor indirect access to earnings, and the high proportion of the working-age 
population now at risk, were used there as motivations for detailed study of the social 
and economic disadvantages associated with the risk of non-employment, in terms of age, 
family structure, skill levels, impairment, ethnicity and local demand for labour; and in 
terms of combinations of those factors. That previous study examined variations in the risk 
of family non-employment in the late 1990s – the most recent period for which large-scale 

Introduction

1  The figures in this paragraph are all derived from the General Household Survey, and are based on the definitions 
and conventions outlined later in this chapter.

2  ‘Family’ in this context does not mean the same as ‘families with children’.
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data were available at the time – and aimed to describe the current position. But as the 
first paragraph emphasised, there has been a huge change in the number of work-poor 
families in the course of a generation. This current report is concerned with the changing 
distribution of jobs over time, within and between families. 

Identifying the problem

Much labour market research, and most political and journalistic debate, has been 
concerned with ‘unemployment’. The unemployed are defined as people who are 
looking for work. Since they are looking, it can be assumed that they want work and are 
disappointed not to have found it. If they do not find it, it can be assumed that there is 
some problem – low demand for labour among employers, lack of skills among potential 
employees, a mismatch between wages asked and wages offered, or discrimination against 
certain groups – which needs to be resolved.

According to the General Household Survey, the proportion of British adults aged 20-59 
who were unemployed (Figure A, thick grey line) fluctuated between 3% and 10% over 
the 30-year period (1974-2003) that will be reviewed in this report.3 The high peaks of 
unemployment centred on 1983 and 1993 could only be interpreted in terms of reduced 
demand for labour in those periods, and provoked intense debate about the management 
of economic policy.

But the unemployed (looking for work) represent only a minority of adults of working 
age who do not have a job. Figure A shows that the total rate of ‘non-employment’ 
among individuals (thick black line) fluctuated between 25% and 35% over the same 
period. The rises and falls coincided with, and were undoubtedly caused by, variations 
in the unemployment rate, but the amplitude of the variation was much less important 
as a proportion of total non-employment. There was a steady core of adults (mothers, 

Figure A: Unemployment, inactivity and non-employment rates among individuals, 1��4 to 2003
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3  There are two ways of measuring unemployment. One is to count the number of people claiming Jobseeker’s 
Allowance or other benefits on grounds of unemployment. The other is to use surveys to ask how many people are out of 
work and looking for work. This report always uses the latter approach, known in the trade as ‘ILO unemployment’.

Note: Definitions of employment and the age-group covered are those used for the General Household Survey (GHS) 
analysis in this report (see page 6), and are not identical to those in official statistics. Non-employed is the sum of 
unemployed and inactive.
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disabled people and so on) who did not work and were not looking for work – they were 
not ‘unemployed’, but labelled ‘economically inactive’ (thin grey line in Figure A). There 
has been little fluctuation in the size of that group, and, if anything, a slight downwards 
trend. Since they are not looking for work, and may have good reason for not working, 
economically inactive people tend not to have been considered a problem requiring policy 
interference. This was certainly the case when unemployment itself was the urgent focus 
for policy attention, although the current government is keen to reduce economic inactivity 
as a way of increasing the overall labour supply (HM Treasury, 2004) and as part of its 
‘welfare-to-work’ agenda (DWP, 2006a).

Many people may genuinely have chosen to stay at home, perhaps because they prefer 
to look after their children themselves. But others may have decided not to look for a job 
because employment was not a viable option. Many mothers, for example, might prefer 
to have a job if their children’s father was willing to share the parenting more equally, or 
if better childcare arrangements were available, or if employers were more flexible about 
hours of work. Many disabled people might prefer to work if their health improved, if 
transport facilities were more accessible, or if firms were willing to adjust their premises or 
working practices to accommodate their needs.

A key assumption behind this research is that you might choose not to work (in the 
circumstances) if you have a partner bringing in a steady income; but you would scarcely 
choose this solution if you were single, or if your partner was out of work too. So ‘family 
non-employment’ is defined as occurring when a single person has no job, or a couple has 
no job between them.

Figure B shows that family non-employment also fluctuated up and down in harmony with 
the business cycle (grey line). But the decade-on-decade trend in family non-employment 
has clearly been upwards – in spite of a decade-on-decade trend towards more jobs. In 
2003, the personal non-employment rate was 3 percentage points lower than it had been 
in 1974. But the family non-employment rate was 7 percentage points higher – because, 
as the rest of this report will show, much of the increase in personal employment rates 
has accrued to members of families which already had a worker. It is this countertrend 
between the number of people with jobs and the number of families with jobs that the 
research aims to track.

Figure B: Individual, family and household non-employment rates, 1��4 to 2003
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Note: See note to Figure A. Members of non-employed families are a subset of non-employed individuals. Members of 
non-employed households are a subset of non-employed families.
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Family non-employment is closely associated with economic disadvantage (Nickell, 2004). 
Most non-employed families depend on social security. As Table 1 shows, three-quarters 
of them attribute more than half their family income to benefits. Nearly half of them 
claim Income Support (or income-related Jobseeker’s Allowance, JSA). Nearly half are 
poor (below 60% of median income). These adverse economic outcomes are very rare in 
families where anyone is in work.

The adverse economic outcomes are especially common among non-working families 
with children, and this has important implications for the government’s commitment to 
end child poverty (DWP, 1999). It will be shown (in Chapter 3) that the proportion of all 
children who had no resident working parent increased from 8% in 1974 to nearly 20% in 
1993, before falling back again to 12% at the end of the observation period.

Much previous research, especially a series of papers by Gregg and Wadsworth (1994, 
2001, 2003), has focused on the growth of worklessness among ‘households’. A household 
is defined as a group of people who live together and share housekeeping arrangements. 
Most ‘households’ consist of a single ‘family’, but some households contain more than 
one family – most commonly parents and dependent4 children (one family) sharing 
accommodation with older (non-dependent) children who have not yet left home (each 
older child considered a separate ‘family’). As the line of diamonds in Figure B shows, 
household non-employment is slightly (about 3 percentage points) less common than 
family non-employment (because some workless families live in the same household 
as a worker from another family), but the two measures follow closely parallel trends. 
Households are often used as the base for the analysis because all members of a 
household are conventionally assumed to share their resources – although research on the 
distribution of welfare within households (for example Pahl, 1989; Morris, 1990) has shown 
that this ‘sharing’ is by no means always complete. Measures of inequality and of poverty 
(DWP, 2006b) are almost always based on total household income (adjusted for household 
size).5 But a disadvantage of using households is that they are probably less stable than 
families over time (for example, a young adult is more likely to leave home than a couple 
is to split up). Another is that the processes affecting the employment probabilities 
of younger and older people in the same household may be largely independent of 
each other – if so, there is no household-level process to study, only a household-level 
outcome. And from an analytical point of view, it is much easier to classify the social 
position of a family (of one or two adults) in terms of education, age and so on, than a 
household (with an indeterminate number of adults).

Table 1: Source and level of income, by family employment (%)

 Any work   No work,  
 in family No work (all) (with kids)

Dependent on benefits (more than half the family’s income) 5 78 95
Claims Income Support or income-related JSA 1 46 73
Poor household (less than 60% of median income) 8 45 54

Source: Households Below Average Income (HBAI) 2000/01 to 2004/05, own calculations; analysis based on individuals 
aged 20-59

4  Social security legislation defines a child as dependent if they are under the age of 16, or aged 16-18 and in full-
time education. This analysis follows suit.

5  Note that non-employed families were shown in Table 1 to have a high risk of household poverty.
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The non-working household has nevertheless been, and remains, an important policy 
issue (IPPR, 1994; DWP, 1999). Much of what this research has to say about family non-
employment can be interpreted as indicative of household non-employment.

Objectives

The aims of the research are to describe, and as far as possible explain, the changing 
distribution of jobs among families. There are three main tasks:

 • analysing the distribution of employment among individuals over the 30 years between 
1974 and 2003, taking account especially of the changing relative positions of men and 
women, disabled people and older and younger potential workers;

 • comparing the year-by-year changes in group-specific employment probabilities with 
the fluctuations in the overall employment rate across the business cycle, to look for 
underlying trends;

 • assessing the family position of individuals with and without jobs, to show whether they 
have a partner, and whether the partner has a job.

So although the primary outcome of concern is the ‘non-working family’, most of the 
report deals with the combinations of personal positions that lead to that outcome. Who 
has a job and who does not? Do they have a partner? And does the partner have a job 
(too)? The treatment is largely empirical and descriptive, but the analysis and interpretation 
are informed by three distinct views of the underlying processes at work.

The first view is based on the standard set of economic theories concerning the operation 
of a labour market. Men and women need an income to fund their consumption. They 
would prefer more income to less. Those with human capital can expect a dividend in 
terms of better job prospects. Their micro-economic chances will be affected by macro-
economic variations in the demand for labour between regions or over the business 
cycle. Families may enjoy economies of scale, and may take joint employment decisions 
maximising the utility to be derived from a combination of earnings and household 
production. These calculations may be affected by the incentive or disincentive effects of 
taxes and social security benefits. All of these familiar issues are explicit or implicit in the 
following account.

The second view is based on sociological theories about normative values. Every society 
adopts views about the distinct roles appropriate to specific groups of people. Individuals 
adopt (or are assigned) identities which strongly influence the roles that they take on. 
In the current context, there are strong (although changing) socially constructed views 
about the age range within which it is appropriate to work in the labour market; about 
the economic position of disabled people; about the distribution of men and women 
between paid employment and domestic production, and between occupations; about 
the appropriateness of marriage or cohabitation; and about the respective roles of men 
and women in partnerships. These issues are often discussed in terms of ‘social divisions’ 
and have been reflected in the sociological tradition from Durkheim (1893) onwards. The 
concluding chapter argues that changes (or the lack of change) in such normative values 
have had an important influence on the issues of concern.

The third view focuses on the direct influence of social policy within these economic 
and sociological frameworks. In this context, the assumption is that changes in the rules 
of entitlement to in-work and out-of-work benefits, the advice offered or the sanctions 
imposed by officials, the operation of training or job creation schemes and so on will all 
have an effect on the employment probabilities of potential workers. This analysis is not 
directly concerned with policy (see, for example, Alcock and others, 2003, also Hasluck 
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and Green, 2005, for policy reviews especially relevant to the issues addressed), but policy 
may obviously have had an impact on the patterns observed. The nearest this report 
comes to policy analysis is in the search for distinct points over the 30-year period under 
consideration where a change of policy might have caused a kink in the trend over time.

Data and analysis: the General Household Survey

The General Household Survey (GHS) is a continuous multipurpose survey of large 
random samples of households across Great Britain. The survey has been conducted, using 
a new sample each time, every year since 1973, with the exception of 1997 and 1999. The 
latest available data relate to 2003.6 In practice the 1973 survey did not have full data on 
economic activities, and the 1977 and 1978 surveys did not carry the standard question on 
limiting longstanding illness. These three annual surveys were therefore dropped from the 
analysis. The database therefore provides 26 annual observations, over a 30-year period.7

The analysis in this report is based on adults aged 20 to 59. Young adults, aged 16 to 
19, have not been included because such a high proportion of them are still in full-time 
education. Men aged 60 to 64 have been omitted because, although still below pensionable 
age, a high proportion of them have in fact retired – and in this age group, ‘early 
retirement’ is sometimes a marker of privilege and sometimes a marker of disadvantage. 
Although the family (that is, single person or couple) is sometimes the unit of account, the 
individual adult is always the unit of analysis (that is, each member of a couple contributes 
separately to the statistics). Where an adult within the age range has a partner under 20 
or over 59, the former is included and the latter excluded – but we know whether the 
excluded partner had a job.

Each of the 26 annual GHSs included in the analysis covers between 10,000 and 17,000 
men and women within this age range, with an overall total of 337,204. Where results are 
shown for a series of years combined, each annual survey has been given equal weight, 
without regard to the number of respondents in the sample, or to the number of adults in 
the population, in the years in question.

All the annual surveys asked questions about respondents’ economic activity, and 
about the set of personal characteristics that are known to be associated with people’s 
job prospects. Some of these questions (notably age and sex) were asked and coded 
identically in every survey, and could easily be compared across the sequence. Others, 
notably educational qualifications, were asked and/or coded in different ways across the 
sequence, and an important preparatory task was to ensure that these data were recoded 
to be as comparable as possible from year to year.

People have been defined as ‘in work’ if they personally had a job for 16 hours or more 
per week at the time they took part in the survey. Less than 16 hours was not counted, on 
the ground that very short hours cannot be considered either a primary activity or a means 
of earning a living. The 16-hour cut-off is enshrined in current social security and tax credit 
legislation, although the formal boundary was at 30 hours at the beginning of the period 
under review. Those in full-time education have also been classified as ‘in work’, because 
it is widely considered to be both hard work, and a long-term economic investment.8  

6  Since 2000, the annual sample has been based on financial years, for example April 2003 to March 2004, but they 
are labelled according to the first-named year, for example 2003, for convenience.

7  That is, 1974-2003, excluding 1977, 1978, 1997 and 1999.
8  The proportion of those defined as ‘in work’ who were students rose from 1.1% in 1974 to 3.6% in 2003. They were 

concentrated among those in their twenties.
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All references in this report to ‘in work’ and synonyms such as ‘have a job’ or ‘in 
employment’ refer to this definition.

People have been defined as in a ‘working family’ either if they themselves were in work 
(according to this definition), or if they had a partner in work. Conversely, family non-
employment is identified among individuals who did not have a job (as defined), and 
either did not have a partner, or had a non-working partner.9

As with all research of this kind, the findings should be treated just as ‘estimates’, with 
a margin of error either way associated with sampling considerations, measurement 
uncertainties and analytical simplifications. It is the broad differences and trends that 
matter.

Much of the analysis is presented in straightforward tables and figures showing the 
proportion of survey respondents in a particular employment position year by year. Many 
analyses have been undertaken for selected years, intended as way-points to illustrate the 
trend over the 30 years. These way-points are defined as three-year periods to avoid giving 
undue importance to survey outcomes in any particular year, which may be subject to 
chance fluctuation. The way-points are:

  1974-76: start of period
  1988-90: middle of period
  2001-03: end of period

The narrative refers to the whole 30-year sequence as the ‘period’, and each of the sections 
between way-points as ‘phases’.

Conveniently, all three way-points coincided with relatively low levels of unemployment 
(see Figure A), so that phase-by-phase comparisons are reasonably independent of cyclical 
fluctuations. Year-by-year analyses (for example in Figures M and T) are used to illustrate 
the impact of cyclical factors across the period, and to look for changes in trends.

It soon becomes clear that there are many influences on an individual’s and a family’s 
employment prospects – gender, marital status and parenthood, disability, age, educational 
qualifications, the demand for labour in a particular region or period. Changes in these 
relationships over time have been at the heart of the trends of concern. More complex 
analytical techniques are used to unravel these factors, calculating what might be referred 
to as a ‘formula’ to predict each person’s chance of having a job, or a partner with a job, 
taking account of all these sets of characteristics and of combinations of characteristics. 
Details of the main logistic regression equations are reported in the Appendix. Calculations 
of standard errors have taken account both of weighting across years, and of clustering of 
observations within households. But key outputs are summarised in the main text, and are 
illustrated with graphs. The analysis is inevitably quantitative, but every effort has been 
made to explain the conclusions in lay terms rather than rely on the reader to work them 
out from the statistics.

The new findings are reported in two main chapters:

 • The next chapter considers the personal employment position of individuals in detail. 
Although this compares men with women, according to whether they do or do not have 
a partner, the joint employment position of couples is set on one side for the moment.

 • The following chapter then focuses on family employment outcomes, to show whether 
people with or without jobs have a partner, and whether their partner has a job.

9  In principle, two partners each working 15 hours per week might have been considered to have a 30-hour job 
between them. But the number of double part-timers was too small to make any impact on the overall figures.
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Demographic trends

Most of the analysis in the following chapters shows variations in the chances of having a 
job, or a partner with a job, depending on the demographic characteristics of the individual 
concerned; and how those group-specific chances have changed over time. The overall level 
of family employment has also been affected by changes in the demographic composition of 
the population over the period. This section briefly reviews the key demographic trends, as 
background to the more detailed analysis to follow.

It will be shown in the next chapter that mothers have a low employment rate, although it 
has been increasing over the years. The first panel of Figure C shows that the proportion 
of women who were mothers (defined as having dependent children living with them) fell 
by about 10 percentage points between the start of the period and the early 1990s, but less 
steadily since then.

The probability of having a job of one’s own varies by marital status, but obviously the 
chance of having a partner with a job is largely determined by whether one has a partner in 
the first place. For men, and by implication for all women taken as a group, the proportion 
living without a partner rose from 20 to 29% over the period, with a slowing of this trend 
recently. Among women without children, there has been very little change. Most of the 
increase in the number living without a partner has been confined to women with children, 
up from 9% in the first three years of the period, to 24% in the last three years. These lone 
parents include both never-partnered mothers, and formerly-partnered mothers. It will be 
seen later (Figure P on page 32) that they have an exceptionally high risk of family non-
employment, although the extent of their disadvantage has reduced slightly over recent 
years.

It can be noted in passing that at the end of the period 14% of couples with children, and 
22% of childless couples, were reported to be cohabiting (that is, not married to each other). 
In the 1970s, this practice was so rare (or so embarrassing) that the GHS questionnaire did 
not ask about it.

Figure D shows trends over the period in the other two main demographic characteristics 
analysed in the following chapters. As explained, the research focuses on adults aged 

Figure C: Family trends, 1��4 to 2003
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between 20 and 59. At the start of the period, nearly a quarter of the age group were over 
50 (left panel, grey line); this fell to just over one-fifth in the late 1980s and early 1990s; but 
the proportion recovered in the most recent years as the post-war baby-boomers reached 
their 50th birthdays.

It is well known that the number of non-working disabled people claiming Incapacity 
Benefit has increased over the years. It is common for commentators on that trend to assert 
that there is no evidence of any increase in the prevalence of disability in the population 
as a whole (DWP, 2006a). In fact the GHS data (left panel, black line) does suggest an 
increase in prevalence up to about the mid-1990s, although (as will be seen in the next 
chapter) a reduction in employment rates among disabled people was much the more 
important trend.

It is striking that rates of limiting longstanding illness are much higher among people with 
poor educational qualifications than among well-educated people (centre panel). And this 
inequality in health outcomes has widened substantially over the past three decades.

It has been suggested that single disabled people are especially disadvantaged, and 
that they have made up an increasing proportion of disabled people. The right panel of 
Figure D confirms that single status is increasingly common among disabled people; but 
the trend is no steeper than it has been for non-disabled people.

Headlines

The analysis in the following chapters is often highly detailed. It may help the reader 
to focus in advance on some of the key conclusions, to provide an overall shape to the 
narrative.

Mothers had lower employment rates than either childless women, or men, at the 
beginning of the period. This is still true, but the employment differential associated with 
being a mother has reduced steadily and rapidly over the past 30 years.

Men and childless women have just about held their position in the labour market, if they 
have achieved appropriate qualifications and report good health. But the employment rate 
of poorly qualified disabled men has plunged.

These two trends in combination lead to a polarisation of employment among families. 
A majority of the mothers whose employment rates have been improving already had a 
partner in work. Many of the poorly qualified disabled men whose employment rates have 
been falling were either single, or had a non-working partner. This polarisation between 
two-earner and no-earner (work-rich and work-poor) families has been strengthened by an 
increasing tendency for couples to share the same labour market position, even after their 
personal prospects have been taken into account.
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The personal distribution 
of employment

An assessment of changes in the number of work-rich and work-poor families needs to 
proceed in two stages: first an analysis of the number of people with and without jobs; 
second, an analysis of the extent to which those with and without jobs have partners in or 
out of work. This chapter looks at employment as a characteristic of individuals, including 
husbands and wives as separate potential workers – although it will soon become clear 
that the employment probabilities of individuals are strongly affected by their family 
position. It starts with an overview of three major trends, and then looks in detail at 
employment variations between social groups and over time.

Three main social divisions in employment – and their trends

Women are still much less likely than men to have a paid job (as defined for this study). 
But they are much more likely to have a paid job than they were in 1974. As Figure E 
shows, both of these statements about ‘women’ are much more true of ‘mothers’ than they 
are of childless women. The thirty years reviewed in this study can be separated into three 
main phases:

2

Figure E: Employment rates, by gender and parenthood, 1��4 to 2003
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Note: Actual percentages by year. Men includes both fathers and childless men, as parenthood makes relatively little 
difference to men’s employment. Women are defined as childless or mothers according to whether they have 
dependent children living with them at the time of the survey.
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 • Between 1974 and about 1983: the employment rate of men fell 10 percentage points, 
largely associated with the huge rise in unemployment, which peaked in 1983. Women’s 
employment rates drifted down more slowly, so that the gap between men and women 
narrowed.

 • Between about 1983 and about 1994: men’s employment continued to reduce, although 
more slowly than in the earlier period. But women saw an increase in their employment 
rates – especially mothers, who posted a rise of 15 percentage points.

 • Between about 1994 and 2003: all three groups increased their employment, but 
mothers faster than either of the other two.

Taking the period as a whole, men’s employment has tended to fall, the employment 
of women without children has improved slightly, and the employment of mothers has 
improved greatly. So the ‘employment gap’ associated with motherhood has reduced.

It should be added that a high proportion of women, and especially of mothers, work less 
than full time (defined as at least 30 hours per week – see Table 2). Part-time work directly 
reduces total weekly income, but also often implies a lower hourly wage rate, and poorer 
working conditions (Millar and others, 2006). So the employment gap between mothers, 
childless women and men remains rather wider than the simple definition of ‘work’ used 
for this analysis implies.

Another major characteristic associated with employment is disability. It is a well-
established political fact that the number of people claiming Invalidity Benefit increased 
rapidly between the 1970s and the mid-1990s; and that the number claiming the new 
Incapacity Benefit (since 1995) has stabilised but not reduced (DWP, 2006a). In the absence 
of a big rise in the prevalence of disability, the administrative statistics are indicative of 
falling employment rates among disabled people, but not a direct measure of probabilities 
as required for the current analysis. Unfortunately the General Household Survey (GHS) 
provides only a rough and ready measure of impairment, defined as ‘a longstanding illness, 
disability or infirmity which limits your activities’. This indicator makes no distinction 
between mild chronic ill-health and severe impairments; and it appears to include a 
group of people whose conditions are not serious enough to be labelled ‘disability’, and 
whose employment rates are not affected. This means that the GHS analysis consistently 
overestimates the employment prospects of disabled people, and underestimates the gap 
between disabled and non-disabled people.10 

It is the trend that is of most importance for our present purpose. Figure F shows that the 
average employment probability of disabled people (as defined by the GHS) was only 
11 percentage points behind that of non-disabled people at the start of the period. But it 
declined rapidly as the economy shrank through to 1983; recovered only partially in the 
second half of the 1980s; and has lagged behind the overall growth of employment in the 
last 10 years of observations. In every phase, disabled people fell behind the trend for the 
rest of the working-age population.

Table 2: Hours of work among men and women reporting any hours, 2001-03 (%)

 Men Childless women Mothers

Less than 16 hours 1 8 14
16 to 29 hours 3 16 36
30 hours or more 95 77 50

10  See Berthoud (2006) for a detailed analysis of employment rates by severity, using a specialised disability survey. 
It estimates an average disability employment gap of 44 percentage points in 1996, compared with the GHS’s 
estimate of only 30 percentage points.
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Another well-known correlate of job prospects is age. The high rates of unemployment 
and of economic inactivity among ‘young people’ have been largely defined out of this 
analysis by the decisions, first, to limit the data to those aged 20 or more, and, second, to 
treat education as a form of ‘work’. At the other end of the age range, people retiring in 
their sixties have also been ignored, by the decision to limit the sample to those aged up 
to 59. Perhaps surprisingly, Figure G suggests that people in their fifties were hardly worse 
off than younger men and women at the start of the period, but a gap opened up over the 
first two decades of the comparison period. The apparent disadvantage associated with age 
has always been less than that associated with gender or disability.

Figure F: Employment rates by disability, 1��4 to 2003
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Figure G: Employment rates under and over 50, 1��4 to 2003
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So the overall picture is that two groups of adults – childless women and mothers – have 
been reducing their employment gap (in comparison with men), while two other groups 
– disabled people and the over-fifties – have been increasing their gap (in comparison 
with non-disabled people and the under-fifties respectively). The four trends are plotted 
in Figure H. Overwhelmingly, the most striking picture is that of mothers: they were the 
group with much the lowest employment rate, on this measure, at the start of the period; 
their rate was still one of the lowest at the end of the period, but their employment gap 
– the difference between their employment rate and that of men – fell by 29 percentage 
points. Childless women were less disadvantaged to start with, and improved their position 
relative to men, but the trend is less strong, and appears to have stabilised. In contrast, the 
gap between disabled and non-disabled people has increased from 12 to 30 percentage 
points, although there is some indication of a reversal of the trend in the early years of this 
century. The age employment gap also rose, although it did not widen further over the 
1990s, and may also have been on the decline in the latest few years.

The important point is that the overall number of people in work did not change much 
over the course of the period under consideration. It rose and fell within the period 
as the international business cycle and domestic economic management impinged on 
unemployment rates. But the total employment rate in 2003 (75%) was very similar to that 
in 1974 (72%). The improving prospects for mothers (and other women) did not lead to an 
overall increase in work; the declining prospects for disabled people (and older people) 
did not lead to an overall decrease in work; effectively these groups traded jobs between 
them.

Analytical plan

The remainder of this chapter looks at these trends in employment rates in more detail. A 
‘personal employment equation’ has been used to estimate the employment probabilities of 
the GHS sample members, taking account of their social characteristics (gender and family 

Figure H: Employment gaps, 1��4 to 2003
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position, disability and age), as well as their key economic characteristics (educational 
qualifications and regional unemployment rates).11 

The equation calculates the effects of each set of characteristics independently of all 
the others (so that we can check, for example, whether the effect of age is simply a 
reflection of the fact that older people have a high risk of disability). The reduction in 
employment associated with one characteristic, calculated net of the potential influence of 
other characteristics, has been referred to as an ‘employment penalty’. The term has been 
used mainly with reference to disadvantaged ethnic groups – an ‘ethnic penalty’ (Heath 
and Macmahon, 1997) – but can be applied also to other sources of disadvantage – for 
example, a gender penalty, a disability penalty and so on (Berthoud and Blekesaune, 
2007). The words ‘disadvantage’ and ‘penalty’ are used simply to record that some people 
(mothers, disabled people) are less likely to have a job than their natural comparison 
groups (men, non-disabled people). In many cases the decision not to work may have 
been freely chosen, given the circumstances – but may still be considered a disadvantage 
of those circumstances if it leads to a reduction in income.12

The personal employment equations also calculate the effect of combinations of 
characteristics (known as ‘interactions’), so that (for example) it can be shown whether 
disabled mothers’ employment prospects were better or worse than could be assumed just 
from their disability and their motherhood. The presentation is built up in layers, so that 
the first section of text deals just with gender and family structure; the second section deals 
with disability, and also the interaction between family and disability; the following section 
deals with age, and the interactions between family, disability and age, and so on. Note, 
however, that this layering is purely to order the narrative; all the results presented are 
derived from the same personal employment equations in which all the variables and all 
the interaction terms are included.

The discussion initially compares the three ‘way-points’ at approximately 15-year intervals 
over the 30-year period. Although the equations covering a single point in time can show 
how employment probabilities of different types of people varied between regions with 
relatively high or low levels of demand for labour (as measured by regional unemployment 
rates), they cannot directly take account of changes in the demand for labour over time. 
Later in the chapter an integrated version of the equation covering the whole period 
(26 surveys) is used to provide direct measures of changes over time, whether associated 
with the unemployment cycle, or underlying trends.

The full equations, with technical details including sampling errors, are recorded in 
the Appendix. The tables in the remainder of this chapter present selected coefficients 
covering the particular set of characteristics under consideration in the relevant section of 
text. Some of the more important findings are illustrated with graphs showing variations in 
the estimated employment probability of an individual with an otherwise standard set of 
characteristics.13

11  All personal employment equations also include controls for ethnic group, which are not shown in main tables or 
discussed in the text.

12  Just as most parents recognise sleepless nights as a ‘disadvantage’ of having a baby – even though they happily 
accept this as a known price of parenthood.

13  The standard individual is a non-disabled single woman without children, aged under 50 with O levels or GCSEs, 
living in a region with an average unemployment rate.
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Influences on employment rates
Gender and family structure

The main trends over time in Figure E (on page 11) distinguished only between men, 
childless women and mothers. The personal employment equation provides a more 
detailed breakdown. Each family position is shown in Table 3 to have higher (+) or lower 
(–) employment probabilities than single childless women – who have been chosen as the 
base case because they are the group whose overall probability was most stable over the 
period, neither increasing nor decreasing.

Partnered men have the highest rates of employment, with an advantage over single 
women measured as +1.49 at the start of the period. They remained consistently well 
ahead of the comparison group. Nevertheless, the advantage associated with being a 
partnered man declined substantially across the period.

Single men are consistently less likely to have a job than their married or cohabiting 
equivalents (that is, single men’s coefficients are always lower than those of partnered 
men). They were slightly more likely to have a job than single women at the start of the 
period (+0.58), but the advantage rapidly disappeared, and the latest figures show no 
difference between single men and single women. This seems to imply that gender, on its 
own, is not a simple discriminator of job expectations – it is the combination of gender and 
family position that makes the difference. 

Logistic regression coefficients cannot be interpreted directly in terms of actual employment rates. 
Readers unfamiliar with this kind of analysis can still follow the argument if they remember two 
points:

• a positive sign on a coefficient means that a characteristic is associated with an increased 
probability of employment (that is, higher than the base case); a negative sign is associated 
with a reduced probability (that is, lower than the base case);

• a higher numerical value indicates a stronger increase or decrease than a lower value.

Table 3: Employment probabilities, by gender and family structure: logistic regression 
coefficients 

  1��4-�� 1���-�0 2001-03

Family structure   
 Partnered man +1.49 +1.18 +0.94
 Single man +0.58 +0.11 –0.02
 Single woman, no children (base case) 0 0 0
 Partnered woman, no children –0.72 –0.16 –0.07
 Partnered mother (2 children, youngest 7) –2.69 –1.97 –1.49
 Lone mother (2 children, youngest 7) –2.61 –2.42 –1.70
Number of children (mothers only)   
 For each additional child +0.02 –0.16 –0.29
Age of youngest child (mothers only)   
 For each year’s increase in age +0.19 +0.14 +0.10

Note: The coefficient for number of children is per child above and below the base case of 2; for age of youngest child, 
it is per year above and below the base case of 7. 
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Partnered women (without children) were less likely to have a job than single women 
(without children) at the start of the period (–0.72), but this difference also reduced, and 
there is now no real difference by marital status among childless women.

But mothers have been, and remain, the group with the lowest employment rates. The 
disadvantage of being a mother is much greater than the advantage of being a partnered 
man (both compared with single women without children). The motherhood disadvantage 
has nevertheless been declining, so that (as Figure E has already recorded), mothers are 
the group of people who have shown the greatest improvement in job prospects. At 
the start of the period, there was little difference between mothers in couples and lone 
mothers; the former improved their employment rates most rapidly in the first half of the 
period, but lone parents have since caught up some of the gap.

Table 3 also shows the effect on mothers of variations in the number and ages of 
their children (compared with a base case of two children with the youngest age 7). 
Interestingly, the number of children made no real difference to a woman’s employment in 
the 1970s (mothers rarely had a job in any case), but extra children reduce her prospects, 
according to the more recent figures.14 Conversely, mothers’ employment rates are less 
sensitive to the age of their children now than they were at the beginning of the period. 
These findings are illustrated in Figure I, which calculates the employment probabilities of 
partnered mothers at the start and the end of the 30-year period. The biggest improvement 
in mothers’ prospects has been among women with a small number of young children – 
for mothers of a single baby the rate increased from 15% to 50%. In contrast, women with 
a large number of older children did not share in the general rise in mothers’ employment 
rates: a notional mother of four children all aged 15 or more was, if anything, less likely to 
have a job in 2001-03 than she had been in 1973-75.

The analysis in Table 3 treated all couples as a group, regardless of whether they were 
married or ‘cohabiting’. For 2001-03 (but not for the two earlier way-points) it is possible 
to take account of formal marital status. A separate analysis (not presented in the table) 
showed that cohabiting men had lower employment rates than married men. Cohabiting 

Figure I: Estimated employment rates of partnered mothers, by number of children and age 
of youngest
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women without children, on the other hand, were more likely to have a job than their 
married equivalents. For mothers, the rates of employment were identical.

Limiting longstanding illness

As discussed on page 12, the GHS asks a very broad question about ‘limiting longstanding 
illness’, and this indicator of impairment probably understates the disability employment 
penalty. Ill-health consistently reduces people’s job chances, compared with what would 
have been expected if the same group of people had not been disabled (Table 4). The 
stable pattern was for the disability penalty to be much worse for men than for women, 
and worse for childless women than for mothers. Rather unexpectedly, the disability 
penalty for men hardly changed between the mid-1970s and the late 1980s – the increase 
across the first phase was confined to the two groups of women. But the penalty increased 
substantially for all three groups over the second phase analysed.

The employment rates in Figure J illustrate how these disability employment penalties have 
impacted on the changing distribution of jobs. Using men and mothers as examples, they 
show that most of the fall in employment among men took place among those reporting 
limiting longstanding illness. But most of the rise in employment among mothers took 
place among those reporting good health.

Table 4: Employment probabilities, by health status: logistic regression coefficients

  1��4-�� 1���-�0 2001-03

Limiting longstanding illness
 If a man –1.39 –1.42 –1.84
 Base case (woman, no children) –0.61 –0.86 –1.58
 If a mother –0.20 –0.43 –0.92

Note: Figures in rows other than the base case are the estimated effect of the combination of characteristics (eg man 
with limiting longstanding illness), calculated as the sum of the main coefficient and the interaction term.

Figure J: Employment rates of men and mothers, by health status
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Most of the analysis simply shows whether people had a job or not, without distinguishing 
between the various reasons they gave for their position. It is striking, however, that the 
big increase in the number of disabled people who do not work has been accompanied 
by a huge increase in the proportion of them who attributed their non-work to their 
impairments. Table 5 simplifies the presentation by excluding women and older people 
(who might have other group-specific reasons for not working) and focuses on men 
aged 20-49. Within the group analysed, the effective choice of reasons for not working 
is between unemployment and ill-health. In the 1970s, only a minority of non-working 
people with a health problem said they were long-term sick or disabled; by the 2000s this 
had become a clear majority (of the much larger group of non-employed disabled people).

Age

We are so used to the idea that people at the older end of the working-age period are 
disadvantaged in the labour market that it may be a surprise to find that hardly any 
such disadvantage affected non-disabled men in the 1970s, once other factors (such as 
disability and education) have been allowed for (Table 6). But men over 50 have faced an 
increasing penalty since then. Older women have had lower employment rates than their 
younger counterparts throughout the period, perhaps partly because of their approaching 
pensionable age at 60. The age penalty for women has reduced, however.

At the start of the period, older disabled people were especially disadvantaged (and in the 
case of men, they were the only ones facing much of an age penalty). This combination 
has become less important over the years.

Table 5: Reported reasons for not working among men (below age 50) with a limiting 
longstanding illness (%)

 1��4-�� 1���-�0 2001-03

Long-term sick or disabled 29 46 71
Unemployed 44 38 16
Other/don’t know 26 16 14

Note: Table is confined to men aged less than 50 with a limiting longstanding illness, working zero hours and not a 
student.

Table �: Employment probabilities, by age: logistic regression coefficients

  1��4-�� 1���-�0 2001-03

Aged 50-59
 If a man –0.06 –0.70 –0.99
 Base case (woman, no children) –1.32 –1.45 –1.05
 If a mother –1.29 –0.92 –0.94

 Additional age effect if disabled –0.33 –0.10 +0.10

Note: Figures for a man or a mother are the estimated effect of the combination of characteristics (eg man aged 50-
59), calculated as the sum of the main coefficient and the interaction term. Figures for disability are the interaction 
terms on their own, and should be added to the previous coefficients to obtain overall effects.
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Education

The numbers of men and women, mothers, disabled people and older people have 
remained broadly steady over the years (see pages 8 to 10), so it is not difficult to separate 
out the impact of these factors on the distribution of employment. There has been a huge 
change, however, in the distribution of educational achievement, as successive generations 
of young people have left school with better and better qualifications. Although this is 
mainly a cohort effect, it has had a strong influence on the availability of certificates to 
men and women of working age at each successive stage of the comparison period. The 
left-hand panel of Figure K illustrates the rise in the proportion of adults with higher 
educational qualifications (mainly degrees), from 9% in 1974 to 30% in 2003; and the 
converse fall in the proportion with no qualifications, from 58% to 18%.

Since better-qualified people have better job prospects, one possible outcome of the 
increasing availability of education might have been an overall increase in the number of 
people in work. This does not seem to have happened. Within a fixed number of jobs, 
another possible outcome might have been a big reduction in the advantage associated 
with a degree (now less scarce) or a big increase in the disadvantage associated with 
having no qualifications (now more exceptional). The right-hand panel of Figure K 
suggests that there is a bigger gap between the best and the worst qualified than there 
used to be, but the rise in the demand for graduate labour seems more or less to have kept 
pace with the increased supply, so the graduate bonus has not been eroded.

It might have been appropriate to recalibrate educational qualifications to a relative scale, 
each level rated in relation to the average achievement of the respondent’s cohort average. 
But doing so did not seem to make much difference to the results, and since education 
is being treated here as a background variable rather than a main focus of interest, the 
analysis used actual qualifications, expressed as five points either side of GCSE/O levels, 
which were treated as the standard throughout the period.

Table 7 confirms that each increased step in the qualification scale improves someone’s 
employment chances, relative to what they would have expected on the basis of all their 
other characteristics. It also shows that the effects did not vary a great deal between men, 
childless women and mothers, nor over time. An exception to both these generalisations 
was that mothers were relatively immune to educational variations at the start of the 
comparison period – they rarely worked, whatever their qualifications.

Figure K: Trends in education

Note: Right-hand panel omits A levels and ‘lower’ qualifications, for clarity
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An important finding is that good educational qualifications were especially associated 
with better job prospects among people reporting limiting longstanding illness; and that 
this bonus had grown by the 2000s. Another way of putting the same result would be to 
say that the disadvantage associated with disability applies more to lesser-qualified than to 
better-qualified individuals (Berthoud, 2006). So, as Figure L shows, well-qualified disabled 
men faced a relatively small reduction in their employment rate over the years – down 18 
percentage points for those with higher educational qualifications. It was poorly qualified 
disabled men who lost out – their employment rate plunged 39 percentage points, to just 
half of its previous level.15 

Table �: Effects of education on employment: logistic regression coefficients

  1��4-�� 1���-�0 2001-03

Educational qualifications (for each increased level)
 If a man 0.31 0.41 0.26
 Base case (woman, no children) 0.27 0.43 0.38
 If a mother 0.08 0.29 0.38

 Additional education effect if disabled +0.13 +0.16 +0.23
 Additional effect if aged over 50 –0.19 –0.25 –0.24

Note: Educational qualifications are treated as a scale running from –2 (no qualifications) to +2 (higher education), 
with GCSE/O levels at zero. The coefficients indicate the increase in employment probabilities associated with a unit 
increase in the scale. Figures for a man or a mother are the estimated effect of the combination of characteristics 
calculated as the sum of the main coefficient and the interaction term. Figures for disability and age are the 
interaction terms on their own, and should be added to the previous coefficients to obtain overall effects.

15  The employment rate of unqualified non-disabled men fell only from 95% to 85%.

Figure L: Proportion of disabled men in employment at start and end of period, by 
educational qualifications
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Returning to Table 7, older men and women were significantly less sensitive to educational 
variations than those below the age of 50.

Regional variations in demand

It has been stressed that this analysis distinguishes between people with and without jobs, 
regardless of whether they want to work, or whether they have decided to stay at home to 
look after their family or because they are disabled. It is an analysis of non-employment, 
not ‘unemployment’. Nevertheless, the number of workers in a region may be affected 
by its relative position in the UK economy, both directly (because weak demand  
increases strictly defined unemployment) and indirectly (because weak demand probably 
discourages some economically inactive people from considering work options). At this 
stage, we are concerned only with variations in the unemployment rate between regions 
(within any particular year); we will look at variations in the national unemployment 
rate across years later (on page 24). Among the 11 regions consistently identified by the 
GHS, the worst-off would typically have an unemployment rate about one-third above 
the national average, while the best-off would typically be about one-third lower than the 
national average. These variations have been calculated year by year, and it was not always 
the same regions that were at the top or bottom of the national league at any time.

The expectation is that people living in high unemployment regions would have a reduced 
chance of being in work – so the coefficient on the regional unemployment rate in a 
logistic regression equation would be negative. That expectation is clearly fulfilled in the 
case of men (Table 8). They were more sensitive to regional variations at the end of the 
1980s (in-between peaks in the national cyclical unemployment rate) than at the start and 
end of the 30-year period (both with stable and low overall unemployment rates).

But the employment probabilities of women without children were not at all affected by 
regional unemployment at the beginning of the 30-year period. Their sensitivity seemed to 
emerge over the period.

Meanwhile, mothers’ employment rates have varied between regions, but in the ‘wrong’ 
direction – mothers living in high unemployment regions are more likely to have a job 
than those living in low unemployment regions (that is, their coefficients are positive). 
Even though unemployment is being measured here in terms of the number of people 

Table �: Effects of regional labour demand on employment: logistic regression coefficients

  1��4-�� 1���-�0 2001-03

Relative regional unemployment rate
 If a man –0.84 –1.03 –0.61
 Base case (woman, no children) 0.02 –0.27 –0.32
 If a mother 0.35 0.19 0.15

 Additional unemployment effect if disabled –0.32 –0.20 –0.32
 Additional effect if aged over 50 +0.19 +0.23 +0.38

Note: The relative regional unemployment rate has a range of values from –0.75 to +0.75. The coefficients estimate the 
effect of a unit increase in its value, eg from –0.5 to +0.5. Figures for a man or a mother are the estimated effect of 
the combination of characteristics calculated as the sum of the main coefficient and the interaction term. Figures for 
disability and age are the interaction terms on their own, and should be added to the previous coefficients to obtain 
overall effects.
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who say they are looking for work (rather than the number of people claiming benefits), 
it seems that the traditional indicator of labour demand is much more relevant to men’s 
occupations and industries than to women’s, and mothers’.

Disabled people are exceptionally sensitive to regional variations in demand, and in the 
expected direction. This is consistent with the widely reported view that the prospects of 
disabled people depend very much on the local availability of jobs (HM Treasury, 2004), 
and that the number of non-working disabled people in an area is an indicator of ‘hidden 
unemployment’ (Beatty and Fothergill, 2004).

People in the later stage of their working-age career were not very sensitive to regional 
variations – and like mothers, the association was in the ‘wrong’ direction.

Accounting for changing employment rates

The narrative so far has concentrated on changes in the probability of employment for 
an individual with a given characteristic, by gender, family structure and so on. But it 
is possible that the number of people in and out of work might have changed over the 
decades because the distribution of characteristics has altered. Chapter 1 (pages 8 to 10) 
showed, for example, that there was a reduction in the proportion of women who had 
children; but a slow increase in the number of disabled people. Such changes would 
have altered the distribution of jobs, even if employment rates measured by the personal 
employment equation had remained unchanged.

These issues can be dealt with by breaking the overall growth (or reduction) in 
employment over the period into two components: changes attributable to trends in 
behaviour or outcomes for people with given characteristics; and changes in the frequency 
of such characteristics. The technique is known as ‘growth accounting’ (Gomulka and 
Stern, 1990) and is illustrated in Table 9. We start by undertaking a personal employment 
equation for the beginning of the period, covering the years 1974-76. The coefficients 
derived from this equation can be used to calculate the probability of each member of 
the sample having a job, depending on whether they were a man, a childless woman 
or a mother, disabled or not, over 50 or not, well or poorly educated, living in a high 
or a low unemployment region. The average of these probabilities for the sample as a 
whole is equal to the overall employment rate in 1974-76 (71.3%). The same procedure 
for 2001-03 produces a new set of probabilities for the more recent sample, with the 
average again equal to the overall probability (74.8%). The employment rate has increased 
by 3.5 percentage points. But it is then possible to apply the coefficients from the 2001-
03 equation to the members of the 1974-76 sample, to show what the employment rate 
would have been in the later year, if there had been no change in the characteristics of the 

Table �: Decomposition of employment growth: whole sample, overall period (%)

1��4-�� 
sample

2001-03 
sample

Increase due 
to improved 

characteristics

Overall 
increase

1974-76 equation 71.3

2001-03 equation 69.5 74.8% +5.2%
Increase due to higher coefficients –1.�%
Overall increase +3.5%

Note: Analysis is based on those for whom all characteristics were known, so overall employment rates may be slightly 
different from those of the whole sample.
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population. The answer is 69.5%. So there was a small reduction (–1.7 percentage points) 
in employment probabilities for people with a given set of characteristics. It follows that 
the overall increase in employment is (more than) explained by the fact that the number of 
people with ‘good’ potential employment characteristics has risen. There would have been 
a larger overall increase, if the employment rates observed in 1974-76 had still applied in 
2001-03.

Table 10 uses the same technique to decompose the growth of employment for each of 
the main population groups – by gender, family structure and so on. The ‘characteristics’ 
component of the analysis shows the effect of changes in the composition of the group 
(for example, men), but takes no account of any change in the size of the group.

 • For men, the overall change is accounted for almost entirely by a reduction in 
employment rates among men with given characteristics, and hardly at all by changes in 
characteristics. The coefficients for men fell behind the overall rate.

 • Among childless women, in contrast, a substantial improvement in employment has 
been almost entirely accounted for by a change in the composition of the group.

 • Among mothers, the growth in employment was attributable both to an improvement in 
characteristics, and an increase in coefficients.

 • For disabled people, the decomposition shows that the overall reduction in employment 
rates has been in spite of a trend towards members of the group having more 
favourable characteristics as time went on. This partly masks a very substantial fall in 
disability employment rates, as identified by the regression coefficients.

 • Neither set of explanations had so large an effect on the employment rates of the 
older age group. Their coefficients fell behind the overall average, but that trend was 
counteracted by an improvement in characteristics.

Plotting the trends 

The preceding sections have shown how the employment rates of particular groups of 
people have changed over the 30-year period, with a trend-check at about the half-way 
point.

Annual variations in the total employment rate can be explained primarily by the level of 
demand in the economy as reflected (inversely) by the rate of unemployment. As Figure A 
in Chapter 1 (page 2) illustrated, unemployment rose to 1983; it then fluctuated before 
returning to another peak in 1993, and has been falling fairly steadily since then. These 
trends had a mirror-image effect on overall employment rates, and an important influence 
on variations over time experienced by sub-groups. What we really want to know is how 
these sub-groups would have fared if the effect of unemployment could be discounted. 

Table 10: Decomposition of employment growth, by population group (%)

 Coefficients Characteristics Total

Overall –1.7 +5.2 +3.5
Men –8.9 +0.4 –8.5
Childless women +0.1 +5.5 +5.6
Mothers +8.7 +11.2 +19.9
Disabled people –20.4 +8.7 –11.7
Over 50 –3.8 +1.6 –2.2

Note: See text and Table 9 for an explanation of the decomposition.

JR194.indd   24 27/02/2007   16:12:56



25

The personal distribution of employment

This requires an estimate of the effect of annual fluctuations in the unemployment rate 
on the employment probabilities of each sub-group; once that has been achieved, we can 
estimate the year-on-year trends in group employment probabilities over and above the 
effect of unemployment.

The analysis here is estimating how the employment rates of each social group would have 
changed, if the overall level of demand in the economy had been constant throughout the 
three decades. It assumes a very simple relationship between the annual unemployment 
rate and the outcomes for the social groups under consideration. This discounts the 
possibility that a downswing and an upswing in the economy might not have equal and 
opposite effects – so that the position after a cycle may not be the same as it would 
have been if demand had been constant all along. The analysis also assumes that the 
unemployment rate is the best measure of variations in labour demand, although it has 
been argued that the growth in inactivity among men is a sign of spare capacity, which is 
not reflected in the standard statistics (Alcock and others, 2003).

Two different methods have been used here to look for underlying trends, controlling 
for annual variations in unemployment. The first method looks at each of the 26 survey 
years separately to provide a preliminary indication of whether the trends were continuous 
or whether they changed slope at particular points over the period. Those preliminary 
conclusions are then fed in to a formal equation covering the whole of the period, to show 
how strong the hypothesised trends, and changes of trend, were in relation to the overall 
explanation of employment rates. 

For the first method:

(1) The logistic personal employment equation (already reported) was run for each year 
separately. This produces 26 separate coefficients for each of the groups of interest 
– men and mothers (as compared with childless women), disabled people and the 
over-fifties. These coefficients are plotted, year by year, by the black lines in Figure M 
(overleaf).

(2) Linear regression equations were then used to estimate the relationship between the 
annual coefficients for each group, and the annual national unemployment rate. These 
equations were used to estimate what each coefficient would have been each year, 
if the only changes had been those predicted by the current level of demand. The 
predicted coefficients are presented as the thin grey lines in Figure M.

(3) The difference between the actual and the predicted coefficient can be interpreted 
as the variations that would have occurred annually, if the unemployment rate had 
remained constant. This provides an indication of the underlying trend, after allowing 
for the trade cycle, as illustrated by the thick grey lines in Figure M. 

The top-left panel of Figure M shows the extent to which men were more likely to have 
a job than childless women, controlling for all other factors. Men’s crudely measured 
advantage fell over the period (black line), but the rate of fall fluctuated from year to year, 
and appeared to reverse over the last 10 years of the period. The thin grey line shows 
how far these changes in trend could be accounted for by variations across the business 
cycle – men were sensitive to cyclical fluctuations, and were systematically less advantaged 
in years of high unemployment. Once this is allowed for, the annual reduction in men’s 
employment rates (relative to childless women’s) seems fairly regular (thick grey line). The 
initial conclusion is that there was a steady downtrend. 

Turning to mothers (top-right panel of Figure M) (again compared with childless women), 
there was reduction in the extent of their disadvantage. There was virtually no cyclical 
pattern. The net effect was a steady uptrend, with perhaps an initial downturn between 
1973 and 1979. The initial conclusion is that the trend reversed in 1979.

JR194.indd   25 27/02/2007   16:12:56



2�

Work-rich and work-poor

Disabled people’s declining employment rate appears to have been countercyclical 
– that is, they were slightly less disadvantaged in periods of high unemployment than 
in economic downturns (bottom-left panel of Figure M). Note that disabled people’s 
employment rates were shown to be highly sensitive to regional variations in demand 
(Table 8 on page 22); but they now turn out to have been rather insensitive to variations in 
demand from year to year. 

Once the cyclical factor has been discounted, the downtrend for disabled people looks 
steady. But it could be argued that the fluctuations have been essentially flat since 1996 – 
the year after the major reform of Incapacity Benefits and the introduction of the Disability 
Discrimination Act.

The annual changes in disadvantage experienced by older potential workers seem to have 
had no cyclical pattern at all (bottom-right panel of Figure M). The general trend is slightly 
upwards, with no obvious discontinuities.

Figure M: Year-by-year trends in logistic regression coefficients, controlling for annual 
unemployment rate
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There were substantial differences between groups in their sensitivity to cyclical variations 
in labour demand over the 1980s and early 1990s – men much more affected than 
women,16 older people not specially affected, disabled people with a slightly counter-
cyclical profile. Two industries – construction and manufacturing – have traditionally borne 
the brunt of cyclical variations in employment. Both are known to have low levels of 
female employment, and it may be that the nature of the work means that these industries 
also employ relatively few disabled people. The counter-cyclical impact on disabled people 
rather contradicts the view that the growth in disability-related inactivity was exacerbated 
by the collapse of mining and heavy industry during the early 1980s (Beatty and Fothergill, 
2004).

Having looked at the year-by-year variations, the apparent trends can be incorporated in 
an overall model of employment rates covering the entire 30-year period. This approach 
involves rerunning the personal employment equation, this time for all 26 years combined 
rather than for each year separately. The annual unemployment rate is introduced as one 
of the explanatory variables so that the model shows how overall employment rises and 
falls in response to the business cycle. A series of interaction terms allows the estimated 
effect of unemployment to vary by gender and family structure, for disabled people and 
for the over-fifties, so it is not assumed that all groups are affected by the cycle to the same 
extent.

Once annual variations in unemployment have been controlled for, any remaining changes 
over time can be interpreted as true trends. These have been measured by introducing 
another set of variables representing the passage of time. The ‘main’ effect is captured 
by a single variable representing the years in the sequence ranging from 0 to 29. Simple 
interaction terms allowed the coefficient/slopes for men and for the over-fifties to vary 
from the overall trend, but still assuming a constant slope over the period. A pair of 
interaction terms for mothers, and another pair for disabled people, allowed for the slopes 
for those groups to change at 1979 and at 1996, respectively.

The main coefficients of interest are shown in Table 11 (overleaf). The cyclical 
unemployment effect is, as expected, negative – the higher the unemployment rate, the 
lower the average employment probability. This is not pure tautology, however – as 
the figures in the top half of the table show, sub-groups varied in their sensitivity to the 
unemployment rate. Women experience much steadier employment chances through 
the trade cycle than men do. It may be that the way unemployment is defined is much 
more relevant to men than to women. Disabled people as a group are less sensitive to 
unemployment variations than other people with similar characteristics, so that disabled 
women are estimated to experience no cyclical effect at all (0.056 – 0.056=0). The 
implication is that the factors influencing disability-specific employment rates are not 
demand-led. Age makes hardly any difference, so that older men and women are neither 
more nor less susceptible to cyclical fluctuations than otherwise similar younger people.

The second half of Table 11 shows the time trends for each group, after allowing for 
the cyclical factors summarised in the first half of the table. These estimates put figures 
on the steady slopes identified by eye in Figure M. Note that the new equation imposes 
assumptions about the shapes of the relationships over time – they are assumed to be 
either continuously straight across the whole period (‘if a man’, ‘base case’, and ‘additional 
effect if aged over 50’) or in two straight slopes turning at 1979 (mothers) or 1996 (disabled 
people). The findings show:

16  Childless women are the base case. The W-shaped association with unemployment rates for men in Figure M shows 
that men are more sensitive than childless women to national trends in demand. The flat association for mothers 
shows that their response is very similar to that of childless women.
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 • the steady and relatively steep reduction in the relative employment rates of men over 
the period, once cyclical factors have been taken into account;

 • no upwards or downwards trend for women without children;
 • a slight downtrend for mothers over the 1970s, even after the increasing unemployment 

rate is allowed for; but a steady and strong increase since 1979;
 • a steady and strong decrease in the employment rates of disabled people, through the 

highs and lows of the business cycle up to 1996; but the downtrend appears to have 
stopped at that point;

 • a very slight upwards trend in older people’s employment rates.

The logistic regression coefficients reported in Table 11 show the direction and relative 
steepness of the trends, but are not easily interpreted in terms of percentage changes in 
employment rates. Figure N illustrates the findings by showing the estimated probabilities 
of employment in each year for a standard individual, varying one characteristic at a time. 
Compared with the constant rate for the base case (a childless woman with no disability, 
aged under 50), it can be seen that men’s rates decline steadily; mothers’ rates dip at 
first and then climb steadily; disabled people’s rates fall then flatten; and older potential 
workers rates increase slightly.

The analysis in this section has identified, and then controlled for, the cyclical effects 
on employment among the main groups of interest. This has provided a much clearer 
picture of underlying trends. For the most part, the striking feature of these trends has 
been their steadiness, rather than variations in the patterns of change. The reduction in 
men’s employment was continuous; the slight increase in older people’s employment 
was continuous. The increase in mothers’ employment has been continuous since 1979. 
It is difficult to suggest what social or political event triggered that change (unless it was 
the election of a mother to be the British Prime Minister). The fall in disabled people’s 
employment was continuous until 1996. That year was the first of the new and stricter 

Table 11: Estimated year-on-year changes in employment probabilities, distinguishing 
unemployment effects from underlying trends: personal employment equation pooled across 
years

Unemployment: for each percentage point increase in the annual rate: 
 If a man –0.144
 Base case (woman, no children) –0.057
 If a mother –0.056

 Additional unemployment effect if disabled 0.056
 Additional effect if aged over 50 0.006
  
Lapse of time: for each year between 1974 and 2003 
 If a man –0.043
 Base case (woman, no children) 0.000
 If a mother – between 1973 and 1979 –0.019
 If a mother – between 1979 and 2003 0.032

 Additional trend effect if disabled – between 1974 and 1996 –0.036
 Additional trend effect if disabled – between 1996 and 2003 0.002
 Additional effect if aged over 50 0.005

Note: Figures for a man or a mother are the estimated effect of the combination of characteristics calculated as the 
sum of the main coefficient and the interaction term. Figures for disability and age are the interaction terms on their 
own, and should be added to the previous coefficients to obtain overall effects.
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regime of benefits for non-working disabled people, and immediately followed the new 
anti-discrimination legislation. The change in trend is highly likely to have been caused 
by the policy events. But the benefit and legal regimes had been more or less constant 
throughout the previous period, so policy changes hardly explain the long and steady 
decline in disabled people’s prospects.

Figure N: Estimated employment rates of a standard individual, 1��4 to 2003
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Families and employment

Direct and indirect employment

The previous chapter examined quite complex changes in the social division of 
employment among individuals over 30 years. Although the total number of people in 
work rose and fell in response to the business cycle and economic policies, the trend over 
the 30 years was very gently upwards – slightly more workers in 2003 than there had been 
in 1974. But within this fairly steady national picture, there were substantial shifts in the 
distribution of employment between social groups: a rising trend among mothers; a falling 
trend among men, and among disabled people. The trends for mothers and for men seem 
to have continued into the new century, once the recent recovery in the demand for labour 
is taken into consideration.

The primary aim of this analysis is to account for the substantial increase in the proportion 
of people in non-working families over the decades – that is, people (below pension age) 
who do not have a job themselves, and do not have a working partner either. Table 1 
in Chapter 1 (page 4) documented the fact that most people in this position have to rely 
on social security benefits for their income, and they are highly likely to be in poverty. 
Figure O shows the year-by-year evolution of both personal employment and family 
employment.17 The thin grey line shows the undulating rate of personal employment, 

3

17  Some of the content of Figure O is the converse of material reported in Figure A.

Figure O: Personal and family employment rates, 1��4 to 2003
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with percentages mainly in the low 70s, with a hint of an upwards trend. The black line 
shows the family employment rate. It is necessarily above the personal rate, but drifts 
steadily downwards from 93% in 1974 to only 81% in 1993, before recovering on the 
back of the current upturn in overall employment. The thick grey line in Figure O shows 
the relationship between the two measures of employment, expressed as the ‘indirect 
employment rate’. This is the proportion of non-working individuals (a) who have a 
partner and (b) whose partner has a job. The indirect employment rate declined steadily 
from 77% in 1974 to just 41% in 1994. But it was no lower, if anything a bit higher, at the 
end of the period analysed than it had been 10 years earlier.

Clearly, indirect employment arises in different ways for men, for women and for mothers, 
depending also on whether they have a partner (Table 12).

 • The great majority of men have a job in their own right, although this proportion fell 
over the period. Very few non-working men have a working partner, although the 
number has increased slightly. Most of the increase in the number of non-working men 
has been accounted for by men with either no partner, or with a non-working partner. 
So although their indirect employment rate has remained stable, there has been a net 
increase in family-non-employment.

 • Among women with no children, a small increase in the proportion employed in their 
own right has been accompanied by a fall in indirect employment – so family non-
employment has again increased.

 • The trends for mothers are similar, but much stronger. They started with a low personal 
employment rate and a high indirect employment rate, and these differences remain 
true. But the substantial improvement on their personal account has been more than 
offset by a deterioration on the family account.

The striking conclusion of Table 12 is that men and women have been moving in opposite 
directions in terms of direct and indirect employment. But the net effect on all three 
groups has been in the same direction – a rise in the number of individuals with neither a 
job of their own, nor a partner with a job.

Figure P (overleaf) illustrates these variations in outcome for the full range of family 
positions. It is immediately apparent that lone adults (with or without children) are at 
greater risk of non-employment than couples (with or without children). This is partly 
because of the simple fact that people with a partner have, in a sense, a second chance 
that at least one member of their family will have a job, although it will be seen in the next 
section that this is not the only factor. Among couples, those without children are slightly 

Table 12: Family employment patterns, 1��4-�� and 2001-03 (%)

  Women  
 Men without children Mothers

 1��4-�� 2001-03 1��4-�� 2001-03 1��4-�� 2001-03

Self in work 94 86 67 72 37 57
No work, no partner 2 6 7 9 5 12
No work, partner not in work 3 5 4 8 4 5
No work, partner in work 1 3 22 11 54 27

Indirect employment rate 19 20 66 40 86 62
Family non-employment rate 5 11 11 17 9 16
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more likely to be double jobless than those with children. Among lone adults, lone parents 
have a much higher risk of being jobless than either single men or single childless women. 
This is clearly because of the high rate of personal non-employment among mothers (both 
with and without a partner), and lone parents’ lack of a second potential earner with a 
high employment probability.

Most types of family increased their risk of non-employment over the comparison period. 
But there are differences in detail: the percentage increase between the first and the last 
sets of figures were as follows:

Partnered man +106%
Partnered woman, no children +98%
Partnered mother +59%
 
Single man +107%
Single woman, no children +10%
Lone parent –16%

The family non-employment rate of all men, and of partnered women with no children, 
was twice as high in the early 2000s as it had been in the mid-1970s (that is, an increase of 
about 100%). For partnered mothers it was more than half as high again. But single women 
fared much better: those without children were not much worse off over the period, while 
lone parents were slightly better off than they had been 30 years earlier. 

The risk assessment in Figure P suggested that family non-employment is strongly 
concentrated among lone adults. That is true, but partnerships account for the majority of 
adults in the age range, and when that is taken into account it can be seen (Figure Q) that 
members of couples make up about half of the total number without earnings. The largest 

Figure P: Risk of being in a no-worker family, by family position
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Note: Because the analysis is based on individuals, the group of partnered men represents almost the same set of 
families as the combined groups of partnered women with and without children. ‘Almost’ (not exactly) because 
some men and women aged 20-59 had partners outside the age range.
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single increase consisted of single men, but the next largest consisted of partnered women 
without children.

Given the importance of ‘mothers’ in the composition of the non-working group, it is 
relevant to turn the focus briefly onto ‘children’. Figure R shows the proportion of all 
dependent children who lived in a family where no adults had a job. The total (black solid 
line) rose from 8% of children in 1974 to just under 20% in 1993, before falling back again. 
The fluctuation in the number of children in non-working couple families clearly followed 
the ups and downs of the business cycle – because, as seen earlier, men’s employment is 
highly sensitive to cyclical demand. The number of children in non-working lone-parent 
families grew much more steadily to 1994, led by changing family composition and falling 
employment rates among lone parents, rather than by cyclical factors.

Figure R: Proportion of children in non-working families, by partnership of parents
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Note: Expressed as a percentage of all dependent children. The total is the sum of the lone parent and couple parents 
figures.

Figure Q: Composition of no-worker families: expressed as a proportion of all adults aged 20-59

0

5

10

15
Lone parent

Single woman

Single man

Partnered mother

Partnered woman

Partnered man

2001–031974–76

%

JR194.indd   33 27/02/2007   16:12:56



34

Work-rich and work-poor

Work-rich and work-poor families

Clearly, the big fall in the indirect employment rate over the 1970s and 1980s was 
not simply caused by increasing scarcity of jobs in the economy as whole. It was the 
distribution of jobs that mattered. At its simplest, the story is that mothers were increasing 
their employment rate, while other people – men and disabled people – were decreasing 
theirs. Most mothers have a partner. Most partnered men have a job. So the trend among 
mothers has led to an increase in the number of two-earner families. Within a roughly 
fixed total number of jobs, this meant that the number of one-earner families had to fall. So 
the number of no-earner families then had to rise. This polarisation between the work-rich 
and the work-poor has been well established by research at the household level (Gregg 
and Wadsworth, 1994, 2001, 2003). The current research is based on the proposition that 
the underlying process is one that occurs in families (that is, single adults and couples) 
rather than in households as such. Figure S illustrates the polarisation, and the squeeze on 
one-earner families – down from 59% in 1974 to 43% or 44% over the more recent years.

The number of earners in a family depends both on the number of adults in the family 
(that is, one or two) and on whether those adults have a job. The increasing number of 
single adults over the decades would lead to an increase in the number of one-earner and 
no-earner families, if there was no change in employment rates. But the reducing number 
of couples might have been expected to lead to a fall in the numbers of two-earner 
families. In fact, the number of work-rich couples has increased in spite of a fall in the 
total number of couples (Table 13).

The crude statistics in Figure S show that the number of two-earner families has continued 
to increase over the most recent phase (that is, the grey-shaded area was still widening), 
but the number of no-earner families started to decrease after about 1993. It is not clear 
how far this represents a change in the underlying trend, or a response to the strong 

Figure S: Distribution of individuals, by number of jobs in family, 1��4 to 2003
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increase in total employment since the slump of the early 1990s. Figure T disentangles the 
cyclical patterns and the trends. For each of the two outcomes separately:18

 • The proportion of adults in no-earner (or two-earner) families was calculated for each 
survey year. This is plotted as the solid black line in Figure T.

 • A simple (ordinary least squares) regression analysis estimated the association between 
each year’s proportion of no-earner (or two-earner) families and the same year’s overall 
unemployment rate. This association provided an estimate of what that year’s proportion 
of no-earner (two-earner) families would have been, if the cyclical fluctuation had been 
the only influence on annual variations. This is plotted as the thin grey line in the figure.

 • The difference between the actual and the predicted rate in each year can be interpreted 
as the net trend, plotted as the thick grey line in the figure.

Both work-poor and work-rich outcomes were significantly associated with the current 
unemployment rate – no-earner families being more common, two-earner families being 

Table 13: Number of earners, by number of adults (%)

  1��4-�� 2001-03

Single 19  30 
 No earner   4   8
 One earner  15  22
Couple 81  70
 No earner   3   6
 One earner  42  22
 Two earners  35  42

Note: The unit of analysis is the adult, not the family, so couples appear twice in the table (ie 70% of all adults were 
living in couple families at the later date).

18  A multinomial logistic regression equation in which the two outcomes were analysed as competing risks produced 
almost exactly the same results.

Figure T: Year-by-year trends in the number of no-earner and two-earner families, controlling 
for annual unemployment rate
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less common, in high-unemployment years, as illustrated by the M and W shapes of the 
two grey lines. Having corrected for overall economic performance:

 • There was a steady continuous rise in the proportion of adults in no-earner families, 
from 1973 through to 1998. The rate has levelled off, and may even have decreased 
slightly, since then.

 • The proportion of adults in two-earner families remained fairly flat up to 1984; rose 
steadily through to 1994; and levelled off again after that.

The good news that can be derived from this analysis is that the number of no-earner 
families seems to have stopped growing over the recent period, even after allowing for 
the effects of the overall improvement in the national economy. The news is good for the 
families who would otherwise lack work, and for the Exchequer, which may no longer 
need to allow for year-on-year rises in the number of families of working age in need of 
social security benefits.

Accounting for change

A person’s family employment position depends on three distinct factors: whether they 
have a job; whether they have a partner; and whether the partner (if any) has a job. A 
key question is, which of these three factors has changed over the decades, to explain 
the changing pattern of family employment? Tables 14 to 16 show this in detail for men, 
taking the analysis step by step to clarify the distinctions between the three factors. The 
subsequent tables (17 and 18) address the same set of questions for women.

Table 14 elaborates the three factors for men, taking the last three years of the period 
under review as an example, to show how the family employment position builds up.

 • The employment rate among men was 86.0% (top figure in first panel). So, rather 
obviously, 860 men out of every 1,000 were in work, leaving 140 out of work.

Table 14: Men’s work and family positions, 2001-03: percentage rates and overall numbers per 
1,000 men

Does he work? Does he have a partner? Does the partner work?

Rate Number Rate Number Rate Number

Work 86.0% 860

Partner 73.4% 631

Partner work 69.2% 436

… no work 194

No partner 229

No work 140

Partner 55.1% 77

Partner work 36.4% 28

… no work 49

No partner 63

Two-earner families 436

No-earner families 112

Note: The use of bold, italic and plain type in this sequence of tables is to distinguish between the three factors.
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 • Among working men, the proportion with a partner was 73.4% (top figure in second 
panel) – so 631 of the 860 working men had a partner, 229 did not.

 • Among working men’s partners, 69.2% of the wives had a job (top figure in third panel): 
436 out of the 631. That is, 436 out of every 1,000 men had a job, and also a working 
partner, and so were in two-earner families (squared cell).

 • At the other end of the scale, 63 per 1,000 men had no job and no partner, and 49 had 
no job and a non-working partner, and so were in no-worker families (shaded cells): 
112 per 1,000 in total.

Table 14 simply illustrated the combination of men’s work and family positions in a single 
three-year spell. Table 15 shows how the rates associated with each factor changed over 
the 30-year period.

 • As shown exhaustively in the previous chapter, the proportion of men in work fell by 
8 percentage points.

 • The proportion of men with a partner also fell, this time by 9 percentage points.
 • As shown exhaustively in the previous chapter, the employment rate of men’s partners 

(that is, partnered women) rose by 20 percentage points.
 • This combination of trends meant that the number of men in two-worker families 

increased – and so did the number of men in no-worker families.

Because there are so many things going on, it is difficult to work out which specific 
changes have been driving the overall distribution of family employment. Table 16 

Table 15: Men’s work and family positions, 1��4-�� to 2001-03: percentage rates

  1��4-�� 2001-03

Proportion in work 94 86

Proportion with partner  
 All 80 71
 If man works 81 73
 If man does not work 65 55

Proportion whose partner works 
 All 46 66
 If man works 47 69
 If man does not work 29 36

Two-earner families  36 44
No-earner families   5 11

Table 1�: Men’s work and family positions: accounting for change in the overall number per 
1,000

 Position in  Substituting 2001-03 rates of 
 1974-76 own work partnership partner’s work

Two-earner families 354 324 293 436
No-earner families  48 113 117 112

Note: Derived from the percentage rates in Table 15. The substitutions in columns two to four are cumulative, not 
independent.
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decomposes the change between 1974-76 and 2001-03. The first column shows the actual 
position in 1974-76. The second column shows what the position would be if the 2001-03 
rates of men’s employment were applied, but the initial (1974-76) rates of partnership and 
partner’s employment were retained. Then the third column also substitutes in the later 
rates of partnership, but retains the original rates of wives’ employment. The final column 
additionally substitutes in the later rates of wives’ employment, and by now shows the 
actual position in 2001-03 – as already shown in Table 14. The bottom two lines of the 
table show that:

 • The number of men in two-worker families would have fallen if their own employment 
rates had been the only factor to have changed. It would also have fallen if their 
partnership rate had been the only change. But the growth in partnered women’s 
employment more than compensated for those two potential downtrends, and led to an 
overall increase in the number of work-rich family men.

 • The increase in the number of men in no-worker families was almost entirely explained 
by the fall in men’s employment rates. Trends in partnership rates, and in partners’ 
employment rates, seem to have made no difference – in either direction.

For women, the factors affecting their family employment position are further complicated 
by the fact that children have so strong an effect on their own prospects. Table 17 is 
equivalent to Table 14, but distinguishes between childless women and mothers.

Table 1�: Women’s work and family positions, 1��4-�� to 2001-03: percentage rates

   1��4-�� 2001-03

Motherhood rate 56 45
aMong childless woMen  

 Proportion in work 67 72

 Proportion with partner  
  All 69 64
  If woman works 64 63
  If woman does not work 79 68

 Proportion whose partner works 
  All 91 81
  If woman works 95 90
  If woman does not work 84 59

Two-earner families (per 1,000 childless women) 40 41
No-earner families (per 1,000 childless women) 11 17
    
aMong Mothers  
 Proportion in work 37 57

 Proportion with partner  
  All 91 76
  If woman works 90 79
  If woman does not work 92 73

 Proportion whose partner works 
  All 95 90
  If woman works 96 94
  If woman does not work 94 85
Two-earner families (per 1,000 mothers) 32 42
No-earner families (per 1,000 mothers)  9 16
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 • The proportion of women with children declined.
 • The proportion of childless women in work remained fairly steady; the proportion of 

mothers in work climbed.
 • The proportion of childless women who had a partner drifted downwards over the three 

decades; but there was a steep decline in the proportion of mothers with a partner. This 
is the well-known growth of lone parenthood, with obvious potential implications for 
the number of no-earner families.

 • Among couples, the employment rate of husbands declined – especially for couples 
without children.

 • Both childless women and mothers saw rises in the number of no-worker and of two-
worker families, which paralleled the trends for men.

As with men, so many changes have been taking place that it is not easy to work out 
which have been mainly responsible for the overall change in the number of women 
in no-worker and two-worker families. The decomposition for women in Table 18 is 
equivalent to Table 16 for men.

 • The fall in the number of women who had children obviously led to an increase in the 
number of childless women and a decrease in the number of mothers – but had no 
major consequences for the distribution of employment positions.

 • The increase in women’s employment rates had little effect on childless women. It was 
the major contributor to the growth in two-worker families among mothers. It tended to 
reduce the number of mothers in no-worker families, although the effect was not large.

 • The fall in partnership rates made little difference to the number of two-worker families, 
but tended to increase the number of no-worker families – especially among mothers.

 • The fall in partnered men’s employment prospects reduced the number of two-earner 
families and increased the number of no-worker families.

 • Overall, the number of women in no-worker families was most sensitive to the fall in 
partnership rates (up 44 per 1,000 for this reason) and the fall in men’s employment (up 
37 per 1,000 for this reason).

Table 1�: Women’s work and family positions: accounting for change in the overall number 
per 1,000 women

 Position in          Substituting 2001-03 rates of …
 1973-75 Motherhood own work partnership partner’s work

Childless women     
Two-earner families 228 183 197 194 184
No-earner families  62  50  42  54  75

Mothers     
Two-earner families 141 176 271 238 233
No-earner families  37  47  32  74  90

Total     
Two-earner families 369 359 468 432 417
No-earner families 100  97  74 128 165

Note: Derived from the percentages in Table 17. The substitutions in columns two to five are cumulative, not 
independent.
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Jobs and partnerships

It was shown at the beginning of this chapter that the rise in the number of jobless families 
has not been associated with a rise in the number of jobless individuals, so much as with 
a fall in the ‘indirect employment rate’: the chance that a jobless individual will have a 
working partner. The decomposition of the overall trend in Tables 14 to 18 showed the 
contributions of partnering rates and of partners’ employment rates. It took account of, but 
did not directly analyse and discuss, the fact that the probability of having a partner, and 
the probability of one’s partner having a job, are not independent of one’s own economic 
position. This section turns to those issues.

Table 19 repeats percentages already reported in Tables 15 and 17, to focus on the link 
between having a job and having a partner.

Table 1�: Probability of having a partner, by own employment position (%)

 1��4-�� 2001-03 Increase

Men   
 If man works 81  74  –7
 If man does not work 65  55  –10
 Gap  +16  +19 
Childless women   
 If woman works 64  63  –1
 If woman does not work 79  68  –11
 Gap  -15  -5 
Mothers   
 If woman works 90  79  –11
 If woman does not work 92  73  –19
 Gap  –2  +6

 • Throughout the period, men with a job have been more likely to have a partner than 
men without a job. It could just as easily have been said that men with a partner are 
more likely to have a job than men without a partner. Men’s overlap between work and 
partnership increased only slightly over the period. The overlap will tend to increase 
the risk of family non-employment.

 • Among childless women, the tendency is the opposite: women without jobs are more 
likely to have a partner; or women without a partner are more likely to have a job. This 
tendency to have either a job or a partner, rather than both, reduced over the period.

 • Among mothers, there was very little association between the two outcomes to start 
with, but working mothers were more likely than others to have a partner by the end of 
the period.

 • For all three groups, the trend was in the same direction – away from substitution of 
employment and partnership (either/or), towards combination of jobs and partnership (both).

For men and women with partners, the final influence on their family employment 
position is whether their partner has a job. Again, Table 20 repeats results from Tables 15 
and 17 to focus on this set of relationships. The probabilities of each partner having a job 
are by no means independent of each other. In every case, the partners of people with 
jobs are more likely to have a job than the partners of people without jobs. In every case, 
this tendency to polarisation has increased over the period. In the case of men, employed 
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husbands are now nearly twice as likely to have a working wife as non-employed 
husbands.19

Another way of looking at the same figures is to suggest that much of the increase in 
partnered women’s employment has occurred among the wives of men with jobs. For 
men without jobs, their wives are not much more likely to be in work now than they were 
at the beginning of the 30-year period. Meanwhile, most of the fall in employment rates 
among partnered men has occurred among the husbands of women who are themselves 
out of work. 

So men and women with the advantage of a job for themselves have the further advantage 
that if they have a partner they will form a work-rich two-earner family; while those with 
the disadvantage of non-employment face the further disadvantage that any partner will be 
out of work too. Obviously this polarisation is not complete, but it is substantial, and it has 
been growing. Among couples, the number of one-earner families has fallen from 52% in 
1974-76 to 31% in 2001-03.

There has been a great deal of research on the association between husbands’ and wives’ 
employment rates (Dilnot and Kell, 1987, Dorsett, 2001, Iacovou, 2003), although previous 
studies have lacked the long time series available on this occasion. The association 
clearly contradicts any hypothesis that husbands’ and wives’ labour and earnings are seen 
as potentially substitutable, the one for the other. Two types of hypotheses have been 
considered. First, that economic potential is one of the sorting mechanisms that helps 
men and women choose a partner: if they tend to marry people of similar educational 
background, for example, both will have strong, or both will have weak, job prospects. 
This would be a long-term influence on the couple’s position. An alternative hypothesis 
is that it is not long-term prospects that matter, but the immediate current employment 
position: it has been argued that treatment of couples as a unit for the assessment of 
means-tested benefits, but separately for Income Tax, means that work incentives are very 
low for an individual with a non-working partner, and exceptionally high for an individual 
whose partner already has a job (Kell and Wright, 1990). If that influence was strong, we 

Table 20: Probability of partner having a job, by own employment position (%)

 1��4-�� 2001-03 Increase

Men    
 If man works 47  69  +22
 If man does not work 29  36  +7
 Gap  +18  +33 
Childless women   
 If woman works 95  90  –5
 If woman does not work 84  59  –25
 Gap  +9  +31 
Mothers   
 If woman works 96  94  –2
 If woman does not work 94  85  –9
 Gap  +2  +9 

Note: Based on men and women who had a partner. Note that the section of the table headed ‘men’ describes 
partnered women’s employment rates (ie whether the men’s wives are in work); and vice versa.

19  In this section, the words husband and wife are used to refer to male and female partners, without regard to 
whether they are formally married or informally cohabiting.
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might see both husband and wife finding work at roughly the same time, or both leaving 
work at the same time.

Without attempting to replicate the highly complex models that have been used in 
specialist research on this aspect of the subject, the GHS time series can shed some light 
on the apparent growth in this polarisation within couples. Figure U shows the coefficients 
from a series of logistic regression equations using information about the husband to help 
predict whether the wife will have a job. That is, an analysis of wives’ expectations, based 
on their health, age, education and region, includes an additional hypothesised effect, that 
of their husband’s employment. And vice versa, husbands’ employment probabilities may 
be affected by wives’ jobs. Since the men and women are mostly members of the same 
sample of couples, the mutual effects are very similar whichever way round the analysis is 
interpreted. 

Figure U: Year-by-year trends in logistic regression coefficients indicating the increased 
probability of working if one’s partner has a job, controlling for annual unemployment rate
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The new personal employment equations confirm that the polarisation – no job or double 
job – exists, even after taking account of the fact that men and women tend to find 
partners with rather similar characteristics as each other. The new coefficients plotted in 
Figure U suggest that a significant proportion of the employment advantage experienced 
by men and women with a partner (see Table 3) may be attributable to having a partner 
with a job, rather than to the partnership as such.

As with overall employment rates, it is important to pin down the timing of this increased 
polarisation of couples’ employment, taking account of any possible direct effect of 
the variations in the overall demand for labour over the period. The pictures are rather 
different for couples with and without children (Figure U).

Among childless couples, the W shape of the cyclical effect means that the tendency 
for both partners to have a job if either has one is slightly weaker during economic 
depressions (that is, in the early 1980s and early 1990s). Once that effect has been allowed 
for there has been an upwards trend in job polarisation. There have been periods when 
this trend has been especially steep, and others when it declined slightly, but the overall 
impression is of a steady rise in jobs polarisation among couples without children.

Note: Net trends plotted as three-period moving averages.
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Among couples with children, on the other hand, the M shape of the cyclical pattern 
suggests that the two-job/no-job partition is rather stronger during economic depressions 
– the opposite of the effect for childless couples. But the underlying trend has not been 
steady at all. It fell through to 1983, then rose sharply to 1988, fell to 1991, rose slowly 
to 2000, and seems to have fallen since then. Remember that these estimates are after 
allowing for fluctuations that synchronise (symmetrically) with the overall health of the 
labour market. It is difficult to see what other changes might have caused these up and 
down trends. It is sometimes argued (Lister, 1992) that in-work benefits for working 
families tend to support single- rather than double-earner families. Major increases in the 
availability of in-work benefits occurred in 1971 (start of Family Income Supplement), 1988 
(Family Credit), 1999 (Working Families’ Tax Credit) and 2001 (Children’s Tax Credit). One 
might say that each of these events has been followed by a decline in job polarisation 
among couples with children. But the schedule of benefit changes cannot explain the 
upturns starting in 1983 and 1991.

Of course, ‘couples’ are not all in the same form of partnership now as most of them were 
in the 1970s. If couples in the recent period are split between married and cohabiting, it 
turns out that the polarisation into two-job/no-job families is stronger for the less formal 
relationship (Table 21). This might be because the types of men and women who prefer 
long-term cohabitation are more ‘modern’ and have a stronger motivation towards equality; 
or it might be because those who have not (yet) married feel less confident about the long-
term continuation of the union and adopt a more equal stance as insurance.

There were no cohabitations (recorded) in the 1970s data. If it is assumed that all 
couples at that time were married, then it can be seen that a substantial proportion of 
the underlying trend towards job polarisation may have been caused by the growth of 
cohabitation, rather than by a change of behaviour among married couples.

Table 21: Logistic regression coefficients indicating the increased probability of working if one’s 
partner has a job, by marital status

 Couples without children Couples with children

Married couples 1974-76 0.88 0.69
Married couples 2001-03 1.45 0.69
Cohabiting couples 2001-03 1.93 1.32
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Review and conclusions

The question at issue has been: why has the number of single people and couples with 
no source of earned income increased so substantially over the 30-year period under 
consideration? The increase has certainly been substantial. The proportion of adults (aged 
20-59) in non-working families doubled, from less than 7% in 1974 to nearly 14% in 2003. 
The trend is not confined to the UK – similar rises in worklessness have been reported in a 
number of English-speaking countries (Hasluck and Green, 2005).

Since non-working families usually depend on social security benefits, and have a high risk 
of poverty, the rise is a serious concern for policy (DWP, 1999). The issue (measured then 
in terms of households, rather than families) was a major discussion point in the early and 
mid-1990s. It was, for example, a central theme of the Labour Party’s Commission on Social 
Justice (IPPR, 1994).

At that time the proportion of adults in non-working families was even higher – peaking at 
19% in 1993. It was a time when the national rate of unemployment was also exceptionally 
high, and the problem was conceptualised as the uneven impact of an overall scarcity of 
jobs. Now that the unemployment rate has fallen back to the levels previously recorded 
in the 1970s, the number of non-working families has reduced from its peak level. 
But it remains much higher than it was in the 1970s, so there has been an underlying 
upwards trend, which cannot be attributed to the overall demand for labour. Removing 
the unemployment rate from the equation makes the issue less striking, but much clearer, 
than it was 10 years ago. The total number of non-working adults (age 20-59) has fallen 
by 3 percentage points. The total number of adults in non-working families has risen by 
7 percentage points.

The first stage of the analysis (in Chapter 2) showed how personal characteristics affected 
personal employment rates. Disadvantaged adults have poor job prospects. The second 
stage (in Chapter 3) showed how family characteristics affected family employment 
rates. People without jobs have a below-average chance of being in a partnership, or, if 
partnered, a low chance of the partner working. It is helpful to bring these two strands of 
enquiry together at this point, to show the relationship between personal characteristics 
and family employment. Much of the discussion, both in previous chapters and in this 
concluding chapter, is about the different economic positions of men and women. The 
point of Figure V is to show that family non-employment is strongly, and increasingly, 
associated with forms of disadvantage that are not directly associated with gender. Among 
non-disabled men and women with higher educational qualifications, the family non-
employment rate has grown from 3% to 5% over 30 years. Among disabled people with 
no qualifications, it has risen from 21% to 56% – more than half. The problem is one of 
‘traditional’ inequality just as much as one of changing family patterns.

Redistributing jobs

The analysis in Chapter 2 considered potential workers as a set of individuals. People’s 
employment probabilities might vary according to whether they had a partner or not, and 

4
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whether they had children or not, consideration of the substitution or combination of jobs 
within families was held over until Chapter 3.

This approach of considering potential workers as individuals shows a fairly significant 
redistribution of employment. Some groups increased their share of the total, others 
reduced their share. Those with improved prospects were women, especially – indeed 
almost entirely – mothers. Those with reduced prospects were mainly men and disabled 
people. The two factors – gender and impairment – combined in an entirely predictable 
way, so that it was non-disabled mothers whose employment rose, and disabled men 
whose employment fell. There were other shifts in job prospects, affecting particular sub-
groups, but it was the combination of gender, parenthood and limiting longstanding illness 
which really made the difference to the composition of the workforce.

These opposing trends can be interpreted as an indirect exchange of jobs. The exchange 
can be illustrated by comparing the actual job probabilities of men and women nowadays, 
with the probabilities those same men and women, with their current characteristics, would 
have experienced if they had been living in the social and economic climate of three 
decades ago. That is, we apply the predictions derived from the first three years of the 
comparison period, to the population surveyed in the last three years. The overall average 
probability is almost identical.20 This approach allows us to identify a group of people who 
would probably have been in work in 1973-76; and a group who were probably in work 
in 2001-03 – in both cases, the three-quarters of all adults with the highest probabilities. 
Comparing the two way-points, we can estimate the number of people who would have 
kept or changed their labour market position:

Stay out of work Predicted to have been out of work on both occasions 5.4 million

Exit Predicted to have been in work at the start of the period,  
 but out of work at the end 2.1 million

Enter Predicted to have been out of work at the start of  
 the period, but in work at the end 2.1 million

Remain in work Predicted to have been in work on both occasions 22.8 million

20  The increase in the total proportion in work was shown in Table 9 to have been largely due to a rise in the number 
of people with intrinsically high probabilities (such as a good education).
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Figure V: Proportion of adults in non-working families, by educational qualifications and 
disability
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Expressed in this way, there are two groups, each of about 2 million people, who would 
have swapped positions. This is a highly stylised way of expressing the point, because of 
course most of the 2001-03 group of adults were children or not yet born in 1974-76. But it 
helps to illustrate the shifts:

 • Of the 2.1 million people who are predicted to have entered work:
– 76% are mothers
– 96% report no limiting longstanding illness
– 62% have A levels or higher qualifications
– 90% have a working partner.

 • Of the 2.1 million people who are predicted to have exited work:
– 58% are men
– 83% are disabled
– 65% do not have GCSE or O level qualifications
– 82% do not have a working partner.

These are big shifts. All the same, it is important not to overstate the scale of the exchange. 
About three-quarters of the age group were in employment at both ends of the period. 
Mothers have greatly increased their labour force participation, but they are still among 
the most disadvantaged. Partnered men have lost ground, but are still more likely to have 
a job than women are. Disabled people have fared worst, but they were already at a 
disadvantage even at the start of the period.

Discussing labour market processes

The GHS analysis does not explain the fundamental reasons for this exchange of jobs. If 
changes in the national economy’s total demand for labour had been responsible, that 
would have been reflected by variations on the underlying pace of change in group-
specific employment rates as the unemployment total ebbed and flowed. That does not 
seem to have been the case. So it is necessary to look for broader explanations. There are 
two sets of hypotheses, referring to the demand and the supply sides of the labour market 
respectively. Both sets of influences may have been relevant.

Consider mothers, first. On the demand side, there has been a steady shift away from 
industries and occupations which required physical strength, in favour of services requiring 
brain power and/or dexterity. Mothers represented a huge untapped reserve of potential 
labour with appropriate skills, and employers were willing (and up to a point obliged by 
law) to adapt their employment practices to enable them to combine parenting with paid 
work.

On the supply side, modern technology (washing machines, cars, microwaves) has 
reduced the amount of time required to look after a house and young family. This has 
coincided with a massive change in social conventions, so that it is no longer considered 
appropriate for men to exercise all the economic power in couples, and women to 
undertake all the domestic duties. The shift in the gender division of labour has been both 
a cause and a consequence of a shift in women’s economic identity. Every social group in 
every society (by age, and sometimes by ethnic group, as well as by gender) has a set of 
conventional expectations about who should and should not work, and what kind of work 
they should do. It used to be assumed that mothers (in an earlier period, wives) would 
normally look after the home and family. That assumption – mothers’ economic identity – 
has altered rapidly in the course of a generation. It should be noted that the transformation 
is far from complete: convention still assumes that it will be the mother rather than the 
father who will be the parent mainly responsible for care, and that most mothers will 
spend a period out of the (full-time) labour force when their children are very young.
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This narrative of the trend in mothers’ employment opportunities is well established 
– the main contribution of the GHS analysis has been to emphasise that it is ‘mothers’, 
not ‘women’, whose position has changed since the 1970s. The converse, the gradual 
deterioration in the employment position of men, has not been the subject of so much 
analytical attention. A recent study (Alcock and others, 2003) has emphasised the extent 
to which men have become ‘detached’ from the labour market21 – that is, they no longer 
think of a job as both a right (to be offered one) and a duty (to accept one). In fact, the 
conventional working life (between the ages of 15 and 65) is being redefined, with a more 
blurred boundary between employment and retirement, leaving some men below the age 
of 65 effectively retired, even though they may not have a generous occupational pension. 
That is not to say that people with good opportunities have opted out of employment as a 
simple matter of choice – rather, non-employment is coming to be seen as an acceptable 
option if circumstances dictate it, although many men would still accept work if they 
thought it was available. The researchers emphasise the importance of place – the much 
more difficult labour market prospects faced by men (especially disabled men) in some 
areas than in others, although our own analysis, confirming the importance of regional 
variations for men and disabled people, showed very little effect on women’s prospects. 
And they concur with many other political and academic commentators in interpreting the 
route into Incapacity Benefit as a one-way track into economic inactivity.22 

Which leads us to disability. An explanation for the downtrend in disabled people’s 
employment rates is much more difficult to nail down than the uptrend in mothers’ 
prospects. The GHS question on limiting longstanding illness is a serious weak point in the 
data, because its failure to distinguish types and severities of impairment prevents us from 
showing which particular disabled people’s prospects have deteriorated so rapidly.

Any explanation for the changing position of disabled people needs to take account of the 
relationship between disability and skill levels (Faggio and Nickell, 2003; Berthoud, 2006). 
The GHS question on educational qualifications is far from a full measure of skill, relating 
mainly to achievements at the start of one’s working life, whereas disability tends to affect 
the end of one’s working life. But throughout the period, people with poor qualifications 
have had a higher risk of ill-health (Figure D on page 9). Throughout the period poorly 
qualified people suffering ill-health have had worse job prospects than their well-qualified 
equivalents. Both of these links intensified over the period. In fact, it was disabled people 
with poor qualifications, rather than those with degrees, whose employment probabilities 
have declined so rapidly (Figure L on page 21).

On the demand side, the changing structure of industry has probably not directly reduced 
the number of jobs that disabled people could do. If modern occupations require more 
brain power and less physical strength, then physical impairments would have become less 
disadvantaging, although people suffering mental ill-health might be adversely affected. 
It might be argued that a more competitive economy requires a more rigorous analysis 
of productivity, and that firms are more reluctant nowadays to find jobs for workers with 
failing health or impaired capacities. One feature of the period under review is that there 
has been a plentiful supply of labour. The ‘low’ unemployment rates in 1974, 1989 and 
2003, were always higher than at any time in the 1950s or 1960s. In between there were 
two periods, in the early 1980s and early 1990s, of massive unemployment. The implication 
is that employers could afford to be much more selective than they would have been in 
the labour shortages during or immediately after the Second World War; and this may have 
disadvantaged poorly qualified disabled people.

21   The remainder of this paragraph is a summary of some of Alcock and others’ conclusions.
22  This interpretation is something of an exaggeration, since more than half of Incapacity Benefit claimants have left 

the system within a year (Berthoud, 2004). Exit rates are very low, however, after that stage.
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The ‘lump of labour’ theory is widely labelled a fallacy: that is, economists are reluctant to 
accept that a national economy has a fixed number of jobs, independent of the number 
of people willing to supply their labour. But if there has always been an adequate supply 
throughout the period under review, it is not impossible that the additional inflow of one 
group of people (that is, mothers) with highly appropriate skills, apparently willing to 
work for reduced wages in return for flexible employment arrangements, may have created 
glut conditions, reducing the effective demand for members of another group of people 
(that is, disabled) perceived (rightly or wrongly) to offer lower levels of productivity. If so, 
the entry of mothers into the labour market may have led more or less directly to the exit 
of poorly qualified disabled men. This is no more than a hypothesis, but the idea may be 
worth considering.

It is sometimes argued that the increase in the number of disabled people claiming benefit 
in the 1980s was caused by the collapse of mining and heavy manufacturing industries 
(Beatty and Fothergill, 2004). This threw many older men, their health directly affected by 
their occupations, onto the dole queue, and thence onto Invalidity Benefit. That process 
certainly happened at the time, but the events happened too long ago to account for the 
current number of non-working disabled people. And the smoothness of the underlying 
trend across the 1970s, 1980s and early 1990s, illustrated in Figure M on page 26, does not 
suggest that events in any particular part of that period were mainly responsible for the change.

Another standard explanation for the increased level of non-employment among disabled 
people is on the supply side. The higher rates of benefit paid to people out of work on 
health grounds, compared with the unemployed, creates an incentive to claim one benefit 
rather than the other. It is not clear how far this difference in weekly allowances also 
affects incentives to leave work or remain out of work. (The limited success of benefit 
or tax credit schemes to support disabled people in low-paid jobs suggests that lack of 
financial incentives is not the main problem.) Credible though the ‘benefit disincentives’ 
hypothesis is, it is again difficult to square with the very smooth long-term downtrend for 
disabled people recorded in Figure M. Invalidity Benefit consistently offered better terms 
than Unemployment Benefit throughout its existence – between 1973 and 1995.23 So why 
was there a steady increase in its perverse effect? Incapacity Benefit sharply reduced 
(although it did not eliminate) the premium in 1995. So why was there no sharp recovery 
in employment rates among disabled people from that year onwards, rather than just a 
flattening of the trend?

As with mothers, part of the explanation for the changing employment rate of disabled 
people may be sociological, rather than economic. One of the most striking findings of 
the analysis was the extent to which the large number of non-working disabled people 
nowadays report themselves as ‘long-term sick or disabled’, whereas the much smaller 
number at the beginning of the 30-year period under review tended to give unemployment 
or other reasons. We should not put too much interpretation on the actual words in the 
phrase ‘long-term sick or disabled’ (which is just a category in the Office for National 
Statistics’ standard classification of economic activity). But just as mothers have shifted 
their economic identity towards the labour market, disabled people may have shifted 
theirs away from it. Perhaps because of the reduced demand for their services, perhaps 
because of the distinct benefit regime, the social convention has gradually changed. 
That is, disabled people, their families and friends, their doctors, employers and benefit 
administrators, have jointly come to the view that ‘I am disabled’ is as good an explanation 
of one’s economic position nowadays as ‘I am a mother’ used to be.

23  The State Earnings Related Pension Scheme gradually improved the benefits paid to some disabled people between 
1975 and 1995 (Faggio and Nickell, 2003). But this improvement would mainly have affected better-qualified 
disabled people; it was worse-qualified disabled people whose non-employment rate increased so rapidly.
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Ironically, this trend in the self-perceived economic identity of many disabled people has 
come over the same period as the radical disability movement has been arguing that the 
exclusion of disabled people from employment is discriminatory – a refusal by employers 
to recognise the productive capacity of people with specific impairments, or to adapt their 
premises or working practices to enable them to take a job (Oliver, 1990). The movement 
aggressively contradicts the notion of disability as an economic identity.

Family polarisation

Looked at purely in terms of individuals, the labour market trends over the 30-year period 
have led to a reduction in inequality between men and women. On the other hand, there 
has been an increase in inequality affecting disabled people and, to a lesser extent, older 
potential workers. The focus of this analysis on families suggests more serious outcomes: 
an overall reduction in the number of people with direct or indirect access to earnings, and 
an increase in inequality between work-rich and work-poor families.

The contrasting perspectives can be explained, in part, simply by the fact that the group 
who increased their share of the labour market was mothers: most mothers have a partner; 
most of their partners have a job; so most of the increase in their market share contributed 
to the number of two-earner families. Within an almost-steady total employment rate, the 
growth in two-earner families led arithmetically to a squeeze on one-earner families and 
the growth of no-earner families. But the evidence suggests that the underlying trend in the 
number of non-employed families flattened just before the turn of the century, even after 
taking account of the overall improvement in the labour market.

For men, the main driver increasing the number of workless families has been the decline 
in their own job prospects. For women, the main drivers have been a reduction in 
partnership rates, and, among those with a partner, the reduction in men’s job prospects.

Couples have a much lower risk of being a non-working family than single people, partly 
because partnered men continue to have a high employment rate, and partly because 
having a partner may increase the chance that at least one member of the family will 
have a job. But couples, together with single men, faced much the strongest increase in 
family worklessness over the period. And because most adults are in couples anyway, they 
contribute about half of the total number without earnings.

Lone parents are a particularly interesting group. The low employment rate among 
mothers, and the absence of a partner, give them an exceptionally high risk of 
worklessness, as measured here. The well-documented growth of lone motherhood 
(Kiernan and others, 1998) has been one of the contributors to the increased number of 
families without a worker. Lone parents lagged behind partnered mothers in the upward 
employment trend for many years, but they have been closing the gap in the most recent 
phase. This is a group for whom the better opportunities for mothers eventually led to a 
reduction in inequality measured at the family level. Lone-parent families, though more 
numerous, were less disadvantaged at the end of the period than they had been 30 years 
earlier.

The relationship between employment and family structure is clearly crucial to the 
questions at issue. A net reduction in partnership rates has also been one of the reasons for 
the increase in family worklessness. There has been a slight tendency for men with a job 
also to have a partner (and vice versa). But if we look at the joint employment outcomes 
for those men and women who do have partners, there has been a strong tendency for 
men to work if their partner does too, and vice versa. Although it is sometimes argued 
that the rational choice for couples is to adopt a policy of substitution (either he works, or 
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she works, but not both), in practice, the outcome seems to be one of combination (either 
both work or neither works).

Almost the whole of the increase in partnered mothers’ employment rates has occurred 
in couples where the husband works too. Almost the whole of the reduction in partnered 
men’s employment rates has occurred in couples where the wife does not work either. So 
this polarisation within couples has greatly contributed to the split between work-rich and 
work-poor families.

Many of the trends in personal employment rates turned out to have evolved fairly steadily 
over the years (once the fluctuations associated with the market cycle have been ironed 
out), although distinct kinks in the trend occurred for mothers in 1979 and for disabled 
people in 1996. Among couples without children, there was another fairly steady trend 
towards greater polarisation between two workers and no workers. Among couples with 
children, the tendency towards ‘combination’ rather than ‘substitution’ was higher in the 
2000s than it had been in the 1970s, but the trend lurched up and down in a pattern that 
cannot easily be explained.

One way of describing the relative shift between men and women in the composition 
of the labour force is to talk of the decline of the ‘male breadwinner’ model of family 
economics. The analysis has provide strong evidence of that decline – as the top half 
of Table 22 shows, the number of non-working women being supported by a working 
husband has fallen substantially over the years.24 But, as Morris (1990, p 189) has pointed 
out, there is little sign of ‘any significant change in established gender roles. Women do 
not, in significant numbers, take over from their unemployed husbands to become sole 
earners; unemployed men do not assume the housewife role; and married women’s 
employment does not prompt a significant rise in domestic involvement on the part of 
husbands’. The bottom half of Table 22 confirms that the number of non-working men 
being supported by a working wife has increased only slightly over the period. The ‘male 
breadwinner’ may be in decline, but the ‘female breadwinner’ remains a rarity.

24  As before, this discussion uses the words ‘husband’ and wife’ to mean male and female partners respectively, 
including members of cohabiting couples.

Table 22: Indicators of mutual support between ‘husbands’ and ‘wives’ (%)

 1��4-�� 2001-03

Indicators of ‘male breadwinners’  
Percentage of all women who are supported by a husband 40 18
Percentage of non-working wives whose husband has a job 94 79
Percentage of one-earner couples in which the husband is the one with a job 97 87

Indicators of ‘female breadwinners’  
Percentage of all men who are supported by a wife  1  3
Percentage of non-working husbands whose wife has a job 29 36
Percentage of one-earner couples in which the wife is the one with a job  3 13

Note: All three indicators are the same set of facts, presented in different ways. ‘Supported by a husband/wife’ means a 
non-worker with a working partner.
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Becker’s (1981) classical economic theory of the family suggested that a rational couple 
would divide their activities so that the partner with the higher potential earnings would 
go out to work while the one with the lower potential earnings would keep house. The 
implication was that women usually keep house because they tend to have lower potential 
earnings. The theory is an oversimplification at best, because it makes no allowance for 
actual or assumed differences between partners in their domestic skills and productivities, 
and because it does not address the question of why women’s earnings are lower in the 
first place. But it has not been shown empirically that the traditional allocation of tasks is 
reversed in couples where the woman has greater earning power.

Much of the research into the polarisation of employment among couples (both have a 
job, or neither have a job) has looked for economic explanations based on the incentive 
structures in the tax and benefit systems. Perhaps a sociological explanation is more 
effective. All the signs are that the social division of employment is a dominant factor, 
overriding any economic calculus. There remains a strong normative expectation against 
female breadwinners. Once the existence of such a taboo is hypothesised, many of the 
conundrums surrounding no-earner families fall into place. The number of non-working 
husbands has increased. Women are all-but-forbidden to work if their husband has not got 
a job, so the wives in these families cannot share in the general increase in employment 
experienced by women in other domestic situations. This means that the number of no-
earner couples must increase. Such a process could entirely explain the apparent growth in 
within-family polarisation reported in Figure U on page 42.

As with some of the other ideas discussed in this chapter, this explanation remains 
hypothetical. But the absence of female breadwinners shown in Table 22 may be among 
the most significant conclusions of the analysis.

Discussing inequality

Redistribution inevitably means gains for some, and losses for others. The impact on 
inequality depends very much on where the gainers and losers were to start with – 
whether advantaged or disadvantaged.

The increase in employment among mothers is an undoubted gain for them as individuals. 
And since they were the group with the lowest employment probabilities to start with, 
the trend will have tended to reduce employment inequalities measured at the individual 
level. In particular, the improved job prospects of mothers in couples, combined with the 
declining prospects for men in couples, will have reduced inequalities within partnerships. 
That is an undoubted bonus in its own right, and one that women have been demanding 
for many years.

If the group with falling personal employment rates is thought of as ‘men’, the trend can 
be interpreted as the converse of the gains for women, and a reduction in between-group 
inequalities. But as the analysis probes deeper, it turns out that well-qualified non-
disabled men have nearly held their ground – it is disabled men, especially those with 
poor qualifications, whose employment chances have plummeted. Non-work does not 
seem to be an inevitable and intrinsic consequence of being a disabled man with poor 
qualifications, because they were not nearly so disadvantaged at the beginning of the 
period. This trend represents the rapid growth of a new form of inequality, perhaps every 
bit as serious as the gender/family disadvantage which it is replacing.

An overall judgement on the effects of redistribution depends on how much weight is put 
on different objectives, as they affect different population groups. The distinction between 
personal and family positions will be part of that debate, which should perhaps include 

JR194.indd   51 27/02/2007   16:12:58



52

Work-rich and work-poor

some assessment of how much value one member of a partnership gains from the other 
one’s job. Clearly, it is less than the whole of the partner’s earnings, and may be less than 
a proportionate share of those earnings; but, on the other hand, it is almost certainly more 
than zero.

Inequality (between men and women) within couple families has undoubtedly been 
reduced. But inequalities between couple families have been increased by the two-earner/
no-earner polarisation. From a family perspective, the mothers who gained employment 
were women who already had a working partner; those without the privilege of a working 
partner hardly improved their prospects over the years. If part of the greater equality 
between husbands and wives consists of both of them having a job, another part consists 
of neither of them having a job. It seems unlikely that the women in no-worker couples 
celebrate the newly won balance between their and their partners’ earnings. By the same 
token, the reduction in partnering rates may leave many women (and men too) worse off 
in relation to the prosperity of the now-dominant two-earner family. So inequality among 
women, and among men, may have increased.
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Appendix
Full personal employment (logistic regression) equations for the start, middle and end of the period

 1��4-�� 1���-�0 2001-03

  Coeff Z Coeff Z Coeff Z

Family structure      
 Partnered man 1.49 17.6 1.18 17.1 0.94 12.9
 Single man 0.58 6.3 0.11 1.5 –0.02 –0.3
 Partnered woman, no children –0.72 –13.5 –0.16 –3.1 –0.07 –1.2
 Single woman, no children (base case) 0  0  0 
 Partnered mother (2 children, youngest 7) –2.69 –39.5 –1.97 –32.5 –1.49 –22.4
 Lone mother (2 children, youngest 7) –2.61 –27.8 –2.42 –29.3 –1.70 –21.6
Number of children (mothers only)      
 For each additional child 0.02 1.1 –0.16 –5.3 –0.29 –9.3
Age of youngest child (mothers only)      
 For each year’s increase in age 0.19 39.9 0.14 27.8 0.10 18.5
Limiting longstanding illness (LLI) (base) –0.61 –6.4 –0.86 –11.7 –1.58 –20.4
 Interact: LLI + man –0.78 –8.4 –0.56 –6.9 –0.26 –3.1
 Interact: LLI + mother 0.41 4.0 0.43 4.3 0.65 6.1
Over age 50 (base) –1.32 –19.3 –1.45 –25.4 –1.05 –17.7
 Interact: over 50 + man 1.25 14.2 0.62 8.4 0.33 4.3
 Interact: over 50 + mother 0.02 0.2 0.40 2.6 0.38 2.8
 lnteract: over 50 + LLI –0.33 –3.7 –0.10 –1.2 0.10 1.2
Educational qualifications      
 For each increased level (base) 0.27 9.8 0.43 18.0 0.38 15.8
 Interact: educ + man 0.04 1.0 –0.02 –0.8 –0.12 –4.6
 Interact: educ + mother –0.19 –6.1 –0.14 –4.8 0.00 0.1
 Interact: educ + LLI 0.13 3.6 0.16 6.0 0.23 9.4
 Interact: educ + over 50 –0.19 –5.5 –0.25 –9.5 –0.24 –9.7
Relative regional unemployment      
 For each unit increase (base) 0.02 0.2 –0.27 –3.4 –0.32 –2.9
 Interact: reg unemp + man –0.86 –6.1 –0.76 –8.0 –0.30 –2.6
 Interact: reg unemp + mother 0.34 2.7 0.46 4.6 0.47 3.6
 lnteract: reg unemp + LLI –0.32 –2.4 –0.20 –2.1 –0.32 –2.7
 Interact: reg unemp + over 50 0.19 1.5 0.23 2.3 0.38 3.2
Ethnic group (not reported in text)      
 White (base case) 0  0  0 
 Caribbean  0.95 5.3 0.41 2.4 0.19 1.3
 Indian 0.30 1.3 0.23 1.6 –0.32 –2.6
 Pakistani/Bangladeshi man 0.29 0.7 –1.17 –5.3 –0.61 –3.2
 Pakistani/Bangladeshi woman –1.38 –1.8 0.19 0.5 –0.55 –2.3
 Other ethnic group 0.26 0.9 –0.15 –1.1 –0.64 –7.5
Constant 2.29 36.9 1.93 36.0 1.93 32.7
Pseudo R2 35%  27%  22% 
Sample size 43,834  36,170  31,509 

Note: Educational qualifications measured as a scale: no qualifications = –2, below GCSE/O level = –1, GCSE/O level 
= 0, A level = +1, higher qualifications = +2. Relative regional unemployment measured separately in each year, as 
1 – (regional unemployment rate/national unemployment rate). Interactions: the base case is a childless woman 
with no LLI, under age 50, and average regional unemployment. Z is the ratio of the coefficient to its standard error. 
Coefficients are significant if the numerical value of Z is greater than 2.0.
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