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About this report

This working paper explores the most up to date data 
on women’s participation in the labour market.

It is part of a new programme of work from the Centre 
for Progressive Policy that will identify the barriers and 
challenges that face women in the workplace, as well as 
providing detailed policy recommendations on how to 
rectify gender divisions in a way which promotes greater, 
more inclusive economic growth.

This working paper sits alongside an extended essay by 
Dr. Norma Cohen on the specific challenge of childcare 
during the Covid-19 pandemic and how it has impacted 
women in work.
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Key findings Our analysis reveals several priority areas where sizable employment gaps 
between men and women exist. The groups we focus on include those 
with children, older women in the labour force and those with lower-level 
qualifications. Our key findings are as follows:

Women with children: just 1 in 5 women with three or more children are 
in full-time employment. 
 
83.4% of men with two children were in full-time employment, compared 
to 34.4% of women with two children.

Older women: Just 37.8% of women aged 50 to 65 were in full-time 
employment (by comparison to 63% of men).

Non-White women: 41.9% of non-White women are in full-time 
employment, compared to 45.6% of White British women, 63.6% of non-
White men and 70.2% of White British men.

Women with lower qualifications: 30.4% of women whose highest 
qualification was a GCSE or lower were in full-time employment, compared 
to 58.5% of men at the same qualification level.

Women in care: among caring, leisure and other service occupations, the 
proportion of women is over five times higher than men (14.6% to 2.8%).
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Key challenges Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has further highlighted the 
disparities between men and women at work. A light has 
been shone on the long-term barriers which have hindered 
women from achieving equality in the labour market. As 
the economic recovery begins, it is the perfect opportunity 
to reflect on how society can better enable women to 
participate and reach their potential at work and to address 
the systemic gender inequalities which have marred the 
world of work.

This briefing takes stock of where we are today, using 
the latest data collected from the quarterly Labour Force 
Survey. It highlights where women are vulnerable to poorer 
labour market outcomes and will serve as a reference to 
help identify the areas in which policy can make a tangible 
difference. 

Delivering change is essential for tackling the systemic 
gender inequalities deeply rooted in society. Not only will 
this mean better outcomes for women, but also greater 
economic activity which can help drive the recovery, boost 
incomes and foster an environment of inclusive growth that 
benefits women and communities across the nation.
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Motherhood
Chart 1: Proportion of working age (16–65) in work by number of children
Source: Labour Force Survey, October–December 2020

Women with children are far 
less likely to be in full-time work 
compared to men with children

Just over half (50.2%) of women 
without any children in the family are 
in full-time work, compared to 65% of 
men without any children.

However, while full-time 
employment rates increase to 83.4% 
among men with two children, women 
with two children have full-time 
employment rates of just 34.4%.

Only 1 in 5 (19.9%) women with 
large families of three or more 
children are in full-time work, 
compared to 73% of men with three or 
more children. In contrast, the part-
time employment rate among women 
with children is at least three times 
higher than that of men with children.

The huge differences between 
full-time employment rates and 
substantial part-time activity among 
women with children is indicative 
of the imbalanced level of childcare 
provided by women within society 
and the need for more flexible 
arrangements and access to affordable 
childcare for those with children.

Age
Chart 2: Proportion of people in work by age group
Source: Labour Force Survey, October–December 2020

Older women have the lowest full-
time employment rates compared 
to any other age group

Full-time employment rates are 
relatively stable for women of all ages 
and are consistently below men of 
the same age, although the largest 
difference is between men and women 
aged 30–49.

However, while men aged 50–65 
have comparatively lower full-time 
employment rates, it remains much 
higher than women in this age group, 
who have a full-time employment rate 
of just 37.8%.

Older women face specific challenges 
within the labour market that impact 
participation, retention and earnings. 
These challenges range from the 
greater demands on women to provide 
informal social care for older relatives 
to ageist discrimination within the 
workplace. There is a need for formal 
support and care to alleviate pressures 
both at home and in the workplace.
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full-time employment rates of  
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Ethnicity and nationality
Chart 3: Proportion of working age (16-65) in work by ethnicity and nationality
Source: Labour Force Survey, October–December 2020

A further intersectional challenge 
is demonstrated by disparities 
around ethnicity and nationality

An estimated 45.6% of White, 
British women were in full-time 
employment, compared to 41.9% of 
non-White women. However, the 
part-time employment rate of White 
British women is also higher, at 27.3% 
compared to 19.9% among non-
White women.

A similar discrepancy is observed 
between White, British men and 
non-White men, however both 
groups have substantially higher 
full-time employment rates, at 70.2% 
and 63.6% respectively, compared 
to White British women and non-
White women.

Institutional barriers to women 
in work can be aggravated for 
migrant and non-White women. It is 
imperative that these are addressed 
so that women from all backgrounds 
have fair opportunities within the 
world of work, free from racial and 
sexist biases.

Qualifications
Chart 4: Proportion of working age (16–65) in work by qualification level
Source: Labour Force Survey, October–December 2020

Qualification levels play a major 
role in determining labour market 
prospects

Only three in ten (30.4%) women 
whose highest qualification is a GCSE 
or lower are in full-time employment. 
In contrast, the male employment rate 
for those whose highest qualification 
is a GCSE or lower is almost 
double at 58.5%.

However, sizable gaps between 
men and women with higher 
qualifications are also noted. Just 
three in five (60.1%) women with a 
degree as their highest qualification 
are in full-time employment compared 
to four in five (80.3%) men.

Notably, women have higher part-
time employment rates. While almost 
a quarter (23.6%) of women with 
a degree are in part-time employment, 
only 7.7% of men with the same 
qualification level are in part-time 
employment.

This presents a twin challenge. The 
first involves tackling the extremely 
low employment rates among women 
with lower level qualifications and 
the second is helping to deliver parity 
between women and men with higher 
level qualifications, so that the labour 
market and wider economy can fully 
benefit from skilled workers.
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Occupation
Chart 5: Proportion of people in work by major occupation
Source: Labour Force Survey, October–December 2020

Across the occupations which 
constitute the UK economy, there 
are deep gender divisions

While women generally have lower-
employment rates compared to men, 
we know that some roles are heavily 
reliant on women.

The proportion of women working 
in administrative and secretarial 
occupations is almost three times 
higher than that of men (15.8% to 
5.4%). Among caring, leisure and other 
service occupations, the proportion of 
women is over five times higher than 
men (14.6% to 2.8%).

In contrast, only 2% of employed 
women work in skilled trade 
occupations or as process, plant and 
machine operatives.

This raises questions over how 
such gendered divisions influence 
perceptions and outcomes in certain 
roles. Some sectors in which women 
make up a large portion of the 
workforce, such as social care, are 
known for poor wages and high levels 
of insecurity.

We need to delve into why 
such gendered divisions across 
occupational groups exist in the 
labour market and how these reflect 
broader working conditions, if we are 
to achieve greater equality between 
men and women in the labour market.
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This working paper illustrates the stark inequalities in 
terms of employment between men and women. However, 
it also highlights that women are far from a homogenous 
group. Personal characteristics define the unique and 
shared challenges that different women face in the labour 
market. Crucially, we may also expect them to interact 
with one another in a way which compounds and creates 
intersectional barriers. 

Notably, a sizable full-time employment gap exists 
between men and women, regardless of social background. 
The huge gap reflects deeper gender biases, not only in the 
formal labour market, but in the division of labour both at 
home and in the wider community. Halving the gap in the 
full-time employment rate would mean a further 2.6 million 
women in full-time work, which would have significant 
implications for output and incomes across the UK.

To close the employment gap, more needs to be 
done to address the institutional barriers which impact 
women’s participation in the formal labour market. It also 
requires creating an environment where there are greater 
employment opportunities across the country, with women 
receiving greater investment and support to develop their 
skills and abilities. The economic gains would benefit 
women, their families, their local communities and the 
national economy. 

As a springboard, we must do more to explore how 
different circumstances and experiences influence labour 
market outcomes for women and identify the potential 
policies which can help level the playing field, so that we 
can better address the systemic gender inequalities that 
manifest across every facet of our society.

The Centre for Progressive Policy will build on this work 
with an upcoming report that explores in greater detail 
the challenges facing women in the labour market, how 
this impacts a wider set of outcomes including pay and 
progression and offers policy solutions that can be pursued 
at every level of government to help deliver gender 
equality at work. 

Conclusion
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About the Women in the Labour Market project

This is a new CPP programme of work exploring the policy 
measures necessary to close the labour force participation 
and pay gap between men and women. Over the coming 
months we will explore issues from childcare to adult social 
care, maternity and paternity pay and adult education to 
identify what needs to be done to address longstanding 
barriers and boost economic activity in the process.
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Data sources for charts

Charts 1–5

Labour Force Survey, October–December 2020
Labour Force Survey data can be accessed via the UK Data Service. Available here: https://beta.https://beta.
ukdataservice.ac.uk/datacatalogue/series#!?Search=labour%20force%20survey&Page=1&Rows=10ukdataservice.ac.uk/datacatalogue/series#!?Search=labour%20force%20survey&Page=1&Rows=10
&Sort=1&DateFrom=440&DateTo=2021&Sort=1&DateFrom=440&DateTo=2021

https://beta.ukdataservice.ac.uk/datacatalogue/series#!?Search=labour%20force%20survey&Page=1&Rows=10&Sort=1&DateFrom=440&DateTo=2021
https://beta.ukdataservice.ac.uk/datacatalogue/series#!?Search=labour%20force%20survey&Page=1&Rows=10&Sort=1&DateFrom=440&DateTo=2021
https://beta.ukdataservice.ac.uk/datacatalogue/series#!?Search=labour%20force%20survey&Page=1&Rows=10&Sort=1&DateFrom=440&DateTo=2021
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