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Breaking through the glass ceiling? Progress towards equality among highly-qualified women

Kate Purcell and Peter Elias
How far have legislation, national equal opportunities policies and organisational practices enabled women to achieve equality of opportunity and outcomes in employment?  In the context of economic restructuring and the ICT revolution, the authors present an analysis of changing trends in participation in higher education and skills acquired, and explore the impact of increased access to higher education on gender divisions of labour and the occupational structure.  Drawing on census and national survey data and HEESF-funded interviews with graduates who entered the UK labour market in 1995 and 1999, 3-4, 7 and 10 years after graduation, the relationship between higher education, employment, career development, partnership and family-formation will be examined.  How far has increasingly equal access to educational opportunities resulted in equal employment outcomes a quarter of a century after the introduction of equal opportunities legislation?  Why do we still find a gender pay gap between highly-qualified women and men?  What do the prospects for equality look like now?  Examples of good and bad practice among employers revealed in the interviews illustrate the importance of organisational culture in facilitating women’s ability to develop successful careers. The evidence suggests that the achievement of equal opportunities remains a priority for highly-qualified young adults of both sexes, but the achievement of these raises work/life balance as the central issue facing them as individuals and as family members – and constitutes one of the most important social policy issues of ‘the knowledge society’.
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