
A snapshot of Gen X women: careers, parenting and gender roles 

Researchers from the University of Melbourne’s Youth Research Centre used data from the 

Life Patterns longitudinal research program to examine life trends among women. The Life 

Patterns database tracks young Victorians since they left secondary school in 1991. Cuervo, 

Wyn and Crofts (2012) analysed survey data from 2000 people in the year 2011 and 

interview data from 2011-2012. They present a snapshot of Gen X women in this report. 

Some of the major findings highlighted by Cuervo, Wyn and Crofts: 

• The majority of women invested in higher education, 72% had a university degree and 

13% a TAFE qualification or apprenticeship (p. 8).  

• “Participation in further and higher education was seen as a strategy for constructing 

a career. At the age of 23, a majority of women (62%) placed a strong importance on 

having a career” (p. 8). 

• Achieving a job was consistently one of the highest priorities for the cohort (p. 9). 

• “Despite women’s high investment in career through gaining educational 

qualifications… men have achieved higher levels of participation in the workforce” (p. 

10). 

• “Parenthood emerges as the most significant factor in the divergence between 

women’s and men’s patterns of life. Since 2000, 90% of men and women have 

become parents” (p. 11). 

• “Prior to becoming parents, 74% of women were working full-time. Of those women 

who became parents, the majority (58%) were out of the workforce for up to one year 

after their first child was born” (p. 12). 

• “After giving birth to their first child, only 9% returned on a fulltime basis, while 54% 

returned on a part-time basis. Parenthood had a lasting effect on women’s capacity to 

work full-time with 60% of women who became parents not re-entering the workforce 

after the birth of their child, and only 22% taking up a full-time job” (p. 12). 

• By their “mid to late thirties gender divisions were stark. Women overwhelmingly held 

responsibility for bringing up children while men who were parents continued their 

working careers with very little interruption” (p. 5). 

• Women have “a common experience of feeling tired and a perception that the 

responsibility for managing the balance between work, childcare and domestic labour 

was mostly held by them” (p. 19). 

The researchers commented that “these strongly gendered patterns of domestic labour are 

an outcome of choices that men and women are making about how to manage in the best 

interests of their own life and their family’s future” (p. 14). However, there was a complex 

view of women’s choices which revealed “insights into the constraints on their ‘choices’ and 

the pressures that result in women opting out of work. Their choices and actions… reveal the 

gap that has opened up between the relative gender equality of education and the gender-

divided world of work” (p. 14). 

 

 



Cuervo, Wyn and Crofts (2012, p. 5) explain the “re-traditionalisation of gender roles”: 

In this report we reflect on the apparent paradox that traditional gender roles have 

been sustained despite the dramatic shift towards gender equality in educational 

participation. Even though women now participate more than ever before in the labour 

market, nonetheless their engagement with work is highly gendered. Traditional ideas 

about men’s and women’s family roles, including the belief that women are best suited 

to assume domestic and childbearing responsibilities, and men are best suited to 

careers, persist. Our discussion raises questions about this development, highlighting 

structural arrangements that are barriers to greater gender parity in the different 

domains of life. 

 

A number of challenges remain for working women in the 21st Century (p. 18): the difficulty of 

balancing parenting while furthering a career, the lack of affordable childcare, and a lack of 

workplace support. Another huge challenge is the “impact of the gendered division of labour 

in the home and in workplaces on identities” (p. 18). The “construction of identity through 

work is also important for many women” (p. 19). 

 

The researchers concluded that “gender essentialism” is at play; “the idea that women are 

the best placed to care for the household” (p. 20).  

Our analysis shows that women accept the prime responsibility for child-rearing. Yet 

the analysis of their responses reveals a feeling that something is not quite right. 

Those who feel constrained or ‘pigeon-holed’ in motherhood wish to return to work, 

not just for financial reasons, but also in order to affirm an identity outside of a 

traditional mothering role. 

The struggle between motherhood and work goes beyond economic arguments to 

include issues of identity, wellbeing, and the right to work. The views and experiences 

of the women who contributed to this report are a testimony to the anachronism of 

workplaces and policies that position women as carers and limit their possibilities for 

the successful career they have worked hard for. 

Clearly the outcomes of this report have implications for the girls in our schools. After being 

educated at secondary school, the majority of girls seek tertiary education. Despite the 

empowering gender equality messages that girls hear about in single-sex schools, the 

majority face financial and career inequalities when they have children. Educators of girls 

should consider this report and the experiences of their alumnae. Do we need to warn and 

explicitly educate girls about the future choices they will have to make? Do we need to 

prepare them for a future that will present economic and career gender imbalances? These 

questions are worth pondering so that we do not position girls as future “carers and limit their 

possibilities for the successful career they have worked hard for” (p. 20). 
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