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Continuing interest in the area of sex roles has brought 
an increasing documentation of facts which question and 
debunk many accepted beliefs about women in our 
society. For example, in 1974, Labour Canada 1 reported 
that a substantial proportion of women in paid labour 
(43%) were self-supporting and that families headed by 
women disproportionately fell into the low income 
classification. Such research revealed the falsity of the 
assumption that women work outside the home only for 
"extras" and not for needed money. Similarly, Bennett 
and Loewe2 and Hartman 3 have exposed the inaccuracy 
of the myth that women in paid labour have higher rates 
of absenteeism than men. 

This paper addresses beliefs about the attitudes of 
women in paid labour. Specifically, it investigates three 
traditional assumptions about women: that they cannot 
be equally involved in both household/family and paid 
labour; that they have a secondary commitment to their 
paid labour as a result of their part-time, temporary or 
intermittent participation; that they derive their status 
from their husband's occupation. 

As others have pointed out, 4 until recently it was 
assumed that women had a secondary commitment to all 
roles other than their marriage role. Even if they worked 
for pay, a primary sense of identification which focused 
on their families necessarily excluded an intrinsic com­
mitment to their role in the paid labour force. This 
secondary interest in their paid labour, it was argued, 
resulted from their temporary and part-time par­
ticipation in that sphere. Although single women were 
viewed as departing somewhat from this stereotype, they 
still were not similar to men. Simpson and Simpson,5 

H a l l 6 and Krause 7 are but a few of the social scientists 
who tell us that these women will probably leave the paid 
labour force for marriage and/or child-bearing and most 
will not return. M i l l s 8 even claims that it is only after the 
white collar girl "does not get her man" that love 
becomes secondary to her career. 

Since women are only part-time members of the paid 



labour force and do not have a primary commitment 
there, it was further assumed that women necessarily 
derived their status from their husbands' occupational 
status and not from their own. This assumption is vividly 
implemented in the stratification studies. As others have 
informed us 9 these studies usually accord all members of 
the family the same general rank based on the oc­
cupation of the head of the household. Women working 
for pay who are single are classified according to their 
own occupation, but as soon as they are married they are 
classified according to their husband's occupation and 
their own is ignored. 

These assumptions are being questioned by many 
today. Eichler,lO for example, argues that marriage ver­
sus paid work is a faulty dichotomy and Greenglass11 

argues that a woman can have a dual commitment to 
paid work and to family. Support for these arguments in­
cludes the fact that the increase in female participation 
in the paid labour force during the past few decades has 
been due primarily to an increase in the number of older 
and married women.12 In addition, Guppy and 
Siltanen' 3 found that women employed in a particular 
occupation are accorded a higher status ranking by 
others than are the wives of husbands who are employed 
in that same occupation. These authors also report a 
correlation between a wife's class identification and her 
occupational position, after controlling for the husband's 
occupational position. In other words, there are both 
theoretical and empirical grounds for investigating the 
accuracy of traditional beliefs about women in paid 
labour. 

Unlike other investigations, this study does not ask 
others what attitudes they hold towards or attribute to 
women in paid labour. Rather, it is concerned with the 
attitudes and beliefs of the women themselves. To ascer­
tain this information, women themselves were ques­
tioned. 

T H E S A M P L E 

This study is based on data collected in the summer 

and fall of 1975, through extensive personal interviews 
with women working for pay in four occupational groups 
in the Metropolitan Toronto area. The total sample con­
sisted of 174 women: 50 social workers, 47 newspaper 
reporters and editors, 42 fashion models and 35 privates 
and corporals in the Canadian Forces. These groups 
represent two high prestige occupations, one tradi­
tionally female and the other traditionally male, and two 
low prestige occupations, one traditionally female and 
the other traditionally male. ' 4 

The sample is not representative of all women working 
for pay. Since most women are not employed in high 
prestige occupations,'5 it clearly over-represents women 
in the high prestige and high income occupations 
(median income for these women was $13,000). 
Similarly, the sample under-represents the younger 
working woman. The highest proportion of these women 
fall into the 25 to 35 age group (44%) rather than the 20 
to 24 age group (24%). Even the low prestige oc­
cupations are far from typical occupations. Fashion 
models represent the "feminine sell" in the extreme.1 6 

Privates and corporals represent the opposite extreme, a 
male occupation often characterized as having a "cult of 
masculinity."' 7 

Although the sample is distinctive and the results 
should be interpreted with caution, the findings are 
nevertheless relevant. The traditional assumptions about 
women in paid labour generally do not make exceptions 
for different groups of women. If, therefore, the attitudes 
of these women differ from the traditional assumptions, 
it would suggest that such assumptions are not ap­
plicable to all women and may be inappropriate for other 
groups as well. 

FINDINGS 

Although it has been assumed by many social scien­
tists that marriage and paid labour are contradictory, 
that women cannot be equally involved in both, these 
women did not consider marriage a reason for leaving the 
paid labour force. When asked: "Did (are) you 



plan(ning) on working after you got (get) married?" vir­
tually everyone (159 or 91%) had planned or was plan­
ning to work after marriage. Only 15 or 9% did not. 
Those who were currently married or had been in the 
past did not differ significantly in their responses from 
those who had never been married (see Table 1). 

Similar results were obtained when they were asked: 
"How has working affected your concept of or your view 
of yourself as a wife?" Over half (45 or 57%) responded 
to this open-ended question with statements revealing a 
perceived positive effect (such as my husband and I have 
more things to talk about now; I am more un­
derstanding). Another 25 or 32% reported no effects. 
Only 9 or 11% spoke of negative effects (such as, I feel 
guilty; 1 don't have enough time to spend with my 
husband). The finding that the majority of these women 

reported positive effects while a third of them reported 
neutral effects and therefore not negative effects, in­
dicates that women themselves do not necessarily view 
wife and paid work roles as contradictory, and that in­
volvement in an occupational role need not have negative 
consequences for their view of themselves as wives. 

Results reported by Mackie 1 8 suggest that the women 
reported here do not constitute a unique sample. Using 
different questions for her sample of 427 couples of 
which 198 women were working in paid labour and 229 
were not, Mackie found: 

67% agreement with the statement: "Although I 
used to worry that my work might hurt my 
marriage, I finally decided that working really 
made me a better wife." 

Table 1 

PLANS FOR PAID WORK AFTER MARRIAGE 
AND MARITAL STATUS 

Single Sep./Div./Wid. Married* Total 

Plans N % N % N % N % 

plans to work 68 94 16 84 75 90 159 91 

no plans to work 4 6 3 16 8 10 15 9 

Totals 72 100 19 100 83 100 174 100 

includes those currently living with a man in a marriage relationship but not legally married. 



5% agreement with the statement: "Having a 
working wife hurts my husband's pride." 

86% agreement with the statement: " M y work 
makes me a more interesting companion for my 
husband." 

14% agreement with the statement: "I think my 
husband feels neglected." 

In other words, women in paid labour, contrary to the 
traditional assumption (see for example Turner^) that 
the wife and paid labour roles are dichotomous, are more 
likely to express the benefits rather than any detriments 
of working in paid labour. 

The mother or family role, however, could still be in­
compatible with participation in the paid labour force 
even though women do not believe the marriage or wife 
role is necessarily problematic. Walker 2 0 and Meissner et 
al.21 have demonstrated the additional time constraints 
added by children and the fact that women with younger 
children are less likely to work for pay than are those 
with older children or without any. When asked about 
their plans for working after having children: " D i d (are) 
you plan(ning) on working after you (have) had 
children?" 70 or 40% of these women said they planned 
on continuing in the paid labour force. A third (62 or 
36%) responded with a qualified yes (such as, at first but 
then I'll see how it goes). Another 15 or 9% said it would 
depend at the time and 26 or 15% said definitely no. 

Clearly, fewer planned on staying in paid labour after 
having children than was true for marriage. Never­
theless, fewer said they would stop working than is the 
case when others are asked whether or not a woman 
should work after she has children. For example, in 
study undertaken for the Royal Commission on the 
Status of Women, 2 2 it was found that 58% of technical 
school and university students surveyed thought a 
woman should stop working after the birth of her first 
child. Similarly, Boyd's 1970 Canadian po l l 2 3 showed 

59% believed that involvement in paid labour on the part 
of married women had harmful effects on family life and 
80% believed women with young children should not 
work in the paid labour force. When women currently 
engaged in paid labour were themselves asked only 9% 
said they would definitely quit. Nevertheless, it appears 
that raising children is more likely to be viewed as a con­
flict with paid labour than is true of being married (40% 
vs 91% said they would definitely continue working). 
This is further confirmed by the relationship between 
number of children and plans for working after having 
children (see Table 2). Those with two or more children 
were more likely to say they planned on not working for 
pay-

More of these women thought working had negative 
effects on their concepts of themselves as mothers than 
was the case for their concepts of themselves as wives. 
When asked: "How has working affected your concept of 
or your view of yourself as a mother?" 12 or 24% said 
negatively. The majority (29 or 58%) still said it had 
positive effects (such as, I'm a better mother because I'm 
happier with myself as a person). Nine or 18% said it had 
no effect.24 These results are similar to those reported by 
Mackie 2 5 for the Calgary sample, again suggesting they 
are not unique to the sample studied here. Mackie re­
ports: 

6% agreement with the statement: "We don't have 
as many children as we would like because I work." 

68% agreement with the statement: "Working 
makes me a better mother because I'm not bored." 

85% agreement with the statement: "Much as I 
love my children, I enjoy being away from them for 
awhile." 

In sum, when these women were asked their plans to 
remain in the paid labour force after marriage and after 
having childen, as well as the effects they thought 
working in paid labour had on their concepts of them­
selves as wives and mothers, they tended not to view their 



Table 2 

N U M B E R O F C H I L D R E N A N D 
PLANS FOR W O R K I N G 

N U M B E R OF C H I L D R E N 

Plans None One Two or More 

N % N % N % 

Yes 54 44 12 57 4 14 

qualified yes 47 38 4 19 11 39 

no 23 19 5 24 13 46 

Totals 124 101 21 100 28* 99 

*No answer N = 1 

marriage and family roles as contradictory to or even 
separate from their occupational roles. More did, 
however, consider the wife role to be positively affected 
by working for pay than was true for the mother role. 

The second assumption follows somewhat from the 
first. Given an assumption of incompatibility between 
wife/mother and occupational roles, it is not surprising 
to find women's part-time and temporary involvement in 
the occupational role interpreted as a contributory factor 
to their lack of commitment to or interest in the oc­
cupational role. Said another way, their temporary and 
part-time participation in the paid labour force is con­

sidered evidence of their lack of intrinsic interest in that 
sphere. These women, however, did not view themselves 
in this way. While all 174 or 100% of these women had 
had work interruptions in the past, 161 or 93% of them 
left with the intention of returning. Only 13 or 7% left 
not intending to return. In other words, although these 
women do experience periodic exits from the paid labour 
force, it may be the time which they spend outside of 
paid labour which they themselves consider temporary 
and intermittent. It may be objected that these responses 
reflect a biased sample of women currently working for 
pay and who, if they had left in the past, did indeed 
return to work. While this is true, the data nevertheless 



suggest more involvement in the work role for at least 
some women than is evident in the traditional in­
terpretation of women's temporary and intermittent in­
volvement in paid labour. 

An overwhelming majority also failed to indicate sup­
port for the assumption that they derive their status from 
their husband's occupation. Nearly all (167 or 96%) 
failed to mention their husband's job when asked the 
open-ended question: "On what basis do you assess your 
own social standing?" Only 7 or 4% mentioned their 
husband's job as a consideration. When they were then 
asked directly: "In determining your social class, would 
you say that your occupation is (would be) more im­
portant than your husband's, his more important than 
yours, or are they equally important? Why?" their 
responses remained the same. Such a response pattern 
supports the suggestions of others2 6 that women may 
well derive their own status from sources other than their 
husbands. At minimum, it suggests that women them­
selves do not perceive their husband's occupation as im­
portant as some social scientists claim, although it is 
possible that others do not assess them in the same way 
they assess themselves. It says nothing, of course, about 
sources of status of women working in unpaid labour. 

CONCLUSIONS 

These women, all of whom were working for pay, did 
not see themselves as many have claimed. Clearly, most 
and in some instances all, did not: view marriage as a 
time for leaving the paid labour force; plan to quit the 
labour force after having children; perceive an in­
compatibility between paid work and wife, mother or 
woman roles; consider any time spent out of paid labour 
as a permanent exit; or consider their husband's oc­
cupation as a criterion for judging their own social 
standing. 

While further research is obviously needed to assess 
the generalizability of these findings for other women in 
paid work, Mackie's Calgary sample suggests their ap­

plicability to other groups. The significance of such 
results, of course, lies in their exposure of the fallacies 
about women which are commonly accepted as true. Of 
equal importance, they highlight the necessity of 
studying women's views of themselves rather than ac­
cepting other's views as accurate. Whether they indicate 
a misleading characterization of women in the past, or a 
substantial change on the part of at least some women in 
the last few years, they suggest traditional assumptions 
do not apply to all women in the present. 
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