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Abstract
This article analyses the employment trajectories of the 1968-
1978 cohorts of mothers, the factors influencing their employment 
relationship during family formation and their occupation towards 
the end of their fertile stage. The 2018 Fertility Survey provided 
the basis for a sequence analysis that revisited earlier findings 
on the polarisation of women in Spain and yielded four types 
of employment trajectories: secure employment, uncertain 
employment, intermittent employment and withdrawal from 
employment. As we were able to include partner characteristics in 
the regression models, we observed a social stratification of these 
trajectories by educational attainment and homogamous matching, 
which produced a social scarring effect. Greater access to maternity 
leave did not prevent this effect, but it decreased the likelihood of 
intermittent employment trajectories.
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Resumen
Este artículo analiza las trayectorias laborales de las cohortes de 
madres de 1968-1978, los factores que influyen en su vinculación 
laboral durante la formación familiar y en su ocupación hacia el 
final de la etapa fértil. La Encuesta de Fecundidad de 2018 permite 
realizar un análisis de secuencias que revisa los hallazgos previos 
de la polarización de las mujeres en España y arroja cuatro tipos 
de trayectorias laborales: vinculación segura, incierta, intermitente 
y desvinculación. Al poder incluir las características de la pareja en 
los modelos de regresión, observamos una estratificación social 
de esas trayectorias según el nivel educativo y un emparejamiento 
homógamo, que producen un efecto cicatriz de clase social. El 
mayor acceso al permiso de maternidad no evita este efecto, 
pero disminuye la probabilidad de tener trayectorias laborales 
intermitentes.
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Introduction1

Sociological research has demonstrated 
that motherhood marks a turning point in 
the life course and negatively affects wom-
en’s relationship with employment. Many 
mothers encounter significant challenges 
in balancing work and family life, often re-
ducing their working hours or exiting the la-
bour market altogether (Sánchez-Mira and 
O’Reilly, 2019; Anxo et al., 2007). This, in 
turn, heightens the risk of in-work and child 
poverty in households with minors (Lanau 
and Lozano, 2024). Examining women’s 
working lives in relation to motherhood is 
crucial for understanding how they manage 
to balance work and family responsibilities 
over the long term.

In Spain, longitudinal analyses of em-
ployment trajectories remain scarce. Among 
the few studies available, the article by 
Davia and Legazpe (2014) is particularly 
noteworthy. Their study used sequence 
analysis applied to data from the 2006 Fer-
tility Survey, which focused solely on Span-
ish-born mothers. It traced their trajecto-
ries from the age of sixteen to the age of 
thirty-five, only identifying the categories of 
“employed”, “non-employed” and “number 
of children”. Additionally, several pieces of 
research can be found based on cross-sec-
tional data and constructed fictitious co-
horts (Garrido, 1993; Dueñas-Fernández 
and Moreno-Mínguez, 2017), alongside re-
search examining employment transitions 
after motherhood (Quinto, 2020; Lapuerta, 
2012; Gutiérrez-Domènech, 2005). These 
studies highlighted that the extent to which 
motherhood affects employment trajecto-
ries depends on both individual factors (par-
ticularly, educational attainment) and in-
stitutional factors (such as parental leave 
policies). However, they did not consider 

1  This research was conducted thanks to funding from 
the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation (R&D 
Project: PID2020-119339GB-C21).

immigrant mothers or employment trajecto-
ries before motherhood.

Although research has examined the im-
pact of maternity on women’s employment 
trajectories, there remains a significant gap 
in our understanding of how work-life bal-
ance trajectories differ by social class, and 
whether this factor, in turn, shapes the so-
cial stratification of mothers towards the 
end of their childbearing years, when car-
egiving responsibilities tend to decrease. 
The class-based dimension of work-family 
balance is beginning to receive attention in 
studies on the organisation of paid and un-
paid work within couples (Pailhé, Robette 
and Solaz, 2013; Sánchez-Mira, 2020; 
Deuflhard, 2023; López-Rodríguez and 
Gutiérrez-Palacios, 2023), yet it is still rela-
tively underexplored in the literature. Most 
extant studies in Spain on employment 
transitions or sequences around mother-
hood have considered the mother’s level 
of education or occupation, but not those 
of her partner (Gutiérrez-Domènech, 2005; 
Lapuerta, 2012; Dueñas-Fernández and 
Moreno-Mínguez, 2017; Davia and Legazpe, 
2014). There is also little research exploring 
the relationship between the use of parental 
leave and the types of employment trajecto-
ries followed by mothers (Kunze, 2022). 

The aim of this analysis is to review the 
existing knowledge about the types of em-
ployment trajectories of mothers throughout 
their fertile period in Spain and to analyse 
the factors that influence their employment 
relationship and their occupation at the end 
of this stage. This was done by using ret-
rospective data from the 2018 Fertility Sur-
vey to look at mothers born between 1968 
and 1978 from the age of twenty to the 
age of forty. The following questions were 
asked: 1) What are the employment trajec-
tory patterns of these mothers?; 2) How are 
they associated with their and their part-
ners’ education level?; 3) To what extent 
does the use of parental leave policies allow 
for a stronger employment relationship?; 4) 
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Which occupations do mothers enter after 
relatively uninterrupted employment trajec-
tories, and how do their partners’ occupa-
tion influence this? 

The added value of adopting a longitudi-
nal methodological perspective and a mul-
ti-level theoretical approach (which encom-
passes the individual, the partner and the 
broader normative context) in this study is 
fourfold. First, it revisits previous findings 
on women’s working-life courses during 
the core years of family formation, incor-
porates immigrant mothers and uncovers 
a wider range of employment trajectories, 
beyond mere continuity in or withdrawal 
from employment. Second, it includes data 
on both mothers’ and their partners’ edu-
cational attainment, highlighting how this 
factor shapes the social stratification of 
mothers’ employment trajectories. Third, it 
investigates the relationship between the 
use of maternity leave, reduced working 
hours and childcare leave of absence, on 
the one hand, and mothers’ ability to sus-
tain a more or less stable employment rela-
tionship, on the other. Lastly, it analyses oc-
cupational stratification towards the end of 
mothers’ childbearing years, in light of their 
employment trajectories and their partners’ 
occupations.

Theoretical framework and 
hypotheses

Some of the theories that seek to explain 
the division of labour between men and 
women are concerned with the relevance of 
“absolute and relative resources”, whereas 
others focus on how we construct “gen-
der” (Domínguez-Folgueras, 2022). Accord-
ing to the former, employment and fertility 
choices are made on the basis of human 
capital and its current or expected returns, 
which shape the opportunity cost of with-
drawing from employment. According to the 
second, gender-differentiated socialisation 

processes begin to operate in childhood, 
reinforced by cultural mandates in every-
day interaction; hence, gender relations are 
constructed based on what each person 
thinks is expected of them as a man or a 
woman. On the whole, the performance of 
personal resources in the labour market de-
pends not only on their purely transactional 
value, but also on how gender relations are 
constructed within couples or in the fam-
ily environment in the case of single-parent 
families. Thus, women’s employment rela-
tionship is influenced not only by job op-
portunities, but also by maternal and pa-
ternal expectations about how to care for a 
child. The way families combine and divide 
work-family responsibilities may therefore 
differ among women depending on whether 
they have higher or lower educational at-
tainment, based on their arrangements with 
their partner and also according to their cul-
tural and institutional context (Grunow and 
Veltkamp, 2016; Castro et al., 2018). 

Socially stratified patterns of work-life 
balance

Difficulties in securing stable employment 
and accessing housing can delay emanci-
pation and family formation in Spain. This 
is the case both for people living in sit-
uations of precariousness and for those 
in privileged social groups, although the 
gap between the desired number of chil-
dren and actual fertility is a problem only 
for the middle classes (Castro-Torres and 
Ruiz-Ramos, 2024). Other studies on the 
transition to the first child have shown 
the importance of these relationships be-
tween employment, housing and family 
formation (Alderotti et al., 2021; González 
and Jurado-Guerrero, 2006), as well as 
the significance of access to employment 
in relation to economic independence for 
women of more recent generations com-
pared to women from previous genera-
tions (Rey, Grande and García-Gómez, 
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2022). Additionally, the delay in the aver-
age age at first and second births, as well 
as infertility, is becoming more uniform 
across educational strata, as women from 
middle- and lower-income backgrounds 
are also deferring childbirth until later 
in life or foregoing it entirely (Reher and 
Requena, 2019).

When previous analyses have ad-
dressed the situation upon the birth of the 
first child, they have identified patterns of 
polarisation in mothers’ employment tra-
jectories. In the context of Spain, these 
patterns have been referred to as “two 
women’s biographies” (Garrido, 1993), 
the “exit or full-time model” (Anxo et al., 
2007) or the “polarised model” (Sánchez-
Mira and O’Reilly, 2019). These studies 
found that low educational attainment cor-
related with work-life balance trajectories 
characterised by long-term withdrawal 
from employment and high fertility rates, 
but also with low labour market partici-
pation and low fertility trajectories (Davia 
and Legazpe, 2014). Both trajectories 
were more prevalent among less educated 
women, as they had a lower opportunity 
cost of withdrawing from employment than 
more educated women. 

The segmentation of the Spanish labour 
market also led to “balkanised” patterns of 
work-life balance in 2007 and 2012, char-
acterised by higher rates of withdrawal 
from employment among women em-
ployed in semi-skilled or unskilled man-
ual occupations, in agricultural work, or 
among those with no prior work experience 
(Sánchez-Mira, 2020). Similarly, immigrant 
women with low levels of education were 
particularly affected by this type of seg-
mentation, as they were more likely than 
native-born women to be economically in-
active or to interrupt their employment to 
take on domestic tasks, and less likely to 
engage in part-time work or to outsource 
care to relatives or private professional ser-

vices (Sánchez-Domínguez and Guirola, 
2021). 

Within couples, a more traditional di-
vision of labour has also been observed 
among men and women when both 
have a lower level of education, as well 
as in cases where the man has a higher 
level of education or occupational sta-
tus than their partner (Pailhé, Robette 
and Solaz,  2013,  López-Rodr íguez 
and Gutiérrez-Palacios, 2023). How-
ever, women with higher human capital 
were more likely to remain in employ-
ment throughout the life cycle, regard-
less of their partner’s level of education 
(Pailhé, Robette and Solaz, 2013). Thus, 
the dual family model, in which both part-
ners are in paid employment, has been 
growing in recent years (Sánchez-Mira, 
2020; González, 2023). The main leap to-
wards this model, both quantitatively and 
qualitatively, was taken by women born 
between 1971 and 1975 (López-Rodríguez 
and Gutiérrez-Palacios, 2023). The like-
lihood of belonging to a household in 
which both partners work full-time has 
been found to double for women who 
are small business owners, managers or 
professionals, and even to increase sig-
nificantly for those employed as techni-
cians or clerical staff. However, this de-
creased for female manual workers and 
for those whose partner was a manual 
worker (Sánchez-Mira, 2020). Along these 
lines, Deuflhard’s (2023) research showed 
that social class increasingly influenced 
gendered decisions about paid and un-
paid work, because the increase in jobs 
with atypical hours is concentrated among 
working-class couples, which reinforces 
the gendered specialisation of work. The 
effect of the need for family income is 
subject to the opportunity cost effect, as 
the potential wage does not cover the 
costs of childcare and discourages moth-
ers’ continuity of employment (England, 
2010). 
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Access to and use of parental policies

The institutional and cultural context also 
influences employment opportunities, the 
balance between work and care, and the 
hegemonic moral imperatives directed at 
women and men. In Spain, the 1960s co-
horts were little affected by the initial imple-
mentation of parental policies. In contrast, 
access to employment for women born 
from the 1970s onwards coincided with 
the development of some work-life balance 
measures in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
and with the approval of the Ley de Igual-
dad (Equality Act) in 2007 (López-Rodríguez 
and Gutiérrez-Palacios, 2023).

Parental leave policies are initiatives 
aimed at helping workers achieve a bet-
ter balance and joint responsibility be-
tween paid work and care duties (Castro 
et al., 2018). In practice, these measures 
have had a strong gender bias, as they 
have primarily been aimed at promoting 
employment among mothers, given their 
historically low labour market participa-
tion and the career gaps caused by ma-
ternity (Burnett et al., 2010). Employment 
conditions and gender values can also 
profoundly influence access to and use 
of these policies. Mothers with precari-
ous jobs and low wages often face ma-
jor difficulties in accessing these policies. 
Conversely, mothers in higher-skilled and 
higher-paid jobs potentially have greater 
access, but they may be reluctant to use 
parental leave in the private sector due 
to pressures to conform to work expecta-
tions (Moran and Koslowski, 2019).

The design of maternity leave has af-
fected mothers’ employment, particularly 
depending on its length: very short and 
very long leave discourages mothers from 
returning to employment (Kunze, 2022). 
Women who make use of maternity leave 
in Spain tend to do so for the entire le-
gally prescribed duration, which amounts 
to approximately 113 days (16.1 weeks) 

for women receiving contributory bene-
fits, and 42.5 days (6.1 weeks) for those 
receiving non-contributory benefits (Meil, 
Romero-Balsas and Rogero-García, 2020). 
However, not all mothers who were ac-
tive in the labour market have been able 
to avail themselves of maternity leave. 
Some are not eligible for this benefit, such 
as women who are self-employed or who 
work as employees in the private sector 
and, above all, those who are employed 
on a temporary contract or without a con-
tract at all. These circumstances are also 
more common among those mothers with 
lower levels of education and income 
(Meil, Romero-Balsas and Rogero-García, 
2020). The uptake of paternity leave by 
men also constitutes a significant factor: 
as the use of paternity leave increases, the 
motherhood penalty decreases (Gorjón and 
Lizarraga, 2024; Dearing, 2016).

Leave of absence and reduced work-
ing hours for childcare are also measures 
to support mothers to remain in employ-
ment, but these are not accompanied by 
a loss of earnings allowance. Most moth-
ers in Spain who take a childcare leave of 
absence do so after their maternity leave 
and for up to one year2, at which point 
the employer is obliged to offer them a 
job of equivalent status. Reduced work-
ing hours for care purposes allows work-
ers to reduce their working hours (from 
one eighth to half) until their child reaches 
the age of twelve, while keeping their job. 
Data show that most mothers use this 
leave for a period of 36 months, with a re-
duced daily time of 2.6 hours on average 
(Meil, Romero-Balsas and Rogero-García, 
2020; Domínguez-Folgueras, González 
and Lapuerta, 2022). However, only cer-
tain employees are able to use them: 
mainly mothers with higher education who 

2  Although the leave of absence allows both parents 
to interrupt their work until the child reaches the age of 
three. 
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are on a full-time permanent contract, 
with a longer period of service, higher in-
come and working in the public sector or 
in large companies, who enjoy high levels 
of protection thanks to collective bargain-
ing agreements. Reduced working hours 
are also often used by those who have 
more favourable attitudes towards child-
care versus paid work and have a part-
ner with a stable job (Lapuerta 2012; Meil, 
Romero-Balsas and Rogero-García, 2020). 

Among mothers who take leave from 
full-time employment, half tend to return 
to full-time employment (55 %), a smaller 
proportion reduce their working hours 
(35 %), and an even a smaller propor-
tion leave or are made redundant (10 %), 
with the corresponding negative conse-
quences for their income, career, contri-
bution record and future pension. In con-
trast, among mothers who opt for reduced 
working hours, the majority tend to return 
to full-time employment (72 %), around a 
quarter leave employment (22 %) and an 
even smaller proportion seek part-time 
employment (7 %) (Meil, Romero-Balsas 
and Rogero-García, 2020: 317). 

Based on the contributions found in 
the literature review, we propose to ex-
amine three main hypotheses. First, we 
assume that (H1) mothers without tertiary 
education are less likely to follow con-
tinuous employment trajectories, regard-
less of the education level of their part-
ners (prevalence of individual resources). 
Secondly, we deduce that (H2) mothers 
who do not have continuous employ-
ment trajectories make less use of paren-
tal policies, as a result of a vicious circle 
whereby they have more barriers to ac-
cess and this, in turn, makes it more dif-
ficult for them to have continuity of em-
ployment (Matthew effect). Finally, we 
aim to understand whether employment 
trajectories during the family formation 
stage (from the ages of twenty to forty 
years old) generate inequalities in occu-

pational stratification towards the end of 
the fertile period (from forty to fifty years 
of age); and, more specifically, whether a 
social scarring effect occurs, in the sense 
that (H3) employment trajectories without 
a continuous employment relationship 
are more likely to result in lower occupa-
tional categories, and whether these cat-
egories are more commonly associated 
with women whose partners are working 
class. 

Data and methods

The analysis uses data from the 2018 Fertil-
ity Survey (EF2018) of the National Statistics 
Institute (INE). This survey is nationally rep-
resentative and has comprehensive infor-
mation on the fertility, relationship and work 
histories of women of childbearing age. The 
opportunity to understand the education 
level and occupation of the respondent’s 
partner is one of its main advantages com-
pared to similar surveys with longitudinal 
information. This study focuses on biologi-
cal or adoptive mothers born between 1968 
and 1978 who were observed on a monthly 
basis from their twenties to their forties. The 
final sample was made up of 3649 mothers.

The 2018 Fertility Survey allows for the 
reconstruction of employment trajectories 
on the basis of respondents’ employment 
status at two points in time. On the one 
hand, in 2018 and, on the other hand, the 
year when the respondent had her first job 
and the four subsequent jobs, if any. Thus, 
it provides fairly precise information on the 
timing of entry into the labour market and 
the subsequent years, as well as on the em-
ployment status in 2018 and the preceding 
years. This makes it possible to reconstruct 
employment trajectories both “forwards” 
(towards 2018) and “backwards” (from 2018 
back), as the survey questionnaire collects 
data on when each employment status be-
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gan3. This reconstruction poses two chal-
lenges. First, information is only available 
for six jobs per mother at most, because 
the past employment history was limited to 
five (and the job held in 2018 was added). 
Second, questions were only asked about 
jobs of at least one year’s duration, ex-
cept for the first job and the current job. If 
respondents had had more than five jobs 
prior to 2018, they were asked to indicate 
the first (of any duration) and the next four 
jobs of longer duration (at least one year). 
Information on employment status around 
each birth was used to better understand 
employment trajectories where information 
was missing, and the category “employed 
for less than twelve months or economically 
inactive” was created to cover information 
“gaps”. In this way, a clear distinction can 
be made between stable and more pre-
carious employment trajectories, overcom-
ing the employed/non-employed dichotomy 
presented by Davia and Legazpe (2014).

The methodological strategy consisted 
of two steps. Firstly, a sequence and clus-
ter analysis was carried out to identify a 
typology of mothers’ employment trajec-
tories4. Secondly, multinomial logistic re-
gression models were run to examine the 
factors influencing these trajectories during 
the family formation stage and in employ-
ment towards the end of the respondents’ 
childbearing life.

Step 1: Sequence and cluster analysis

A sequence analysis, based on the Optimal 
Matching Analysis (OMA) technique, and a 
cluster analysis, which used the Partitioning 

3  This includes 5 % of first maternities occurred outside 
Spain and the corresponding employment trajectories.

4  Unlike most previous longitudinal studies that focus 
on transitions and duration of events around maternity 
(event history or survival analysis), sequence analysis 
constructs mothers’ full employment trajectories and 
identifies patterns.

Around Medoids method (PAM) (Raab and 
Struffolino, 2022), were conducted to iden-
tify the different types of employment tra-
jectories. 

An employment status was assigned to 
each month of observation. For each job 
there were five possible statuses; however, 
by combining all available information, nine 
distinct statuses could be identified within 
the employment trajectories: 1) self-em-
ployed with employees; 2) self-employed 
with no employees; 3) salaried with a per-
manent contract; 4) salaried with a tempo-
rary contract equal to or longer than twelve 
months; 5) salaried without a contract; 
6) unemployed (in 2018 and the previous 
months since its start); 7) always outside 
the labour force; 8) training or economic in-
activity before first employment; and 9) em-
ployed for less than twelve months or eco-
nomic inactivity. 

Step 2: Multinomial logistic regression 

After summarising the employment tra-
jectories in the clusters, three multino-
mial logistic regression models were es-
timated. The first model estimated the 
probability of belonging to the clusters 
based on the education level of the moth-
ers and their partners (lower secondary 
or below, upper secondary or vocational 
training, and university), controlling for 
the mother’s age at birth or adoption of 
the first child (under 25, 25 to 34, or 35 
and over); the number of children (one, 
two, or three or more); and the country of 
birth (native-born, immigrants from coun-
tries with a higher GDP per capita than 
Spain, and immigrants from countries with 
a lower GDP per capita than Spain). The 
second model added the rate of moth-
ers’ use of maternity leave (was not ac-
tive; was active and did not take maternity 
leave; or was active and took maternity 
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leave), and whether or not they took ma-
ternity leave or reduced their working 
hours to care for their child. It also con-
trolled for the year of birth of the first 
child (before 1994; between 1995 and 
2006; or in 2007 or later), in order to dis-
cern whether there was a difference be-
tween women who had become mothers 
before and after the implementation of 
the 1994 General Social Security Act5 and 
the 2007 Equality Act6. Finally, the third 
model differed from the previous ones be-
cause it took the occupation of the moth-
ers in 2018 (six occupational categories, 
unemployed, or out of the labour force) as 
a dependent variable and related it to the 
clusters of the different employment tra-
jectories of the mothers, the occupation 
of their partner in 2018 (six occupational 
categories), or whether they were single 
parents; also controlling, as before, for the 
country of birth, the age of the mother at 
birth or adoption of the first child, the year 
of birth of the first child and the number of 
children. The descriptive data of the clus-
ters according to the independent varia-
bles can be found in Table 1 in the Annex.

5  La Ley General de la Seguridad Social (General Social 
Security Act) of 20 June 1994 provided access to ma-
ternity leave (the requirement being having contributed 
to the Social Security System at least 180 days in the 
previous five years instead of 180 days in the previous 
year) and extended entitlement to maternity benefit to 
special schemes.

6  The 2007 Equality Act further reduced the minimum 
contribution periods for maternity leave: no prior con-
tributions were required for those under twenty-one 
years of age; for those aged between twenty-one and 
twenty-six, the requirement was ninety days of con-
tributions within the previous seven years; and for 
those over twenty-six, either having contributed one 
hundred and eighty days to the Social Security Sys-
tem within the previous seven years or 360 days over 
their entire working life were required. In addition, the 
Social Security System paid the worker’s contribu-
tions for one to two years during the childcare leave 
of absence. As for the reduction of working hours, 
they could only be reduced by one eighth to care for 
a child up to the age of thirteen, as opposed to the 
previous minimum reduction of one third to care for a 
child under the age of six. 

Results

Figure 1 shows the graphs with the moth-
ers’  employment tra jector ies repre-
sented as stacked horizontal bars. Each 
of these bars indicates a trajectory for 
each woman. The cluster analysis yielded 
four groups of trajectories. The first clus-
ter contains trajectories where perma-
nent contracts prevailed (“secure em-
ployment”, 45.9 %); the second cluster 
reflects trajectories with a succession of 
temporary contracts (“uncertain employ-
ment”, 20.6 %); the third cluster includes 
trajectories with greater job insecurity 
(“intermittent employment”, 22 %); and, 
finally, the fourth cluster contains trajec-
tories of permanent withdrawal from em-
ployment up to 2018 (“withdrawal from 
employment”, 11.5 %). 

In each of the graphs, the vertical axis 
shows the number of mothers belonging 
to each group and the horizontal axis in-
dicates the age of the sequence, from 
twenty to forty years old. All the graphs 
show that most of the mothers had a pe-
riod of training or economic inactivity be-
fore their first job, although there were 
also some cases of mothers who started 
working at a very young age or had al-
ways been outside the labour force.

As for the differences between the 
clusters, it can be seen that there are two 
fairly clear clusters (cluster 1 and 4) and 
two more diversified clusters (cluster 2 
and 3). Among the first group, located at 
each end, cluster 1 includes mothers who 
combined a period of training with a pe-
riod of permanent employment (lasting an 
average of thirteen years). In contrast, the 
last cluster reflects women who had with-
drawn from the labour market for almost 
the entire observation period (around six-
teen years on average). Among the clus-
ters with the highest variability, cluster 
2 includes women who, despite having 
been longer in training or economic inac-
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tivity before their first job (for six years on 
average), had long temporary contracts 
(for eight years on average); and clus-
ter 3 contains women who mostly had a 
succession of short-term temporary con-
tracts (for eleven years on average). 

The results of the multinomial regres-
sion analysis are presented in terms of 
mean marginal effects with a 95 % con-
fidence interval (Figures 2, 3 and 4). The 

first two multinomial regression mod-
els included the clusters of employment 
trajectories as the dependent variable. 
Mothers with continuous employment tra-
jectories and a secure contractual rela-
tionship (secure employment) were cho-
sen as the reference category, because 
we were interested in the characteristics 
of mothers who were less likely to have 
maintained employment over the twenty 
years of observation.

FIGURE 1.  Mothers' employment trajectory 

Note:  An example of how to read this figure: in cluster 4, mother number 1 of the 420 had a permanent contract from the 
age of twenty to the age of thirty, and then was outside the labour force until she was forty years old.

Source:  Prepared by the authors based on data from the 2018 Fertility Survey (EF 2018). 



76� The Four Employment Trajectories of Mothers in Spain: Differences by Social Class and Use of Parental Leaves 

Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.º 192, October - December 2025, pp. 67-86

Figure 2 shows the results of the first 
model. This shows that mothers with un-
certain employment trajectories, due to the 
chain of long-term temporary contracts, 
were the least distinguishable from those 
with secure employment trajectories with 
respect to the factors analysed, as shown 
by their positioning around 0 on the hori-
zontal axis for almost all independent vari-
ables. It also highlights that the largest dif-
ferences, between 7 and 30 percentage 
points on average (0.3 on the axis equals 
30 %), were associated with mothers’ edu-
cational attainment. Compared to “universi-
ty-educated” mothers, mothers with “lower 
secondary education or below” showed a 
significantly lower mean probability of hav-
ing had secure employment (-30 %) and a 
higher mean probability of having had inter-
mittent employment (12 %) or a trajectory 
marked by withdrawal from employment (17 
%). Those with “upper secondary or voca-
tional training” did not show as many differ-
ences from “university-educated” women in 
terms of the degree of their employment re-
lationship; however, they had a lower mean 
probability of having secure employment 
(14 %) and a higher mean probability (8 %) 
of withdrawal from employment or of having 
had intermittent employment. The educa-
tion level of their partner had less of an im-
pact on mothers’ employment trajectories; 
particularly if their partner had “lower sec-
ondary education or below”, mothers were 
less likely to have had secure employment 
(-7 %) and more likely on average to have 
had an intermittent employment trajectory (6 
%), compared to those with “university-ed-
ucated” partners. This intermittent trajec-
tory was also more likely to be found among 
mothers who had a partner with an educa-
tion level of “upper secondary or vocational 
training” (5 %) and even more so among 
mothers who were single parents (11 %), 
compared to mothers whose partner was a 
“university graduate”. In turn, other events 
in the family cycle were seen to have sig-

nificantly shaped employment trajectories. 
One of them was “first child born at age 
24 or younger”, which decreased the mean 
probability of secure employment (-12 %) 
and increased the probability of withdrawal 
from employment (6 %) compared to “late 
first parenthood at age 35 or older”. Hav-
ing three or more children also decreased 
the mean probability of secure employment 
p (-8 %) and increased the mean probabil-
ity of withdrawal from employment (8 %), 
compared to having had “one child”. There 
were no significant differences between the 
number of children and the other types of 
employment trajectories when controlling 
for educational attainment, as in this model. 
“Having been born in a foreign country with 
a lower GDP per capita” than Spain also 
significantly reduced the mean probabil-
ity of having had secure employment, com-
pared to “similar native-born and foreign  
respondents” (-14 %). However, its aver-
age effect was smaller than having “lower 
secondary education or below” (-30 %). In 
this respect, there were certainly immigrants 
who compensated for the disadvantages 
that migration entails by having high levels 
of education or other relevant individual as-
sets.

To sum up, among the factors in-
cluded in this analysis, the most influen-
tial on mothers’ employment outcomes 
was the level of education they had at-
tained. In relation to the first hypothe-
sis, mothers without tertiary education 
were significantly less likely to follow “se-
cure employment” trajectories than their 
more educated counterparts, regardless 
of their partners’ educational attainment. 
The latter factor decreased the likelihood 
of mothers having secure employment 
trajectories, and differed from the other 
types of trajectories, if their partner’s ed-
ucation level was “lower secondary or be-
low” versus having “a university degree”. 
This confirmed the importance of individ-
ual opportunity costs.
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Figure 3 shows the results of the sec-
ond model. It associates the context of 
parental leave policies and their use with 
different employment trajectories. The 
variables from the previous model were 
maintained, so their explanatory power in-
creased (from Pseudo R2 0.062 to 0.13). 
Comparing the two models, the results for 
the common independent variables were 
similar, except that the effects of moth-
ers’ educational attainment and country 
of birth diminished once variables on the 
periods when use and advancement of 
parental policies were introduced. Moth-
ers who had their first child before and af-
ter the Ley  General  de  la  Seguridad So-
cial (1994 Social Security Act) were more 
likely to have had intermittent employment 

trajectories (8.2 % and 6.2 % respec-
tively), compared to mothers who had 
their first child after the 2007 Equality Act. 
This may be because it was more difficult 
to meet the previous contribution require-
ments for maternity leave. Among those 
who were economically active because 
they were employed or receiving unem-
ployment benefit at the time of having 
their first child, some were unable to use 
maternity leave and this correlated with a 
significantly lower probability of having a 
secure employment trajectory (-27 %), but 
also with a higher probability of having an 
uncertain or intermittent employment tra-
jectory or a withdrawal from employment 
trajectory (between 8-10 %), controlling 
for all other factors. The effect of not hav-

FIGURE 2.  Effect of own and partner’s educational attainment on employment trajectories

Lower secondary or below

Upper secondary or Vocational Training
University (Ref.)

Single mother

Partner: lower secondary or below

Partner: Upper secondary or Vocational Training
Partner: University (Ref.)

Had her first child: aged 24 or younger

Had her first child: aged 35 or over (Ref.)

Three children or more
Two children

One child (Ref.)

Immigrant born in countries <GDP

Secure employment

Average marginal effect
-0.4 -0.2 0.20

Uncertain employment
Intermittent employment
Withdrawal

Had her first child: aged 25-34

Note:  The average marginal effect represents the predicted probability of having a given characteristic in relation to secure 

employment, intermittent employment, uncertain employment or withdrawal from employment, according to this model and 

the mean of the predictions across all cases, without altering the observed values of the other independent variables.

Source:  Prepared by the authors based on data from the 2018 Fertility Survey (EF 2018).
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ing used leave or reduced working hours 
for childcare was smaller and was espe-
cially related to a lower probability of hav-
ing had a secure employment trajectory 
(-14 %).

In summary, in line with the second 
hypothesis, not having made use of pa-
rental leave was less closely associated 
with secure employment trajectories. This 
may reflect a bidirectional relationship, 
because mothers with trajectories char-
acterised by greater withdrawal from em-
ployment found it more difficult to access 
work when they had their first child, and 
this in turn hindered them from continuing 
in the labour market.

Figure 4 shows the results of the third 
model. This analysed whether employ-
ment trajectories during the family for-
mation stage, from the ages of twenty to 
forty, generated inequalities in occupa-

tional stratification towards the end of the 
fertile period, when these mothers were 
between forty and fifty years old in 2018, 
and whether the mothers’ occupation was 
also influenced by their partner’s occupa-
tion, as shown in previous cross-sectional 
studies (Sánchez-Mira, 2020). To this end, 
we estimated the probability of mothers 
being in different occupations accord-
ing to their type of employment trajectory, 
the occupation of their partner, or whether 
they were a single mother, also controlling 
for place of birth, age at first birth and 
number of children. Mothers with trajecto-
ries characterised by withdrawal from em-
ployment were not included, as they were 
all economically inactive in 2018.

First, regarding the type of employ-
ment trajectory, taking secure employ-
ment as a reference, mothers with “in-
termittent employment” or “uncertain 

FIGURE 3.  Effect of parental leave policies on employment trajectories

Lower secondary or below
Upper secondary or Vocational Training

University (Ref.)
Single mother

Partner: Lower secondary or below
Partner: Upper secondary or Vocational Training

Partner: University (Ref.)

Birth of child: before 1995

Birth of child: from 2007 onwards
Birth of child: 1995-2006

Did not use childcare leave and/or working hours reduction

Had her first child: aged 35 or over 
Three children or more

Two children
One child (Ref.)

Immigrant born in countries <GDP
Economically inactive

In employment and did not use maternity leave
Used maternity leave (Ref.)

Secure employment

Average marginal effect
-0.4 -0.2 0.20

Uncertain employment
Intermittent employment
Withdrawal

Had her first child: aged 25-34
Had her first child: aged 18-24 

Source:  Prepared by the authors based on data from the 2018 Fertility Survey (EF 2018).
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employment” were more likely to be un-
employed or economically inactive (16 % 
or 18 %, respectively) or in an “elemen-
tary occupation” (3 % or 5 %) towards 
the end of their childbearing life. Second, 
the effects of their partner’s job showed 
a remarkable occupational homogamy at 
that stage of the family cycle, because 
having a partner in “elementary occupa-
tions” increased the probability of also be-
ing in an “elementary occupation” (24 %) 
and so on for “people service occupa-
tions” (23 %) or “technical occupations” 
(9 %), all compared to having a partner 
in a “managerial or professional occupa-
tion”. Taking the latter category as a refer-
ence, it was also found that “single moth-
erhood” was more related to “elementary 
occupations” and “people service occu-
pations” (10 % and 9 %), which was in 

line with the increase in single mother-
hood among women with lower educa-
tion levels (Garriga and Cortina, 2017). 
If a woman’s partner was unemployed 
or economically inactive, she was also 
more likely to be unemployed or economi-
cally inactive (12 %), which brings us back 
to the problem of poverty in households 
with minor children (Lanau and Lozano, 
2024). The only exception to this occu-
pational homogamy relationship was ob-
served for couples in “skilled clerical or 
manual occupations”, which correlated 
with the woman being in the same occu-
pation, but also in an “elementary occu-
pation” or in “people service occupations” 
(8 %), which may have compensated for 
the low earnings of mothers in the latter 
occupations. Third, if the mother was born 
in a foreign country with a lower GDP than 

FIGURE 4.  Effect of employment trajectories and partner's occupation on occupation in 2018

Intermittent employment
Uncertain employment

Secure employment
Single mother

Unemployed or inactive
Elementary occupations

People service occupations
Skilled clerical or manual occupations
Technicians or support professionals

Managerial or professional occupations
Immigrant born in countries < GDP

Had her first child: aged 24 or younger
Had her first child: aged 25-34

Had her first child: aged 35 or over (Ref.)
Three children or more

Two children
One child (Ref.)

Average marginal effect
-0.4 -0.2 0.20 0.4

Managerial or professional occupations

Elementary occupations

Skilled clerical or manual occupations

Technicians or support professionals

Unemployed or inactive

People service occupations

Source:  Prepared by the authors based on data from the 2018 Fertility Survey (EF 2018).



80� The Four Employment Trajectories of Mothers in Spain: Differences by Social Class and Use of Parental Leaves 

Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.º 192, October - December 2025, pp. 67-86

Spain, she was more likely to be in an “el-
ementary occupation”, “unemployed” or 
“economically inactive” (7 %) in 2018, re-
gardless of the employment trajectory she 
had followed. Four, the mother having had 
her first child under the age of twenty-five 
was also associated with her being in an 
“elementary occupation”, “unemployed” 
or “economically inactive” (9 %). Finally, 
if the mother had three or more children, 
she was more likely to hold a managerial 
or professional occupation (5 %), which 
shows an alternative pathway to inactiv-
ity in order to have a large family (not in-
cluded in this model).

In summary, in relation to the third hy-
pothesis, a “social scarring effect” was 
observed in mothers with “intermittent 
or uncertain” employment trajectories, in 
the sense that they were more likely to 
be in “elementary occupations”, in “peo-
ple service occupations”, “unemployed” 
or “outside the labour force”. Moreover, 
these mothers, more often than not, had 
partners in “elementary occupations” or 
in “people service occupations” and, to a 
lesser extent, who were “unemployed” or 
“inactive”, or they themselves were single 
mothers. 

Conclusions

This article has analysed the patterns of 
mothers’ employment trajectories in Spain, 
the factors that influenced their employ-
ment relationship during family formation 
and their occupation towards the end of 
their childbearing years. Retrospective data 
from the 2018 Fertility Survey were used to 
look at mothers born between 1968-1978 
when they were between the ages of twenty 
to forty years old. 

The results of the sequence and cluster 
analysis revealed four types of employment 
trajectories. The first group included trajec-
tories with permanent contracts (“secure 

employment”, 45.9 %), the second reflected 
a chain of temporary contracts (“uncertain 
employment”, 20.6 %), the third showed 
trajectories of job insecurity (“intermittent 
employment”, 22 %) and the fourth group 
was characterised by trajectories of perma-
nent withdrawal from employment (“with-
drawal from employment”, 11.5 %).

Among the factors influencing moth-
ers’ employment relationship, educational 
attainment was the strongest predictor of 
employment trajectories. The first hypoth-
esis of the “prevalence of individual re-
sources” was only partially validated, in 
terms of the high predictive capacity of 
their educational attainment on their em-
ployment trajectories. In relation to the first 
hypothesis, mothers without tertiary edu-
cation were significantly less likely to have 
had “secure employment” trajectories than 
their more educated peers, regardless of 
their partners’ educational attainment. By 
contrast, having a partner with lower sec-
ondary education or below did have an in-
fluence compared to having a partner with 
a university degree. The opportunity cost 
therefore outweighed the effect of the need 
for household income (England, 2010). In 
addition, having three or more children, 
becoming a mother at an early age, and 
being an immigrant from a country with a 
lower GDP than Spain predicted trajecto-
ries of withdrawal from employment, re-
gardless of education level. 

The second hypothesis, concerning the 
Matthew Effect of parental policies, was 
fully confirmed: mothers who were in em-
ployment at the time of their first child’s 
birth but did not make use of maternity 
leave, leave of absence or reduced work-
ing hours for childcare were less likely 
to follow secure employment trajecto-
ries. This may indicate a bidirectional re-
lationship, as mothers who experienced 
greater withdrawal from employment likely 
faced more barriers to employment when 
they had their first child, which in turn 
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made it more difficult for them to remain 
in the labour market. This relationship 
was less pronounced among mothers who 
had their first child after the 2007 Equality 
Act was passed, as they benefited from 
improved access to maternity leave and 
from the use of childcare leave or reduced 
working hours, regardless of their educa-
tional attainment. This underlines the role 
of statutory leave—particularly maternity 
leave—in facilitating work-family balance. 
Additionally, the relatively short duration 
of maternity leave in Spain did not appear 
to discourage mothers from returning to 
work (Kunze, 2022).

The third hypothesis was partially cor-
roborated. There was a “social scarring 
effect” for mothers with intermittent or un-
certain employment trajectories as they 
approached the end of their childbearing 
years (between the ages of forty and fifty) 
in 2018, because they were at high risk of 
being unemployed or outside the labour 
force, or of having elementary or people 
service occupations. Similarly, these oc-
cupational categories to which mothers 
belonged were associated with having 
the same occupational categories as their 
partners. An exception to this relation-
ship of occupational homogamy occurred 
when these mothers’ partners were em-
ployed as clerical or skilled manual work-
ers. However, having an unskilled, work-
ing class partner was the determinant 
that most increased the likelihood that the 
mother was also in this class. This may 
indicate that, apart from educational at-
tainment and parental leave policies, the 
couple’s work schedules were very impor-
tant. When they had long or atypical work-
ing hours, they conflicted with children’s 
school times, made work-life balance 
even more difficult and restricted mothers’ 
participation in the labour market. This 
may therefore reinforce the sexual division 
of labour, as Deuflhard (2023) showed for 
the case of Germany. Another important 

finding was the high probability of having 
had intermittent employment trajectories 
for mothers without a partner and of being 
in elementary and people service occupa-
tions in 2018, which made the high risk of 
child poverty in single-mother families un-
derstandable.

It can therefore be concluded that pa-
rental policies and work schedules should 
be modified simultaneously to facilitate 
work-life balance across all social classes 
and family circumstances. On the one 
hand, there is a need to reduce the bar-
riers to parental leave in general, and to 
maternity leave in particular, for certain 
employment situations: self-employment, 
domestic service, precarious jobs that do 
not allow for appropriate social security 
payments, unemployment without con-
tributory benefits and informal jobs. Al-
though the contribution requirements have 
been relaxed, it is still necessary to fur-
ther ease the criteria in order to include 
these types of employment as equivalent 
to being registered with the Social Secu-
rity System, thereby facilitating access to 
maternity leave. On the other hand, there 
is a need to improve ways of synchronis-
ing employment and care times and to 
ensure wages that avoid in-work poverty. 
This would enable a move towards a du-
al-earner-dual-carer model (Gornick and 
Meyers, 2003) between mothers and fa-
thers from different social strata, thus de-
creasing economic and time poverty for 
care.

Finally, this study has certain limita-
tions. The influence of the use of parental 
leave on the type of employment relation-
ship cannot be accurately estimated, since 
its cause, as indicated above, is likely to be 
bidirectional. The 2018 Fertility Survey also 
prevented longitudinal analyses in general 
from being more precise. It did not include 
jobs held for less than one year and did not 
distinguish between part-time and full-time 
employment. Moreover, it only recorded 
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the employment and unemployment sta-
tus in 2018, but failed to capture it system-
atically over the whole observation period. 
Although the dataset included informa-
tion on the number of months mothers had 
taken maternity leave and childcare-related 
leave of absence for each of their children, 
it did not contain data regarding reduced 
working hours for caregiving purposes. It 
also did not make it possible to monitor 
the specific start and end month in which 
mothers had taken parental leave. Hope-
fully, the next Fertility Survey will overcome 
these limitations. Nevertheless, this study 
has provided evidence on the importance 
of paying attention to social class and the 
use of parental leave policies when analys-
ing mothers’ long-term employment rela-
tionships. 
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ANNEX

TABLE 1.  Descriptive data of clusters according to independent variables (%)

Independent variables
Secure 

employment 
relationship

Uncertain 
employment 
relationship

Intermittent 
employment 
relationship

Withdrawal 
from 

employment

N 
Total

Age at birth of first child

Under 25 years old 9.8 22.5 20.7 30.3 640

From 25 to 34 years old 64.0 55.8 61.5 60.8 2,230

35 years old and over 26.2 21.7 17.7 8.9 779

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,649

Mother’s education level

Lower secondary or below 15.2 30.2 35.1 52.5 953

Upper secondary or vocational tra-
ining

38.1 37.0 43.4 37.2 1,379

University 46.7 32.8 21.5 10.3 1212

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,544

Partner’s education level

Lower secondary or below 24.2 32.8 35.9 49.5 1,113

Upper secondary or vocational tra-
ining

34.7 33.0 33.4 28.1 1,180

University 31.0 21.3 14.6 14.5 834

Single mother 10.2 12.9 16.1 7.9 417

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,544

Type of country of birth

Native-born and immigrant born >= 
GDP Spain

94.5 89.4 88.0 87.2 3,232

Immigrants born in countries
 < GDP Spain

5.5 10.6 12.0 12.8 312

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,544

Number of children 

One child 32.7 32.1 31.1 23.4 1,105

Two children 57.3 53.7 56.2 53.0 1,979

Three or more children 10.0 14.1 12.7 23.6 460

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,544

Use of maternity leave for 1st child

Mother in employment and took it 80.5 47.4 42.6 15.8 2,057

Mother in employment and did not 
take it

5.9 12.9 13.7 11.1 341
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Independent variables
Secure 

employment 
relationship

Uncertain 
employment 
relationship

Intermittent 
employment 
relationship

Withdrawal 
from 

employment

N 
Total

Mother did not take it as she was 
not in employment

13.6 39.7 43.7 73.2 1,146

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,544

Use of other statutory leaves 
for 1st child

Used childcare leave of absence or 
reduced working hours

25.2 8.5 7.8 * 545

Did not use childcare leave of abs-
ence or reduced working hours

74.8 91.5 92.2 97.5 2,999

100.0 100.0 100.0 97.5 3,544

Year of birth of first child

Before 1995 7.0 14.8 15.4 21.4 428

1995-2006 52.6 51.6 61.5 63.3 1,969

2007 or later 40.5 33.5 23.1 15.3 1,147

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,544

Mother’s occupation in 2018

Managerial, professional 25.6 19.6 9.7 - 637

Technicians, support professionals 10.6 6.3 6.2 - 267

Clerical, skilled manual 29.1 15.0 15.4 - 704

People services occupations 14.7 14.4 19.9 - 500

Elementary occupations 7.0 12.9 16.1 - 333

Unemployed or inactive 13.1 31.7 32.6 - 697

100.0 100.0 100.0 - 3,138

Partner’s occupation in 2018

Managerial, professional 22.6 16.1 12.3 13.5 583

Technicians, support professionals 10.4 7.8 6.5 4.4 278

Clerical, skilled manual 29.6 25.0 27.6 29.1 880

People services occupations 11.2 10.9 11.9 9.6 355

Elementary occupations 10.4 16.1 14.6 20.2 400

Unemployed or inactive 5.5 11.3 11.0 15.3 257

Single mother 10.2 12.9 16.1 7.9 385

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 3,138

N of clusters 1675 750 804 420 3,649

  % of clusters 45.9 20.6 22 11.5 100

Source:  Prepared by the authors based on data from the 2018 Fertility Survey (EF 2018).

TABLE 1.  Descriptive data of clusters according to independent variables (%) (Continuation)




