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Conceptual and Procedural Problems 
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Abstract: This paper examines some problems which reduce the usefulness of Irish labour statistics as 
measures of women's, particularly married women's, labour activities. These problems arise both at a 
conceptual level — principally in connection with the definition of the concept of economic activity — 
and at an operational level in the procedural bases of Census of Population and Labour Force Survey 
statistics. An examination of data on the female labour supply from these and other sources since the 
1920s shows that their meaning is often ambiguous, particularly up until the last two decades or so, 
and that in general they provide only partial coverage of women's role in the labour force. As a result 
much of our conventional understanding of female labour supply trends may need to be revised. The 
paper concludes by summarising what can and cannot be said from available statistics in this area and 
what precautions should be taken in using them in the future. 

I I N T R O D U C T I O N 

S tandard measures o f the labour supply are usually interpreted to show a-
steady rise in the labour force part icipat ion rate of married women during 

the advance in industrialisation in western countries, especially in the years 
since World War I I . I n Ireland, the rise is normally thought to have occurred 
only since the 1960s (Conniffe and Kennedy, 1984), this relative lateness 
being seen as an understandable concommitant of the general lateness and 
slowness of Irish socio-economic development up to that po in t . The Irish 
experience, therefore, despite its slow start i n this area, can be interpreted as 
confirming the rule that increased labour force participation rates among 
married women is a characteristic o f societies at relatively advanced levels of 
economic development. 

However, there are alternatives to this usual interpretation of the l ink 
between economic development and rising labour force rates among married 
women. Durand (1975) suggests that the trend in married women's labour 
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force rates during industrialisation is U-shaped rather than a steadily rising 
slope — those rates first decline w i t h the shrinkage of household-based eco
nomic activity during early industrialisation and only subsequently begin to 
rise when market employment expands beyond a certain point . Goldin's 
(1986) analysis of the female labour force in the US since 1880 gives some 
support to Durand's view, largely on the basis o f a substantial upward revision 
of the census estimates of the female labour force for the earlier part of this 
period. Boserup (1970), among others, has shown that women make up a large 
part of the work-force of less developed countries, particularly in rural areas, 
sometimes to the point where, in a certain sense, the labour force participation 
rate of women in those countries exceeds that of men. 

Thus we have a conflict , in broad terms, between a rising-slope interpreta
t ion and a U-curve interpretation (or some variant thereof) of the long-term 
trend in married women's labour force rates. This conflict arises f rom dif
ferences of interpretation of the statistical data by which those rates are 
measured, suggesting that those data are anything but clearcut and unambigu
ous in their meaning. Difficulties of interpretation arise from conceptual dis
agreements about what the female labour force means and f rom procedural 
difficulties i n measuring i t (see, e.g., Smuts, 1960; Boserup, 1970; Anker, 
1983; Tomoda, 1985; Gold in , 1986). The present paper is concerned w i t h 
highlighting these difficulties and w i t h examining in the Ir ish case how they 
are reflected in what emerges as a rather confusing and contradictory picture 
of female labour force trends revealed by statistics in Ireland since the 1920s. 
I t suggests that, on the basis o f those statistics, one could argue for an upward 
trend, a downward trend or some combination of the two (in the form of 
Durand's U-curve, for example) i n married women's labour force rates, depend
ing part ly on which labour force concepts and measurement procedures one 
draws upon for evidence and part ly upon how one resolves the conflicts of 
evidence that occur w i t h i n the data. The paper prefaces its examination of 
this issue by reviewing an important conceptual dif f icul ty underlying labour 
force statistics — that contained in the defini t ion of economic activity — and 
by examining some important operational features of Irish labour supply 
measurement. I t then examines the statistics themselves and concludes by 
suggesting what we can and cannot draw from those statistics and what pre
cautions are necessary bo th in producing and using them in the future. 

I I THE CONCEPT OF "ECONOMIC A C T I V I T Y " 

Labour force measurement involves counting the number of persons engaged 
in economic act ivi ty, so that the conceptual foundation of labour force statis-



tics is the dis t inct ion between "economic" and "non-economic" act ivi ty. 
This dist inct ion is d i f f icul t to define in a consistent and analytically useful 
way and much misinterpretation o f these statistics arises from a failure to 
keep these basic definit ional difficulties in mind . 

The concept of economic activity as used in labour supply measurement 
acquires its meaning from the equivalent concept in national accounts prac
tices. In national accounts practices, economic activi ty is defined in broad 
terms by reference to a four-fold classification of productive activity which 
draws distinctions, first, between the product ion of goods and the product ion 
of services, and second, between product ion for the market and product ion 
for own-use ( U N , 1968; Eurostat, 1979; Rao and Mehran, 1984; Dupre et al, 
198?). The resulting classification can be set out in simple form as follows: 

Market Production for 
product ion own-consumption 

Goods A B 

Services C D 

By convention, economic activity is defined as the amalgam o f cells A , B 
and C in this diagram. Two o f these cells (A and C) are in the market sector 
and together are coterminous w i t h the market or money economy — the pro
duct ion of goods and services for dis t r ibut ion outside the household in the 
market or through non-market mechanisms such as public services financed 
by government. The th i rd (cell B) , while also "economic", is in the non-market 
or non-money sector. I t consists of what is often called subsistence product ion 
— the product ion o f goods such as agricultural produce, fuel and clothing for 
o w n use, normally w i t h i n the household economy (see Dupre et al. 1987 for 
a detailed account of this fo rm of product ion) . Thus, "economic ac t iv i ty" is 
defined as all market activity plus any goods product ion which occurs in the 
non-market sector. The four th cell in the diagram, cell D , while recognised 
as a form o f productive act ivi ty, is defined as non-economic. I t is similar to 
cell B in that i t belongs to the non-market sector. But i t differs in that services 

1. Economic activity includes both work and unemployment but the present paper concentrates on 
work and largely bypasses the questions surrounding the concept and measurement of unemployment. 
This is so partly because of the complexity of these topics, which would demand a paper in their own 
right, and partly because the main issues have been dealt with extensively by others (see esp. Central 
Statistics Office, 1979; Garside, 1980; I L O , 1982;Garvey, 1988). 



rather than goods are the focus of product ion, thus making the dis t inct ion 
between goods and services an important part of the dist inct ion between 
economic and non-economic activity. Cell D is largely coterminous w i t h what 
is usually called housework and its exclusion from the defini t ion of economic 
activity is a wel l -known feature o f conventional economic measurement. 

Many aspects of this def ini t ion have been commented on before but here 
we wish to draw at tention to the dist inction between goods and services pro
duct ion in the non-market sector which , alongside the dist inct ion between the 
market and the non-market, provides a substantial but little-noted part of 
the boundary around economic act ivi ty. I n practice, non-market product ion 
of goods can sometimes occupy a large place in economic activity as nor
mally defined. I n Ireland, for example, food and fuel produced for own use 
accounted for 33 per cent of agricultural income as measured in the first 
official national income estimates in the late 1930s (this rose to over 40 per 
cent during the war years and declined to 8 per cent by 1980 — National 
Income and Expenditure 1938-44, 1980). We can assume that measures o f 
the farm labour supply over this period included parallel c uantities of labour 
deployed on the non-market side and i t is an open question how much of that 
labour supply was oriented to market product ion in any real sense. 

I t is obvious w h y the defini t ion o f economic activity extends beyond a 
pure focus on the market: the market economy has shifting boundaries and 
certain areas o f product ion may occur just as wel l outside as inside those 
boundaries or may transfer over time f rom one side of the boundaries to the 
other ( U N , 1968; Dupre et al., 1987). I n situations where non-market pro
duct ion is extensive (as for example in the case o f agriculture in Ireland in the 
years just mentioned) i t is clear that the purpose and usefulness of measure
ment wou ld be reduced i f such product ion were overlooked. The main l imi 
tations would be t w o f o l d . First, people wou ld be made to seem poorer than 
they really are i f such important sources of material well-being were left ou t 
(i.e., measures of the "base" level o f output wou ld be understated). Secondly, 
i t would not be possible to distinguish between commercialisation o f pro
duct ion and growth in product ion i f measurement looked only at the market 
and neglected the possibility that the market might expand through a transfer 
of product ion from the non-market side as wel l as from absolute growth 
(i.e., measures of the trend of output over time wou ld be distorted since the 
scope o f those measures wou ld expand and contract w i t h expansions and 
contractions in the market rather than w i t h shifts in the underlying level of 
ou tpu t ) . Since national accounts estimates of output and income are more 
often relied upon as measures o f trends over time than a;s measures of base 
levels at any given t ime, the second defect wou ld be the more important of 
the t w o . 



Because o f the way economic activity is defined, however, the concern to 
avoid either defect is not adopted in the case o f services product ion. I n services, 
economic activity is defined as coterminous w i t h the market and functionally 
equivalent activities outside the market are excluded from measurement (this 
feature o f the concept is set out most expl ic i t ly in Eurostat, 1979). As a 
result, in the measurement o f services not only is the base level of ou tput 
understated since a major fo rm o f product ion is omit ted from the calculation 
(according to Goldschmidt-Clermont's (1982) review, almost 100 estimates 
of the economic value of unpaid housework consistently valued such activity 
w i t h i n the range 25 to 40 per cent o f GDP; see also Hawrylyshyn, 1976, 
1977;Gronau, 1977). I n addit ion, the abi l i ty to differentiate between changes 
in the market structure of product ion and changes in the overall level o f pro
duct ion in the services sector is lost since no account is taken o f the possible 
movements of service activities into or out of the market — i.e., measures of 
the trends in output over time are distorted. 

As already suggested, the second of these two l imitat ions is the more 
important . What i t means in practice can be illustrated in the Irish case by 
looking at some of the changes in the market structure of household services 
which have occurred over t ime. Up to the end of the nineteenth century cen
suses o f popula t ion in Ireland counted in excess of 250,000 female domestic 
servants among the "occupied" populat ion. By 1936, the number of female 
servants recorded in the census had dropped to 85,000 but this was still the 
largest single occupational group among women, i t accounted for 25 per cent 
of women recorded at work and in the 1938 National Income and Expenditure 
Accounts, i t gave rise to an estimated 2.4 per cent o f national income. Since 
then, paid domestic service of the type prevalent in the 1930s (i.e., largely in 
the fo rm o f residential service in private households) has declined steadily 
(though as recently as 1961 , women in private domestic service numbered 
over 25,000 or 9.1 per cent of women at work ; the occupational classifications 
used in the censuses since then do not distinguish between private and insti
tu t ional domestic service so we cannot say what the equivalent measure now 
would be, but common knowledge would suggest that full- t ime domestic 
servants have become a rare feature in Irish homes). I t seems unl ikely, how
ever, that the service output formerly produced by domestic servants has 
disappeared. Some o f i t may have transferred to other market areas, such as 
paid child-minding and home-cleaning services, laundry services, convenience 
food and fast-food services, etc. Most of i t , though, has probably shifted into 
the non-market sphere o f women's unpaid work in the home. This shift may 
have been accompanied by an increase in product ivi ty in unpaid housework 
which enabled levels of household service output to be preserved, or perhaps 
even increased, i n spite of the loss of paid domestic service. However, as these 



activities disappeared from measurement, questions about losses and gains 
in output in this area are among the many issues which the l imitations in 
measurement make i t di f f icul t to resolve. 2 

Thus, economic measures o f services product ion understate the base level 
o f output at any given time and, more seriously, because they lack the capacity 
to distinguish between changes in the market structure of product ion and 
changes in the tota l level o f product ion, they are liable to misrepresent trends 
in output over t ime. Because o f their focus on the market, they have a narrower 
scope than statistics on goods product ion: they separate activities w i t h i n the 
market from their functional equivalents outside i t , while statistics on goods 
product ion recognise and measure an entire functional field even though that 
involves downplaying the importance attached to market boundaries. Since 
this difference takes the fo rm of a dist inction between a largely female form 
of work and all other work , we could go further and say that economic 
measures of women's work have a different meaning than economic measures 
of men's work . 

This is not to say that either one of these measures is absolutely the correct 
one to use as a basis for labour force measurement. Rather, each can have its 
place. The principle o f functional equivalence, as used in measurement of 
goods product ion to take the entire field in to account, can be useful for some 
analytical purposes, while the pure focus on the market as used in the measure
ment of services could be useful for different analytical purposes, even though 
i t splits single functional unities in two . But i t is misleading to conflate these 
two types o f measures under a single rubric, as i f they referred to the same 
thing. This poin t is rarely highlighted in reporting labour force statistics and 
rarely appreciated by those who use those statistics. I t is not uncommon, in 
fact, for users to assume that economic statistics relate to activity solely in 
the market economy, an assumption which is more nearly true of women than 
of men though i t is usually not entirely accurate even for women. We shall 
at tempt below, in the case of Irish statistics, to work out what a more accurate 
approach might be, but first we w i l l look at some procedural aspects of labour 
supply measurement which further complicate the definit ional difficulties 
we have just noted. 

2. Different explanations have been given as to why the limitations exist: some commentators see 
them as the result of sexist bias against women's work, since unpaid housewark is the main form of 
services production counted as non-economic, while the traditional explanation is that technical diffi
culties in placing a money value on non-market services accounts for the exclusion of such activity 
from measurement. The technical difficulties are no doubt real, although they seem no greater than 
those encountered — and circumvented — in other areas. Perhaps the real difficulty, though, is a per
ceived lack of analytical usefulness in economic statistics with such comprehensive coverage — as Leber-
gott (1964, p. 72) puts it, what use would a labour force measure be that reached to nearly 100 per 
cent of the adult population and remained invariant with the business cycle and with massive changes 
in the level of economic activity. 



I I I M E A S U R E M E N T PROCEDURES 

The preceding section has concentrated on what we might call the first-
order problem in female labour supply measurement, that is, the boundary 
problem that arises f rom the concept of economic act ivi ty. The second-order 
problem arises f rom the operational procedures bui l t upon this basic concept, 
that is, the working categorisations constructed for use in aggregate measures 
of the labour supply. I n dealing w i t h this second-order problem, we shall sus
pend our concerns w i t h the first-order problem for the moment and take the 
concept o f economic activity as given. We shall focus on the question o f how 
conventional definitions have been fol lowed through in the major measure
ment procedures, before returning in the fol lowing section to the question 
of how operational problems and conceptual problems combine together to 
shape statistics on the female labour supply in Ireland. 

Two principal procedures, which we w i l l refer to here as the "pr incipal 
economic status" (PES) procedure and the "labour force" procedure, have 
been used to measure economic activity i n Ireland, and these are our main 
concern at present. There are a number of less widely used devices for measur
ing employment levels i n vario'us'economic sectors and in certain administrative 
contexts. These w i l l be referred to briefly also, though as subsidiary sources 
of informat ion rather than as a main focus of the discussion, and there w i l l 
be no at tempt to review the entire field o f measures that have been used for 
this area in Ireland. 

The PES Procedure 
Of the two main approaches to labour supply measurement, the PES 

approach is the better established in Ireland. This approach evolved f rom clas
sifications of occupations devised for use in Censuses of Population in Br i ta in , 
the Uni ted States and other countries in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. These classifications were in i t ia l ly used to categorise each adult 
according to his or her principal occupation (or "chief business in l i f e " , as 
the Irish Census Commissioners put i t i n 1841). I n the Brit ish system in the 
early part of the present century, the classifications were structured so that 
certain occupations (such as housewife, student, retired person) were grouped 
together as "non-gainful" while the remainder were grouped together as 
"gainful" . The latter group then became the main focus of occupational and 
labour supply analysis. Among the "gainfully occupied", bo th those "at 
w o r k " and those "out of w o r k " (that is, the "unemployed") were taken into 
account. Using these groupings, each adult was first classified according to 
"pr incipal economic status" (at w o r k , unemployed, engaged in home duties, 
student, retired) and those w i t h a "ga infu l" status (work or unemployment) 
were considered to be economically active. (Some o f the terms used here have 



emerged only in relatively recent refinements of the PES approach but the 
basic ideas have remained unchanged from the early part of the present century. 

A major feature of this approach is that i t places individuals on one or other 
side of the "active" divide according to principal status. I t thus discounts the 
economic cont r ibut ion of those principally located in a non-gainful status who 
might also be active in a gainful occupation as a secondary activity. Even in 
the nineteenth century, it was recognised that this feature led to an under
statement of the economic roles of married women because of the widespread 
convention which held that " w i f e " or "housewife" was the principal occupa
t ion in life for married women, even while i t was obvious that many wives 
had a dual status in that they took part also in a great range of occupations 
outside of housework. A related feature of the approach is that, in a strict 
sense, i t focuses on status rather than on activity. I t does not set out w i t h an 
attempt to measure behaviour in relation to work and unemployment but 
starts rather w i t h respondents' perceptions of their principal economic status. 
I n many cases, status and behaviour are so closely connected as to be deducible 
f rom each other and in these cases a status measure can validly be taken as 
an indicator of behaviour. I n other situations, however, respondents' reports 
of their statuses may reflect judgements about which status has the higher 
social ranking rather than which is behaviourally the more prominent in the 
day-to-day activi ty of the individual concerned. Such judgements can differ 
particularly between men and women since a man's status is t radi t ional ly 
assessed by the j ob he holds, even i f the job is a part-time or tenuous one, 
whereas a woman's, at least un t i l recent years, has been assessed largely by 
her posi t ion in the home. Thus subjective elements enter in to these measures 
of economic status and reduce their value as indicators of actual behaviour. 

At tempts to come to terms w i t h dual statuses and dual activities among 
married women regularly exercised the minds of those who gathered systematic 
occupational data in the second half of the nineteenth century (see, e.g., the 
discussion i n Census of Population of Ireland 1871, General Report, pp. 63-71). 
I n general, census classifications attempted to stick to the "principal occupa
t i o n " cri ter ion while at the same time sometimes attempting to make good 
the distortions which that cri terion led to as far as wives v/ere concerned. The 
result was that there were frequent shifts and uncertainties in how married 
women were treated in occupational classifications. I n 1871, the Irish Census 
Commissioners were directed to adopt the English system of occupational 
classification which , among other things, classified all married women as 
wives, irrespective of their stated occupations in the census returns. For 
that Census, as a mark o f dissatisfaction w i t h the system they had been directed 
to adopt, the Irish Commissioners published two sets of occupation tables for 
women, one fol lowing the English system which classified all married women 



as "wives", an "occupat ion" in the "domestic class", and the other fol lowing 
the Irish Commissioners' o w n preference which resulted in 46 per cent o f 
wives being classified in occupations other than wife (Census of Population 
of Ireland 1871 , General Report, pp. 63-81, 224-226; see also Bellamy, 1978). 
I n the Uni ted States over the period 1870 to 1930, the treatment of wives' 
occupations varied f rom one decennial census to the next, though the nature 
of the variation was uncertain, so that there has been some controversy since 
as to what the reported data on wives 'employment mean (Jaffe, 1956; Smuts, 
1960; Lebergott, 1964; Gold in , 1986). 

I n the Ir ish Census o f Population o f 1926, fo l lowing a revision o f the Brit ish 
approach, the census authorities settled on a procedure for measuring the 
"gainfully occupied" which in general outl ine sti l l predominates in Ir ish labour 
statistics. I t affirmed the prime interest of the census in principal economic 
status but i t was left to householders completing the census returns to decide 
what each household member's PES was. Thus the census fo rm gave no guide
lines on how the key status categories should be understood but left i t to 
those f i l l ing in the form to interpret those categories according to their o w n 
understanding of the matter. This approach did not so much solve the measure
ment problem posed by women's dual roles as gloss over the fact that such a 
problem existed. As a result, in the case o f women, and especially married 
women, subsequent PES classifications can be l inked to the behavioural cate
gories of work and unemployment only w i t h some uncertainty and there is 
an inbui l t tendency for classifications to understate the role of women in the 
labour supply. Such understatement is most l ikely to occur among married 
women in areas such as unpaid work contr ibuted to family farms, shops and 
other family businesses, part-time paid work outside the family economy in 
manufacturing or service areas, and unemployment , areas which we shall 
examine further below. 

The "Labour Force"Approach 
I t was largely in response to the deficiencies of the PES approach to labour 

supply measurement that the alternative "labour force" approach was devised. 
This approach evolved in the Uni ted States in the 1930s and was first used in 
a large-scale measure in the US Census of Population of 1940, previous US 
censuses having relied on PES data to provide the main body of informat ion 
on employment and unemployment trends. During the depression of the 1930s, 
these data had been found wanting in reflecting the key changes in the labour 
supply, part ly because they were not collected frequently enough, but more 
impor tan t ly because they were conceptually and methodologically unsuited 
to the task (Hauser, 1949, Smuts, 1960). 

The labour force approach departed f rom the PES approach mainly by 



starting out w i t h a focus on behaviour rather than on subjectively perceived 
status. Its main concern was to establish how many people were economically 
active (i.e., at work or unemployed) in a specific reference period. The week 
immediately prior to measurement was the usual reference period to which 
measurement was applied, though more recently the job-seeking activities 
which are taken to be among the defining characteristics of unemployment 
are more often l inked to a four-week time period ( I L O , 1982). The focus on 
relatively short reference periods made measurement more: precise and enabled 
a quick succession o f measures, such as the month ly labour force surveys con
ducted in the US after 1940, to identify seasonal fluctuations in the labour 
supply. Among those w i t h roles bo th inside and outside the measured labour 
supply, the labour force approach accorded pr io r i ty to activities w i t h i n the 
labour supply, irrespective of the pr io r i ty these activities occupied in the minds 
of those who carried them out , so that a more complete coverage of all forms 
of labour supply activity was aimed at. Thus the contr ibut ion of women in 
the home through secondary activities such as unpaid work in family enter
prises or part-time paid work was expl ic i t ly sought out as a component of 
the overall labour supply. 

Tests of the operational effectiveness of the labour force approach during 
the early 1940s in the Uni ted States showed that, while i t expanded and 
refined the coverage of labour supply statistics, i t did not immediately pro
duce an adequate coverage of "secondary" workers (i.e., those economically 
active in a secondary capacity to their main activity in a non-economic 
area), in spite of the deliberate concern of the approach w i t h that issue. The 
main problems occurred w i t h women who worked as unpaid family workers, 
particularly in family farms. Assessments o f returns from the monthly labour 
force surveys showed that, in dealing w i t h such women, enumerators tended 
to short-cut the sequence o f labour force questions and to ascribe to them a 
"main status" in home duties (or otherwise outside the labour force) at the 
beginning of questioning, w i t h o u t investigating actus.l working patterns 
(Hauser, 1949). Various devices were introduced into survey procedures to 
overcome this tendency, but labour force data in this area remained sensitive 
to relatively minor procedural changes and to variations in the approaches 
informally adopted by enumerators. Problems of consistency and complete
ness in operationalising labour force measures persisted as an aspect of this 
approach, though such problems became less significant in economies (such 
as that of the US) where the actual incidence of female "secondary" workers 
in family enterprises declined. 

The labour force approach became the standard means for labour supply 
measurement in the US after 1940. I t also formed the basis for international 
standards on labour supply measurement issued by the I L O in 1954. I n 1982, 



the Thir teenth International Conference o f Labour Statisticians produced an 
extensive revision and refinement of these standards ( I L O , 1982) and these 
now form the principal international reference on this approach. I t is w o r t h 
noting that the 1982 I L O standards place particular emphasis on achieving a 
complete coverage o f female employment , including various forms o f unpaid 
commercial work and unpaid product ion for o w n consumption. They also 
recommend reviews of measurement procedures to detect and eliminate biased 
coverage of men and women. Some commentators have criticised the I L O 
standards for failing to define more completely what a complete coverage of 
female employment should mean (Anker, 1983; Tomoda, 1985) and Dupre 
et al., (1987) show how differences in the way those standards are operation-
alised can have substantial consequences for measurement coverage. Never
theless, the status of ILO-type labour force measures as the most widely 
accepted international standard is unchallenged. 

However, in Ireland, despite international standards, PES data continue to 
be more widely used than labour force data in labour supply analyses. The 
PES approach has been used in all Censuses o f Population since 1926 and has 
also been used in the Labour Force Surveys init iated in Ireland in 1975 (these 
were carried out biennially f rom 1975 to 1983, excluding the Census year 
1981, and have become annual since then). Thus PES data have the advantage 
of long-term cont inui ty and this seems to be a strong attraction for users. The 
Labour Force Surveys also use a variant of the labour force approach proper, 
so that those surveys produce bo th PES and labour force data at the same 
t ime. However, as the labour force series began only in 1975, and as its con
ceptual and procedural basis was revised in the light of I L O standards in 1983 
and thus lacks cont inui ty even since 1975, its acceptance among users is st i l l 
l imi ted . I n fact, the reports so far published f rom the Labour Force Surveys 
by the CSO have dealt w i t h the PES data only (these have been sub-titled 
"Firs t Reports"; the "Second Reports", which were intended to include 
accounts of the "labour force", have not yet appeared, though Eurostat pub
lications on the labour force at Communi ty level have made use of labour 
force data f rom this source). The fact that labour force data are the lesser 
used of the two main sources o f labour statistics i n Ireland is obscured by the 
widespread custom of referring to PES data as "labour force" data, even 
though the conceptual and procedural differences between the two mean that 
they are significantly different types of informat ion. 

I V L A B O U R SUPPLY STATISTICS I N I R E L A N D 

I n turning to an assessment of the statistics on the female labour supply in 
Ireland, then, there are two main problems to be taken into account. The first 
is the peculiarity of the concept of economic act ivi ty and the way this peculi-



arity affects the meaning of statistics on women's work . The second is the 
problem o f measurement procedures from which the statistics are derived, 
particularly the PES procedure where the main issue is the treatment o f second
ary occupations among women principally engaged in housework. Some atten
t ion must be given also to "labour force" data f rom the Labour Force Surveys 
since the effectiveness o f this approach in producing the type of measure 
which i t sets as its objective needs to be assessed. I n practice, these problems 
inter twine i n a complex way i n shaping statistics on women's work . As a result 
i t becomes dif f icul t to disentangle a satisfactory way in which those statistics 
might be interpreted and here we can only state rather than solve the problems 
which arise. 

Let us first look at the picture of the female labour supply which is pre
sented by PES data f rom 1926 to 1985 (Table 1), the k ind of picture which 
has predominated in labour supply analyses in Ireland to date (Conniffe and 
Kennedy, 1984, Blackwell , 1986). These data suggest that women's overall 
part icipation in gainful occupations remained fairly stable over the whole 
period at around 30 per cent. Wi th in that overall pattern, married women's 
part ic ipat ion remained low and static at around 5 per c:nt f rom the 1920s 
to the 1960s, during the 1960s it began to rise and during the 1970s the pace 
of increase intensified so that by 1985, married women's participation rate 
reached just over 20 per cent. I t is this trend in married women's part icipation 
in gainful occupations — the in i t ia l lowness and the sharp increase in the last 
t w o decades — that has attracted particular attention in recent analyses of 
overall labour supply trends. 

Table 1: Women "Gainfully Occupied" in Ireland 1926-85 (PES Data) 

Married Women All Women 

N % of All N % of All 
Gainfully Occupied Married Women Gainfully Occupied Women 

1926 23,741 5.7 341 ,082 30.3 
1936 23,775 5.6 348 ,334 32.5 
1946 22,609 5.0 334 ,862 31.0 
1951 22,045 4.7 324 ,848 30.6 
1961 24 ,288 5.2 286 ,579 28.6 
1971 39 ,214 7.3 287,857 27.2 
1981 108,417 16.7 358,627 29.7 
1985 141 ,100 20.4 383 ,800 30.5 

Sources: 1926-81: Censuses of Population; 1985: 1985 L a b o u r Force Survey. 
Note: Data for 1926 relate to the population aged 12 years and over, for 1936-71 to 

the population aged 14 years and over, for 1981-85 to t i e population aged 15 
years and over. 



However, on a closer look the pattern for single as wel l as married women 
loses much of its surface clari ty, particularly as we go back to the 1960s and 
earlier. The main reason is that i n dealing w i t h the household-based subsistence-
type economic activities which prevailed in Ireland in the earlier period, i t is 
di f f icul t to apply the distinctions impl ic i t i n the concept of economic activi ty 
to the reality of women's lives in a meaningful and consistent way. This can 
be seen when we look at the k i n d of occupations which predominated in the 
recorded female labour supply in 1926 and when we compare these w i t h the 
occupational patterns which prevailed in 1961 and 1981 (Table 2) . I n 1926, 

Table 2: Principal Female Occupations in the Censuse s of Population, 1926,1961 and 1981 

Single Married Widowed Total 
Total as % of Single 

Women at Work 

1926 

Domest ic servants 81 ,032 2,695 3,820 87,553 26.6 
Farmers ' relatives assisting 68,277 2,461 1,036 71,774 21.8 
Farmers 7,307 4 ,084 37,097 48 ,488 14.7 
Shop assistants 16,646 561 175 17,382 5.2 

Totals 173,262 9,801 42 ,128 225,197 68.4 

1961 

Clerks 29,761 1,087 1,063 31,911 11.4 
Farmers 5 ,872 2,667 20 ,599 29,138 10.5 
Maids, cooks — private 

domestic service 23 ,575 967 818 25,360 9.1 
Shop assistants 23 ,332 1,002 336 24,670 8.9 
Typis t s 13,646 547 180 14,373 5.1 
Nuns 13,370 14 8 13,392 4.8 
Farmers ' relatives assisting 11,453 650 300 12,403 4.5 

Totals 121,009 6,934 23 ,304 151,247 54.3 

1981 

Clerks 55 ,742 18,011 1,237 74,990 20.9 
Shop assistants and 

barmaids 22,897 7,665 692 31 ,254 8.7 
Nurses 16,922 9,445 571 26 ,938 7.5 
Teachers 10,098 13,350 467 23,915 6.7 

Totals 105,659 48,471 2,967 157,097 43.8 

Source: Censuses of Population 1926, 1961, 1981. 



63 per cent of women recorded at work were in three occupations — farm 
owner-operators (mainly widows) , unpaid family workers on family farms 
(mainly single women) and domestic servants (mainly single women) . Each of 
these occupations was tied in one way or another to the household economy 
and occurred alongside home duties in such a way that they are di f f icul t to 
separate f rom home duties either by funct ion or location. 

I n family farms, for example, it is uncertain what real and consistent dif
ferences existed between the roles of women who were recorded as assisting 
relatives and those who were recorded as i n home duties, given that the bound
ary between housework and farmwork was blurred and that i t is dif f icul t to 
know how this boundary was understood either by respondents or enumerators 
in the census of that t ime. (We must remember that in 1926 almost one in 
four women recorded in home duties was single so that marital status was 
not the key distinguishing feature of women recorded in that category.) 
Ethnographic evidence suggests that there may have been a broadly understood 
popular dis t inct ion between men's work and women's work in farm families, 
but this is a different matter f rom the technical dist inct ion between economic 
and non-economic activities. (As an example o f the artificial distinctions which 
technical definitions involved in this area, we might note that Irish national 
accounts definitions introduced in the 1930s considered the making of butter 
for o w n use as an economic activity while the making of bread for own use 
was considered non-economic.) 

Domestic servants received wages for their labour and this distinguished 
them f rom unpaid family houseworkers, but from the viewpoint of the k ind 
of work done the overlap between the two is obvious. I n 1926, 75 per cent 
of the single female domestic servants lived in and received much of their 
wages i n k ind in the form of board and keep (Census of Population 1926, 
National Income and Expenditure 1938-44). I n some households, especially 
in farm households, servants often were engaged to substitute for family 
labour that was absent through emigration or non-marriage and many servants 
enjoyed a quasi-familial posit ion w i t h i n the household (Breen, 1983; for early 
industrial Europe as a whole, cf Medick's (1976) reference to servants as 
"substitute chi ldren") . I n these circumstances, there may have been a social 
status difference between servant and housewife but economically the two 
roles were parallel. Indeed, the roles of servant and housewife wou ld seem to 
have had as much in common, bo th socially and economically, as had the 
roles of farmer and farm labourer i n the male sphere. However, for measure
ment purposes, the former were placed on opposing sides of the divide between 
economic and non-economic activity while the latter were treated as two 
occupations w i t h i n a single functional type of economic action. 

I n these circumstances, therefore, the measurement dist inction between 



women's gainful and non-gainful occupations has an uncertain meaning, though 
we can say that i t differs f rom the corresponding dist inct ion among men. We 
get l i t t l e f i rm knowledge about real patterns in women's behaviour f rom statis
tics which tell us that a given percentage was "at w o r k " while another per
centage was engaged in home duties, given that for many women " w o r k " and 
home duties were closely connected, functionally interchangeable and some
times indistinguishable parts of a single whole. For the minor i ty of women 
who worked in factories and offices away f rom the household, " w o r k " as a 
measurement concept has a more obvious i f still logically questionable mean
ing. But for the majori ty, the household, i n the very broad sense of that term, 
was the main locus of act ivi ty , w i t h a clear functional un i ty underlying the 
various roles. Labour supply statistics which attempted to pick out those "at 
w o r k " from w i t h i n that reality did so by imposing an ill-defined d ichotomy 
on underlying continuities of action. 

Look ing at the data for 1961 in Table 2, we can see that measured and un
measured female work became more distinguishable as the market economy 
developed. By 1961, a greater propor t ion o f women "at w o r k " were in jobs 
outside the household, especially in clerical and retail work , and they were 
dispersed over a wider range of occupations. Nevertheless, household-based 
activi ty such as family farming and private domestic service sti l l accounted 
for almost 25 per cent o f women's recorded occupations so that this period 
is transitional in the separation o f measured female labour f rom the house
hold . To the extent that the measured female labour supply still included bo th 
types, the ambiguity in the meaning of the statistics and in the distinctions 
that underlie them remains. 

By 1981, the transition to a non-household occupational structure in the 
measured female labour supply was wel l advanced. The major female occupa
tions were in clerical and service w o r k (other than private domestic service) 
and in the professions such as teaching and nursing, all clearly distinct, i n 
location at least, from work in the household. For 1981 , i n other words, the 
conceptual dis t inct ion between economic and non-economic act ivi ty among 
women had come to approximate to the locational dis t inct ion between work 
ouside the home and work inside the home and so had gained a less ambiguous 
referent in the real w o r l d . This locational dist inct ion does not necessarily 
imp ly an equally clear funct ional dis t inct ion: many gainful occupations among 
women in the 1980s (in catering services, for example, or even in child-
nurturing occupations such as teaching) carry clear echoes o f "home duties" 
and are complementary to women's tradit ional work in the home. Thus some 
degree of functional un i ty continues to underlie the surface distinctions even 
in the statistics of the 1980s. 

By and large the 1981 statistics, however, measure the extent to which 



women went out to work , that is, the extent to which they regularly left their 
homes to go to an outside j o b . This contrasts completely w i t h the situation 
for 1926, where the statistics for the most part tr ied to measure women's 
work w i t h i n the household economy, w i t h no very consistent not ion of the 
difference between jobs and non-jobs w i t h i n this sphere. For female labour in 
1926, i n other words, the dist inct ion between gainful and non-gainful occupa
tions lacks a clear meaning and as a consequence so too must the statistics 
based on that dis t inct ion. This suggests that the existing estimate for 1926 
of the female part icipat ion rate i n gainful occupations could well be doubled 
or halved wi thou t doing any great disservice to reality since that estimate is 
such an uncertain reflection of reality i n the first place. A similar problem, 
though on a lesser scale, is present in the statistics for 1961 . Here the main 
coverage is of work in the non-household sphere but sti l l one in four of the 
jobs occur w i t h i n farming and domestic service, the same household-based 
occupational areas which had dominated the field of women's work in 1926. 
Up u n t i l the 1960s at least, therefore, the conceptual basis of the statistics 
on women's work is misleading, i n that i t creates an impression of a clear dis
t inc t ion between the spheres of work and non-work in women's lives which 
was not echoed in the realities of the t ime. For this period, it is diff icul t to 
know what exactly the statistics refer to and i t is not clear i f the series which 
they fo rm cover any continuous segment of women's activi ty. Even in the 
1980s, although the conceptual uncertainties are eased because of the decline 
in those household-based occupations which caused the earlier ambiguity, the 
logical substainability of the boundary around " w o r k " remains questionable. 

These difficulties w i t h the data suggest that one would require a nuanced 
and flexible means of measuring economic activity to cope w i t h boundary 
(or lack o f i t ) between women's household and non-household occupational 
roles, as wel l as w i t h the changing balance between the two in the various stages 
of transition from a household to a non-household economy. The difficulties 
are less severe as household-based economic activity declines in importance, 
as it has done in Ireland in the last two decades or so, even though signifi
cant measurement problems remain. Given the conceptual l imitations of the 
measurement approach actually used in earlier decades, i t is only in the crudest 
way, i f at all , that the statistics based upon them can be said to produce a 
consistent and logically well-founded data series. Such consistency might be 
achieved i f either non-household occupations only were taken into account 
or i f all occupations were taken into account, whether household or not , 
market-oriented or not . As i t stands, measurement operates indecisively 
between these two options, w i t h consequent shifts and uncertainties in the 
meaning o f the data which emerge from i t . 



Dual Roles 
The second problem we must consider is that posed by the duali ty of roles 

among women — especially married women — who are active on both sides 
of the boundary between economic and non-economic act ivi ty . As already 
mentioned, this problem is paradoxical in that i t is significant only to the 
extent that the first problem is resolved: i t matters l i t t l e how we handle this 
apparent straddling of boundaries i f we feel the boundaries are shifting and 
ill-defined in the first place. We can attempt to suspend our consciousness 
of this paradox for the moment , but ul t imately the problem we are dealing 
w i t h here is improperly defined i f looked at simply in terms o f the relation
ship between supposedly economic and non-economic roles. 

The dual i ty problem arises mainly i n the case of PES data since, as we have 
seen, PES data tend to discount the economic activity of women who see 
their primary role in terms o f housework. As we have seen, "labour force" 
measures in the strict sense are designed to deal w i t h the duali ty problem by 
including w i t h i n their ambit the economic activity of those w i t h a primary 
role outside the labour supply. I n other words, labour force measures seek a 
more complete measurement of such "secondary" activities. I n looking at the 
PES-based labour supply measures for Ireland presented in Table 1 above, 
therefore, i t is w o r t h asking how far a labour force-type measure, projected 
into the past, wou ld increase the measured labour supply among women. 
Labour force-type measures are not available for Ireland u n t i l the late 1970s, 
but we can get some hints of an answer to this question by looking at the 
scattering of sectoral labour supply measures which are available for a l imi ted 
range of occupational fields for various times since the 1920s. 

These sectoral measures are to be found in any usable detail for only two 
main sectors — agriculture and dis t r ibut ion (retail and wholesale). They differ 
in many ways from bo th PES and labour force data, particularly in that they 
are based on establishments (farms, shops, wholesale businesses) rather than 
households. But i n that they aim to measure tota l labour engaged and in the 
case of dis t r ibut ion refer to a particular reference period, they bear a useful 
similarity to labour force data in the sense meant here. Wi th such rough 
approximations i n mind , we shall look briefly at the indications they give of 
the female labour activity in agriculture and retail/wholesale d is t r ibut ion. 



As can be seen in Table 3, the Census of Agriculture o f 1927, which 
counted the numbers active in farming in the summer of 1S*27, reported nearly 
2.5 times as many women active in agriculture as did the Census of Popula
t i o n of 1926 (263,754 as opposed to 108,816; informat ion on the marital 
status of farm workers was not collected in the Census of Agricul ture) . The 
report on occupations f rom the 1926 Census of Population at tr ibuted this 
large discrepancy to an undercount in the Census of Population, due to the 
widespread tendency of female farm workers to prefer to classify themselves 
as "engaged on home duties" (Census of Population 1926, V o l . V I , p . i x ) . 

Further alternative data on farming do not emerge unti l the EC Farm Struc
tures Surveys of recent t imes. 4 I n 1979/80, the Farm Structures Survey 
recorded the extraordinary to ta l of 145,266 women engaged in farming, of 
w h o m 94,000 were wives of farm holders. This compares w i t h a tota l of 
12,671 women recorded at work in farming in the 1981 Census of Popula
t ion , of w h o m less than 2,000 were married, and a to ta l o f 106,600 married 
women at work in all occupations. The very high measure of the female farm 
work-force in the Farm Structures Survey is accounted for in part by the fact 
that the Survey referred to a twelve-month period prior to the survey date and 
so took in seasonal and short-term contributions as well as full-time workers. 
On the other hand, the average female worker covered by the Survey in 
1979/80 provided 46 per cent o f an annual work unit ( A W U ) , and all female 
workers together provided over 66,000 AWUs, so that short-term seasonal 
contributions can account for only a small share of the total . Other factors 
may have tended to exaggerate the Survey's count of the tota l number of 

3. The Census of Agriculture was begun as an annual series in the 1840s lor the purpose of measur
ing the level of food production in Ireland. In 1912 it collected data on persons engaged in agriculture 
and the enquiry on persons engaged became a permanent feature from 1927 onwards. In 1912and in 
1927-29, the questions on persons engaged referred to both males and females, distinguishing those 
under 18 and over 18. But from 1930 onwards they referred to males only so it is only for the years 
1912 and 1927-29 that this source provides information on female employment in agriculture. The data 
on males and females engaged which were collected in 1912 were published in the annual agricultural 
census report for that year. The data on females engaged for 1927-29 have not been published, though 
for 1927, a summary table for those aged over 18 was published in Volume V I , p. ix, of the 1926 Cen
sus of Population. The data on males engaged in agriculture from this census have been published as a 
regular series since 1927 (Embleton, 1979). 

4. The Survey on the Structure of Agricultural Holdings (the Farm Structures Survey) is an EC-wide 
survey which is conducted in Ireland by the Central Statistics Office, on the basis of a central model 
devised by Eurostat. So far it has been carried out bi-annually since 1975, apart from 1981. It collects 
information on a wide range of topics connected with the structure of agricultural holdings, including 
measures of labour input. Labour input is measured both in terms of persons engaged and in terms of 
annual work units (AWUs) and up until 1981, the published reports distinguished the age, sex, marital 
status and employment status (proprietor, unpaid family worker, paid emp.oyee) of persons engaged. 
Data from the survey is collated for all E C countries and is published by Eurostat (for a description 
and assessment of this source on the Irish agricultural labour force, see O'Neill, 1985). 



Table 3: Comparison of PES Measures and Sectoral Measures of Numbers of Women at 
Work in Agriculture and in Retail/Wholesale Distribution, Various Years 

PES Measures Sectoral Measures Difference 

(a) (b) (a)~(b) 

A. Agriculture 

1. Census of Pop. 1926 Census of Agric. 1927 

Farmers 8c farmers' rel's assisting 107,310 246,192 138,882 
F a r m employees 1,502 17,562 16,056 

Tota l 108,816 263,735 154,938 

2. Census of Pop. 1981 EC Farm Structures 
Survey 1979-80 

A t work in farming: 
Wives: 3,367 94 ,269 90 ,902 
Single/widows 9 ,304 50,997 41 ,603 

Tota l 12,671 145,266 132,595 

B. Retail/Wholesale Distribution 

3. Census of Pop. 1926 Census of 
Distribution 1933 

Wholesale 8c retail: 
Proprietors 13,050 14,292 1,242 
Rel's assisting 1,419 19,710 18,291 
Other workers 29 ,125 27,154 - 1 , 9 7 1 

Tota l 43 ,594 61,156 17,562 

4. Census of Pop. 1951 Census of 
Distribution 1951-54 

Wholesale & retail: 
Proprietors 10,754 18,608 7,854 
Rel's assisting 2,778 8,715 5,937 
Employees 33 ,990 35 ,566 1,576 

T o t a l 47 ,522 62,889 15,367 

5. Labour Force Survey 1977 Census of 
Distribution 1977 

Retai l workers 44 ,600 58,987 14,387 
Wholesale workers 8,000 9,468 1,468 

Tota l 52,600 68 ,445 15,855 

Sources: 1. Census of Population 1926, V o l . V I , p. ix. 
2. Census of Population 1981, V o l . V I I , p. 178; Eurostat , C o m m u n i t y Survey 

on the Structure of Agricultural Holdings 1979-80, V o l . I I , p. 201. 
3. Census of Distribution 1933, p. 21. 
4. Census of Distribution 1951-54, pp. lxi- lxi i . 
5. L a b o u r Force Survey 1979 Results (with detailed revisions of 1977 and 

197 7 and 1975 Survey Results ) , p. 9; Census of Distribution 1977, V o l . 2, 
p. 94 and V o l . 3, p. 17. 



women in farming and that to ta l fluctuated somewhat from one survey year 
to the next (O 'Nei l l , 1985). Nevertheless, the discrepancy between the Farm 
Structures Survey measure and the Census of Population measure of the 
female work-force in farming is too great to be accounted for easily and the 
high totals recorded in the former measure, even i f exaggerated to some extent, 
support the suspicion that secondary economic activity is extensive among 
farm wives and is undercounted to a substantial degree in PES measures o f 
the numbers of married women at work in farming. 

A similar pattern emerges for retail and wholesale business when we compare 
Census of Population figures w i t h figures f rom the Census o f D i s t r i b u t i o n , 5 

though here the absolute numbers are smaller. The Census o f Dis t r ibut ion of 
1933 counted 61,000 women engaged in retail and wholesale businesses, 
compared to 43,594 in the Census of Population of 192 6. Most of the dif
ference arose i n the category o f female unpaid family workers, who numbered 
1,419 in the Census o f Population compared to 19,710 in the Census of Dis
t r ibu t ion . While some of this discrepancy might be due to the passage of time 
between the two measures, the report on the Census of Dis t r ibut ion ascribed 
i t mainly to an undercount of unpaid female retail workers in the Census of 
Population (Census of Dis t r ibut ion 1933, pp. 21-23). I n 1951 , the Census of 
Dis t r ibut ion counted 62,899 women at work in dis t r ibut ion, compared to 
47,522 in the Census o f Population, though here the difference occurred more 
among proprietors than among relatives assisting. I n 1977, the Census of 
Dis t r ibut ion counted 68,445 women at work in dis t r ibut ion, compared to 
52,600 as counted in PES data f rom the Labour Force Survey of that year. 
I n all these comparisons, there is a striking consistency in the absolute size 
of the gap between the PES and the Census o f Dis t r ibut ion estimates — in 
the range 15,000-17,000 in all cases — even though the oattern across cate
gories of persons engaged (proprietors, family workers, employees) tended 
to vary over t ime. 

5. The Census of Distribution is a postal census of retail and wholesale establishments carried out in 
1933, 1951, 1956, 1961, 1966, 1971 and 1977. It gathers information on the number, sex and employ
ment status (proprietor, paid employee, unpaid family worker) of persons engaged in retail and whole
sale businesses, along with information on turnover, stocks, etc. The data on persons engaged in each 
census relate to a particular reference week, usually a week in September or October of the census 
year. The published reports present the main findings of each census and ha"e also included estimates 
of trends for some inter-censal years. 



These sectoral sources, therefore, suggest that in certain major occupational 
areas at least, the scale of secondary female activi ty which is overlooked by 
PES data may be substantial. Because evidence for other sectors is lacking i t 
is impossible to put a figure on the tota l undercount 6 and in farming at least 
there is some d i f f icu l ty in deciding even what the sectoral data mean. Thus 
any at tempt at corrections for undercount i n the overall PES data series wou ld 
have to be highly conjectural and so is not undertaken here. 

But i t is probably safe to conclude that women's part icipation in the labour 
force in the present-day I L O sense of that term has long been higher than 
PES data suggest (particularly i f we took 1 hours work in the reference week 
as the cut-off point for inclusion in the labour force, as the 1982 I L O stan
dards do, rather than the 15 hours of previous standards). I t is also possible 
that the supposed increase in the labour force among married women i n recent 
years has been exaggerated by the earlier narrow measurement focus of PES 
data. I n 1926, for example, i f present-day I L O definitions (uncertain as they 
are in their own way) had been applied in labour supply measurement the 
married women's labour force part icipat ion rate could easily have emerged 
in the range 30-50 per cent rather than 5 per cent reported in the Census of 
Population. A t such levels the married women's labour force part icipation 
rate i n the 1920s wou ld have been as high as or higher than in the 1980s, 
though w i t h a high propor t ion of what we wou ld now call borderline employ
ment in the 1920s. I n the years since the 1920s, the decline of numbers in 
areas such as family farming and perhaps domestic service has undoubtedly 
had important unmeasured effects on married women's employment , so that 
the increase in employment among married women in the last two decades 
might be seen in part as a replacement for lost employment in these un
measured areas rather than as an entirely new phenomenon. A t the end of 
the day, however, there is l i t t le we can say for definite about this issue since 
the data are inadequate, so that, for all we can tel l f rom those data, the trends 
in married women's labour force rates could be up, d o w n or unchanging 
over the last five to six decades. 

This brings us to the Labour Surveys themselves, since, as already mentioned, 
these have in recent years collected bo th labour force data in the strict sense 
and PES data of the type just discussed. Since the labour force approach has 
its origins in the attempt to go beyond the narrowness of PES data, we wou ld 

6. In addition to agriculture and distribution, there is some evidence from the Census of Industrial 
Production that the Census of Population undercounts part-time female employees in industry (see 
Walsh, 1970-71). It is likely though that apart from the areas examined here, the clerical and service 
fields of employment would represent the main additional areas where women's paid work is under-
counted in the Census of Population. The Census of Services carried out for the first time in 1987 will 
be likely to yield interesting results on this question. 



expect it to produce larger estimates of the female labour supply, especially 
where, as in the Irish case, sectoral estimates suggest that the female labour 
overlooked by PES data r.iay be quite extensive. A comparison of PES data 
and labour force data from the 1983 Labour Force Survey (the first to use 
the 1982 I L O labour force definitions) shows that there are differences in the 
direction expected (see Table 4) . The main such difference arises in the esti
mate o f the number of women unemployed, which is 43,000 according to 
the PES measure and 63,400 according to the ILO-type labour force measure. 
The higher unemployment estimate produced by the labour force measure 
is mainly due to the reclassification of some 25,000 women from the PES 
category "engaged in home duties" ( information supplied by CSO, see also 
Garvey, 1988). 

Table 4: Comparison of PES Measures and Labour Force Measures (1982 ILO Definitions) 
of Numbers of Women at Work, Classified by Broad Occupational Group, 1983 Labour 

Force Survey 

PES Measures Labour Force Measures 

000s 
Agricultural workers 21 .1* 25.5 
Producers, makers, repairers 35.7 36.3 
Labourers , unskil led workers 1.0 1.0 
Transport and communicat ion workers 10.6 10.9 
Clerical workers 97.8 99.4 
Commerce , insurance and finance workers 43.6 46.9 
Service workers 47.6 47.6 
Professional and technical workers 82.4 83.8 
Others 6.4 6.4 

Tota l "at w o r k " 346.2 361.5 

Unemployed 43.0 63.4 

389.2 424.9 

Sources: 1983 L a b o u r Force Survey First Results, Table 22, and data supplied by C S O . 
* A n adjusted P E S measure, based on the reclassification as "at w o r k " of 7,000-8,000 

women who recorded their principal occupation in "home duties" but who also indicated 
they worked 30 hours or more on the family farm in the reference week (see 1983 L a b o u r 
F o r c e Survey First Results , p. 8 ) . 

However, we are mainly concerned here wi th those at work . Just under 
15,000 women are added to the tota l at work by the labour force measure, 
and of these, 12,300 are drawn from the PES category "engaged in home 
duties" ( information supplied by the CSO). The question is whether this 



"hidden employment" uncovered by the labour force measure among women 
in the home is as extensive as we wou ld expect i t to be. On some grounds, 
the answer seems to be no, though these grounds are inconclusive. The results 
as they stand suggest that of the 650,000 women who report their PES as 
home duties, only 12,300 or less than 2 per cent have secondary jobs outside 
of housework. This intui t ively seems low (the fact that a further 43,000 
women in the home — 6.6 per cent o f the tota l — can be classified as unem
ployed seems more plausible but does not account for the relatively small 
numbers at work in secondary jobs) . I t also seems inconsistent w i t h the sec
toral evidence f rom agriculture and dis t r ibut ion looked at above. I n the case 
of agriculture, while the 1979-80 Farm Structures Survey estimate of over 
145,000 women engaged in farming may be an exaggeration, the ILO-type 
measure in Table 4 of just over 25,000 women engaged in agriculture seems 
l o w . 7 I n the case o f d is t r ibut ion , as Table 4 shows, the labour force measure 
of the number of women at work in the broad occupational group "commerce, 
insurance and finance workers" , which includes retail and wholesale distri
bu t ion , is l i t t le more than 3,000 higher than the corresponding PES measure 
(46,900 compared to 43,600). Yet the sectoral estimates o f the numbers of 
women at work in d is t r ibut ion set out in Table 3 above suggests that the dif
ference between a PES measure and a broader measure of women's work in 
this area could be up to 15,000 rather than 3,000. The extra 15,855 women 
workers identified by the Census of Dis t r ibut ion in 1977 may be too high to 
transfer directly to the circumstances of the Labour Force Survey in 1983 
but equally the extra 3,000 identified by the Labour Force Survey in 1983 
may be too low. I n both agriculture and dis t r ibut ion, therefore, the diver
gence between sectoral measures and labour force measures needs to be 
explained and in the absence of such explanation we are left uncertain what 
the true picture is. 

7. It implies that only about one in four of farmers' wives partook in any form of farmwork in the 
reference week of the survey and while this is not impossible, there is some evidence from sample sur
vey sources that the true rate of involvement by farmers' wives is higher (see, for example, Hannan and 
Katsiaouni (1977), who found that over 50 per cent of farmers' wives in Co. Mayo contributed sig
nificantly to farm work). In addition, internal evidence from the Labour Force Surveys suggests that 
work by farmers' wives of less than 30 hours in the reference week is undercounted. As pointed out in 
Table 4 above, the PES measure of women in farming reported in the Labour Force Survey is an adjusted 
measure, based on the reclassification as "at work" of 7,000-8,000 women who recorded their PES in 
"home duties" but who indicated they worked 30 hours or more on the family farm in the reference 
week. The ILO-type measure also includes those women who worked on the family farm for over one 
hour in the reference week but this adds only a further 4,000 to the adjusted PES measure. This sug
gests, in other words, that women in home duties, who work less than 30 hours on the family farm are 
only about half as numerous as those who work more than 30 hours. This suggestion is implausible, 
given the well recognised preponderance of part-time work among women in home duties. It would 
seem more plausible to argue that the tendency to undcr-rcport women's role in farming becomes 
greater as the weekly work-time involved becomes smaller. 



Recent labour force measures of the numbers o f women at work , therefore, 
produce results that are surprisingly similar to corresponding PES measures. 
The surprise arises because the labour force approach ha:> a broader measure
ment scope than the PES approach, especially where women's work is con
cerned, and so wou ld be expected to yield correspondingly higher results, 
especially since evidence f rom agriculture and dis t r ibut ion suggests that 
secondary economic activi ty in the form of unpaid family work may involve 
anything up to 100,000 women in these two areas alone, apart f rom the l ikely 
existence of secondary part-time jobs in a wide range of industrial and service 
sectors. While labour force measures do reveal a significant degree of hidden 
unemployment among women w i t h a principal role i n home duties, they 
suggest a relatively low incidence of hidden employment in the same group. 
The evidence we have looked at to indicate that such hidden employment 
may in fact be quite high is far f rom conclusive, but i t is persuasive enough 
to give rise to questions about the effectiveness o f Labour Force Surveys in 
implementing a 1982 ILO-type measure of the labour force. We might recall 
here, as mentioned earlier, that the accuracy of the labour force approach to 
borderline employment is easily affected by procedural arrangements, by the 
fo rm in which survey questions are framed and by the preconceptions of 
enumerators. As an example of the thoroughness required in these areas, 
Dupre et al. (1987) po in t out that the training manual used in the United 
States contains as many as 22 pages of guidelines on the topic of borderline 
employment . Likewise the I L O recommends that systematic testing be utilised 
to improve rel iabi l i ty and validi ty i n measures produced by this approach. 
U n t i l such testing is applied to the measures used in Ireland or un t i l some 
explanation emerges for the apparent inconsistencies i n the data, questions 
about the effectiveness of the labour force measures must remain. 

V CONCLUSION 

The present paper has been concerned w i t h establishing a basis on which 
statistics on the female labour supply might be interpreted so as to avoid 
using them beyond their proper l imits . I t first suggested that the peculiarity 
of the conceptual basis of labour supply statistics is often overlooked: that 
the def in i t ion of economic activity treats the sphere o f goods product ion and 
the sphere of services product ion differently, the former including bo th 
market and non-market forms, the latter market forms only. I n practice, the 
difference involves a difference in the treatment of men's and women's work , 
since i t is mainly women's service work in the household which is split between 
market and non-market forms, while men's work is measured whether i t is 
market-oriented or not. I n this sense, statistics on the female labour supply 



have a narrower focus and a more l imi ted analytical value than do statistics 
on the male labour supply and should be interpreted and used in that l ight . 

The second section of the paper examined the operational concepts used 
in actual labour supply measures, concentrating on two main approaches, the 
PES (principal economic status) approach and the labour force approach. The 
PES approach was described as a l imi ted basis for labour supply measurement 
among women, mainly because o f its inabi l i ty to take account of the second
ary economic activities of women principally engaged in home duties. The 
alternative labour force approach was described as a broader and more precise 
measure, mainly because of its efforts to refine and extend measurement so 
as to include all economic act ivi ty , bo th primary and secondary. I n Ireland, 
labour supply measures derived f rom the PES approach are the most com
monly used, despite the restrictiveness of that approach as far as women's 
work is concerned. Thus, labour force statistics i n the strict sense have taken 
second place to PES data in the analysis of the female labour supply in Ireland. 

The th i rd section of the paper attempted to assess how the problems iden
tif ied i n the first two sections combined to shape available female labour 
statistics in Ireland since the 1920s. I t argued that, up u n t i l the 1960s at 
least, when household-based occupations were a major fo rm of measured 
activi ty among women, the meaning of PES data (the only type then available) 
was ambiguous because of the arbitrariness o f the dis t inct ion between eco
nomic and non-economic activities in the broad household sphere. Where the 
statistics referred to non-household occupations, their referent was clearer, 
though that clarity depended more on the location o f measured activi ty out
side the household than on a consistent no t ion of its economic character. I n 
addi t ion, evidence from sectoral employment statistics suggested that in so 
far as the concept of economic activi ty could be assigned a clear meaning, 
the main measurement approaches failed to register the extensive "secondary" 
forms of economic activi ty contr ibuted by women principally engaged in 
home duties. This seemed to be a possibility even in the case of the labour 
force approach in the Labour Force Surveys, where such a broad target was 
expl ic i t ly held up as an objective of measurement, thus suggesting the need 
to apply tests for validity and rel iabi l i ty to that approach in the future. 

This combination o f conceptual difficult ies, operational l imitat ions and 
possible inaccuracies i n certain parts of the statistics means that they have a 
more l imi ted value than might otherwise be thought. I t weakens any claim 
they might have to provide the basis for a consistent long-term series on the 
labour force in the strict sense of that term, particularly where married women 
are concerned. I t is possible that married women's labour force rates in the 
1920s were in the region 30 to 50 per cent rather than the 5 per cent suggested 
by the Census o f Population PES measures. I t is equally possible that even 



w i t h the refinements of measurement concepts and procedures which can be 
found in the modern Labour Force Surveys, married women's labour force 
rates are st i l l undercounted, though not by as great a margin. A t any rate, 
the long-term data are too uncertain in meaning to be taken as a clear indi
cator of long-term trends in married women's labour force rates. The con
ventional view that these rates have risen sharply in recen.. decades is brought 
into question and alternative possibilities — such as the U-curve shape of these 
trends suggested by Durand (1975) — begin to appear quke plausible as inter
pretations for the Irish experience. Given these inadequacies in the statistics, 
how then should they be read? Three points can be made in answer to this 
question. 

First, the long-term PES series from the Censuses of Population is on surest 
ground in dealing w i t h full-t ime paid employment or situations where paid 
employment is the principal act ivi ty. There are two important areas in which 
i t is less sure. The first is unpaid family work in family enterprises, especially 
family farms, where the data have val idi ty problems. A strong case could be 
made for segmenting o f f these data w i t h i n the series, thus distinguishing 
between a "ha rd" sub-series on non-family employment in industry and ser
vices and a "sof t" sub-series on female employment in agriculture and other 
areas of family enterprise. Such a device would highlight the different degrees 
of val idi ty which apply to the data in the two areas and would also emphasise 
the diversity of components i n the overall labour supply. The second deficiency 
in PES data is their inabi l i ty to deal w i t h secondary economic activities 
among women pr imari ly engaged in home duties so that even in the industrial 
and service areas it falls quite short of a fu l l labour force measure in the 
modern sense. This inabi l i ty is well recognised in principle but i t is often in
sufficiently appreciated in practice in analyses of women's labour supply 
patterns. A l l that can be done here is to reiterate the point and point to the 
incompleteness of analyses that fail to take i t into account. 

Secondly, those marginal areas of "economic" activity among women 
which are not adequately dealt w i t h by PES data may not be adequately dealt 
w i t h by other measures either, so that we have no data on these important 
forms of act ivi ty i n which we can have fu l l confidence. I n particular, questions 
arise about the recently introduced ILO-type labour force measures in the 
Labour Force Surveys which aimed to f i l l this measurement gap. The evidence 
adduced on these questions in the present paper is not conclusive but i t seems 
strong enough to suggest that tests for validity need to be applied to those 
measures and that in the meantime their claims to provide comprehensive 
labour force measures should be treated w i t h some caution. The clarification 
of questions about this area of measurement should be a pr io r i ty for data 
collection on the labour force in the future. For the decades gone by i t is 



unlikely that reliable comprehensive measures o f the female labour force can 
now be produced so that we also need to be careful in making statements from 
existing data about trends in the female labour force, comprehensively defined, 
over the long term. 

Final ly , the exclusion of unpaid housework (or more generally, non-market 
services product ion) f rom economic measurement, including labour force 
measurement, has tended to obscure one of the more striking changes in the 
organisation of women's work in the twent ie th century — that is, the vir tual 
disappearance from the employment picture of full-time private domestic 
service, at one t ime by far the most important fo rm of paid employment 
among women, and w i t h i t the apparent shift o f household services product ion 
out of the market into the sphere of unpaid household work . The lack of 
at tention to this area indicates how the exclusion of housework f rom eco
nomic measurement can lead to gaps in our understanding of economic life 
as a whole, apart f rom its impl ic i t devaluation of the economic role of women 
in the home. The solution to this defect does not necessarily lie in shifting 
the boundary of economic activity to bring housework w i t h i n its ambit . 
Rather, i t may be more useful to move away from a simple dichotomous 
concept of economic and non-economic activi ty to a multi-category concept 
which recognises that there are a number o f different forms o f economic 
activi ty, not all o f which may be amenable to the same type of measurement 
(see Anker, 1983 and Hawrylyshyn, 1977 for preliminary efforts in this direc
t ion ) . I t may be unrealistic to recommend such an approach in routine labour 
force measurement since that wou ld burden an already dif f icul t measurement 
task w i t h further complexities. However, some research in this direction is 
clearly necessary i f we are to get anything like a ful l picture o f women's 
labour activities. 
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