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This paper examines the relationship between family formation, qualifications and economic activity for women from white and minority ethnic groups using a lifecourse approach. Cross-sectional data from the British Quarterly Labour Force Survey for 1992-2003 were used to estimate the relationships. The research focuses on the following ethnic groups: white, Black Caribbean (including Black other); Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi. 
There are major differences between ethnic groups in the likelihood of being economically active, with Pakistani and Bangladeshi women much less likely to be economically active then other groups. We have used logistic regression to model the probability of being economically active for women aged 19-60, excluding full-time students.  Explanatory variable include life-stage, level of qualification, whether born or brought up in the UK and time. By extracting predicted probabilities we can see how the likelihood of economic activity varies by life-stage also by level of qualifications. 

We find that, for young women aged 19-34 with no partner and no children, levels of economic activity are very similar and very high – over 90% - for those with degree level qualifications. However, levels of economic activity are much lower for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women with no qualifications than for other ethnic groups. 
For all women, rates of economic activity are lower with young children, but again vary between ethnic groups. Employment patterns for Black Caribbean women are consistent with economic migration and norms of motherhood that encompass both roles of bread-winner and parent. In contrast, Pakistani and Bangladeshi women’s patterns of economic activity reflect a strongly gendered division of labour where motherhood is associated with full-time care for children. Again, there is great variation by level of qualification, particularly for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women.  

For white and Black Caribbean women there is an expected positive association between a partner in paid work and being economically active oneself. However, this is not found for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women.  Having a partner no in paid work has a negative effect for all ethnic groups except Black Caribbean women for whom the effect of a partner who is not in paid work does not differ significantly from having no partner – after controlling on other factors.  

During the period 1992-2003 there is evidence of an increase in economic activity amongst white and Black Caribbean women with pre-school age children, but no change for Indian or Pakistani and Bangladeshi women, after controlling on standard variables.  
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