
Have British women become more work-centred in the past 16 years? Dr Catherine Hakim reveals all. 
 
There can be no theory we cite more often than a theory put forward by Dr Catherine Hakim,1 a 
renowned sociologist, in 2000. She termed it ‘Preference Theory’, and for our purposes her key research 
finding, based on a specially designed survey, was the following: 
 

Half of all adult British men are work-centred, while only one in seven British women is work-
centred.2  

 
In this context ‘work’ refers to competitive activities in the public sphere. Paid employment is the most 
common one, of course, but some work-centred men and women focus their energies on competitive 
sports, the arts, or become active in politics.  
 
Preference Theory explains so much that we see in the world of work, and most of the gender 
differentials we see at the top of large organizations – private companies, in particular – where the 
representation of women has not been increased by artificial means, such as the in-group preference of 
women with respect to hiring and recruiting. Contrary to popular opinion – which espouses the myth of 
“the old boy’s network” – men do not exhibit this in-group preference.  
 
In the next few days I hope to publish an 18-minute-long interview with Kay Burley of Sky News, 
recorded on International Women’s Day, 8 March. I raised the issue of Preference Theory, and her 
response was one I’ve encountered on other occasions, that things had changed in the intervening 
years. The idea that British women’s work-related preferences might have changed substantially in the 
course of the past 16 years struck me as ridiculous, and I said as much, in my trademark diplomatic style.  
 
In an effort to get an up-to-date view on the matter, I contacted Dr Hakim, and she kindly responded 
with the following, for which I thank her: 
 

There are several standard criticisms that academics use to reject or belittle any research 
evidence or conclusions they do not like. The first is to rubbish the particular data source. This 
is not feasible with my book on preference theory,3 as so many sources and types of data are 
used. Also the theory was further tested with two specially-designed surveys, in Britain and 
Spain; the results confirmed all key elements of the theory.2 
 
The second, very popular tactic is to say, ‘Ah yes, but things have changed since then, it is all 
out of date now.’ Unfortunately, I know of absolutely no new evidence from any large 
nationally representative survey to support this argument for Britain and Europe more 
generally. On the contrary, several more recent surveys have confirmed that the vast majority 
of women are not work-centred, and the minority of home-centred women is not shrinking. 
Yes, change is happening in Japan, very visibly, and probably in some other countries around 
the world also. But not in Europe or north America, as far as I can see.  
 
Of course there are no surveys that collect data on lifestyle preferences as I define them 
(which is why I had to do my own survey in Britain, copied also in Spain). So people use all sorts 
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of proxy substitute data – such as the full-time employment rate for women (which reports 
behavior, not personal preferences) or else some other inappropriate attitude data, such as 
people agreeing with statements such as ‘Both spouses should contribute to household 
income’ (which is an indicator of public social norms, not personal preferences).  
 
The third trick used by some academics is to do a ‘survey’ of 30-odd people in some town and 
conclude that it shows big changes in public attitudes. This is even more successful if they 
selectively interview childless young graduate women who are working full-time and who have 
yet to address the hard choices women make after having children. Then they conclude there 
are big changes for all women generally! Extrapolating from a small and unrepresentative 
group to the entire female adult population is a popular trick, and the most reprehensible, in 
my view, since everyone knows this is not scientifically legitimate. Feminists do this all the 
time. 
 
So I am not surprised at the reactions you get. I get the same all the time. I always ask such 
commentators to give me the exact details of the evidence, the full reference for the article or 
survey report, at which point they usually say they do not remember etc. 
 
The Financial Times had a nice article on women on boards in the Women in Business section 
on Tuesday 8 March. As usual, they insisted that more diverse boards correlate with higher 
profits, but cite no study, and say “Understanding this to be true is easy. Proving it, however is 
difficult… there are no studies that definitively show female management to be the cause [of 
company better performance].” Even the FT is sold on the idea, and does not give up. In 
reality, the correlation is due to the fact that profitable companies can afford to spend money 
on PR and politically correct activities. 
 
I published a report for the Centre for Policy Studies in 2011, which touched on the issue of 
gender balance on boards.4 It’s available to buy in hard copy format, or free to download as a 
PDF.5 In the paper I said calls for further employment legislation targeted at women (e.g. for 
quotas on boards of FTSE100 companies) should be resisted. As you say, the direction of travel 
is now fixed, and everyone, even the normally careful and dispassionate FT, is looking for 
evidence to justify a predetermined conclusion. What offends me is the way social science is 
being prostituted for political aims, however worthy. The polite term for this is advocacy 
research, not so different from evangelism. 
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