Opting Out of Corporate Careers: Portraits from a Women's Magazine
Introduction

Understanding women’s professional identities is vital for understanding gender and gender equality in 21st century workplaces. Over the course of the 20th century, and accompanied by a growing acceptance of women’s paid employment outwith the home, ‘women’s occupational aspirations have become similar to those of men’ (Powell & Butterfield, 2003, p.89). However, traditional stereotypes of women’s work continue to influence women’s gendered career choices and professional identities (Bradley, 2007). What is more, public perception of women at work generally is influenced by traditional stereotypes. Where professions are perceived as caring and nurturing, these professional identities become seen as ‘natural’ extensions of certain female identities (Ahl, 2006; Tancred, 1995). In accountancy and management consulting, for instance, women are seen as ‘trusted advisers’, undertaking emotional labour and drawing on feminine attributes, while male colleagues are perceived as ‘objective professionals’ (Marsh, 2009). Similarly, Fröhlich and Peters (2007, p.240) found that in advertising the ‘female image as “natural born communicators”’ abounded. An important aspect of such gendered professional identities and images is the ideology of separate work and life spheres, with the public sphere constructed as masculine, i.e. objective and rational, and the private or domestic sphere as feminine, i.e. emotional, caring and nurturing. 

With employment influenced by such perceptions of professional identities, feminised work outwith the home continues to be devalued (Marsh, 2009) or even invisible (Adams & Tancred, 2000). Both devaluation and invisibility are linked to and compound existing gender inequalities in workforce participation and advancement (e.g. Bradley, 2007). Experiences of such inequality in participation and advancement, recent research suggests, can prompt professional women to leave their careers and retreat to the domestic sphere – a process termed ‘opting-out’ (Stone, 2007) or ‘off-ramping’ (Hewlett, 2007). Both concepts describe the apparently voluntary decisions of successful women to leave corporate employment and emerged in the aftermath of an upsurge in US media interest in highly qualified women swapping corporate careers for domestic roles. Hewlett & Luce (2005), for example, found that dominant off-ramping pull factors were the desire to care for family members and personal health reasons. Typical push factors in off-ramping decisions were jobs that lack satisfaction or meaning and the desire for other training or for another career. 
Women’s exit from or repositioning within the labour force is not a new phenomenon (Tancred & Czarnocki, 1993; Faludi 1991) and has previously been linked to questions of identity. For example, Goffee and Scase (1985) explored the role of available female identities in women’s decisions to start their own businesses and found that the majority of female small business owners colluded with rather than challenged established gender relations. Professional women’s ambivalence towards and frustrations with professional values and ethics was a key theme of Coward’s (1992) publication, Our Treacherous Hearts. She concluded that corporate work was not often integral to female identities and that women were complicit in maintaining ’feminine’ positions in society. In her exploration of women managers’ decisions to leave corporate employment, Marshall (1995) found that few women were driven by family care desires but by their work identity struggles, including a sense of alienation and lack of fulfilment at work. Recent research also suggests that women ‘redirect away from former careers’ (Lovejoy and Stone, 2012, p.1) into professions that are focused on traditionally female-ascribed traits of care and service and in this way draw on a more traditional housewife work identity. The associated on-ramping concept (the return to work after an extended period of non-work) also suggests that women returning to employment focus on ‘the work of care’ (Hewlett & Luce, 2005, p.46).
Given the enduring gender segregation and discrimination in the workplace (Hibbert & Meager, 2003), leaving corporate employment may well be a positive step for the individual woman. But it also presents constraints such as opting-out of employment rights (e.g. maternity leave) and financial gains or security (e.g. company pension schemes). It is therefore pertinent to critically explore how opting-out and off-ramping become integrated into the professional identities available to women and what the consequences of such new identities might be for gender equality in the workplace. This paper presents such an investigation, and one that is focused on how media representations of women’s work present particular professional identities as appropriate employment choices.

While media influence on behaviours and attitudes, including attitudes to thinness, age, and appearance are well documented (Anastasio et al., 1999; Wykes & Gunter, 2005; Park, 2005), work-related roles and identities too are reflected in and constituted through social interaction (Kendall & Tannen, 1997). A key influencing factor of such shaping of social perceptions and understandings of work is the media in its various forms (Rhodes, 2001). Given the mass audience for print media, the investigation of how media targeted at women represents opting-out is therefore highly relevant for understanding the professional identities available to women. The aim of this paper is therefore to critically explore media representations of opting-out and how these present particular professional identities as appropriate career choices for professional women. The paper uses a social identity theory perspective to analyse the representations of women’s work identities in a monthly glossy women’s magazine feature, entitled ‘Women doing their own thing’. The choice of this data is deliberate: this monthly feature reported on women leaving corporate careers to set up their own businesses and was aimed at professional women. It therefore allowed an in-depth study of the professional identities offered to women in such media discourses. By discussing these identities in the light of recent studies on opting-out or off-ramping, this paper advances our understanding of the implications of such representations for gender equality in the workplace.

The following section reviews existing studies of the representations of work in women’s magazines. Section three introduces social identity theory as the analytical framework and illustrates how identities come to be influenced by media representations. The fourth section explains the methods of empirical study and analysis. Section five presents findings from our analysis of the magazine’s feature articles. Key implications are discussed in section six. The conclusion identifies future avenues for research. 

Magazines and Representations of Women at Work 

Although they are intended as light reading materials, the cultural and social impact of women’s magazines should not be underestimated. Around 35% of women in the UK are loyal monthly magazine readers (Stevens et al., 2007), and when the onward circulation of these magazines is considered, to friends, family and in the waiting rooms of medical professions, their reach is considerable. With a widespread availability and considerable female readership women’s magazines are an important area of study, as ‘the meaning of femininities … have been made in and through the magazine’ (Beetham, 1996, p.i).

Since their inception there have been discernable representations of women’s work, paid and unpaid, in women’s magazines. Many women’s magazines, such as ‘Woman’s Weekly’ which celebrated its centenary edition in 2011, were introduced to cater for the then growing numbers of women working in offices and factories. Nevertheless, these Victorian and Edwardian magazines still associated ‘“true” femininity with the English middle-class woman’ (Beetham, 1996, p.8) whose life centred firmly on the domestic sphere. Not much had changed by the 1950s and 1960s, when women were represented as ‘happy housewives’ (Friedman, 1963). However, by the 1970s and 1980s women’s magazines were increasingly representing women working outside the home and expecting to be treated as equals (Ferguson, 1983; Winship, 1987). Low-priced magazines such Bella and Best had ‘weekly columns on paid work … but [that were] marginal in the context of the publication as a whole’ (Ballaster et al., 1991, p.153). The mid-market Cosmopolitan, with a distinctly younger readership profile, had a monthly column titled ‘Career Ahead’ (ibid, p.154) focussing on women working outside the home. This change in attitudes towards women, work and the location of their work, suggested that work outwith the home was a route to self-actualisation and realisation of creativity. Yet, surprisingly magazines paid scant attention to workplace gender discrimination and suggested that such problems could be dealt with through additional training (Bardwick, 1980). On the flip-side, female identity had also become associated almost entirely with consumption-led lifestyles with shopping as ‘the ultimate form of self-expression’ (Ballaster et al., 1991, p.149). The discourse disclosed views of women as individualistic, narcissistic, aspirational and egocentric (Ballaster et al., 1991, Bardwick, 1980). Through the late 1980s and into the 1990s, the normalised identity presented in women’s magazines was of women with the desire and rights to work outside the home on an equal basis and alongside men, yet who spent their income frivolously. 

Despite such changes in the approach of women’s magazines towards women’s work, commentators caution against overemphasising them. They point out that 
Patterns of stereotypical gender images that have been remarkably consistent over the past three decades, promoting highly restricted (for which read patriarchal) versions of ‘acceptable’ femininity. (Byerly and Ross, 2006, p.50).

Moreover, as Hancock & Tyler (2004, p.640) point out, magazines may be ‘presenting behaviour that “reinforces weakness, masochism and conformity as if it were the opposite” (Adorno 1994:57)’, in this way perhaps acting as ‘a metaphorical safety valve in the grand machine of capitalism’ (Rhodes & Parker, 2008, p.634). The influence of women’s magazines cannot always therefore be perceived of as benign. Other commentators however see the potential for liberation in the same female targeted magazines. Vachhani & Pullen (2011, p.811), for example, see domesticity as ‘harbouring the potential of choice for women against masculine organisation’. 

Analytical Framework: Representations and Identity
The influence of women’s magazines on perceptions and aspirations may be achieved through the creation of, and identification with, an ‘imagined community of other women who share common experiences and interests’ (Stevens et al., 2007, p.237). In such processes not only the reader herself, but the journalists, editors and other readers are constructed as part of the community (Ballaster et al., 1991), with a commonly held perspective or experience to bind them together. Where an imagined community is created any female stereotypes presented in the texts may become meaningful for the reader. This suggests a group identity, where the reader views herself as part of the imagined community or in-group, a concept central to Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) social identity theory (for applications to work issues see Au and Marks, 2012; Hallier and Forbes, 2005). 
The theoretical perspective of social identity theory holds that an individual’s self-concept is built from membership of social groups (in-groups) and from the ‘value and emotional significance attached to that membership’ (Tajfel, 1978, p.63), where an individual will evaluate members of their in-groups more positively than non-members. To be meaningful, a group or imagined community needs to meet members’ expectations and beliefs (normative fit) and be distinctive in some way, i.e. be able to distinguish in-group members from non-members (comparative fit) (Turner et al. 1987). In this way, social comparisons are made and similarities established between the group and the self. If fit is established the group is categorized as the ‘in-group’. Such perceived fit has been found, for example, to influence job choice decisions (Kulkarni & Nithyanand, 2013). Within the context of this study normative fit may be achieved by appealing to categories or well recognised female stereotypes that are acceptable to the readers and comparative fit may be achieved by emphasising contrasts between stereotypes (both of the in-group and out-group). Turner et al. (1987) further demonstrated that even weakly held identities can become salient and meaningful as the individual’s environment and aspects of fit are socially recreated. An individual can therefore hold any number of social identities and different social identities can become salient as environmental cues alter. An individual is likely to act according to the expected norms of whichever social identity is salient within their current environment. As the social context alters, the salient social identity is likely to change too.
It is also possible to manipulate environmental cues, known as ‘priming’ a social identity, to induce identity salience. Identity priming is a common approach in experiments and controlled settings where social identity processes are under investigation. In these cases identity priming is most frequently achieved using texts. For instance, prior to a particular activity participants may be asked to read a list of words (Hertel & Kerr, 2001) or a scenario (Sinclair, Hardin and Lowery, 2006), to fill in a questionnaire (Ford, O’Hare & Henderson, 2012) or to write about a subject chosen by the researchers (Knight Lapinski & Mastro, 2001; McLeish & Oxoby, 2008). These texts typically contain words or phrases designed to heighten participants’ sense of a particular identity, such as a social identity based on the participant’s ethnicity, nationality or gender. Such priming was found to alter participants’ subsequent behaviours and attitudes in controlled tests: participants tended to conform to the expected norms of behaviour and attitudes of the primed social identity. For example, Sinclair, Hardin and Lowery (2006) asked Asian-American women to undertake verbal and maths tests. The women’s performance altered depending on whether the identity ‘Asian-American’ or ‘female’ had been primed before the test. Where the Asian-American identity had been primed, the women achieved a higher maths score. Conversely, when the identity ‘female’ had been primed, a higher verbal score was recorded. By priming a particular social identity, individual identity and behaviour can therefore be subconsciously altered to act in a way consistent with that social category. In Sinclair et al.’s experiment the women’s salient identity was subconsciously altered, which in turn altered their behaviours. The power of texts as environmental cues for heightening identity salience should not therefore be underestimated and it is reasonable to consider that identity priming processes occur in other environments, including in popular culture. Where media texts or images prime a particular aspect of identity they may therefore have a psychological effect on self-perception (see Ashikali & Dittmar, 2011). 
Since individuals ‘strive to maintain or enhance their self-esteem’ (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, p.37) by positively evaluating the groups of which they are members, a reader is more likely to identify with a magazine’s imagined community if they perceive that the group can contribute positively to their self-concept. As women’s magazines are bought and read as luxury items, as a treat to the self (Stevens et al., 2003; Stevens et al., 2007), part of their effect is in maintaining or developing a reader’s positive self-concept. Readers of women’s magazines are expecting to be entertained, to receive advice and to feel good as a result of the reading experience. Conversely, a negative group stereotype, e.g. defining membership of a group as inferior, would be a threat to self-esteem. An example would be the socially constructed low status and skill of the work undertaken by women. Social identity theory suggests that one possible response to such a threat would be to exit the low status group. But when identity is tied to gender, entry into another, male, group is barred because an individual’s gender cannot (readily) be altered. Where group exit is not possible another strategy is to engage in ‘social competition’, which is a collective challenge to the status or validity of a higher status out-group. In adopting such a strategy women would be more likely to attempt to advance the status of women in the corporate world by challenging, within that environment, the wisdom and truth of gendered work inequalities. Alternatively women can seek to alter the value of the variables on which group identity is evaluated or to find another value with which to identify the in-group. This is termed ‘social creativity’. Here social identity theory predicts that individual members or the group as a whole will try to (a) find a new positive dimension to compare the ingroup with the relevant outgroup; (b) change the values assigned to the ingroup; and (c) compare the in-group with equivalent or subordinate groups to enhance its status (Haslam, 2004). 

Based on the explanatory potential outlined above, this study uses social identity theory as its analytical framework. We suggest that the meaningfulness of representations of women in magazines is achieved through the creation of an imagined community of shared perceptions. Generally, comparisons between reader and media representations are the more influential the more the readers identify with the protagonists and this association may be enhanced by identity priming. This helps to explain the media affect on self-perception in so far as, on identifying with an imagined community of other similar women, readers may positively evaluate all dimensions of the imagined community, including the women represented in the publications. To maintain or improve their self-esteem readers may aspire to become, or to behave as, a member of the viewed group by adopting some of the portrayed attributes, behaviours or views of that group. Given the enduring inequalities for women in public sphere employment and the potential impact on female identities of representations of working women in women’s magazines, it is pertinent to be asking how contemporary women’s magazines represent women at work and what messages are they sending to today’s working women.

Study Method

Against this backdrop of the influence of media images and texts on female identities we analysed one publication’s representations of working women. The publication in question was a monthly women’s glossy magazine, eve. The magazine was chosen due to its target audience of ‘intelligent, independent and stylish women in their 30s’ (www.evemagazine.co.uk/eveglobalmediainfo.pdf. Accessed Jan 08). In other words, women who are of an age at which career and family responsibilities are most likely to become salient. At the time of the study eve claimed to have a readership of ‘294,000 readers per month within the UK’ (ibid.) with an average reader age of 37 and average household income of £46,237 (2008), which in that year was close to the average income for a two income household
. The magazine’s editor, in an interview for The Independent newspaper in June 2008, described her typical reader as ‘a smart, educated, fairly well-off career woman … They might want to set up their own business ... they're always looking to have a more fulfilling life.’ 

Our analysis centres on the magazine’s regular monthly feature, ‘Women doing their own thing’ (WDTOT) which reported on women who leave employment to set up their own businesses. In this respect it is part of the ongoing interest in opting-out. Each month, WDTOT featured a different woman ‘opting out’ of employee status and redirecting their work and careers away from the corporate world. New business niches represented in the articles include: making handbags, cookery school, catering, doula (independent childbirth support), florist, artist, furniture restoration, lavender crafts, cheese making, and web-based toy sales (see Table 1). Data analysed was drawn from 17 editions of eve published consecutively between 2006 and 2008, featuring 18 women in total, all of whom were white British. The protagonists’ profiles are very similar to that of the magazine’s readership – average age of 35 years (range between 32 and 46 years of age), 13 were married, two divorced and for three no information on relationships was provided. Of the 18 women featured in the articles, 10 had children. 

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE PLEASE

The articles were analysed using qualitative content analysis. Such an approach is common in the qualitative analysis of mass media outputs (see Bryman, 2004, p.388). Qualitative content analysis seeks to unveil underlying themes, perceptions and meanings of texts by investigating what information is presented and how. In undertaking this analysis we were interested in the magazine as a cultural product, created by its feature writers, editors, and advertisers and targeted at a particular female demographic. According to Moeran (2006), editors are relatively independent from advertisers in deciding about the content of magazine features and the presentation of image and content is part of the editorial process. It is also likely that some quotes and images used in the magazine have been, to some extent, staged or tidied up to fit to the format and gist of the feature. WDTOT is thus both a cultural artifact and creation – but one which, in its need to sell, has to communicate in a shared language with its readership. The editorial decision about the inclusion or omission of aspects from the available narratives can thus be understood as a purposeful shaping of texts. The aim of this analysis is to describe and analyse the picture of women at work presented in WDTOT as a result of such editorial decisions. Quotations from the WDTOT are presented in italics and double quotation marks.

Analysis

Negative Identity Priming: Former Occupations 

The former occupations of the women featured in WDTOT all represented corporate positions, offering career progression and good wages. Here again we see similarities to the eve readership profile of a two-earner household. The protagonists’ previous positions in PR, marketing & sales, conference organisation, interior design, business consultancy, corporate law, finance, teaching and film production will have required qualifications. Several articles mention that the protagonists earned substantial or high incomes in their former positions. The fact that the featured women are remarkably similar to the average reader profile should facilitate reader comparison with the WDTOT stories and protagonists. In this instance, and following social identity theory, social comparisons are presented through highlighted similarities between the group (the protagonists) and self (reader). In other words, the text presents a particular social context and primes the associated identity.

Significantly, professional work is a core demographic characteristic of the eve readership and therefore a psychologically relevant identity to invoke. A close reading of WDTOT revealed that the presentations of this professional work share a number of common images that are significant in their choice of language. The language used in the articles is remarkably consistent and combines to form a very distinct picture of women’s work presented to eve’s readers. The women’s work in these former, public sphere occupations is consistently described as leaving women feeling “guilty”, “frustrated”, “bored”, “jaded”, “soulless ... starved and stifled”, and “stagnant”. Working in “grey, corporate offices”, and being “well and truly in the rat-race” is described as “zapping [my] natural get-up-and-go”. 

By invoking a psychologically relevant identity and stereotyped imagery of the soulless, grey office this may create normative fit, i.e. the identity invoked meets socially held expectations and beliefs through the use of stereotyped images of work. Given enduring gender inequalities in the workplace it is perhaps not surprising that the WDTOT protagonists express alienation and frustration in their previous work. However, what is significant is that through a specific choice of language WDTOT presents the professional work as a pathologised identity for female workers. As the above examples illustrate, such negative identity priming, i.e. the creation of a negative attitude towards a particular group identity, in WDTOT does not cast the careers of these women as notable or happy, but as the source of identity dissonance resulting in an embodied, emotionally negative response. The features thus build and are built on an imagined community of disenchanted working women, where reading WDTOT creates membership of and participation in an in-group of alienated career professionals.  Corporate disenchantment is thus established as a key feature of the in-group identity.

Positive Identity Priming 

After priming a community or group identity of alienated corporate employees, the features go on to fill the self-esteem gap left by the downgraded, negative identity of corporate work by holding out the promise of enhanced self-esteem through engaging with the texts and empathising with the protagonists. Feelings of belonging and fit with a positive social identity are invoked with variations of the following indicative introductory sentences:

“What if you could swap the mania of rush hour for quietly strolling round bejewelled stores filled with swathes of shimmering fabric?”

“Why can’t your life be more like that – a bit less Changing Rooms, a bit more like Chocolat?”

“Picture a job where finding the right dark chocolate is crucial to the company’s share price.”

“How do you make an eco-friendly fortune while living in one of the most beautiful places on earth?”

Moving the readers’ identification from a negative social identity to a distinctive and contrasted positive identity, the inclusiveness of the language suggests that the writer, the protagonist and the reader are sharing the same hopes and aspirations about work. The language both constructs and includes author and reader within this imagined community. 

Once a positive emotional response to the context of the articles has been primed, the articles present readers with examples of an alternative work identity for women. In doing so, eve uses very identifiable gendered identity markers. The readers are presented with occupational exemplars which place a strong emphasis on traditional female stereotypes: caring for others, selflessness, social skills empathy, expressiveness,

“I love thinking up little ways to surprise and delight my customers”

“her food makes [customers] feel happy, it’s like a hug”

“The only thing you don’t do for them is make love”

The businesses used as exemplars for the readers focus on work traditionally undertaken by females: cooking, baking, entertaining, hosting, decorating, designing and caring for others. A clearly gendered stereotype is being developed and primed in the articles, with an emphasis on work undertaken in domestic locations and linked to the private realm of the home: “working from home means I’m always around for the family. It’s brought me back to my roots” (Jessica). Specifically female domestic spaces are continuously emphasised with descriptions of how Jennie happily “spends her days in her steaming kitchen” and for ‘the bag ladies’ “the hub of their working life is Lucy’s big kitchen table” (Lucy & Brett). Building on the traditional housewife stereotype, the WDTOT women reportedly turn to their grandmothers for inspiration: “one day, she tried out some of her grandmother’s old recipes and soon she was selling cakes to friends” (Emma) and “The Charlie – a best-seller – was inspired by one of Brett’s grandma’s bags”. 
But such domestic activity is not depicted as a retreat to dependent positions or unpaid labour. In clear contrast to the descriptors of the protagonists’ previous occupational lives the starting of new businesses and relocation into the domestic sphere is represented in WDTOT as liberating and energising, for instance stating that “I feel 100% fulfilled” (Louise), “Anna rediscovered her joi de vivre” (Anna) or “I have constant sparks of energy and I’m much more creative” (Sofia). The features present home-based work as empowering and liberating, and ultimately the women are reported to achieve self-expression and a passion for their work. In this way, the features are establishing comparative fit for this off-ramping work identity by making a distinctive contrast between the new liberated and empowered work identity and the alienated corporate identity. Following social identity theory, where fit is established between the self and the group, the group becomes categorized as an ‘in-group’ and this can influence choices and actions (Kulkarni & Nithyanand, 2013, Sinclair et al., 2006).

Reframing Domestic Work Values: Business Skills as ‘Feminine’ Traits

In WDTOT’s representations, women at work in the home are not depicted as calculating, trained planners, but as intuitive and spontaneous. The language used to represent the protagonists’ business dealings, such as “chatting over coffee”, may serve to reproduce stereotypes and expectations including appropriate work roles or locations for women (Adams & Tancred, 2000; Fröhlich & Peters, 2007; Marsh, 2009). But these images are not presented as weakness or indecision by the protagonists. Rather, through a social identity theory lens it can be seen as the presentation of a new, highly valued, variable with which to identify as a female home worker. 

Significantly, the typically female pursuits portrayed and depicted as chiming with women’s gendered personalities are re-presented as emancipatory work. Indeed, possessing ‘female’ attributes and skills is portrayed as largely sufficient, for example, “she had the creative flair – so what if she lacked the scientific expertise?” (Louise). Other protagonists succeeded in their new occupations “armed with nothing but nous” and having “not one single formal qualification in business” (Sue). In addition, production processes are not described as, for instance, writing marketing strategies, but as shopping, browsing and chatting with friends. Business skills are presented as mainly female intuition, attributes and enthusiasm, where running a business entailed nothing more than “chatting over a cup of coffee”, “fuelled by tea & biscuits” (Lucy & Brett). Protagonists report that “the most useful technique I learned was to go to offices at the highest levels and burst into tears!” (Suzie) and the secret was to “trust female intuition” (Emma). Alluding to similar allegedly female interests, Georgia (The French Mistress) dubbed her business “a celebration of pretty things”. 
However, a critical omission in this description of traditional female work and pursuits is any mention of ‘dirt’, of the drudgery and graft of domestic work and female stereotypical activities. Whereas this relocation of work clearly overlaps with gendered domestic expectations about working at home (Osnowitz, 2005), what domestic responsibilities the women assumed by being at home is not included in the accounts. Low status of home working is not alluded to in the articles – and so the low-esteem of such work is not associated with the new, empowered off-ramping identity presented.
From a social identity perspective, by not seeking to challenge gendered inequalities at work and in seeking to change the status of the dimensions on which women are evaluated and stereotyped, the articles employed social creativity tactics to reinforce the positive identity salience of the ‘traditional housewife’ stereotype. In this way the articles are both challenging and changing the dimensions by which the female work identity of the readers is evaluated. The articles suggest and prime a new dimension on which to value what is available to females. This positive identity and its fit are based on the readers’ gender alone. Although eliciting an imagined community or collective consciousness of dissatisfied working women, the articles do not encourage readers to mount a collective challenge to gendered inequalities in the corporate world and so no social competition strategy is endorsed. WDTOT does not seek to alter the conditions of work for women in the public sphere to make work there more fulfilling (and equal) for educated, professional women, nor does it expect its readers to. The status quo is presented as natural and women as unsuited for public sphere work. Rather, a social creativity strategy is used where the features seek to increase readers’ self-esteem as working women by redefining ingroup values from low status (housewife) to higher status, positively viewed entrepreneurial traditional female traits and skills. According to social identity theory, social creativity is used as a strategy when the out-group is both powerful and legitimate. Within a social identity perspective the implication is that continuing gendered discrimination in the workplace is also seen as a legitimate state.

Implications

The WDTOT features strongly emphasise work choice and freedom, but our analysis has drawn out a more subtle and often contradictory picture. On the one hand, the female working identity represented in WDTOT can be seen as liberating from the direct control of others at work and empowering in its suggestion that women should be proactive in the management of their working lives and not passively tolerant of alienation or discrimination. But it is also limiting in that it implies that women either endure the inequalities and dissatisfaction of corporate work or remove themselves from that work environment. Therefore, implicitly, the publication seems to accept that gendered inequalities in the public sphere of work are legitimate. Here we agree with the work of Beetham (1996), Byerly and Ross (2006) and Holmes (2007) on the potentially baleful impact of texts on the meanings of feminine and female.
The articles also create a tension in the narrative between identity as a collective given (female) and the individualization and self-reliance rhetoric employed. It might be possible to fold the two discourses together if we conceive that WDTOT conceptualises ‘female’ as a resource to be utilised in work (i.e. supposedly innate skills) and self-promotion and not as a collective sisterhood of mutual support. The WDTOT representation of work is also one where traditional bureaucratic management is taken out of work and replaced by a more idiosyncratic, non calculative, unplanned, intuitive and emotional and ultimately embodied form of managing work. This merging of the personal with the managed creates a new version of the ‘have-it-all’ female stereotype. Again, this apparent tension can be reconciled if we view the WDTOT features as challenging and changing the dimensions on which female work is evaluated and given status. In fact it presents not a contradiction but a social identity discourse about salience. In turning away from public sphere, corporate careers and the financial and social status that they deliver (albeit hand in hand with discrimination) the articles reinforce the positive identity salience of a ‘traditional housewife’ stereotype, but updated for the 21st century reader. This categorisation of female working identity captures both the capable ‘mother’ stereotype, responsible for the family and their environment, and the categorisation of women as intuitive and emotional. 

It is clear that perceptions of identity fit invoked by the texts are critical to the appeal of WDTOT. What is also clear is that there were significant omissions in the descriptions of the businesses. The financial success of the businesses was not referred to and training needs were also largely ignored. Although the WDTOT features can be read as stylistic and symbolic, their less benign effect is the incorporation of an emancipated neo-traditional female work identity into capitalist consumption. Of course, the readers’ interpretation of the features is outwith the possibility of this paper. For them membership of the imagined community may act as a ‘safety valve in the grand machine of capitalism’ (Rhodes & Parker, 2008, p.634) or may be constructed as a resistant space. Yet it remains that what WDTOT does with identity priming extends our understanding of popular media representations. It is possible to conclude that identity priming is used within the texts as part of the creation of a communicative space or imagined community, which gives meaning and a common subject position for the features and the readers, albeit perhaps a temporary one. In this way representations are social identities and therefore social identities can exist beyond the personal and can manifest as representations. Social identity can therefore be externally constructed and, if readiness to adopt that identity (even if temporarily) is then primed through the creation of an imagined community, the identity may be adopted.

Although reading a magazine may not be the trigger for life changes, consumption of the texts is not trivial either (Holmes, 2007). The consistent language and format of the features creates a cultural artefact in which women are encouraged to identify with a neo-traditional housewife stereotype. In itself this could be read as a resource for readers, allowing them escapism, fantasy or recognition that dissatisfaction at work is acceptable. But where the repetition of ‘acceptable’ images of femininity may have a more than transitory effect on self-perception (Ashikali & Dittmar, 2011) or even transpose into societal norms (Robinson & Callister, 2008) it could also act as a constraint. 

Conclusion

While WDTOT frames actions as unlimited choice, identity is presented as biologically fixed and therefore inescapable. Despite the features presenting a critique of bureaucracy and organisation, in using the ‘housewife’ stereotype eve’s WDTOT redefines gender inequality, based on biologically assumed differences and traits, as part of a reclamation of female identity. A new way to work, debureacratised and unorganised (irrational even), is presented as liberating for women. However, by focusing on and drawing on discourses about innate female traits the articles also leave women’s work open to potentially negative interpretations of these traditional female attributes (Bolton, 2005), such as neediness, weakness and emotional instability. In this way the WDTOT features both ‘subjugate and offer subversive possibilities for feminine subjectivity’ (Vachhani & Pullen, 2011, p.807), even if this subversion operates as an acknowledgement (by journalists, editors and readers) that corporate life can be alienating for women.

And yet, the impact is potentially even wider. Using a social identity lens to interrogate the construction of the texts we have found that the WDTOT texts engage in a socially creative redefinition of the dimensions on which women’s work is valued and are silent on challenging gender inequality in the workplace. As the emancipated neo-traditional housewife stereotype may become part of an imagined community’s shared perspective on the (female) self, by implication it may be that in utilising social creativity tactics and presenting a re-evaluation of low-status female work as higher status empowering work choices for women, any ‘unobtrusive mobilization’ (Katzenstein, 1990) to advance equality in the workplace may be hindered.

Finally, given the average UK household income profile of eve’s readership, the texts are aimed at women who cannot necessarily afford the traditional unpaid opt-out and have to continue to generate an income. What WDTOT represents, therefore, is off-ramping for the less well off, and this suggests that the opting-out discourse has a wider and more pervasive influence than the literature implies. The choice to off-ramp presented in the WDTOT narratives creates a textual tension between the notion of unfettered choice and the picture painted in the texts of conformity to neo-traditional ideals of female work behaviours. WDTOT tacitly acknowledges women’s freedom to engage in work in public organisational spaces, but places this in tension with a ‘female identity’. It presents public realm work as a (non-feminine) pathologised identity, one that denies women self-expression and ultimately leads to an alienation from their true natures. Instead, the articles imply, fulfilment can be achieved through a return to work in the private sphere and presents a traditional female stereotype based on housewifery skills and traditional female traits as women “doing their own thing”. Yet the articles are silent on foregone career-investment, on education, on industry- or company-specific social capital and on future employability, all of which may restrict choice. It is interesting that in referring only to grandmothers for the protagonists’ work role models and inspiration the articles blindside much of the achievements of second-wave feminism and the struggle for equality in the workplace. By overtly bypassing their mothers’ generation as work role models, the WDTOT texts appeal to a post-feminist discourse (Faludi, 1991) and imply that the problems experienced by the protagonists in their former public sphere careers were partly the outcome of the feminism of the 1960s and 1970s – their mothers’ generation.
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� The Office for National Statistics' Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE) mean gross annual earnings for 2008 was £26,020. For full-time employees that figure stood at £31,323. However median earnings for 2008 were £20,801 (for full-time employees, £25,123).








