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NCT is the UK’s leading charity on pregnancy, birth and early parenthood. NCT supports thousands of 
parents through the First 1,000 Days, from the start of pregnancy to a child’s second birthday. NCT’s 
Research	and	Quality	Department	is	conducting	a	mixed-methods	longitudinal	research	study	of	first-
time mothers’ and fathers’ experiences and attitudes. 

This report focuses on the topic of combining work and childcare and highlights the findings from the first of 
two online questionnaires completed by first-time parents when their babies were around 8 months old. A 
total of 1162 parents (866 women and 296 men) completed the survey.

Parents were asked about their use of maternity and paternity leave, patterns of employment in the first 
year of parenthood, access to flexible working arrangements and their attitudes to parenting roles, work, 
gender and home. In addition, women were asked about their decisions and feelings about returning to paid 
employment and men were asked about how they were balancing work and home life as a new father.

Key findings: 
Patterns of employment and use of parental 
leave
Having their first baby and becoming a mother had a 
major impact on women’s pattern of employment:

• The majority of first-time mothers in this sample 
(80%) were returning to paid employment after 
the birth of their baby, with just over half working 
part-time.

• The number of women in full-time employment 
reduced from 82% to just under half (49%)

• The number of women working part-time had 
increased four-fold (7%-28%) since becoming a 
mother. In contrast only a small proportion of 
fathers were working part-time (4%)

• Nine out of then (93%) women who had decided 
to return to paid employment planned to do so by 
the time their baby was one year old

• Mothers who had decided to return to work were 
older, had higher educational attainment, and 
were more likely to be in a relationship

• Only one in 10 women (11%) were planning to 
remain at home with their child on a full-time 
basis, a further 9% were undecided

• A quarter of men took less than their two weeks 
statutory paternity leave entitlement. Only a 
minority of fathers (11%) took more than two 
weeks away from work  after the birth of their 
baby and this was often a combination of paid and 
unpaid leave

• Women’s decision-making about returning to paid 
employment

• Women’s decisions about whether to return to 
paid employment were dominated by the need 
to balance meeting their child’s needs with their 
household finances

• These two driving factors were interwoven with 
the importance to mothers of finding high quality 
and affordable childcare

• Women who were planning to stay at home full-
time highlighted meeting their child’s needs and 
not wanting to leave their child as most important, 
and rated the social contact with colleagues and 
keeping up to date in their area of employment as 
less important factors determining their decision

Feelings about returning to paid employment
Among the women returning to work there were 
broadly three groupings of experience: 

• Around half of women were motivated but with 
mixed feelings;

• Approaching a quarter felt ready to return; and

• Approximately a quarter felt compromised, 
expressing only concerns but no anticipated 
benefits

• Those who felt compromised due to financial 
pressures and the need to pay the bills often 
had the double whammy to face of expensive 
childcare

 Executive Summary



5

 © NCT 2014  Working it out: New parents’ experiences of returning to work

• Women’s concerns about returning to work were 
primarily about separation from their baby, quality 
and cost of childcare, managing the transition 
back to work and whether they could achieve an 
acceptable work-life balance

• Women felt more positive about returning to 
work if they had a sense that they had interesting 
work, a supportive employer and had childcare 
arrangements in place

• Partners were generally supportive of their 
partners return to work, but tended to prefer 
them to work part-time 

Access	to	flexible	working	arrangements
• Over half of new fathers (57%) and a third (35%) 

of new mothers reported that that their employer 
did not offer flexible working hours

• Around 10-20% of parents said that they did not 
know if their employer offered a variety of flexible 
working arrangements, including part-time hours 
and working from home

• Women were more likely to decide to return to 
work after having a child if their employer offered 
opportunities for flexible working arrangements, 
such as flexible hours and part-time working 

• There remains a clear gender divide in the 
availability of flexible working arrangements – 
women were more than twice as likely to report 
that their employer offered part-time working 
hours compared to men (70% vs 28%)

Men’s views of work demands and fatherhood 
commitments
When asked how they felt about managing work 
demands with being a father, three broad groups 
emerged:  Incorporators, Conflicted fathers and 
those with a sense of balanced lives. 

• The incorporators were the largest group, made 
up of around half of those who responded. 
They saw themselves primarily as an economic 
provider, incorporating the new reality of 
fatherhood into their bread-winner role 

• Around a third could be described as conflicted 
fathers, expressing negative feelings about 
unreconciled work and family demands

• A smaller group, around one in six, described 
having a sense of a balanced life, where they 
had a breadwinning role that also enabling them 
to provide regular care for their child. Often 
flexibility was mentioned allowing them to spend 
more or less time with their child, as required 

• About a quarter of the men felt that employers 
should do more to help, including offering 
opportunities for flexible working arrangements 
and subsidised or tax-exempt childcare schemes  

Attitudes towards parenting roles, work, 
home and gender

• Despite a large increase in women’s participation 
in the workforce there remains a tendency for 
both men and women to view the mother as the 
primary carer 

• However, few of these first-time parents regarded 
men as the sole or even main bread-winner

• Egalitarian attitudes towards parenthood, 
employment and gender were most common 
among older and more educated parents

• Women who had decided not to return to 
paid employment after the birth of their baby 
were most likely to report more  traditional, 
differentiated gender-role attitudes 

Implications for public policy
Improved	flexible	working	provisions
These research findings demonstrate that there 
is a demand among new parents for greater 
opportunities to work flexibly after they have 
become parents. NCT would like to see equality of 
flexible working arrangements for men and women. 
In order to work towards achieving these goals we 
recommend that:

• The Government promotes a variety of flexible 
working arrangements using positive case studies 
and emphasising the benefits to employers of 
encouraging experienced employees to return to 
work after becoming a parent.

• Employers increase availability of part-time and 
flexible roles at all levels, including senior roles 
and higher pay scale posts, and demonstrate this 
commitment by becoming a Timewise accredited 
employer.
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• Employers make it clear in their staff handbook 
and in job advertisements that flexible working 
arrangements are available to women and men, 
so that all employees are aware of their rights 
and entitlements. NCT supports the use of the 

‘happy to talk flexible working’ logo developed by 
Working Families.

• Employers invite men, as well as women, to 
review their working arrangements with the 
HR department and their manager when they 
become a parent.  

Improved	access	to	affordable	high-quality	
childcare at the point of returning to 
employment
The cost and quality of childcare were key factors 
affecting women’s decisions and feelings about 
returning to work after having a baby.  NCT believes 
access to more affordable, high quality childcare is 
necessary. Specifically we recommend: 

• Extending financial support for high-quality and 
affordable childcare so that it starts as soon 
parents choose to return to work to fill the current 
gap in subsidised childcare. 

Better paid parental leave for men and 
women and clearer guidance on entitlements
To ensure that more equal and flexible parental leave 
entitlements are implemented, we recommend the 
following:

• Clearer guidance for both parents and employers 
of their maternity and paternity leave to maximise 
and enable parents to make the best use of the 
shared parental leave and right to request flexible 
working entitlements. For women this could be 
included on the Mat B form that they are given by 
their midwife to hand to their employer, ensuring 
that both parents and employers will see what 
entitlements are available.
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About NCT
NCT’s work for families throughout the First 1,000 
days, from the start of pregnancy to a child’s second 
birthday, is designed to ensure that parents feel 
valued and supported and children have a positive 
start in life. This period is unique and special: a time 
of great opportunity, but also of challenges and 
worries for new parents. We are keen to understand 
the big issues for first-time parents in today’s world. 
NCT uses evidence to underpin its information and 
services. This study is designed to inform NCT’s 
support for parents provided online and via courses, 
and our public policy and lobbying work. 

About the study
NCT is conducting a mixed-methods longitudinal 
research study of first-time mothers’ and fathers’ 
experiences and attitudes during the first two years 
following the birth of their baby.1 The study is broad-
ranging, designed to provide a picture of the key 
dimensions of the needs, concerns, attitudes and 
experiences of parents of different ages and from a 
range of different social and ethnic backgrounds.

To understand more about life as a first-time parent 
during this time the study focuses on two time-
points: one during their baby’s first year, the other 
12 months later. Mothers and fathers are being 
invited to provide information as part of the study 
when their babies are 6-9 months old and are being 
followed up when their babies are around 18-21 
months old.

This report documents the findings from the first 
questionnaire with parents when their babies are 
around 8 months old, focusing on the topic of paid 
employment and returning to work after childbirth.

Men (N=296) and women (N=866) who responded 
to an online survey were asked about their use 
of maternity and paternity leave, patterns of 
employment in the first year of parenthood, access 
to flexible working arrangements and their attitudes 
to parenting roles, work, gender and home. In 
addition, women were asked about their decisions 
and feelings about returning to paid employment 
and men were asked about how they were balancing 
work and home life as a new father.

The study is being undertaken in NCT’s Research 
and Quality Department by Abigail Easter (Senior 
Research and Evaluation Officer) and Mary Newburn 
(NCT Strategic Ambassador). Mary Newburn has 
taken on a new role since initiating the study. She 
was previously head of the Research and Quality 
Department.

 

1 Introduction to the study
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Changes to men’s and women’s work 
patterns
Over the past 40 years there have been significant 
changes to women’s work patterns, notably a rise 
in the proportion of mothers with young children in 
paid employment. A recent report from the Office of 
National Statistics (June, 2013) highlighted that two-
thirds (67%) of women between the ages of 16-65 
years were currently in paid employment, which is an 
increase of more than 50% since 1971.2 The women’s 
movement in the 1960s, successive changes to 
equal opportunities legislation and an increase 
in educational and occupational opportunities 
for women have all contributed to changing 
expectations, household finances, and decisions on 
returning to work after having a baby. 

It is now common-place for household budgets, 
and mortgage commitments, to be based on two 
incomes. In 2012 approximately 65% of women with 
children in the UK were combining employment with 
their family responsibilities.3 Yet it can be difficult 
for mothers of young children to negotiate suitable 
working arrangements with their employer, or find 
a suitable alternative job. There are many issues at 
stake, usually pressing financial considerations, their 
own and other people’s ideas about the ‘the good 
mother’,4 attachment to their baby and concerns 
about the quality, cost and practicality of childcare 
options. 

The cost of housing in the UK is high relative to 
other countries, and access to social housing has 
diminished with many families with young children 
renting homes in the private sector, where rents 
reflect high house prices. There is a spiralling effect 
with higher incomes contributing to inflation of 
housing costs, and rising housing costs, driving the 
need for dual-earning families and female bread-
winners.3,5 

There is also an increasing expectation that men 
should take a more active role in domestic work and 
the practical and emotional care of their children.6 
The main policy driver supporting this move has 
been the goal of employment equality for women. 
However, particularly in recent years, there has been 
a growing focus on evidence that children benefit 
from their fathers’ involvement, and that fathers 

enjoy opportunities to share more in their children’s 
upbringing, and feel more connected when they 
provide practical care.7,8 

Parenting roles, work, home and 
gender
Gender-role attitudes can be described on a 
continuum from traditional (man as bread-winner 
and woman as homemaker and mother) to, 
egalitarian (both men and women contribute equally 
to income and child-rearing).9 Historically there has 
been a shift in developed countries towards more 
egalitarian, less gender-differentiated roles. Oakley 
and Hochschild described women with young 
children carrying a ‘double burden’ of paid work 
plus extensive childcare.10,11 Hakim has challenged 
this view, suggesting time budget studies show that 
across Europe women and men with children tend 
on average to do similar amounts of work, typically 
eight hours a day, with men doing more paid work 
and women generally dividing their time more evenly 
between paid and unpaid work.12 

Hakim argues that lifestyle preferences rather 
than gender drive employment patterns, where 
social policy and economic circumstances enable 
individuals to have a genuine choice. She described 
both women and men as fundamentally work-
centred, home-centred or wanting to combine work 
and family (adaptive), with 80% of women preferring 
an ‘adaptive’ solution and only 20% wanting a work-
centred lifestyle.

In reality, there are hard choices to be made, 
especially when children are young, highly 
dependent and developing rapidly. This can create 
a significant tension for women and for men about 
how to reconcile their parenting role with their 
employment. Previous research has found that men 
and women adjust their gender-role attitudes after 
having their first baby, and that women’s attitudes 
change more than men’s.13 It is unclear how much 
this is related to societal expectations, personal 
beliefs and values, and how much is a consequence 
of a developing relationship with their baby.  In 
Sweden, where egalitarian roles are more developed 
than in most other countries, the attitudes of men 
and their partners affect behaviour, with three times 

2 Background literature
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more men with egalitarian attitudes changing their 
work pattern when they became a father compared 
with those with non-egalitarian attitudes.8 

Family policy in the UK
Family policy in the UK is often thought to lag 
behind many other European countries.14 However, 
since the 1990’s there have been several reforms 
to employment policy in the UK, with a focus on 
increasing work incentives for families with children 
(such as working tax credit and family tax credit). 
These reforms have benefitted couples more lone 
parent families.5  Also, rights to parental leave have 
been improved incrementally, first addressing the 
rights of women and more recently the rights of both 
mothers and fathers, including parents in same-sex 
couples. 

The UK now has the one of the longest maternity 
leave entitlements of the Europe.14 Eligible women 
are currently entitled to 52 weeks’ maternity 
leave around the time of their baby’s birth (26 
weeks ‘Ordinary Maternity Leave’ and 26 weeks 
as ‘Additional Maternity Leave’), which is paid for 
up to 39 weeks. Some employers offer enhanced 
benefit packages (often referred to as Occupational 
Maternity Leave) over and above statutory 
requirements. Men are entitled to take up to two 
weeks ‘Ordinary Paternity Leave’ after the birth of 
their baby, which is paid at the same statutory rate 
as women. Since 2010 men have been entitled to 

‘Additional Paternity Leave’, which allows fathers to 
take up to 26 weeks additional paternity leave if their 
child’s mother has returned to work before taking her 
full entitlement to 52 weeks’ maternity leave. Same 
sex partners have the same entitlement.

Flexible working arrangements
Flexible working arrangements can be designed to 
give employees greater flexibility on the number of 
hours they work, their place of work, and when they 
work. For example, some parents find it helpful to 
work contracted hours, putting in the same number 
of hours but over fewer days. Some have the scope 
to be able to work in the evenings or at weekends. 
Others value having an arrangement agreed which 
allows them to come in late or go early so that they 

can take their child to or from nursery, sharing this 
responsibility with their partner or other family 
member. Another popular arrangement is to be able 
to accrue time off in lieu (formally or otherwise) 
which can be taken when a child is sick. For those 
who have an office-based job, the opportunity to be 
home-based for some part of the time, has increased 
dramatically over the last decade, largely due to 
internet access and conferencing facilities. 

For parents of young children, and others with caring 
responsibilities, flexible arrangements can make 
a huge practical difference, making it possible to 
combine work and childcare requirements on a daily 
basis and make contingency arrangements when a 
child is sick. 

Access to flexible working arrangements has 
increased dramatically over the last decade, largely 
due to improvements in technology and the ability 
for remote working. Changes to policies have 
led to an increase in the number of requests for 
flexible working, and findings from a recent report 
of business of varying sizes and industry sectors 
within the UK estimated that approximately 75% of 
all requests are accepted.15 However, recent reports 
have found that the availability of job-sharing and 
part-time employment, which are well paid or in 
leadership positions are limited within the UK.16 
This can lead  women who want to work flexibly to 
take lower paid and less skilled positions when they 
return from maternity leave; resulting in inequality 
and fewer women in management and leadership 
roles.

Although there is some evidence in support of the 
positive benefits of flexible working arrangements on 
productivity and performance,15,17 it is not without its 
critics, and while the majority of employers support 
flexible working in principle they also report practical 
obstacles.18 Concerns about flexible working 
arrangements include resentment and negative 
attitudes within teams, particularly that some 
employees will be required to undertake additional 
work to compensate for colleagues on flexible 
hours contracts.19 Concerns at a more commercial 
level have also been reported, for example that 
flexible working will have a negative impact on client 
relationships and the success of an organisation.19
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This chapter of the report provides an overview of the research methods used in the First 1,000 Days 
study and the characteristics of the parents who took part. Full details of the research methods 
including the representativeness of the sample are presented in Appendix A and B at the end of this 
report. 

Research methods

Study design
NCT is conducting a mixed-methods longitudinal 
research study of first-time mothers’ and fathers’ 
experiences and attitudes during the first two years 
following the birth of their baby.1 The study is broad-
ranging, designed to provide a picture of the key 
dimensions of the needs, concerns, attitudes and 
experiences of parents of different ages and from a 
range of different social and ethnic backgrounds.

To understand more about life as a new first-time 
parent during this time the study focuses on two 
time-points: one during their baby’s first year, the 
other 12 months later. Mothers and fathers are being 
invited to provide information as part of the study 
when their babies are approximately 6-9 months 
old and are being followed up when their babies are 
around 18-21 months old.

In the first phase of the study, focus groups were 
undertaken with groups of parents to inform the 
development of two questionnaires focused on 
mothers’ and fathers’ experiences and attitudes in 
the first year of parenthood. In this second phase, 
first-time mothers and fathers were recruited and 
asked to complete an online questionnaire about 
their experiences and attitudes towards parenthood 
6-9 months after their babies were born. The same 
parents are being asked to complete a second online 
questionnaire when their babies are between 18-21 
months. 

As part of the first online questionnaire parents were 
asked about their use of maternity and paternity 
leave, patterns of employment in the first year of 
parenthood, access to flexible working arrangements 
and their attitudes to parenting roles, work, gender 
and home. In addition, women were asked about 
their decisions and feelings about returning to paid 
employment and men were asked about how they 
were balancing work and home life as a new father.

Further details of the research methods including: 

the development and piloting of the questionnaire, 
data collection and analyses methods are shown in 
Appendix A of this report.

Study participants
In total, 296 first-time fathers and 866 first-time 
mothers responded in full to the first online 
questionnaire. Further details of how participants 
were recruited to the study and inclusion and 
exclusion criteria are shown in Appendix A.

At the time of the first survey, women in the First 
1,000 Days study had a mean age of 30.8 years and 
men had a mean age of 32.7 years. The babies of 
parents who completed the survey were on average 
eight months old in both the women (7.9 months) 
and men’s (7.7 months) surveys. Just over half of the 
babies in the women (54%) and men’s (55%) survey 
were male.

Parents from all major groups, across region, gender, 
age, education, ethnicity and sexual orientation are 
represented in this study, see Appendix B. However, 
the parents taking part in the First 1,000 Days study 
are somewhat older on average than the general UK 
population of parents, though there is still a wide 
spread in the sample. In terms of ethnicity, country 
of birth and geographical distribution, the study is 
broadly representative. Consistent with younger 
parents being less well represented, there are fewer 
women with no qualifications or GCSEs as their 
highest qualification than would be expected. The 
majority of large population-based cohort studies 
have a sample that is biased towards parents that 
are more highly educated and under-representative 
of young parents. Online surveys may increase this 
long-standing tendency.

A full breakdown of the characteristics of the men and women 
involved in the First 1,000 Days, including a detailed comparison of the 
representativeness of the data, is shown in Appendix B of this report.

3 First 1,000 Days study:  
Research methods and study participants
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This chapter of the report describes parents’ patterns of employment and use of maternity and 
paternity	leave	and	how	patterns	of	employment	and	parental	leave	varied	between	different	socio-
demographic groups. 

Men and women were both asked about their current 
employment status. In addition, when their first baby 
was  around 6-9 months old, women were asked 
whether they were still on maternity leave, had 
returned to paid employment, and whether or not 
they were planning to do so in the next 12 months. 
We also asked about their motivations and any 
concerns in both open and closed questions, which 
is explored in chapter six of this report.  

Women’s employment status
Prior to pregnancy the majority of women (82%) 
were employed full-time and relatively few were 
working part-time (7%). In addition, there were small 
groups who were self-employed (3%), a student (3%), 
registered unemployed (3%) or not working and 
not currently seeking work (3%). At the time of the 
survey significantly fewer women reported being 
in full-time employment (49%). This included both 
women who had returned to working after maternity 
leave and those planning to return over the next 
few months. Almost four times as many women 
indicated that they were in part-time employment 
(28%). There was also a significant increase in the 
proportion of women who were not working and 
not seeking work (up from 3% to 15%). See appendix 
Table A1 for results of statistical analysis.

Women who had left the educational system early, 
having either no formal qualifications or GCSEs as 
their highest qualification, were significantly more 

likely to leave paid employment after having a baby 
(18%) compared to women who had completed 
higher/further education (11%). There were 
no significant differences in the age, ethnicity, 
relationship status or geographical location of 
women leaving paid employment. See Table C2 in 
Appendix C.

The percentage of women who were self-employed, 
a student or registered unemployed had not 
changed significantly (see Table 1). All of the women 
who were self-employed worked under 35 hours 
per week and the mean (average) number of hours 
worked was 16.4 hours (s.d=10.1; range=2-30 hours).

Men’s employment status 
At the time of the survey the majority of men were 
in full-time employment (78%), and just one in 25 
worked part-time employment (4%). Men reported 
working on average 33.4 hours per week including 
overtime (s.d. 8.7, range 1-53 hours). Among men, 
11% were self-employed at 6-9 months.  In contrast 
to the pattern of self-employed women, the majority 
of self-employed men worked 35 hours or more per 
week (82%) and only 18% worked reduced hours. 
Self-employed men said they worked an average 
of 33 hours per week, although wide variation was 
reported (s.d.=12.1, range 11-60+ hours per week).  
Among the men, there were also small groups who 
were a student (1%), registered unemployed (3%) or 
not working and not currently seeking work (2%).

Table 1: Men and women’s’ employment status
Women N=866 Men N=296

Pre-pregnancy 
Employment

Current Employment Current Employment

n (%) n (%) n (%)
Employed (full-time) 710 (82.0) 426 (49.2) 232 (78.4)
Employed (part-time) 58 (6.7) 238 (27.5) 12 (4.1)
Self-employed 25 (2.9) 22 (2.5) 33 (11.1)
Student 25 (2.9) 18 (2.1) 4 (1.4)
Registered unemployed (seeking work) 24 (2.8) 29 (3.3) 8 (2.7)
Unwaged (not seeking work) 24 (2.8) 133 (15.4) 7 (2.4)

4 Patterns of employment and use of parental 
leave
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Use of maternity and paternity leave
Maternity leave and returning to paid 
employment
Women were asked whether they had returned to 
work at the time of the survey, and whether or not 
they were planning to do so in the next 12 months.  
In response to this question, eight in 10 women 
reported either having already returned to work 
(28%) or that they were planning to do so (52%). Only 
11% of women said they had no plans to return to 
paid employment in the next year and 9% of women 
remained undecided.

Of the women who were returning to work, 12% had 
taken between one and six months maternity leave; 
the others were all taking a longer period of leave. 
The majority of women (81%) were  planning to 
return to work when their baby was between six and 
12 months old and only a minority of women (7%) 
planned to return to paid employment when their 
baby was between one and two years old.  

Looking forward, around half (46%) of the women 
returning to employment were working  (or planned 
to work) five or more days per week, and around 
a quarter were working or anticipating working 
either four days per week (22%) or three days (27%). 
Fewer than five percent were working or anticipated 
working for just one or two days per week, see Table 2.

Table 2: Number of days in paid employment
Number of working days per week n %
One day or less 5 0.7
Two days 26 3.7
Three days 185 26.5
Four days 156 22.4
Five days or more 325 46.6

Group differences by parents’ age, 
education and ethnicity
There was a linear relationship between the 
number of days that women were returning to 
paid employment and their age and educational 
attainment.  Those who were working more days 
were significantly older, and with each additional 
day worked, the proportion with higher/further 
qualifications increased, Table 3. These findings 
confirm previous research that highly educated 
women tend to return to full-time work sooner after 
childbirth than those with lower qualification levels.20

Lone mothers were also significantly less likely 
to have returned, or have plans to return, to paid 
employment (63%) compared to mothers who  were 
in a relationship (82%), and were significantly more 
likely to report being unsure as to whether they 
would return to paid employment in the next 12 
months.

There were no significant differences between white 
women and other ethnic groups, though numbers 
of BME women in the study were relatively small 
making it impossible to look at ethnic minority 
groups individually. See Appendix Table C3 for results 
of statistical analyses.

Table 3: Women’s decisions about returning to work and their socio-demographic characteristics
Days employment per week

None n=169 1-3 days n=216 4 days n=156 5 or more days 
n=325

Highest level of education
No formal qualification/GCSE: n(%) 54 (32.0) 51 (30.2) 24 (14.2) 40 (23.7)
Higher/Further education: n(%) 115 (16.5) 165 (27.3) 132 (18.9) 285 (40.9)

Ethnicity
White ethnicity: n(%) 148 (19.1) 192 (24.7) 146 (18.9) 290 (37.4)
All other ethnic backgrounds: n(%) 21 (23.3) 24 (26.7) 10 (11.1) 35 (38.9)

Age: 
Mean (s.d) 29.1 (6.1) 30.0 (3.1) 31.4 (4.5) 32.0 (4.9)

Relationship status:
Married/in a relationship: n(%) 149 (18.3) 201 (24.7) 151 (9.8) 314 (21.6)
Not in a relationship: n(%) 20 (39.2) 15 (29.4) 5 (9.8) 11 (21.6)
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Paternity leave
In the First 1,000 Days study men were asked 

‘did you take paternity leave after your baby was 
born?’ and were instructed not to count annual 
leave. Among those who were employed, 85% said 
that they took a period of paternity leave. Of those 
who took paternity leave only three quarters (76%) 
said that their full period of paternity leave was 
paid, 14% took unpaid leave and 10% of men took 
a combination of paid and unpaid leave. Fifteen 
percent of employed men said that they took no 
paternity leave. There were no significant differences 
in the socio-demographic characteristics (i.e. age, 
ethnicity, educational qualifications or relationship 
status) of men who took paternity leave and those 
who didn’t, see table C4 in Appendix C for results of 
statistical tests. 

Men were asked how many days paternity leave they 
took and again instructed not to include annual 
leave in their calculation. Consistent with statutory 
entitlement, two thirds of men who took paternity 
leave (67%) reported taking their full entitlement 
of two weeks leave, however around a quarter of 
men (23%) took less than the ten days statutory 
leave entitlement. Only a minority of fathers (11%) 
reported taking more than the two week away from 
work after the birth of their baby. 

Figure	1:	Use	of	paternity	leave	among	first-time	
fathers

23%

11%

67%

Less than two weeks

Two weeks

More than two weeks

Chapter summary
Having their first baby and becoming a mother had 
a major impact on women’s pattern of employment. 
Those in full-time employment reduced from 82% to 
just under half (49%), with a corresponding four-fold 
rise in part-time working, up from 7% to 28%. One in 
seven women had made arrangements not to return 
to work within the next 12 months, at least. Instead, 

they were planning to stay at home as the main 
carer of their baby. In contrast, just 4% of fathers 
were working part-time. This suggests a continuing 
pattern of gendered parenting roles, with women 
disproportionately taking the role of primary career. 

Mothers had typically returned to work, or planned to 
do so, by the time their baby was one year old. Older 
mothers, women with higher educational attainment 
and married or cohabiting women were more likely 
to say they were returning to paid employment. This 
finding may reflect older, more educated mothers 
having more financially and intellectually rewarding 
careers. For lone mothers the financial incentive to 
return to employment is often low, particularly after 
childcare costs have been taken into account.21 In 
the following chapter of this report we will explore 
further mothers’ access to flexible working and 
factors affecting their decisions about whether and 
when to return to work.

Three quarters of men said they had taken their full 
entitlement of two weeks paternity leave after the 
birth of their baby. Some men took less time off than 
two weeks and some did not get the additional paid 
leave to which they were entitled. Around a quarter 
of fathers had returned before their baby was two 
weeks old. In this study, only a minority of fathers 
took more than two weeks away from work after the 
birth of their baby and this was often a combination 
of paid and unpaid leave. In 2015 men’s entitlement 
to parental leave is changing and ‘Shared Parental 
Leave’ is being introduced. Shared parental leave will 
enable eligible mothers and their partners to take 
up to 52 weeks of leave in total, and to share it more 
flexibly between them either in alternating blocks 
or taken together. Previous reports have highlighted 
that employers have concerns about shared parental 
leave and that the uptake of the new entitlement 
may be low among new fathers.22,18  In order to 
explore these issues further men’s awareness and 
understanding of their parental leave entitlement, 
and changes to their entitlement, will be followed up 
in the second survey for this study and reported in 
2015.

Chapter eight of this report explores men’s 
experiences of how they are managing their work 
and home life further and how employers can best 
support new fathers.
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This chapter of the report examines women’s decisions about returning to paid work and the factors 
that	first-time	mothers	say	influence	them	the	most.	It	looks	at	the	attitudes	of	different	groups	of	
women, namely those who decide to return full-time, those who work reduced hours and women 
who decide to be at home full-time with their baby, who are sometimes referred to as ‘stay at home 
mothers’.  

Women’s decisions about returning to 
paid employment
In order to explore factors that influenced women 
in returning to paid employment after the birth of 
their baby, we asked: ‘When deciding whether or not 
to return to paid employment, how important are 
the following?’ and provided a list of factors such as 

‘household finances’ and ‘keeping up-to-date with my 
profession ‘with a six-point Likert scale (ranging from 
very important to unimportant), see Figure 2.

The factors listed in this question were generated 
from focus groups with first-time mothers, previously 
conducted as part of the First 1,000 Days study, and 
from existing research and policy literature.  

Two factors dominated women’s reporting of their 
decisions about returning to work: family finances 
and the needs of their child. Around three quarters 
of women (77%) said that household finances were a 
very important factor when deciding whether or not 
to return to paid employment and two thirds (68%) 

strongly agreed that meeting their child’s needs was 
very important. Many women were concerned about 
both the cost and quality of childcare, with almost 
9 out of 10 women (89%) saying that the quality of 
childcare was a key consideration (very important or 
important) and  over three quarters (77%) saying this 
about the cost of childcare. 

Overall, women were much less likely to prioritise 
their individual needs or interests, as indicated by 
lower importance being attributed to their personal 
income, keeping up to date in their profession or 
trade, or getting together again with  social contacts. 
Just under a third rated enjoyment of their work 
or keeping up to date with their profession as very 
important factors in their decision about whether or 
not to return to work.

Group differences among women returning to and 
not returning to paid employment

We were interested in investigating potential 
differences in the importance of these factors 

5 Returning to paid employment after having a 
baby
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Figure	2:Factors	affecting	women’s	decisions	about	going	back	to	work
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among women who had decided to return to 
employment on a full-time or part-time basis, 
compared to women who had decided not to return 
to the labour force. Therefore, logistic regression 
analyses were undertaken to explore whether the 
decision-making process of mothers who had 
returned to work five, four and 1-3 days per week 
differed from mothers who had decided to be with 
their baby  full time. 

Table 4 shows the proportion of women in each 
group who rated each factor as ‘important’ (a 
combination of very important and important). 
These women’s responses are compared to women 
who did not plan to return to paid employment. Full 
results of the regression analyses are shown in Table 
C5 in Appendix C. 

First, it is evident that the responses of women who 
were not returning to work were different from those 
of women who were returning. More than any other 
factors, they indicated that ‘meeting my child’s 
needs’ and ‘not wanting to leave my child’ were the 
most important considerations for them, alongside 

‘quality of childcare’. They also gave relatively low 
importance to having social contact with colleagues 
at work, keeping up with their trade or profession 
and enjoying their paid work, as factors influencing 
whether to return to employment. 

Interestingly, women in this group were more likely 
than those returning to employment to say that 
the cost of childcare was an important factor in 
their decision-making. Women who had decided 
not to return to paid employment tended to be 
younger with lower educational qualifications, which 
suggests that a significant number in this group may 
have found working uneconomic when combined 
with the high cost of childcare. The ‘stay at home’ 
group were also more likely to say that breastfeeding 
was an important factor affecting their decision 
about return to work, suggesting that there may be 

a particular group of ‘middle class’ women who also 
make this decision. 

For all three groups of women who had decided to 
return to paid employment, family finances was 
rated as the most important factor influencing 
their decision. This was most pronounced for those 
returning full-time. Women in all groups were highly 
concerned about meeting their child’s needs and 
they indicated that quality of childcare was highly 
important. Among returners, this was particularly 
marked for women working full-time which may 
indicate that because their child would be away from 
them for a substantial part of the week, they were 
particularly concerned that the substitute childcare 
was of a high standard. Among the women returning 
to work, it is interesting to note that for all three 
groups, those working 1-3 days, those working four 
days and those working five days, enjoyment of their 
job was considered as an important factor affecting 
their return by a higher proportion than keeping up 
to date with their profession, however, among those 
working full-time the gap was narrow.

Women who had or were planning to return to 
work full-time were more than five times as likely 
to rate social contacts as an important factor in 
their decision about work compared to women who 
planned not to return to work.

Being able to find suitable work was significantly 
more of an issue for those women who were 
planning to divide the mothering role and their 
paid employment more evenly by returning 
to employment 1-3 days per week. This is not 
surprising given the limited availability of well-paid 
part-time work.16 Conversely, mothers who had 
decided to return to their job on a full-time basis 
were significantly less likely to report that working 
flexible hours or days was an important factor in their 
decision.
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Table	4:	Factors	affecting	women’s	decisions	about	returning	to	full	or	part-time	employment	
Days employment per week

None n (%) 1-3 days n (%) 4 days n (%) 5 or more n 
(%)

Household Finances 141 (83.4) 195 (90.3)* 147 (94.2)** 309 (95.1)****
Social contacts 21 (12.4) 81 (37.5)**** 65 (41.7)**** 111(64.2)****
Having my own income 114 (67.5) 131(60.7) 106 (67.9) 205 (63.1)
Being able to work flexible days/hours 134 (79.3) 174 (80.6) 121(77.6) 214 (65.8)**
Enjoyment in my work 64 (37.9) 147(68.1)**** 104 (66.7)**** 205 (63.1)****
Being able to find work/finding a suitable job 72 (42.6) 138 (63.9)**** 84 (53.9)* 146 (44.9)
My husband’s/ partner’s views 95 (56.2) 110 (50.9) 86 (55.1) 166 (51.1)
Keeping up to date with my profession/work 53 (31.4) 109 (50.5)**** 92 (58.9)**** 186 (57.2)****
Not wanting to leave my child 161(95.3) 175 (81.0)**** 121 (77.6)**** 260 (80.0)****
Meeting my  child’s needs 165 (97.6) 199 (92.1)* 146 (93.6) 295 (90.7)**
The cost of childcare 145 (85.8) 152 (70.4)**** 116 (74.4)** 253 (77.8)*
The quality of childcare 160 (94.7) 181 (83.8)** 132 (84.6)** 298 (91.7)
Support from my workplace/employers 111 (65.7) 156 (72.2) 117 (75.0)** 242(74.5)*
Breastfeeding my baby 68 (40.2) 46 (21.3)**** 44 (28.2)* 75 (23.1)****
Statistical significance compared to the reference group of women not returning to paid employment:  

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001, **** p ≤ 0.0001 (Full analyses shown in appendix Table C5)

Chapter summary
Understanding the reasons affecting women’s 
decisions about returning to work, and how they 
choose to divide the working week between caring 
for their family and paid employment, is crucial for 
informing the development of public policy.  

Women’s decisions about whether to return to paid 
employment were dominated by the need to balance 
meeting their child’s needs with their household 
finances. These findings are consistent with previous 
research, which suggests that it is often financial 
reasons that drive women’s decision to return to paid 
work after childbirth.23 

These two driving factors were interwoven with the 
importance to mothers of finding high quality and 
affordable childcare, emphasising the necessity to 
weigh up the financial benefit of returning to paid 
employment part-time with the cost of childcare. 
Miller’s motherhood study indicated that women 
struggled with the idea that the high cost of quality 
childcare in the UK often resulted in them ‘working 
to pay for someone else to look after your child’.6 In 
chapter four of this report we reported that older 
and more educated women, who are likely to have a 
more established career, were more likely to return 
to work and to return to work sooner. Indicating 
that relatively high earnings may provide a stronger 
incentive to return to work, while lower earning 
women are likely to find it more difficult to find 
affordable, quality childcare which  restricts their 
options.20 A recent report found that one in five 
working mothers would like to increase their working 
hours if they could arrange good quality childcare 
which was convenient, reliable and affordable.24

Although women were not asked to provide their 
occupation in the present study, it is known form 
previous research that factors, such as the size of a 
company and employment sector, have an impact 
on women’s opportunities to return to work. For 
example, women working in the public sector are 
more likely to return to work than those working for 
small private sector organisations.18

The finding that women were less likely to prioritise 
individual reasons for returning to paid work over the 
needs of the family or child is not surprising. Miller 
outlines how women’s narrative about returning 
to paid employment conveyed a sense of guilt, in 
contrast to men who were able to talk more freely 
about their identity as the bread-winner and the 
desire for career progression.25,4 Interestingly, 
mothers who had decided to return to employment 
were the most likely to highlight enjoyment of their 
profession as a key reason for returning to work.

Those women who were planning to stay at home 
full-time highlighted as most important meeting 
their child’s needs and not wanting to leave their 
child, and rated the social contact with colleagues 
and keeping up to date in their area of employment 
as less important factors determining their decision. 
It may be that this group of women tended to enjoy 
their work less than other women, alternatively they 
may have had different values or concerns regarding 
their role as a mother and their child’s needs, or 
there may also have been an element of both. 
Whatever the underlying reason, they emphasised 
their child’s needs over financial and personal 
considerations when deciding whether to return to 
employment. 
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Women	who	were	returning	to	employment	were	invited	to	respond	to	two	open-ended	questions,	
asking about what, if anything, they were looking forward to and whether they had any concerns. 

Altogether, 468 women responded. Responses were 
coded and grouped into three high-level categories:

• motivated but with mixed feelings

• ready to return

• compromised

Around half of women were motivated but with 
mixed feelings. They expressed positive feelings 
about returning to work and said they had some 
concerns. Common concerns centred on leaving 
their child, how flexible their employer would be, 
what they would do when their child was ill, whether 
they were now capable of resuming their job, the 
long-hours culture in some companies, and how 
they would manage the stress and strain of working 
and juggling childcare and housework, particularly if 
their role was highly pressured. As one woman put it:

‘Leaving my little one is a massive concern. (I wonder) 
whether I’m going to be able to cope with it all, 
especially if my little one has a bad night on a work 
night. Will I be able to perform in my job like I used to 
before having my little one...? My Brain has turned to 
mush!’

Approaching a quarter of the women expressed 
only positive feelings about returning to work, they 
felt ready to return,  and a third group of around the 
same size only expressed concerns about leaving 
their child and/or the cost of childcare, or their 
employers’ attitudes and expectations. They felt 
compromised. 

Motivated but with mixed feelings 
Within the group with mixed feelings, women 
expressed a range of positive feelings about 
returning to work, such as being with other adults, 
continuing their career and having their own 
disposable income. One woman listed lots of things 
she was looking forward to:

‘Adult interaction, time to be myself rather than 
purely a ‘Mum’, to be successful, earn more 
money....’

She also had some concerns about childcare and 
earning less money than previously. Another woman 

said ‘Using my brain! (and) Social contact’ were 
the benefits of returning to work, but she also had 
numerous concerns:

‘Leaving my baby. Needing to take time off if he is 
sick.  Being ‘out of the loop’ and having to catch up 
professionally and socially.’

The aims and challenges of many were reflected in 
the following woman’s comments: She was looking 
forward to ‘Feeling a little more like my previous self’, 
but was grappling with two dilemmas: 

‘Being able to find suitable, quality childcare and 
being able to afford it.’ and

‘Being able to do my job well and still be the type of 
mother I want to be.’

Within this group, women’s main concerns were 
about separation from their baby, quality of childcare, 
managing the transition back to work, whether they 
could achieve an acceptable work-life balance, loss of 
confidence having been away from their work while 
on maternity leave, and anxieties about colleagues’ 
attitudes to part-time workers or parents needing to 
keep to their contracted hours and leave on time.

Separation - Missing my baby
A commonly expressed concern was being separated 
from their baby and missing out on sharing the 
day-to-day experiences of their baby growing and 
changing:

‘(I’m worried about) leaving my child. … I will miss 
her and worry that she will need me.’

‘(I’m) worried about leaving my daughter at such a 
young age and missing out on important moments 
in her life and watching her grow up.’

‘Not enough time with my baby as he will be in 
childcare five days a week.’

Childcare - I just don’t know if it’s good 
enough
Another concern was leaving their child in the care of 
adults who were neither family nor trusted friends, or 
knowing whether the care would consistently meet 
their child’s needs:

6 Women’s feelings and experiences of 
returning to paid work
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‘I don’t want to leave my daughter especially with 
strangers at nursery.’

‘I don’t trust other people easily with the care of 
my daughter; I want her to have the absolute best 
and in my eyes that’s currently only my partner, 
parents and me.’

Managing the transition - How my baby will 
settle in to nursery
There was also the issue for some of how their baby 
(and the nursery) would manage the transition into 
childcare. Some respondents had already returned 
to work. Reflecting back, one said: 

‘I worried about my baby screaming at nap times 
with no boobs or being hungry, and not getting 
enough nutrients as he refused all expressed milk 
in a bottle or beaker.’

Concerns about the transition were not limited to 
those using a nursery. 

‘My son is very clingy to me and worry when he is 
left with his grandparents he will get into a state,’

Some of those who were breastfeeding were 
planning to leave expressed breastmilk but worried 
about whether they would be able to supply a 
sufficient quantity to meet the demand, or whether 
their employer would make adequate provision for 

‘expressing breaks’. 

Work-life balance - Employers are not family-
friendly
At the prospect of going back to work many women 
wondered straightforwardly ‘How I am going to 
be able to do all I do now and work!!’ Concerns 
that focused on how supportive and flexible their 
employer and work colleagues would be were almost 
as common as concerns about leaving their baby and 
finding suitable childcare. 

‘I’m concerned that I will take on too much 
and continue to bring a heavy workload in the 
evenings.’

‘I am worried about juggling motherhood and work 
as my job can be quite stressful and usually long 
hours so will need to work more efficiently or at 
night to be able to spend time with my daughter.’

Despite legislation now making it possible for 
employees to request flexible working and 

requiring employers to make a case against this 
being reasonable if they felt their business would 
be damaged, some women reported lack of 
commitment.

‘(My) employer doesn’t have flexible hours and is 
not concerned with family / work balance.’

‘Yes, my employer is resisting my request for 
flexible working and I am having to appeal.’  

In order to find a way through their conflicting 
demands and concerns, a common solution was 
to work part-time, but this often carried negative 
consequences. In addition to loss of proportionate 
income, there could be loss of career progression 
or actual downgrading of their role, accompanied by 
loss of status and a reduced salary scale or rate of 
pay. Some had rejected the option to work reduced 
hours, or felt that they were under heavy pressure 
not to seek that solution:

‘My current role does not allow any flexible working 
and I would have to take a downgrade to become 
part-time or job share.’

‘(I expect) difficulties on return – (my) employer (is) 
making life difficult for me to return (by) offering 
my maternity cover effectively my job – I am 
wondering where this will leave me long term as 
feel as though my employer does not want part 
time workers.’

The main anxiety for many of those returning to work 
was how they would cope if their child was ill. This 
was very commonly reported, as a stumbling block, 
even if women felt that their routine hours and 
volume of work would be manageable:

‘My concern is what happens and how I will be 
treated when I have to have day off (because my) 
child is ill.’

Lower status at work – Lack of respect from 
colleagues
For those who had negotiated to work part-time 
rather than full-time there were concerns about how 
this would affect their status at work.

‘(I’m) scared about not being taken as seriously as I 
was when working full time.’

‘(I’m concerned about) lack of respect from 
colleagues that (I) used to work alongside’
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Loss	of	personal	confidence	-	I	hope	I	can	still	
do my job!!
Some women were concerned about the transition 
back into working having been away for up to a year 
on maternity leave. They were aware that policies 
and practice would have changed somewhat in 
their absence and there would be new personnel in 
different roles. 

‘(My) confidence is low, (I’m) concerned about being 
able to do my job with baby brain!!’

Ready to return
A second group of mothers had only positive things 
to say about returning to work. Their comments 
tended to focus on their own needs and what they 
found enjoyable or fulfilling. Some also referred 
positively to attending nursery fulfilling their baby’s 
development needs. Key factors affecting women 
feeling positive about returning to work were 
support from their employer and feeling that they 
had good childcare arrangements in place.

Meeting my needs – Doing something I’m 
good at
For some women returning to work provided 
enjoyable social opportunities and sometimes also, 
ironically, the chance for relaxation:

‘(I look forward to) being with my friends on a daily 
basis. I do miss our lunch conversations and walks.’

‘Having some time to do gym training.’

‘I was looking forward to having a lunch break – one 
hour of my own!’

Women referred repeatedly to the positive feelings 
associated with ‘being a professional again’ or

‘doing something that I am good at.’ Some talked 
specifically about the pleasures of their particular 
career or type of work, and some felt their child 
would benefit, too.

‘The social aspect of work for me and settling my 
daughter into a good routine at nursery that will 
encourage her to learn and interact with other 
children.’

A key factor that made a big difference to women 
feeling positive about returning to work was a sense 
that they had a supportive employer and had got 

their childcare ‘sorted’. Women who were able to 
work around their partner’s work commitments and 
availability at home often felt secure that their baby 
would be well cared for and getting to know their dad.

‘(I’m looking forward to) flexible hours and days, (I 
have) very understanding employers.’

‘(I’m looking forward to) giving dad a chance to 
have 1:1 time and me having time away from 
home.’

Not so happy families – an important step in 
moving forward
Among the lone parents were some who had 
experienced relationship breakdown since their 
baby’s birth. One woman described how important 
returning to paid work had been for her in making 
progress in recovering from the trauma she had 
experienced. 

‘I have had a breakdown and depression this year 
after my husband left when my son was 13 weeks. 
Going back to work was a very important step in 
moving forward, although I did not want to leave 
my baby.’

Feeling compromised 
Quite a number, including both women whose 
education or type of employment might indicate a 
lower income and some in high-earning jobs, said 
that they were not looking forward to returning to 
work or only described their concerns and worries. 
These almost always came with a reference to the 
household income.

Pressure to return too soon – ‘I wish I could 
stay with my baby longer, but we’ve got to pay 
the bills’
The attitudes of this group included both positive 
enjoyment gained from being a mother and 
spending time each day with their child and those 
who voiced concerns about potential damage to 
their child or to their relationship with their child 
if,  or when, they returned to work. Many of their 
concerns were similar to those expressed by the 
women who were also motivated to return to work 
but had mixed feelings. 
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‘I worrying about my baby’, ‘ I don’t trust anyone to 
look after my baby’, ‘(I worry about) growing apart 
from my baby’.  

Women in this group often reflected on their values 
and motivations at some length:

‘I know my baby needs me more than she needs 
material things. And I will be lying if I say I’m 
looking forward to going to work because I’m not, 
but we have to pay the bills. So I’m not looking 
forward to it as I will miss my baby so much.’

‘I worry about missing my baby who I have been 
with every day for ten months and nursery raising 
my child and seeing my child more than I do, all 
because I need to pay the mortgage.’

Undoubtedly, some of the women in this group were 
those who felt that their employer was especially 
unaware or unsympathetic towards parents’ needs. 
One said:

‘I already am back at work and work for an 
American company and feel I have no support 
or understanding of my new situation and the 
ridiculous expectations of time and work are still 
in place. There is no flexibility in late meetings 
with the US site I am expected to attend. I feel 
pretty miserable at work and am looking into an 
alternative more mummy friendly career.’

Some felt quite angry about their situation. They 
could not afford to stay at home with their baby but 
equally they were doing little more than breaking 
even by going back to work and paying for expensive 
childcare. The high cost of childcare came up 
constantly among this group.

‘I am concern(ed) about if I can pay for childcare 
because (it) is really expensive.’

‘Childcare costs are overwhelming. My salary will 
solely be going to pay these costs.’

For parents who were reliant on tax credits to break 
even at the end of the month, there was constant 
concern about the possibility of a change of policy, 
or some aspect of their carefully constructed plan 
falling apart.  

‘I am concerned about the cost of childcare. As a 
single parent, I will get help through tax credits, 
however if this is removed I do not think I could 
afford childcare. 

Health concerns
Finally, among those who were not looking forward 
positively to returning to work was one woman who 
talked about her postnatal depression. In a sample 
as large as this, several dozen women might be 
expected to have depression, but only two discussed 
work in terms of their mental health. One, whose 
experience and reaction is discussed above, felt that 
returning to work had been helpful in improving her 
wellbeing and positive sense of self. Another said she 
was concerned about coping with work because of 
her ill health: ‘Post natal depression makes it hard to 
focus on work in general’.

Partners’ views
We also asked the men how they felt about their 
partner returning to work.  In all, 168 eligible men 
responded to this question, and around third of them 
said they felt positive about their partner returning 
to work. Some gave short responses, such as ‘fine’, 

‘happy’  or ‘Ok, I don’t mind’, and many elaborated 
further. For some this represented a return to 

‘normal life’. One man said: ‘(I feel) good - return to 
normal life and more equal(ity) between us.’ Others 
had more mixed views.

Other positive comments included:

‘(I feel) positive.  The reality of modern life is that a 
second income is virtually a ubiquitous necessity.’

‘I support her in whatever she wants to do.’

‘I feel she needs to go back to work to retain her 
sanity, but also because we need her to financially.’

Like the women, some men regarded this 
development as beneficial for both their partner and 
child:

‘Fine. She is going back to work part-time. I think it 
will be good for her and also allow our daughter to 
mix with other children at nursery.’ 

‘I’m happy she has a career, I want my daughter to 
see her two role models working.’

Partners often highlighted how finances were a key 
driver, and some were unhappy about the lack of real 
options. 

‘It has to be that way so we can afford to live!!’
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‘It is currently a necessity in order to pay the bills. I 
would have preferred to have found work so she 
could have spent more time at home.’

Although women returning to work was common-
place, both for preference and necessity, many men 
explicitly referred to their partner working reduced 
hours, and this was the pattern that seemed to be 
viewed most positively. 

‘I feel it is important for my wife to work but I also 
think it is important for her to look after my son. I 
would like her to work part time.’

‘I would prefer she worked less hours but we need 
the money.’

‘It’s a necessity financially and will probably be 
good in the long run for her to have some time 
away from just dealing with our daughter although 
our decision (for her) to return part-time is clearly 
the best of both worlds.’

Interestingly, the only men who explicitly stated that 
their partner would be working full-time, were those 
who worked reduced hours themselves, or were 
giving up work to be the main carer, suggesting that 
the normative value that one or other parent should 
be a main carer remains quite strong. 

‘ I’m happy. She is going to go back full time and I 
will go part time,’

‘I am happy that my partner has returned to paid 
employment. I get to spend my days looking after 
my baby which is incredibly rewarding. My wife 
has always enjoyed her career, whereas I can’t say 
that to the same degree, so I would feel bad if I 
deprived her of her career. Whilst I will admit that 
being a full-time father can be more challenging 
and stressful than any form of paid work I have 
ever done, the positives completely eclipse the 
negatives, and I would rather stay at home with my 
child than return to work.’

Mirroring the women who felt compromised, a 
number of fathers whose partners had resumed 
work after maternity leave, or who were planning to 
return to work, expressed concern about their child 
being separated from his or her parents and going 
into daycare.

‘Personally I feel there should be more bonding 
time between baby and parents, but the way 
things are  set, it’s not possible financially for most 
of us.’

‘It’s a shame (my partner) has to (go back to work) 
as I’d rather she got to enjoy our baby and he was 
with her.’

‘Would like to earn enough for her to give up work 
but unfortunately we can’t afford to do this so she 
is returning part time.’

Chapter summary 
Finding from the qualitative responses of women 
returning to work indicated that here were broadly 
three groupings of experience. Around half of 
women were motivated but with mixed feelings. 
Approaching a quarter of women felt ready to return, 
and a third group felt compromised, expressing only 
concerns but no anticipated benefits. 

As indicated in the quantitative findings, household 
finances were a major reason for women returning to 
work. Those who felt compromised due to financial 
pressures and the need to pay the bills often had the 
double whammy to face of expensive childcare. This 
was most frequently reported by women likely to be 
on lower incomes and some in professional roles.

Women’s concerns about returning to work were 
about separation from their baby, quality and cost 
of childcare, managing the transition back to work, 
whether they could achieve an acceptable work-life 
balance, loss of confidence having been away from 
their work while on maternity leave, and anxieties 
about colleagues’ attitudes to part-time workers or 
parents needing to keep to their contracted hours 
and leave on time.

A key factor that made a big difference to women 
feeling positive about returning to work was a 
sense that they had interesting work, a supportive 
employer and had got their childcare ‘sorted’.

Partners were generally supportive of their partners 
return to work, but tended to prefer them to work 
part-time. Some made it very clear that financial 
pressures were the main driver, and if they could 
afford to do things differently, they would prefer that 
their partner stayed at home (more) while their child 
was still a baby. Some of the small minority of men 
in this position described how they were happy to 
support their partner returning to full-time working, 
while they took the main carer role. 
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We asked the men and women (who were employed prior to their pregnancy) whether their employer 
offered	‘flexible	working	arrangements’	with	a	view	to	finding	out	the	extent	to	which	these	first-time	
parents felt their employer was family-friendly.  Both sexes were asked about whether they had access 
to	flexible	working	hours,	part-time	working,	working	from	home,	job-sharing,	and	breastfeeding	
breaks	and	facilities.	Parents	who	were	self-employed	or	required	to	work	reduced	hours	or	shifts	that	
they	could	not	choose	were	instructed	to	skip	this	question.	In	total,	770	women	and	236	men	replied	
to	this	question.

Figure	3:	Women’s	access	to	flexible	working	
arrangements

Don't knowNoYes

Flexible working hours

Part-time working hours

Working from home

Job sharing

Shift working

Breastfeeding breaks 
and facilities

Figure	4:	Men’s	access	to	flexible	working	
arrangements
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Part-time working hours

Flexible working hours

Part-time working hours
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Despite the evidence from other research 
suggesting that flexible working is widely available, 
findings from the present study suggest that 
opportunities are far from universal. In this study, 
around half of the women (55%) who responded and 
two fifths of men (43%) said their employer offered 
flexible working hours. Although 70% of women said 
their employer offered part-time working hours this 
was only the case for less than half as many men, just 
28%. These findings indicate that there remains a 
clear discrepancy in the opportunities that fathers 
feel they have compared with those that mothers are 
offered, or negotiate. 

The option to work from home, job share or do shift 
work was less common, with around a quarter of 

employers offering these options. 

Group differences in age, education 
and ethnicity
Further analysis was undertaken to explore the 
influence of parents’ age, education and ethnicity 
on their access to flexible and family friendly 
working arrangements. The findings of this analysis 
suggests that both men and women’s socio-
demographic characteristics, in particular their 
age and educational attainment, were associated 
with whether or not they had access to flexible or 
family friendly working arrangements. Mothers 
who reported that their employer offered flexible 
working hours, working from home, job share and 
breastfeeding breaks/facilities were significantly 
older than mothers who said that they didn’t/they 
didn’t know if they had access to these options. 
Mothers who had completed higher/further 
education were also more likely to report that their 
employer offered part-time working hours, job share 
options and breastfeeding facilities. In addition, men 
who had completed higher/further education were 
significantly more likely to report that their employer 
offered the option to work from home. Neither men 
nor women’s ethnicity showed an association with 
women’s access to flexible working arrangements. 

Women who were younger, and men and women 
who left the educational system with no formal 
qualifications or GCSEs were significantly more likely 
to say that their employer offered shift working, 
compared to older more educated parents.

See tables C6-C10 in Appendix C for results of this 
statistical analysis.

7 Parents’	access	to	flexible	and	family	friendly	
working arrangements
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Flexible working arrangements and 
women’s decision about returning to 
work
Logistic regression analysis was undertaken in order 
to explore whether an employer’s offer of flexible 
working influenced women’s decision making about 
returning to work.

Table 5 shows the proportion of women who 
had returned or were planning to return to paid 
employment 1-3 days, four days or five days who 
said they had access to each of the flexible working 
arrangements. These women’s responses are 
compared to women who did not plan to return 
to paid employment. Full results of the regression 
analyses are shown in Appendix C, Table C11.

The availability of flexible working arrangements was 
significantly associated with women’s plans about 
whether or not to return to paid employment. In 
particular, women whose employer offered flexible 
working hours, part-time hours and job-sharing 
were more likely to return to work. Women who had 
access to part-time working hours were three and a 
half times more likely to return to paid work 1-3 days 
per week compared to women who did not plan to 
return to work.

It is interesting to note that among women who had 
returned to work full-time, two thirds said that their 
employer offered part-time work and job sharing. 
Relatively few women deciding to stay at home with 
their baby reported access to flexible work options.  

Table 5: Flexible working arrangements and women’s decision about returning to work
Days employment per week

None n (%) 1-3 days n (%) 4 days n (%) 5 or more n (%)
Flexible working hours 34 (31.8) 120 (60)**** 91 (59.9)**** 179 (56.6)****
Part-time working hours 27 (25.2) 173 (86.9)**** 137 (90.1)**** 202 (64.7)****
Working from home 34 (31.8) 27 (13.6)**** 36  (23.7) 86 (27.5)
Job sharing 5 (4.7) 62 (31.6)**** 49 (32.7)**** 86 (27.6)***
Breastfeeding breaks and facilities 12 (12.4) 43 (21.6) 51 (33.6)**** 108 (34.6)****
Statistical significance compared to the reference group of women not returning to paid employment: * p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001,  

**** p ≤ 0.0001 (Full analyses shown in appendix Table C11)

Chapter summary
Flexible working arrangements can help men and 
women balance the demands of employment and 
home life, and may improve their motivation and 
performance in the work place. Women in this study 
were more likely to return to paid employment if 
their employer offered opportunities for flexible 
working. Flexible working arrangements may 
therefore also provide working mothers greater 
opportunity for continuity in their career or 
profession for women who decide to return to work 
after having a baby.

However, around half of new fathers and a third of 
new mothers reported that that their employer did 
not offer flexible working hours. The finding that 
approximately 10-20% of both women and men did 
not know if their employer offered flexible working 
arrangements highlights the need for family-friendly 
workplace policies to be more explicit, and reinforces 
earlier calls for part-time and flexible working 

arrangements to be made explicit when vacant 
positions are advertised.16 

A review of the costs and benefits to businesses 
of adopting work-life balance and flexible working 
policies identified a number of business benefits, 
including: recruitment and retention advantages, 
increased productivity and reduced absenteeism.15 
Evidence on the economic impact was mixed. 
Despite the potential benefits of flexible working 
arrangements for employers and employers, barriers 
such as organisational attitudes, fixed operating 
hours and limited capacity remain.  As such, flexible 
working has been found to vary considerably 
according to employer sixe and business culture, 
with lower levels of opportunity for flexible working 
in small private organisations.18

Although approximately 60% of families in the UK 
are living in dual-earning households,3 there remains 
a clear gender divide in the availability of flexible 
working arrangements, with men having fewer 
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opportunities to work flexibly. Specifically, women 
were two and a half times more likely to report that 
their employers offered part-time working hours 
compared to men. These findings suggest that 
cultural expectations of gendered parenting roles 
continue, with more childcare responsibility being 
expected of mothers. Given the current lack of good 
quality part-time roles,16 women are more likely to 
return to underpaid employment after becoming a 
mother. It seems likely that this is perpetuated, at 
least in part, by the interruption to working which 
women have during maternity leave. In anticipation 
of returning, they have to discuss when and under 
what arrangements they will return. This provides 
a structural opportunity for an employer to make 
their policies explicit and for the employee to explore 
options. Currently, men do not have this routine 
opportunity.  
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Using	open-ended	questions,	we	asked	fathers	a	series	of	questions	on	how	they	felt	about	managing	
their work demands now that they had become a father. All narrative responses were coded for themes 
by one of the researchers (MN). 

Three broad categories emerged: incorporators, 
conflicted fathers and those with a sense of balanced 
lives. 

• Incorporators – were a group of men who had 
mainly incorporated being a father into their full-
time working lives,

• Conflicted	fathers –  were finding it difficult to 
reconcile the demands of work and family, and 
those with, 

• Balanced lives – had working conditions that 
were compatible with a hands-on father role. 

Incorporators 
Approaching half of the 231 men who responded 
indicated that they had reconciled the demands 
of work and of their new role as the father of a 
baby primarily by incorporating the demands of 
fatherhood into their economic role within the family. 
Those who saw themselves very much as a family 
bread-winner seemed to experience less stress or 
ambivalence than the men who expressed a desire 
to share practical childcare and play-time. A typical 
response might be: ‘Fine, usually get a good balance’. 
Often comments were short and to the point: ‘Works 
great’ and ‘Love it’. 

Being a bread-winner - I feel good as I am 
providing my family
Some of the men commented explicitly on their role 
as bread winner. For many of them the sense of their 
economic contribution to the family enabled them 
to reconcile being out at work for long hours: ‘I feel 
good as I am providing my family’.

One of the men put into words the expectations on 
fathers to provide financially, a value that he shared 
and felt proud to uphold:

‘I feel confident about managing my work demands 
with being a father since I need my job to keep 
finance coming through and saving as well for the 
future. It is very important as a father to manage 
work demands.’

Another dad said:  

‘It doesn’t bother me as long as my baby has 
everything he needs.’

Adjusting and managing - Home time is 
family time
Some of this group explained how they incorporated 
fatherhood into their working lives by being 
disciplined and managing the boundaries carefully. 
They made a real effort to switch off from work at 
the end of the working day, giving attention to the 
different parts of their life at different times:

‘Work is work I never take it home with me.  Home 
time is family time.’

Others emphasised how they had adjusted their 
expectations and managed their individual needs in 
order to meet the needs of their employer and family. 
For example, on father said:

‘Overall it’s good. Tiredness is a killer but you get 
used to it.’

Another explained how things had been stressful 
when the baby was younger but that now the baby 
was sleeping well at night, life was easier:

‘It was difficult at first, with broken sleep, to feel 
alert at work. Now that my baby is sleeping 
through the night I feel alert and rested.’

Necessary	reality	–	difficult	but	manageable
In addition to those men who expressed positively 
how they had incorporated fatherhood into their 
breadwinning role, there were some who were not 
as comfortable with the situation but who seemed 
not to be actively distressed or regretful. Unlike 
the group who found it ‘very hard’ to reconcile the 
dilemmas and conflicting demands, there were some 
whose language suggested they felt pulled in two 
ways but accepted it as a necessary reality:

‘I would like to spend more time with my son 
however work demands and bills need to be paid.’ 

‘It is difficult at times but so far manageable.’

8 Men’s views of work demands and fatherhood 
commitments
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Conflicted fathers 
A second group of men expressed regret or 
ambivalence about the extent of the demands they 
felt. This was a substantial group, around a third 
of the total who shared what they thought. There 
were feelings expressed of pressure and stress, 
denial of their emotional feelings, and unreconciled 
challenges. Many gave short answers such as ‘It can 
be hard’, ‘Stressful’, ‘Very hard’, ‘Exhausting’. Others 
described more explicitly the conflicting pull of 
employment and family which created a dilemma in 
terms of how to navigate a path. For example:

‘I would like to be home earlier.’

 ‘There are not enough hours in the day and I don’t 
feel that I’ve enough energy to do all the things 
that need doing.’

Some men focused mostly on the demands of work 
or financial pressures, while others focused mostly 
on missing out on time with their baby or with their 
partner and child. 

Work	hours	and	financial	stress	-	It’s	so	
demanding
Some particularly emphasised the demanding 
nature of their job and a few said they felt as though 
they never stopped working. Good examples of men 
feeling this way included the following:

‘It is hard to spend enough time with my baby as 
work is so demanding.’

‘Work is very demanding and stressful I do my up 
most to switch off when I’m home to enjoy family 
time.’

This was a particular challenge for those being paid 
hourly who were often working over-time and extra 
shifts to make ends meet, and for those in jobs 
requiring long-hours and unpredictable shifts. 

‘I hate it, I don’t have the time or energy to do 
things I want with the baby, but we struggle like 
crazy to pay bills, so I need to do overtime.’

‘It is very difficult. I try to make the most of it during 
weekends, as I work long hours during the week to 
make up for my wife’s lower wages. I always try to 
play and put my baby to bed in the evening if he is 
not asleep by the time I get back.’

‘It’s hard work especially working late nights and 
random shifts being a chef.’

Some of the families were struggling financially and 
economic worries compounded their anxieties and 
dissatisfaction: 

‘I would prefer to work less hours but we need the 
money.’

‘It’s quite stressful being self-employed to make 
sure I earn enough to support my family.’

Missing out on fatherhood – it’s just not 
enough
A lot of the men in this group felt that they were 
missing out on an important phase in their baby’s 
life, a time for building a relationship, for sharing 
experiences and for witnessing their child’s 
development. Fathers said:

‘It’s horrible. By the time I get home, I only tend to 
get 40mins to 1hr with my boy before he goes to 
bed. That’s just not enough.’

‘I do find it difficult when I work long shifts and miss 
large parts of the day such as bedtime.’

 ‘I sometimes feel I miss out on seeing his 
milestones e.g. when he started clapping his 
hands.’

 ‘It’s very hard especially having a physical job, but, 
you just have to get on with it because no one is 
going to pay you to play with your little one.’

For men who were self-employed, there was often 
greater flexibility but also the sole responsibility 
sometimes to keep the enterprise going. 

‘I find it hard to juggle work and being a father with 
being self-employed, as there’s times when I have 
to discipline myself to work when I’d rather be with 
our baby.’

Balanced lives  
The third group of men had work arrangements 
and a lifestyle that made it easier to accommodate 
attending personally to the physical and emotional 
needs of their child, and their desire for involvement 
as a father.  They had, consciously or otherwise, 
reframed the conventional bread winner role, into 
a model of fatherhood in which time with their 
child was more fully integrated into their day to day 
life. Some were either fortunate in working close 
to home or having flexible working arrangements 
that made it possible to spend longer than usual 
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with their baby during waking hours. And a few had 
arranged to reduce their hours in order to be the 
main carer or to share childcare. In addition, some 
men had deliberately sought a change in anticipation 
of fatherhood, or made a change since the baby was 
born. While other fathers felt constrained, being 
compelled to pack in long hours to increase their 
income or further their career, men in this group 
often considered themselves fortunate. One father 
expressed a more ambivalent or conflicted view, 
noting that he was making a sacrifice of income and 
work-time in order to be at home with his child.

Fortunate fathers – family-friendly work
The narratives of father in this group are interesting 
because of their relative novelty. Some explained 
key features of their family-friendly work-life pattern. 
These included home working, compressed or 
reduced hours, a high level of autonomy, and a place 
of employment that was close to home:

‘I work from home and also work a compressed 
four-day week so spend a lot of time with my child. 
Also my job is not very demanding.’

‘I’m lucky in that I manage my own time at work, so 
I get to leave work early enough to spend time with 
my daughter in evenings before bedtime.’

‘I don’t work every day so have time to spend with 
my baby and I always see my baby for at least a 
couple of hours a day even when I do have work.’

‘I have a perfect balance. I work locally enabling me 
to be with my baby in the morning, lunch times 
and then back home from 5pm onwards.’

One father explained how he worked flexi-hours, 
generally coming in and leaving earlier, which 
was working well, provided that there was careful 
planning and clear communication:

‘As long as I am honest and clear with my employer, 
and I can plan ahead, I am managing well. I have 
agreed 8:00-16:00 working hours so I can pick our 
baby up early and spend more time with him in 
evening before my wife gets home.’

Some shift workers felt they were able to benefit 
from working nights or shifts that allowed them to be 
at home more during the day:

‘It’s quite easy (as) I work on the night so spend all 
day with my son.’

‘It’s fine. I work earlies so (I’m) able to spend 
afternoons and evenings with my daughter.’

Once again, some self-employed fathers had a 
mixture of greater opportunities for flexibility as well 
as the need to protect their work time:

‘(It can be) tricky as I work from home - I often 
feel conflicted about wanting to help around the 
house, or help with the baby at times when I could 
be working. That being said,  it’s a blessing too in 
that I am available, and am able to work around my 
baby’s routine and wife’s schedule to some extent.’

There were a few well-established self-employed 
men, who recognised that the autonomy and 
security they enjoyed provided a substantial 
opportunity: 

‘I am very lucky to run my own company. I can 
devote my time flexibly to work and family life.’

Fatherhood as a catalyst for change – my 
priorities have changed
Some men described how fatherhood had been a 
catalyst for change, encouraging them to re-think 
aspects of their lives and to give greater priority to 
personal and domestic concerns, as well as making 
adjustments to improve their health and wellbeing:

‘My priorities have changed since becoming a 
father. I have a healthier more relaxed attitude to 
work now with a greater emphasis on my family 
life.’

‘Initially, it was very difficult as I had a long 
commute. So I took a job closer to home.’

 ‘I’m in control - I have the opportunity to work 
from home so I can be nearby if needed or spend 
my lunch break with my family.’

One of the men who had made use of flexible 
working arrangements offered by his employer felt 
that although he was able to spend more time with 
his child during the early years than other fathers, 
he regretted not being able to spend more time 
at work and felt his bread winner role was being 
compromised:

‘My work has flexi-time which is very useful, but in 
general I would like to have more time at work. I 
know the importance of being part of my children’s 
growth, but I also think it is important that I earn 
well for the family.’
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Support wanted from employers
The men were also asked ‘Is there is anything 
you would like your employer to do to support 
you as a father?’ Seventy eligible responses were 
coded, including nine that were entirely positive 
about having an employer who was flexible and 
supportive. Among those with secure employment 
there was a desire for positive acknowledgement 
of their family commitments, compliance with the 
law in providing paid paternity leave and flexible 
working arrangements to accommodate their new 
responsibilities. This included better communication 
with men becoming fathers: ‘Offer the possible 
options to me. Make information more readily 
available.’ The priority for others was more secure 
employment and/or better terms and conditions. 

More than anything else, the men said they wanted 
the opportunity to work flexible hours, either on a 
regular basis with ‘later starts or earlier finishes’ or 
to enable them to care for their child occasionally, 
particularly if they were sick, had a health 
appointment or there was a temporary breakdown 
in usual childcare arrangements. Some wanted 
contracted hours, so that they could earn a full-time 
salary but have more days free to be at home with 
their family, ‘Allow full-time working over 4 days’. 
One man said ‘Give my on-call shift to someone 
else!’ Several specified wanting the opportunity to 
work from home and arrangements to make home-
working part of the work-place culture: ‘Make it 
easier to work from home, and allow it more often’. 

Interestingly, for some employees, having fixed work 
times would benefit them, as they suffered from no 
control over the shifts that their employer might 
expect them to cover. One said:

‘(I would like) flexible working hours or the ability to 
work a set shift pattern. I currently work a mix of 
nights and long days with no pattern and no ability 
to swap shifts.’

Several men suggested that their company were not 
compliant with employment legislation; either they 
had not had paid paternity leave, including one gay 
father, or the employer was not responsive to flexible 
working requests. One man also raised the issue of 
additional needs when a baby is ill.

‘Give me two weeks paid paternity leave which 
I think I am entitled to and allow me leave for 
appointments with my son and partner.’

‘It would be nice if we could have a shared paternity 
leave equal to straight couples’

‘I have applied for work-life balance but am still 
waiting nine months after my daughter’s birth.’

‘Two weeks statutory paternity leave just isn’t 
enough. Particularly, as in our case, six days of this 
were spent with either my wife or daughter or both 
being in hospital.’

For men who did not have secure employment, 
their priorities were a secure employment contract, 
more paid hours or a higher rate of remuneration. 
One of the benefits of employment that some men 
specified was important to them was support with 
childcare costs. Some referred to childcare vouchers, 
a salary sacrifice scheme, or a subsidised nursery at 
their place of work.  Salary sacrifice schemes enable 
staff to give up part of their salary in return for a non-
cash benefit, such as childcare support schemes 
which is exempt from tax and National Insurance.26

Chapter summary
Our aim with the open-ended questions on 
employment and fatherhood was to find out 
how men felt practically and emotionally about 
accommodating the new reality of having a 
dependent and fast developing child with also 
having to earn a family income. When asked how 
they felt about managing work demands with 
being a father, three broad groups emerged:  
incorporators, conflicted fathers and those with a 
sense of balanced lives. The incorporators were the 
largest group, made up of around half of those who 
responded. They saw themselves primarily as an 
economic provider, incorporating the new reality of 
fatherhood into their bread-winner role. For them, 
full-time work was business as usual and they were 
generally happy to be contributing to their family’s 
wellbeing in this way. Most were content to spend 
limited time with their child during the working week. 
A smaller number within this group were less overtly 
positive, but considered limited time with their child 
a necessary reality; which enabled the bills to be paid. 
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Around a third could be described as conflicted 
fathers, expressing negative feelings about 
unreconciled work and family demands. A smaller 
group, around one in six, described having a sense 
of balanced life, where they had a breadwinning role 
that also enabling them to provide regular care for 
their child. Often flexibility was mentioned allowing 
them to spend more or less time with their child, as 
required. One man (only) within this group expressed 
a desire to spend less time at home and longer hours 
at work.

There was a feeling among about a quarter of 
the men that employers should do more to help, 
including offering opportunities for flexible working 
arrangements and subsidised or tax-exempt 
childcare schemes.  It seems likely that many 
employers need help with interpreting and applying 
changing legislation and introducing family-friendly 
policies and practice. 
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This chapter of the report explores men and women’s attitudes towards their parenting roles, 
employment, home and gender.

Parents’ attitudes to paid work and 
home life
In order to explore first-time parents’ attitudes 
towards gender roles and beliefs about their 
involvement in caring for their baby and providing 
financially for the family, men and women  were both 
asked how much they agreed or disagreed with a 
series of attitude statements. Some of the questions 
about parenting roles, work, home and gender were 
identical on both lists – for example both women 
and men were asked to what extent they agreed with 
the statements ‘Men and women are equally good 
at caring for a baby’ and ‘A mother is naturally better 
than anyone else at comforting her distressed child’. 
Some mirrored each other. For example, women 
were asked to respond to ‘Motherhood is a major 
source of fulfilment in a woman’s life’ and men were 
asked to respond to ‘Fatherhood is a major source of 
fulfilment in a man’s life’. 

Table 6 below compares women’s and men’s 
responses where the statements were similar. There 
tended to be very little difference in the expressed 
attitudes of women and men towards parenting roles, 
their employment and home life. It should be noted 
that 15% of the overall sample were drawn from the 
same households and there may be a tendency for 
couples to be attracted by similar life-view and to 
further develop shared beliefs.20 

In particular, although there was wide variation 
among men and among women in their responses 
to the statement that ‘children often suffer if their 
mother goes out to work’, the overall profile of 
attitudes was broadly similar. Approximately half 
of all men (53%) and women (50%) disagreed or 
strongly disagreed with the statement, and around 
a fifth strongly agreed or agreed (21% and 19%, 
respectively).

Table 6: Comparison of men and women’s attitudes towards parenting roles, work, home and gender
Strongly 

agree n (%)
Agree n (%) Neither 

agree nor 
disagree  

n (%)

Disagree  
n (%)

Strongly 
disagree  

n (%)

Children often suffer if their mother 
goes out to work

Women 36 (4.2) 126 (14.5) 271 (31.3) 282 (32.6) 151 (17.4)
Men 14 (4.7) 49 (16.6) 76 (25.7) 110 (37.2) 47 (15.9)

A man’s job is to earn money. A 
woman’s job is to look after the 
home and family

Women 18 (2.1) 68 (7.9) 175 (20.2) 280 (32.3) 325 (37.5)
Men 15 (5.1) 32 (10.8) 78 (26.4) 83 (28.0) 87 (29.4)

Men and women are equally good 
at caring for a baby

Women 247 (28.5) 366 (42.3) 146 (16.9) 98 (11.3) 9 (1.0)
Men 78 (26.4) 138 (46.6) 48 (16.2) 30 (10.1) 2 (0.7)

If I was free to choose financially 
between working full-time or 
staying home with my child, I would 
want to stay home

Women 447 (51.6) 202 (23.3) 119 (13.7) 78 (9.0) 20 (2.3)
Men 96 (32.4) 87 (29.4) 45 (15.2) 56 (18.9) 12 (4.1)

A mother is naturally better than 
anyone else at comforting her 
distressed child

Women 276 (31.9) 304 (35.1) 165 (19.1) 108 (12.5) 13 (1.5)
Men 86 (29.1) 100 (33.8) 64 (21.6) 42 (14.2) 4 (1.4)

When making family decisions, our 
baby’s needs should always be 
central

Women 547 (63.2) 272 (31.4) 37 (4.3) 10 (1.2) 0 (0.0)
Men 160 (54.1) 108 (36.5) 17 (5.7) 11 (3.7) 0 (0.0)

Motherhood/Fatherhood is a major 
source of fulfilment in wo/man’s life

Women 426 (49.2) 307 (35.5) 112 (12.9) 16 (1.8) 5 (0.6)
Men 181 (61.1) 87 (29.1) 22 (7.4) 6 (2.0) 0 (0.0)

9 Attitudes towards parenting roles, work, 
home and gender
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Traditional roles and attitudes 
towards motherhood
One of the interesting findings and contradictions is 
that a substantial majority of both the women and 
the men agreed simultaneously with the statements 
that ‘Men and women are equally good at caring 
for a baby’ and ‘A mother is naturally better than 
anyone else at comforting her distressed child’. 
This suggests that while there is an aspiration that 
men and women should be or could be equally 
good at caring for a baby, in practice, when a child 
is distressed, there continues a belief that and a 
mother is better than anyone else at comforting her 
distressed child. However, we did not ask parents 
to comment explicitly on their attitude regarding 
whether ‘mothers and fathers are equally good at 
comforting a distressed child’. Men more frequently 
agreed it was a man’s job to earn money and a 
women’s job to look after the home and family 
compare with women (16% vs. 10%) but overall the 
proportions of mothers and fathers agreeing with 
this statement were small. 

Mothers frequently reported that they would prefer 
to stay at home with their child if they could afford to 
do so financially (52%); interestingly, as many as one 
third of fathers also strongly agreed (32%). These 
findings may indicate that both women and men feel 
that they have too little opportunity to spend time 
with their baby, but suggest that distinct gender 
roles continue to be well rooted in our society.

When asked the extent to which they agreed with 
the statement that motherhood or fatherhood is 
a major source of fulfilment in a woman’s or man’s 
or life almost all women and men agreed or agreed 
strongly. This suggests that motherhood and 
fatherhood contribute substantially to men and 
women’s identities and perception of their roles 
within society, emphasising the importance of 
parenthood and family life and the need to balance 
this with their contribution to the work force and 
the financial need for paid employment. It is notable 
that men were more likely to agree strongly (61%) 
compared to women (49%), perhaps suggesting that 
for women there are more role conflicts. 

Women were asked the extent to which they agreed 
with two additional statements: ‘As a mother, I 

feel pressure to be the perfect parent’ and ‘There 
is too much talk about how best to look after 
babies and young children’. Around two thirds of 
women strongly agreed or agreed with both these 
statements. 

Group differences by parents’ age, 
education and ethnicity
Younger mothers and fathers and those of non-white 
ethnic origin appeared to hold more traditional 
attitudes towards gender roles and parenting than 
older parents and white parents. For example, men 
and women who strongly agreed with the following 
four statements: ‘A mother is naturally better than 
anyone else at comforting her distressed child’, ‘A 
man’s job is to earn money’, ‘A woman’s job is to look 
after the home and family’ and ‘Children often suffer 
if their mother goes out to work’, were significantly 
younger and less likely to be from a non-white ethnic 
background than those that didn’t agree with these 
statements. 

Interestingly, education appeared to have less of an 
impact on parents’ attitudes. The only difference 
among women was that those who had completed 
higher/further education were less likely to agree 
with the statement that ‘A man’s job is to earn money. 
A woman’s job is to look after the home and family’. 
Among men, those who had completed higher/
further education were less likely to agree with the 
statement that ‘Children often suffer if their mother 
goes out to work’.

Younger mothers were significantly more likely to 
agree with the statement that motherhood is a major 
source of fulfilment in a woman’s life, while older and 
more educated mothers more frequently reported 
that their career or job brings them a lot of personal 
satisfaction.

Parents’ gender-role attitudes and 
working patterns
Men and women’s attitudes also varied according 
to their working patterns. Women who had decided 
to return to paid employment (either full-time 
or part-time) were less likely to hold traditional, 
differentiated, views about men and women as 
parents. For example they were significantly less 
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likely to agree with the statements ‘A man’s job is to 
earn money. A woman’s job is to look after the home 
and family’ and ‘Children may suffer if their mother 
goes out to work’. 

Women who had decided to return to work 1-3 days 
per week and split their time more evenly between 
work and family responsibilities were more to likely 
to say that they felt pressure to be the perfect parent 
compared with both those who worked more days 
and women who had decided not to return to work.

Men’s working hours were also associated with their 
attitudes to fatherhood. Fathers who worked longer 
hours were significantly more likely to say that 
their work commitments meant that they couldn’t 
spend as much time with their family as they would 
like.  Similarly, men who worked fewer hours were 
significantly more likely to agree with the statement 
that ‘If I was free to choose financially between 
working full-time or staying home with my child, I 
would want to stay home’. 

Chapter summary
Despite changes in the patterns of women’s 
employment and an increase in working mothers, 
few couples seem to have truly egalitarian roles, 
particularly once they become parents. Our findings 
reinforce results from other studies, showing that 
there remains a tendency for both men and women 
to see the mother as the primary carer of young 
children, while combining this with part-time work 
or being the secondary earner.27 However, in our 
sample, traditional attitudes among these first-time 
parents were uncommon; many men were involved 
with practical childcare and regular caring, and in 
a small minority of households traditional roles are 
reversed to the extent that the mother was the main 
or sole bread-winner. While, therefore, conflicting 
role identities may increasingly affect new fathers 
as well as new mothers, our evidence suggests that 
juggling multiple demands is still a burning challenge 
for many women, but less so for men.

Egalitarian attitudes were most common among 
the older and more educated parents. Attitudes 
and behaviours were closely aligned and this is 
consistent with the finding that women who had 
decided not to return to paid employment after 
the birth of their baby were most likely to have 
traditional gender-role attitudes. 

Interestingly, although there has been a rise 
in working mothers, the proportion of women 

describing motherhood as a major source of 
fulfilment in their life has remained fairly consistent 
over the last forty years.28 However, there are no 
previous studies exploring attitudes of men and 
women and in our study almost as many men as 
women view parenthood as fulfilling. 

In order to investigate consistency or changes in 
first-time parents’ attitudes over the first two years 
men and women’s attitudes towards parenting roles, 
work, home and gender will be followed up in the 
year two survey. 

Conclusions 
The debate about gender-roles and the preferences, 
options and burdens for women and men has been 
the subject of fierce debate and conflicting evidence 
for several decades, and seems likely to continue for 
some time to come. Once they become parents a 
key question for couples and for lone parents is how 
they will combine bread-winning, employment or 
study and ensuring that their child is well cared for 
practically and emotionally. 

Hakim argues that ‘the social-structural and 
economic environment still constrains choices to 
some extent, but social-structural factors are of 
declining importance – most notably social class’.12 
Yet in our study these factors seemed to play a very 
real part on the decisions that women and their 
partners took, with men working long hours to pay 
the bills and many women feeling the need to work 
regardless of whether it was their first preference. 
For those who were younger or who had left school 
earlier, who may be on lower than average incomes, 
there was a particular sense of feeling constrained by 
low pay and high childcare costs. 

A majority of women and men seemed to feel that 
combining working with childcare was a good 
solution for mothers of a first baby, provided they 
had good quality childcare, a supportive employer 
and flexible work arrangements. Many women and 
men identified the personal benefits for mothers of 
going out to work, though both genders tended to 
prefer women having a pattern of working for four 
or fewer days rather than full-time. A substantial 
minority of women preferred to be home-based 
while their child was still in infancy, but often felt 
it was not a realistic option. Few of the men in the 
study had access to flexible working arrangements 
and most worked full-time.  
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There are some important strengths and limitations of the First 1,000 Days study, which should be 
considered	when	interpreting	the	findings	outlined	in	this	report.	

Strengths
• A relatively large sample (N=1162) of first-time 

parents in the UK, with representation from 
all major groups across region, gender, age, 
education, ethnicity and sexual orientation. 
Prospective investigation of women’s and men 
behaviours and attitudes during the first year of 
parenthood, at the point in time when they are 
making crucial decisions about their employment 
and childcare.   

• Consideration of both women’s and men’s 
experiences of and attitudes towards paid 
employment during the transition to parenthood.

• Mixed-methods approach to understanding 
first-time parents’ experiences, behaviours and 
attitudes.

• A follow-up of the parents in this survey one year 
later (currently in progress) will allow us to explore 
consistency and change in parents’ attitudes and 
behaviours longitudinally over the first two years 
of parenthood.

Limitations
• Although the overall sample size was large, fewer 

men (n=296) were recruited to the study then 
women (n=866).

• Although the study sample was broadly 
representative there was an under-representation 
of younger parents and parents with no formal 
qualifications.

• Parents completed the questionnaire when 
their baby was on average eight months old; 
however there was a range in children’s ages at 
the time the parents participated in the survey 
(5-10 months). Parents’ views and behaviours 
about paid employment and childcare may be 
affected by the age of their child at the time of 
participation, though this has been taken into 
account where possible. The study focuses 
exclusively on first-time parents. Results cannot 
be generalized to all parents of babies under one 
year, as they do not reflect the experiences and 
behaviours of parents who already have older 
children.

 

10 Strengths and limitations of the study
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Improved flexible working provisions
These research findings demonstrate that there 
is a demand among new parents for greater 
opportunities to work flexibly after they have 
become parents. NCT would like to see equality of 
flexible working arrangements for men and women. 
In order to work towards achieving these goals we 
recommend that:

• The Government promotes a variety of flexible 
working arrangements using positive case studies 
and emphasising the benefits to employers of 
encouraging experienced employees to return to 
work after becoming a parent.

• Employers increase availability of part-time and 
flexible roles at all levels, including senior roles 
and higher pay scale posts, and demonstrate this 
commitment by becoming a Timewise accredited 
employer.

• Employers make it clear in their staff handbook 
and in job advertisements that flexible working 
arrangements are available to women and men, 
so that all employees are aware of their rights 
and entitlements. NCT supports the use of the 

‘happy to talk flexible working’ logo developed by 
Working Families.

• Employers invite men, as well as women, to 
review their working arrangements with the 
HR department and their manager when they 
become a parent.  

Improved access to affordable high-
quality	childcare	at	the	point	of	
returning to employment
The cost and quality of childcare were key factors 
affecting women’s decisions and feelings about 
returning to work after having a baby.  NCT believes 
access to more affordable, high quality childcare is 
necessary. Specifically we recommend: 

• Extending financial support for high-quality and 
affordable childcare so that it starts as soon 
parents choose to return to work to fill the current 
gap in subsidised childcare. 

• Better paid parental leave for men and women 
and clearer guidance on entitlements

• To ensure that more equal and flexible parental 
leave entitlements are implemented, we 
recommend the following:

• Clearer guidance for both parents and employers 
of their maternity and paternity leave to maximise 
and enable parents to make the best use of the 
shared parental leave and right to request flexible 
working entitlements. For women this could be 
included on the Mat B form that they are given by 
their midwife to hand to their employer, ensuring 
that both parents and employers will see what 
entitlements are available.

 

11 Implications for public policy
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Appendix A:  
Further details of research methods and recruitment of 
participants

Questionnaire development
To ensure that the First 1,000 Days study is driven by 
issues that are important to parents and grounded 
within current research literature and policy, the 
6-9 month online survey was developed from three 
sources: 

• Themes and issues generated from focus groups 
with first-time parents at 6-9 months; 

• Four key domains identified by the Department 
of Health in the ‘Preparation for Birth and Beyond 
Framework’: Changes for me and us, caring for our 
baby and our developing child, how it feels being 
a parent, parent’s health and wellbeing;29

• Social sciences literature on the transition to 
parenthood and becoming a mother/father.

Survey	questions	and	validated	
scales
A review of the literature was undertaken to identify 
validated and reliable measures within each of the 
questionnaire domains. Validated and reliable scales 
and questions were used if they were available and 
suitable for the study.

If validated and reliable questions were not 
available from previous research studies questions 
were developed by the research team. The final 
questionnaires, one for mothers and one for fathers, 
with a same-sex partner’s questionnaire also made 
available, were produced in SurveyMonkey following: 
1) review of the questionnaires by the First 1,000 
Days study steering committee and research 
advisors and 2) a pilot of the questionnaires with 
first-time mothers and fathers. 

Pilot study
The 6-9 month questionnaire was piloted with 255 
mothers and 110 fathers who had registered to 
receive information from NCT. The purpose of the 
pilot investigation is to establish:

1. Any errors in the survey instruments and online 
survey procedures 

2. The feasibility and success of the recruitment 
methods 

3. Parents’ willingness to respond 

4. The demographic characteristics of the parents 

Findings from the pilot were discussed with the study 
steering group and revisions were made, where 
necessary, to the questionnaire and recruitment 
methods.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
Inclusion criteria: All first-time parents from 
databases (described below) providing valid email 
address, with a baby estimated to be between 6-9 
months old, were eligible for inclusion in the online 
questionnaire.

Exclusion criteria: Parents under the age of 18, 
parents of more than one child, and those with a 
first child younger than 5 months or older than 11 
months were excluded from the First 1,000 Days 
study. Since the questionnaire was presented in 
English, participants unable to understand and write 
English at a sufficient level were also not included.  

Recruitment of participants
In order to recruit a diverse sample of parents to take 
part in the online survey, which would be broadly 
representative of literate, English speaking first-
time parents in the UK, a list of names and email 
addresses was generated from both in house data 
bases and an electronic direct mail out parents 
registered with a partnership organisation, who were 
invited to register to take part in the study. Please 
see the NCT website for further details of participant 
recruitment.1

Data collection
All eligible participants received an email containing 
information about the First 1,000 Days study and 
inviting them to complete an online questionnaire. 
The questionnaire was administered online through 
SurveyMonkey and the invitation email to parents 
contained individual links to the questionnaire. 

As fewer fathers’ contact details were provided, 
it was also necessary to ask mothers who were 
willing to participate to invite the father of their 
baby to complete the fathers’ version of the online 
questionnaire. Therefore, mothers were also sent 
a link to the fathers’ questionnaire and asked to 
forward it to the father of their baby. 

So as to ensure this did not introduce bias to the 
study recruitment was undertaken in two waves: 



36

 © NCT 2014  Working it out: New parents’ experiences of returning to work

1. Wave one of data collection
In the first wave of data collection, mothers from 
both sources of data were randomised to initially 
receive either the mothers’ or the fathers’ version of 
the questionnaire first. Randomisation was stratified 
by the age of the baby, if this information was 
available.

Mothers who were randomised to receive the 
fathers’ questionnaire (n=3297) were asked to 
forward the email, containing a link to complete 
the questionnaire online, to the father of their 
baby. It was emphasised that it was important that 
the questions were completed by fathers and that 
mothers would receive an email inviting them to 
complete the mothers’ version of the questionnaire 
in one month.

2. Wave two of data collection
In the second wave of data collection, mothers 
who had been sent the fathers’ version of the 
questionnaire in the first wave were sent a link to 
the mothers’ questionnaire. Likewise, mothers 
who had initially been sent the mothers version of 
the questionnaire (n=2537) were sent a link to the 
fathers’ questionnaire and asked to forward it to the 
father of their baby.

Parents were given 4-6 weeks to complete the 
questionnaire in both of the waves of data collection. 
During this time parents received four reminders 
containing links to the questionnaire.

Data analysis
Following completion of the questionnaire, all data 
was downloaded from SurveyMonkey and analysed 
in Excel or SPSS.

Quantitative data analysis
For continuous data means (or the average response) 
and standard deviations (s.d.) are presented in the 
results chapters throughout this report. Standard 
deviations indicate how much variation or dispersion 
there is in the parents responses from the average 
response. A low standard deviation indicates that 
the responses tend to be very similar to the mean; 
conversely a high standard deviation indicates that 
the data points are spread out over a large range 
of values. Standard deviations are expressed in the 
same unit as the data.  

For categorical or ordinal data (e.g. data from ranked 
scales) the frequency of parents responding are 
presented in the results chapters of this report, 
and are expressed as the number of parents giving 

a particular response (n) and the corresponding 
proportion (%) of the mothers of fathers responding 
to the survey.

In order to explore whether men and women’s 
patterns of employment or their experiences 
and attitudes deferred according to their socio-
demographic characteristic (i.e. age, education, 
and ethnicity) further statistical analyses were 
undertaken. These tests were undertaken to 
determine the probability that any observed 
differences were not due just to chance. P-values 
(probability value), resulting from these tests, of less 
than 0.05 (5%) are considered to be ‘statistically 
significant’ and therefore unlikely to have occurred 
by chance.

Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to investigate 
differences in continuous outcomes and chi-squared 
tests were used with categorical outcomes. More in-
depth investigation of the factors affecting women’s 
decisions about returning to work (Chapter 4) and 
gender role attitudes (Chapter 8) logistic regressions 
were conducted. The results of these tests are 
presented in the appendices of this report.

Qualitative data analysis
The first 150 responses to each open-ended 
question were all read and coded in Excel, by which 
point saturation seemed to have had been reached. 
Themes were identified from the data and grouped 
into broad categories. All of the responses were read 
and re-read to check coding. If any new themes were 
identified, they were added to existing categories or 
categories were refined. Estimates of the proportion 
of respondents in each category were based on a 
minimum of 150 coded cases.

Ethical considerations
The research was designed and conducted in 
accordance with the Social Research Association’s 
research procedures.30

Parents were provided with a detailed information 
sheet about the research and required to provide 
consent prior to completing the questionnaire. 
In order to preserve parents’ confidentiality and 
anonymity, parents completing the questionnaire 
were assigned a unique identifying number.  

All data was analysed at a group level and no 
individual parents will be named in the presentation 
of results.
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Response to the survey
Women
In total, 866 eligible mothers completed the 6-9 
months questionnaire; 646 were recruited via the 
electronic direct mailout and 220 were recruited 
from in house databases. A total of 516 mothers were 
recruited during the first wave of data collection (in 
October to November 2013) and 350 mothers were 
recruited during the second wave of data collection 
in (November to December 2013).

Men
The men’s 6-9 month questionnaire was completed 
by 296 eligible fathers; 202 were recruited via the 
electronic direct mailout and 94 fathers through in 
house databases. A total of 12 fathers completed 
the questionnaire directly and 284 fathers were 
recruited via mothers email addresses.
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Appendix B:  
Participant characteristics and representativeness of the 
sample
The following tables highlight the characteristics and 
socio-demographic status of the parents that took 
part in the First 1,000 Days 6-9 month questionnaire. 

In order to explore the representativeness of the 
data, the socio-demographic characteristics of 
women involved in the First 1,000 Days study are 
compared to women from the National Maternity 
Survey (NMS), which was conducted by the National 
Perinatal Epidemiology Unit in 2010.31 More 
than 5000 women who had recently given birth 
responded to the NMS, which enquired about their 
experience of care during pregnancy, labour and 
birth and the early months at home.  Where data 
on first-time mothers is available from the NMS (i.e. 
women’s age and educational data) this data is used 
as a comparison group. 

Child characteristics
At the time of the survey the babies of parents who 
completed the survey were on average eight months 
old in both the women (7.9 months) and men’s (7.7 
months) surveys. Just over half of the babies in the 
women (54%) and men’s (55%) survey were male.

Parent age
Women in the First 1,000 Days study had a mean 
age of 30.8 years. Women in the study sample were 
on average older than first-time mothers in England 
and Wales according to the Office of National 
Statistics (ONS) on live births in 2012 (28.1 years).2  
The age of men in the study sample  (32.7 years) was 
more comparable to the age of first-time fathers in 
England and Wales (32.6 years).32

There was a broad distribution of parents’ ages in 
the First 1,000 Days study sample, including some 
mothers and fathers aged under 20 and over 40. 
However, the study sample had fewer young parents, 
in particular fewer men and women aged under 20 
and fewer aged under 25 years compared to the NMS. 
Generally, those taking part in the First 1,000 Days 
study were more likely to be aged 30 or over. The 
study excluded parents under the age of 18, which 
would account in small part for these differences. 

Table	B1:	Grouped	age	compared	with	first-time	
mothers from the NMS 

Women F1KD 
study n (%)

Men F1KD 
study n (%)

Women 
NMS 2010 

n (%)
Under 20  17  (2.0)  3 (1.0) 5.1
20-24 years  90 (10.4)  17  (5.7) 18.2
25-29 years  220 (25.4)  65  (22.0) 27.7
30-34 years  327 (37.8)  107 (36.1) 31.1
35-39 years  162 (18.7)  61  (20.6) 15.3
40 or over  50 (5.8)  43  (1.6) 2.6

Educational attainment
Table B2: Highest level of education among men and 
women in the First 1,000 Days study Women

Women n (%) Men n (%)
No formal qualifications  13  (1.5)  9  (3.0)
GCSE/O Level or 
equivalent

 137  (15.8)  73  (24.7)

Apprenticeships  19  (2.2)  17 (5.7)
AS/A Level or equivalent  196  (22.6)  44 (14.9)
Higher/Postgraduate 
Education 

 501 (57.9)  133  (45.2)

Other  0  20 (6.8)

When asked about their highest level of education, 
the majority of parents in the study sample had 
completed higher or further education, although 
this was more common among women (81%) then 
men (60%). The proportion of women (17%) of 
women who left formal education at 16 years in the 
study sample was lower compared to 19% first-
time mothers who completed the NMS.31 A higher 
proportion of men in the First 1,000 Days study 
reported leaving formal education by the age of 16 
years (28%).

Ethnicity
The ethnicity of men and women involved in the 
First 1,000 Days study was similar to the women 
from the MNS.  Women in the study were less like be 
from an Asian ethnic background compared to the 
MNS sample and fathers from Black or Black British 
backgrounds were less well represented in the First 
1,000 Days study.

1 Unpublished data from the National Maternity Survey (2010
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Table B3: Grouped age compared with women from 
the

Women 
F1KD 
study  
n (%)

Men F1KD 
study  
n (%)

Women 
MNS 2010* 

n (%)

White  776  (89.8)  258  (87.2) 86.1
Mixed/Multiple 
ethnic groups

 20  (2.3)  7  (2.4) 1.3

Asian or Asian 
British

 36 (4.2)  26  (8.8) 7.6

Black or Black 
British

 21 (2.4)  2  (0.7) 4.0

Other ethnic 
background

 11 (1.3)  3  (1.0) 1.0

* primiparous and multiparous women combined

Place of birth and geographical 
location
In the First 1,000 Days study the majority of men 
(82%) and women (84%) were born in the UK. Parents’ 
country of residence and regional distribution are 
shown in tables B4 and B5. The majority of mothers 
(85%) and fathers (88%) were living in England. The 
regional distribution men and women involved in the 
study was comparable to data from the 2011 NMS.1

Table B4: Parents’ country of residence in the First 
1,000 Days study sample

Women (%) Men n (%)
England  737  (85.1)  260  (87.8)
Wales  40 (4.6)  12 (4.1)
Scotland  66 (7.6)  16 (5.4)
Northern Ireland  22 (2.5)  7 (2.4)
Other  1 (0.1)  1 (0.3)

Table B5: Regional distribution living in England of 
parents in the First 1,000 Days sample compared 
with women from the NMS

Women F1KD 
study n (%)

Men F1KD 
study n 

(%)

NMS 
2010* 

%
North West  93 (12.6)  27 (10.3) 12.1
North East  34 (4.6)  12 (4.6) 4.3
Yorkshire and the 
Humber

 60 (8.2)  21 (8.0) 9.7

West Midlands  71 (9.6)  24 (9.2) 7.7
East Midlands  62 (8.4)  32 (12.2) 9.6
East of England  58 (7.9)  20 (7.6) 12.2
London  102 (13.9)  41 (15.6) 16.6
South East 
England

 159 (21.6)  51 ( 19.5) 17.9

South West 
England

 97 (13.2)  34 (13.0) 10.1

* primiparous and multiparous women combined

The majority of mothers (94%) and fathers (99%) 
said they were in a relationship. The proportion of 
lone mothers in the First 1,000 Days study (n=51; 
6%) was lower than the proportion of lone mothers 
in the NMS sample (11.5% of all primiparous 
and multiparous women). In our sample, lone-
mothers were younger than mothers who were in a 
relationship (mean age 27.7 years, compared to 31.0 
years). Similarly, lone fathers (n=7; 2%) were younger 
(mean age 28.4 years) compared with fathers who 
were in a relationship (mean age 32.9 years).

Five (0.6%) mothers and four (1.4%) fathers in 
the study sample reported being in a same sex 
relationship. We do not know whether the mothers or 
fathers in the sample living in same-sex relationships 
were biological or social parents to their children.  
All mothers’ data have been analysed together, 
regardless of sexuality and biological relationship 
with the baby. This is also applies to the way the 
fathers’ data have been analysed.  

In conclusion, the parents taking part in the First 
1,000 Days study are somewhat older on average 
than the general UK population of parents, though 
there is still a wide spread in the sample. In terms 
of ethnicity, country of birth and geographical 
distribution, the study is broadly representative. 
Consistent with younger parents being less well 
represented, there are fewer women with no 
qualifications or GCSEs as their highest qualification 
than would be expected. The majority of large 
population-based cohort studies have a sample 
that is biased towards parents that are more highly 
educated and under-representative of young parents. 
Online surveys may increase this long-standing 
tendency.
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Appendix C:  
Additional statistical analyses
Table	C1:	Differences	in	women’s	pre-pregnancy	and	current	employment	status

Pre-pregnancy 
Employment n (%)

Current Employment n 
(%)

p-value

Employed (full-time)  710 (82.0)  426 (49.2)
Employed (part-time)  58 (6.7)  238 (27.5)
Self-employed  25 (2.9)  22 (2.5)
Student  25 (2.9)  18 (2.1)
Registered unemployed (seeking work)  24 (2.8)  29 (3.3)
Unwaged (not seeking work)  24 (2.8)  133 (15.4) p<0.0001

*Probability values derived from chi-squared tests for categorical variables

Table C2: Socio-demographic characteristics of women leaving paid employment after having a baby
Returning to paid 

employment n (%)
Leaving paid employment 

n (%)
p-value

Highest level of education
No formal qualification/GCSE: 
n(%)

 138 (81.7)  31 (18.3)

Higher/Further education: n(%)  618 (88.7)  79 (11.3) p=0.012
Ethnicity

White ethnicity: n(%)  75 (83.3%)  15 (16.7%)
All other ethnic backgrounds: 
n(%)

 681 (97.8)  95 (12.2%) p=0.152

Age: 
Mean (s.d)

Relationship status:
Married/in a relationship: n(%)  715 (87.7)  100 (12.3)
Not in a relationship: n(%)  41 (80.4)  10 (19.6) p=0.099

*Probability values derived from chi-squared tests for categorical variables (i.e. education, ethnicity, relationship status) and ANOVA for continuous 
variables (i.e. age)

Table C3:  
Women’s decisions about returning to work and their socio-demographic characteristics (statistical analysis)

Days employment per week
None  
n=169

1-3 days  
n=216

4 days  
n=156

5 or more 
days n=325

p-value*

Highest level of education
No formal qualification/GCSE: 
n(%)

 54 (32.0)  51 (30.2)  24 (14.2)  40 (23.7)

Higher/Further education: n(%)  115 (16.5)  165 (27.3)  132 (18.9)  285 (40.9) p<0.001
Ethnicity

White ethnicity: n(%)  148 (19.1)  192 (24.7)  146 (18.9)  290 (37.4)
All other ethnic backgrounds: 
n(%)

 21 (23.3)  24 (26.7)  10 (11.1)  35 (38.9) p=0.311

Age: 
Mean (s.d)  29.1 (6.1)  30.0 (3.1)  31.4 (4.5)  32.0 (4.9) p<0.001

Relationship status: 
Married/in a relationship: n(%)  149 (18.3)  201 (24.7)  151 (9.8)  314 (21.6)
 Not in a relationship: n(%)  20 (39.2)  15 (29.4)  5 (9.8)  11 (21.6) p=0.003

*Probability values derived from chi-squared tests for categorical variables (i.e. education, ethnicity, relationship status) and ANOVA for continuous 
variables (i.e. age)
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Table C4: Socio-demographic characteristics men taking and not taking paternity leave
Took paternity leave  

n (%)
Didn’t take paternity 

leave n (%)
p-value*

Highest level of education
No formal qualification/GCSE: n(%)  60  (82.2)  13 (17.8)
Higher/Further education: n(%)  176  (86.3)  28 (13.7)  p=0.254

Ethnicity
White ethnicity: n(%)  159 (85.5)  27  (14.5)
All other ethnic backgrounds: n(%)  22 (78.6)  6  (21.4)  p=0.245

Age: 
Mean (s.d)  32.6 (6.2)  32.8 (5.1)  p=0.893

Relationship status:
Married/in a relationship: n(%)  232 (85.0)  41 (15.0)
Not in a relationship: n(% )  4 (100)  0 (0)  p=0.525

*Probability values derived from chi-squared tests for categorical variables (i.e. education, ethnicity, relationship status) and ANOVA for continuous 
variables (i.e. age)

Table	C5:	Logistic	regression	of	factors	affecting	women’s	decision	making	about	how	many	days	to	return	to	
paid employment

Days employment per week
None 1-3 days  

OR (95% CI)
4 days  

OR (95% CI)
5 or more  

OR (95% CI)
Household Finances 1 Reference  1.8 (1.0-3.4)*  3.2  (1.5-7.1)**  3.8 (2.0-7.3)****
Social contacts 1 Reference  4.2 (2.5-7.2)****  5.0  (2.8-13.8)****  3.6 (2.2-6.1)****
Having my own income 1 Reference  0.7 (0.5-1.1)  1.0  (0.6-1.6)  0. (0.6-1.2)
Being able to work flexible 
days/hours

1 Reference  1.1 (0.7-1.8)  0.9  (0.5-1.5)  0.5 (0.3-0.8)**

Enjoyment in my work 1 Reference  3.5 (2.3-5.3)****  3.3  (2.1-5.2)****  2.8 (1.9-4.1)****
Being able to find work/
finding a suitable job

1 Reference  2.4  (1.6-3.6)****  1.6  (1.0-3.6)*  1.1 (0.8-1.6)

My husband’s/ partner’s 
views

1  Reference  0.8  (0.5-1.2)  0.9  (0.6-1.5)  0.8 (0.6-1.2)

Keeping up to date with 
my profession/work

1  Reference  2.2  (1.5-3.4)****  3.1 (1.9-4.9)**** 2.9 (1.9-4.3)****

Not wanting to leave my 
child

1  Reference  0.2  (0.1-0.5)****  0.2 (0.1-0.4)****  0.2n (0.1-0.4)****

Meeting my  child’s needs 1 Reference  0.3  (0.1-0.8)*  0.4 (0.1-1.2)  0.2 (0.1-0.7)**
The cost of childcare 1 Reference  0.3 (0.1-0.8)****  0.5 (0.2-0.8)**  0.6 (0.4-0.9)*
The quality of childcare 1  Reference  0.3  (0.1-0.6)**  0.3 (0.1-0.7)**  0.6 (0.3-1.4)
Support from my 
workplace/employers

1  Reference  1.4  (0.9-2.1)  1.6 (0.9-2.1)**  1.5 (1.0-2.3)*

Breastfeeding my baby 1  Reference  0.4  (0.3-0.6)****  0.6 (0.4-0.9)*  0.4 (0.3-0.6)****
OR: Odds Ratio, 95% CI: 95% confidence intervals

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001, **** p ≤ 0.0001

table 1.3 (o) 4.7 (8) 4.6 (9)
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Table	C6:	Socio-demographic	differences	in	men	and	women’s	access	to	flexible	working	hours
Women Men

No/don’t 
know

Yes p-value* No/don’t 
know

Yes p-value*

Highest level of education
No formal qualification/
GCSE: n(%)

 68  (48.9)  71  (51.1)  45  (67.2)  22 (32.8)

Higher/Further education: 
n(%)

 283  (44.5)  353  (55.5) p=0.196  95 (53.7)  82 (46.3) p=0.039

Ethnicity
White ethnicity: n(%)  323  (463)  374  (53.7)  93 (57.4)  69 (42.6)
All other ethnic 
backgrounds: n(%)

 28  (35.9)  50  (64.1) p=0.051  13 (50.0)  13 (50.0) p=0.309

Age: 
Mean (s.d)  30.6  (5.1)  31.4  (4.9) p=0.893  32.3 (6.2)  33.7 (5.8) p=0.109

Relationship status:
Married/in a relationship: 
n(%)

 331  (44.9)  407  (55.1)   137 (56.8)  104 (43.2)

Not in a relationship: n(% )  20  (54.1)  17  (55.9) p=0.177  3 (100)  0 (0) p=0.525
*Probability values derived from chi-squared tests for categorical variables (i.e. education, ethnicity, relationship status) and ANOVA for continuous 
variables (i.e. age)

Table	C7:	Socio-demographic	differences	in	men	and	women’s	access	to	part-time	hours
Women Men

No/don’t 
know

Yes p-value* No/don’t 
know

Yes p-value*

Highest level of education
No formal qualification/
GCSE: n(%)

 55 (40.1)  82 (59.9)  42 (65.6)  22 (34.4)

Higher/Further education: 
n(%)

 176 (27.8)  457 (72.2) p=0.003  126 (74.1)  44 (25.9) p=0.131

Ethnicity
White ethnicity: n(%)  207 (31.6)  487 (70.2)  110 (70.5)  46 (295)
All other ethnic 
backgrounds: n(%)

 24 (31.6)  52 (68.4) p=0.421  18 (75.0)  6 (25.0) p=0.427

Age: 
Mean (s.d)  31.1 (5.3)  31.1 (4.9) p=0.259  33.1 (6.2)  32 (5.9) p=0.302

Relationship status:
Married/in a relationship: 
n(%)

 218 (29.7)  516 (70.3)  166 (71.9)  65 (28.1)

 Not in a relationship: n(% )  13 (36.1)  23 (63.9) p=0.259  2 (66.7)  1 (33.3) p=0.632
*Probability values derived from chi-squared tests for categorical variables (i.e. education, ethnicity, relationship status) and ANOVA for continuous 
variables (i.e. age)
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Table	C8:	Socio-demographic	differences	in	men	and	women’s	ability	to	working	from	home
Women Men

No/don’t 
know

Yes p-value* No/don’t 
know

Yes p-value*

Highest level of education
No formal qualification/GCSE: 
n(%)

 113 (82.5)  24 (17.5)  55 (85.9)  9 (14.1)

Higher/Further education: n(%)  474 (74.9)  159 (25.1) p=0.035  110 (64.0)  62 (36.0) p=0.001
Ethnicity

White ethnicity: n(%)  353 (77.2)  158 (22.8)  17 (70.8)  7 (29.2)
All other ethnic backgrounds: 
n(%)

 52 (97.5)  25 (32.5) p=0.043  108 (68.8)  49 (31.2) p=0.523

Age: 
Mean (s.d)  30.6 (4.9)  32.7 (4.7) p<0.0001  32.2 (5.8)  33.9 (6.1) p=0.068

Relationship status:
Married/in a relationship: n(%)  561 (76.3)  174 (23.7)  162 (69.5)  71 (30.5)
Not in a relationship: n(% )  26 (74.3)  9 (25.7) p=0.458  3 (100)  0 (0) p=0.340

*Probability values derived from chi-squared tests for categorical variables (i.e. education, ethnicity, relationship status) and ANOVA for continuous 
variables (i.e. age)

Table	C9:	Socio-demographic	differences	in	men	and	women’s	access	to	job	sharing	options
Women Men

Yes No p-value* Yes No p-value*
Highest level of education

No formal qualification/GCSE: 
n(%)

111 (82.2) 24 (17.8) 59 (93.7) 4 (6.3)

Higher/Further education: n(%) 451 (71.7) 178 (28.3) p=0.007 156 (96.7) 16 (9.3) p=0.335
Ethnicity

White ethnicity: n(%) 508 (73.6) 182 (26.4) 139 (88.5) 18 (11.5)
All other ethnic backgrounds: 
n(%)

54 (73.0) 20 (27.0) p=0.500 24 (100) 0 (0) p=0.067

Age: 
Mean (s.d) 30.8 (5.1) 31.8 (4.6) p=0.011 32.6 (5.9) 34.4 (6.4) p=0.217

Relationship status:
Married/in a relationship: n(%) 536 (73.6) 192 (26.4) 162 (69.5) 71 (30.5)
Not in a relationship: n(% ) 62 (72.2) 10 (27.8) p=0.492 3 (100) 0 (0) p=0.525

*Probability values derived from chi-squared tests for categorical variables (i.e. education, ethnicity, relationship status) and ANOVA for continuous 
variables (i.e. age)

 

Table	C10:	Socio-demographic	differences	in	men	and	women’s	access	to	breastfeeding	breaks	and	facilities
Women p-value*

Yes No
Highest level of education

No formal qualification/GCSE: n(%)  111  (82.8)  23 (17.2)
Higher/Further education: n(%)  435 (69.5)  191 (30.5) p=0.001

Ethnicity
White ethnicity: n(%)  55  (72.4)  21 (27.6)
All other ethnic backgrounds: n(%)  491  (71.8)  193 (28.2) p=0.517

Age: 
Mean (s.d)  30.6  (4.9)  32.5 (4.8) p<0.0001

Relationship status:
Married/in a relationship: n(%)  517  (71.3)  208 (28.7)
Not in a relationship: n(% )  29  (82.9)  6 (17.1) p=0.095
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Table	C11:	Logistic	regression	of	access	to	flexible	working	and	women’s	patterns	of	returning	to	paid	work
Days employment per week

None 1-3 days 
OR (95% CI)

4 days  
OR (95% CI)

5 or more  
OR (95% CI)

Flexible working hours 1  Reference  3.2 (1.9-5.3)****  3.2 (1.9-5.4)****  2.8 (1.8-5.4)****
Part-time working hours 1  Reference  19.7 (10.8-35.9)****  27.1 (13.6-53.8)****  5.4 (3.3-8.9)****
Working from home 1  Reference  0.3 (0.2-0.6)****  0.6 (0.4-1.2)  0.8 (0.5-1.3)
Job sharing 1  Reference  9.3 (3.6-24.1)****  9.8 (3.8-25.7)****  7.7 (3.0-19.1)***
Breastfeeding breaks and facilities 1  Reference  1.9 (1.0-3.9)  3.6 (1.8-7.1)****  3.8 (1.9-7.1)****
OR: Odds Ratio, 95% CI: 95% confidence intervals

* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001, **** p ≤ 0.0001
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