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Returning to work:  
women’s transition back  
after maternity leave
By Jane Moffett, NCT breastfeeding counsellor and  
postnatal leader

Having worked as an NCT practitioner for 20 years, I am intrigued by the 
transitions women go through when they leave a professional role to go on 
maternity leave, become a mother and return to work after maternity leave. 
I therefore chose to examine the relationship between ‘maternity coaching’ 
and women’s transition back to work for my MSc in Coaching and Behavioural 
Change. ‘Maternity coaching’ is something that may be offered to women 
working in certain sectors, before, during and after maternity leave. For my 
qualitative research, I interviewed 11 professional women who had returned 
to work in the city of London (some had one child, others two or three). My 
main aim was to determine how much maternity coaching had helped with 
their transition back to work, and several themes emerged that are relevant 
to our work as NCT practitioners that I wish to share with you here. 
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Women’s career theory
As part of the background, I explored literature on women’s career theory, 
including Hakim’s Preference Theory.1 This theory focuses on women in 
wealthy Western societies who are in a position to can make career choices 
and the level of commitment to their careers. Hakim found that 20% of 
women are home-centred, prioritising family life as full-time homemakers, 
60% are adaptive, combining family and work in order to achieve an optimum 
work/life balance, and 20% are work-centred, prioritising their careers. At 
NCT we might see all three approaches in the women that we support, and 
it can be helpful to understand their situations better, particularly to help 
diffuse the ‘mummy wars’. Due to financial and cultural pressures, women 
may find it increasingly difficult to choose to be home-centred – certainly, of 
the women attending my Early Days courses, fewer are intending not to go 
back to work. 

Other theorists believe that career and context are closely linked and that 
‘work is embedded in women’s larger life contexts’.2 Kaleidoscope Theory3 
maintains that women’s career choices are based on the priorities of 
relationism (thinking about how decisions will impact on the people that 
women have a relationship with), authenticity (being true to one’s values 
and passions), and balance and challenge (wanting challenging work but 
balancing this with other important demands). Women’s priorities can shift at 
different times like the pieces in a kaleidoscope: ‘women shift the problem of 
their careers by rotating different aspects of their lives to arrange their roles 
and relationships in new ways’.4

I drew the conclusion that many factors can affect how a woman re-engages 
with her career after maternity leave. A common theme across many of these 
theories is the importance of relationships, the fact that women tend to 
consider the impact of their career decisions on the people around them and 
that women often view their family and work lives as intertwined.5

Motherhood: a new life stage
As NCT practitioners we often hear from women about how much their 
lifestyle and expectations change once they become a mother. I found 
this with several of the women I interviewed: two commented on how hard 
motherhood is, with one saying: ‘it’s incredibly hard work and… there’s 
nobody to say thank you to you and that you’re doing a good job’. Another 
captured the stark contrast of what is now achievable in a day: ‘going from 
someone who speaks at conferences to someone who’s pleased if they’ve 
had a shower by 1 o’clock’, and perceived a change in capability: ‘I don’t think 
I was quite ready for how much your brain seems to change when you have a 
child’. Several of the women referred to their maternity leave as a completely 
different phase of their lives. Maternity leave was ‘a completely different 
experience’ and work was ‘unrelated to the world I was in’ where they just 
‘wanted to get into sort of “mummy mindset” ’.

Women tend to 
consider the impact 
of their career 
decisions on the 
people around them

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/1532223/Mummy-wars.html


Common feelings about returning to work
Women often feel a mixture of emotions and turmoil about returning to 
work. Common fears are ‘will my brain work? ’ and ‘how will I be able to 
concentrate all day? ’ and women often feel under-confident and de-skilled. 
As practitioners, we can help to turn this situation around by encouraging 
women to focus on the greater self-knowledge they now have – often a topic 
for discussion in Early Days courses. They can also think about all the new 
skills they have gained from having a baby and re-frame these to be relevant 
to the workplace. For example, learning how to look after and nurture a 
baby all day on very little sleep can be interpreted as having great stamina 
and resilience. Being encouraged to think about integrating new skills with 
previous ones can enable women to feel like they have grown, rather than 
having become depleted. 

In our NCT work we often hear about women’s anxiety about being separated 
from their babies. Several of the women I interviewed used extremely 
poignant language to describe how they felt before their return to work. One 
said ‘the thought of going back to work and leaving my little baby was so 
terrible.’ Another said:

‘I’d say that I was – I was heartbroken… I feel I was grieving lots. I was grieving 
for the loss of the maternity, for the relationship that we’d had for nine 
months, that was never going to be the same again’.

In hindsight, however, some said that their relationship with their children 
was enhanced because they were working;6 they had renewed energy and 
enthusiasm when they were with their children, because they weren’t with 
them all the time. Through maternity coaching the women felt able to 
articulate what was important to them in terms of this relationship and also 
to re-frame the situation so that they could celebrate the positives. The 
coach helped one woman to see ‘how to make the best out of all the different 
situations you can find yourself in’. The fact that women may feel differently 
at different stages of this transition can be useful to relay to women who are 
at the tricky point of preparing for their return to work.

The role of an employer
Employers have a key role in supporting women before, during and after 
maternity leave, and can affect how women re-integrate into the workplace, 
how they feel about themselves in relation to work, and their attitude towards 
staying with the organisation. In companies where family-friendly policies 
and procedures permeated through every level, women had a very different 
experience compared to women in companies where this did not happen.

Having meaningful work was also important for women on their return, and 
helped to mitigate against the negative feelings associated with leaving 
their baby. A few women expressed the feelings of: ‘Why am I in the office? 
Someone else is looking after my baby and I’m here’. This contrasted with the 
views of women who found work interesting, challenging and re-motivating: 
‘when I am busy on stuff that I love doing… I’m really enjoying it and so then 
that helps it to work’.

The women I interviewed found that the ease of their transition back to 
work was affected by how they were treated by the people around them. 



Feelings of isolation – and potentially grief – are not uncommon and it helps 
if work colleagues are aware of returning mothers’ sense of vulnerability. 
Having someone take the time to check that everything is okay could 
make a huge difference. Whilst returning women are still the professionals 
they were before they left, their values, priorities and self-identity may well 
have changed and this needs to be understood. As one interviewee said: 
‘I wanted to scream at him, “my life has fundamentally changed – can you 
acknowledge it?”’

Stern and Bruschweiler-Stern wrote that ‘adjusting the motherhood mindset 
to the realities of working again is a major task in the third phase of the birth 
of a mother.’7 This is when the woman balances her various identities and 
makes decisions that are right for her. Many of my interviewees described 
how they had structured their days and weeks to have their desired work/
life blend: ‘You have to decide where you want your balance to be and what 
the compromise is going to be’. They had identified what was important to 
them in their roles as mothers and structured their work and home lives 
accordingly, ‘making the peace with what is good enough’. The development 
of multiple roles as a mother means that women are often torn between work 
and motherhood and might feel that they are not performing each role as 
well as they would wish. Some women strive to re-establish their viable status 
as an employee upon returning from maternity leave8 in a desire to  
re-validate themselves both as an employee and as a mother. 

Conclusions
Leaving the environment of paid employment, becoming a mother, and 
returning to work are complex transitions for women. The juxtaposition of 
having been out of the workforce for an extended period with going through 
the psychological shift of becoming a mother, and anxieties about leaving 
a baby in childcare, can result in this being an extremely stressful time in 
a woman’s life. Having support systems in place, people who can enable 
situations to be thought about in a solution-focused way, family-friendly 
policies at work, and understanding from colleagues and bosses can all make 
a real difference.
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Ideas for facilitating a discussion with mothers about 
returning to work 
The three main topic areas seem to be: logistical issues, how the 
employer can help with the transition back to work, and more personal 
questions about self-concept. 

Logistical issues
a) Childcare: Practitioners may wish to facilitate a discussion exploring the 

pros and cons of different types of childcare, asking the clients to share 
what they have already discovered and how they’re feeling about their 
decisions so far. Re-visit the ‘Decision Triangle’.

b) Balance at home: Ask clients to complete a ‘Who does what?’ quiz on 
household chores. You can follow this with questions such as: ‘What 
will need to change?’, ‘How will you effect this change?’, leading to a 
discussion about how the women’s partners might need to change 
their expectations about their role and responsibilities once the return 
to work happens.

How employers can help with the transition back to work
a) Keeping in Touch (KIT) days: If employers have arranged to keep 

mothers in touch with their work during maternity leave, practitioners 
may design an exercise that encourages women to think about what 
they might want out of their KIT days and what might be useful to  
their employer. 

b) Crucial conversations: Ask women to think about who in their 
workplace they should have these conversations with. What is 
important to include? How can they view the situation from the 
perspective of their employer in order to achieve the ideal situation  
for everyone?

c) Support network: Who can help from among the mother’s network of 
colleagues, friends, acquaintances – from both inside and outside their 
employing organisation?

Personal questions/self-concept
a) Mothers’ careers: Have their values and priorities changed now  

that they are mothers? An exercise designed around  
Schein’s Career Anchors can be a good starting point for discussion.

b) Priorities: Practitioners can help clients to articulate their answers to 
the following questions:                             

In a working week, what’s important for you to have as a mother?                                                                         
In a working week, what’s important for you to have as a professional?

https://www.uni-goettingen.de/en/447017.html
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