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Is discrimination against 
mothers still a problem?
Yes, says NCT Head of Campaigns Abi Wood, 
outlining the latest moves to tackle maternity 
discrimination in the UK 
The idea that becoming pregnant and having a baby should forcibly exclude 
women from the workplace seems one that belongs in the middle of the 
last century. And yet it was necessary in 2010, for the UK government 
to introduce new legislation in the form of the Equality Act, to prohibit 
pregnancy and maternity discrimination. 

This move to protect women’s rights at work was an affirmation of the 
evidence for the significant contribution of women in the workforce, in the 
economy, and in society. Families where mothers are in work experience a 
significantly lower risk of child poverty. Maternal employment has also been 
positively linked to child development, and to parents’ health and wellbeing.1 
Mothers who return to work reduce their ‘motherhood pay penalty’ — the 
fall in earnings that is linked to the length of the break in economic activity 
following childbirth.2 Of interest to the Treasury is the link between maternal 
employment rates and public benefits in terms of tax revenue. For example, 
increasing overall maternal employment by five percentage points - up to 
62% - would be worth around £750 million annually in increased tax revenue 
and reduced benefit spending.1 
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The problem of pregnancy and maternity discrimination has gained renewed 
prominence in the past year as a result of a major programme of research 
jointly commissioned by the (former) Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills and the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC). This was 
intended to track what progress, or otherwise, had been made since the 2005 
Equal Opportunities Commission’s report Greater Expectations.9 The research 
revealed that almost half of women experienced some form of disadvantage 
at work, simply for being pregnant or taking maternity leave, and 30,000 
women were forced out of their jobs. 

The first report,3 published in March 2016, investigated the prevalence and 
nature of pregnancy discrimination and disadvantage in the workplace. It was 
based on interviews with 3,034 employers and 3,254 mothers, exploring their 
views and experiences on a range of issues related to managing pregnancy, 
maternity leave and mothers returning to work. 

The situation had worsened since 2005, and there was a disconnect between 
policy and practice. The majority of employers reported that it was in their 
interests to support pregnant women and those on maternity leave, and 
agreed that statutory rights relating to pregnancy and maternity were 
reasonable and easy to implement. Yet 11% of mothers reported that they 
were either dismissed, made compulsorily redundant where others in their 
workplace were not, or felt that they were treated so poorly that they had to 
leave their job. Scaling this up to the general population could mean that as 
many as 54,000 mothers are being forced out of work every year, compared 
to 30,000 ten years ago. The findings echo 2014 research by NCT showing 
that 43% of new mothers do not take their full maternity leave, with almost 
half (47%) attributing this to concerns about job security.4

Furthermore, one in five mothers said they had experienced harassment 
or negative comments related to pregnancy or flexible working from their 
employer and /or colleagues; 10% of women said their employer discouraged 
them from attending antenatal appointments; and 4% of women reported 
leaving work because their health and safety concerns were not addressed.5

Many aspects of maternity discrimination, namely when women are 
discouraged from attending antenatal appointments and when employers 
do not make necessary adaptations to ensure a pregnant woman’s health 
and safety at work, have a negative impact on the health of pregnant women. 
The right to time off to attend antenatal appointments is vital to ensure that 
they are able to access early antenatal care and for continuous assessment 
and advice during pregnancy. Evidence shows that missing antenatal 
appointments can increase the risk of having smaller babies, premature 
babies, miscarriages and stillbirth. This is particularly an important issue for 
women with complex health needs. 

Accompanying the research findings were a set of recommendations for 
action from the EHRC.6 Sadly not all of these were accepted, either in part or 
fully, by the Government. Since then there has been parliamentary debate 
and strongly worded recommendations from the Women and Equalities 
Committee7 and, on the question of tribunal fees for women seeking 
redress, from the Justice Committee. The chair of the Women and Equalities 
Committee, Conservative MP Maria Miller, has shown real leadership on  
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this issue. She reached out to women to hear their experiences directly, 
including visiting the NCT Portsmouth and Southsea branch. 

Yet despite all this evidence about discrimination and unfair treatment of 
women during and after pregnancy, and despite clear recommendations 
and support for change from a wide spectrum of politicians and external 
organisations, we are still waiting for Government action. In November 2016, 
new research showed that the annual cost of maternity discrimination to 
businesses is £280 million, and to women directly it could be as high as 
£113 million.8 The accompanying press release quoted the newly appointed 
Business Minister Margot James describing maternity discrimination as “a key 
priority of mine”. Encouraging words certainly, but so far there has been no 
action to put them into practice. 

NCT will be campaigning on this issue over the coming months, pressing 
for action to reduce the incidence of maternity discrimination and improve 
access to redress. As a first step we will be calling for: a brief outline of 
pregnant women’s employment rights to be included on the MatB1 form; 
the Health and Safety Executive to take action to improve their guidance in 
relation to protecting pregnant women at work, and calling for the time limit 
during which a woman can take a case of suspected maternity discrimination 
to a tribunal, from three to six months. For further information on our work, 
please contact campaigns@nct.org.uk.
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