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News release: June 2009 
Myths about working mothers
Negative perceptions that flexible working damages the career prospects of women returning to work after maternity leave are alive and well, according to the latest benchmarking research. AXA ICAS, a provider of employee support and wellbeing services, and coaching consultancy Managing Maternity carried out research entitled "Workplace practice on maternity and retention 2008/2009". It revealed that 51 per cent of managers considered part-time or flexible working as a barrier to women's promotion prospects when returning to work after maternity leave, yet more women are relying on flexible working to juggle the demands of work with family. In more than two-thirds of organisations, over 50 per cent of women come back on a flexible or part-time basis. 

There are a lot of assumptions made in the workplace about what a pregnant woman or a woman returning from maternity leave wants from work, Diana Paine, senior account consultant for AXA ICAS, claimed. "We held a forum recently for finance, law and professional services firms in the city of London. We asked them what are the pressures for women going on maternity leave. The response was that there were a lot of myths surrounding working mothers." Misconceptions surrounding working mothers range from the idea that maternity leave is like a holiday to the belief that working mothers do not want a challenging job when they return to work, Paine added.

These sorts of myths around working mothers are not helpful, Paine argued. "When you are looking at a highly skilled workforce then you have to question that. You have got to uncover those myths. Another big block is the managers' attitudes. How is the manager prepared for the changes in those teams? This is a managerial issue." More worryingly, many working mothers leave due to an unsympathetic workplace culture and a reluctance or difficulty from managers in implementing flexible working policies. 

Lack of career opportunities

The research also revealed that 61 per cent said that the lack of career development opportunities which allow women to achieve work-life balance had an impact on the decision to leave work. Other barriers cited for women returning to work included logistical problems, resentment among colleagues and a perceived lack of commitment. 

Sasha Scott, managing director for consultancy Inclusive Diversity, argued that one of the main reasons for women not returning to work after maternity leave is a lack of confidence. "I see this within law and investment banking that after having a child, women lack the confidence to re-enter the robust working environment. Therefore a partial remedy is in coaching for more confidence at re-entry level."

Why should this be of concern to financial services firms?

There are two business reasons that firms need to stop women leaving after having children. First, the women who decide to leave work often have substantial experience behind them and secondly, the employer can avoid incurring hefty recruitment costs when they lose this talented pool of individuals. 

"Historically, the city has been guilty of fostering a macho culture where women have found it more difficult to succeed than men," Sarah Williams-Gardener, director of Opportunity Now, the not-for-profit organisation, said. "We have all heard of the aggressively competitive culture where long hours and old boys' networks are the norm. And it is true that in some instances there is still a residual perception of flexible or part-time working as something which is an adjunct to business as usual, an irritation or just the mummy track."

She added that despite the increasing acknowledgement of the clear business case for retaining talent, there is much work to be done on creating cultures where flexible working is embraced as "part of business as usual". "I firmly believe that flexible working is not a burden to business. In challenging economic times, where salaries are being frozen and bonuses are vanishing, flexible working can offer a way of keeping talented people engaged and motivated," she said.

"Enlightened employers do position flexible working as a way to retain expertise, cut overheads and motivate staff. In these organisations, it is accepted as a tool which will make their businesses more agile and responsive, not something which is begrudgingly implemented for the sake of mothers." 

Ensuring a smooth transition for working mothers 

One organisation that has taken a progressive approach to working mothers is Citi. It won an Opportunity Now award for Innovation this year in recognition of its coaching and workshops for women during pregnancy, maternity leave and return to work, and challenging managers' perceptions about working mothers. "We wanted to be successful in having a gender-balanced workforce. In terms of our own firm, we found the number of women taking maternity leave quadrupled from 110 in 2005 to 400 in 2008. Managing maternity successfully became an important part of what we were asking our managers to do. We wanted to ensure that everyone was having a positive experience while on maternity and address organisational myths and unconscious bias such as woman are only working for pin money," Carolanne Minashi, head of diversity, EMEA for Citi, explained. "The second point was this area had seen evolving legislation and it led to our managers feeling unskilled and unprepared to deal with maternity in a positive way." 

The bank's own research showed that its employees who were first-time mothers tended to have over 10 years' work experience and the firm saw this group as a particularly valuable source of talent. "These are women who have invested in their education and potential and have deferred becoming parents and they are important people for us," Minashi said.

Citi set up two half-day training sessions specifically for line managers covering pre- and post-maternity issues which are now run on a quarterly basis. "Our first set of workshops we ran for a year and we invited all managers who manage someone who's pregnant or returning to work after maternity leave. It's a facilitated session about what the policy is but it's also about bringing the managers together to discuss their issues and fears. We shared anecdotal quotes from women who had returned from maternity leave with the managers and got them to see life through the lens of a returning individual," Minashi said. 

Citi also implemented workshops on effective strategic planning and communication for women at pre- and post-maternity stage in November 2007. In addition, Citi also provided one-to-one telephone coaching for women returners and executive coaching on the transition back to work for senior women. It has also increased the profile of its existing phased return to work for women who want to return to work earlier than 52 weeks. The statistics speak for themselves. After running these workshops for women and managers, Citi saw its maternity return rise to 97 per cent in 2008 compared to 82 per cent in 2005.
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