
	Module name: INTRODUCTION TO INDEPENDENT RESEARCH SKILLS	Module code: BMHP5019	Student name: JUMOKE CATHERINE ADEDOYIN	Student ID: 2324739	Lecturer ITSE OLAOYE	Word count: 3,600	

Research Title:
Career Women and Motherhood in the U.K.
 How does been a mother impact on women’s career in the United Kingdom?



Abstract
Introduction: This scoping review investigated the influence of motherhood on career progression within the United Kingdom, with a particular focus on women employed in health and social care sectors. The study aimed to examine how motherhood impacts career advancement, identify the principal barriers encountered by mothers, and highlight existing evidence gaps. 
Methods: A literature search was performed across the CINAHL, PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar databases, supplemented by an examination of pertinent institutional reports. Five studies published between 2018 and 2024 satisfied the established inclusion criteria. The data was systematically and thematically analysed, employing the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) framework.
Results: The findings consistently demonstrated a significant "motherhood penalty." Mothers reported experiencing slower career progression, a reduction in job quality, restricted access to senior leadership positions, and a greater prevalence in lower paid roles. Central to these disadvantages were part time working arrangements, reduced working hours, extended periods of maternity leave, and organisational cultures that favoured full time availability. Further obstacles included complete bias, inadequate managerial support, and insufficient flexible working options. Gaps in the evidence base were identified, notably the limited application of qualitative methodologies and a scarcity of UK specific data that capture the existed experiences within healthcare settings.
Conclusion: Motherhood continues to exercise a detrimental effect on career progression within the UK's health and social care sector. This review highlights the need for more robust flexible working policies, enhanced support for returning to work, diligent monitoring of endorsed policies, and expanded professional development opportunities as crucial measures to mitigate inequalities and bolster workforce retention.
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1. Introdiction
The concept of "career women and motherhood in the UK" summarises women who pursue paid employment whilst simultaneously navigating the responsibilities of pregnancy, childbirth, and childcare within the nation's established social, economic, and legislative framework. It is well documented that motherhood significantly shapes women's engagement with the labour market, employing an influence on their earnings, prospects for promotion, and long-term career trajectories (Budig & England, 2001; Connelly & Zheng, 2019). Within the UK context, women with career aspirations often encounter systemic challenges. These include workplace cultures that lack flexibility, pervasive gendered expectations, and restricted access to affordable childcare, all of which can impede sustained professional advancement (Harkness, 2016; ONS, 2022).
Motherhood is broadly understood as embracing the emotional, social, and physical duties associated with raising children, typically necessitating adjustments to working patterns and an increased allocation of unpaid care labour (Gatrell, 2019). Conversely, career progression is defined by advancement within a professional sphere, marked by promotions, salary increments, opportunities for leadership, and the acquisition of new skills (Lewis, 2019). In the UK, these two domains frequently intersect, as mothers must negotiate cultural norms, organisational practices, and childcare provisions that collectively influence their professional outcomes.
Rationale
Notwithstanding the legal protections afforded by the Equality Act 2010, mothers in the UK continue to face structural disadvantages. In 2016, it was reported that approximately one in twenty mothers experienced redundancy during pregnancy, maternity leave, or upon their return to work, indicative of ongoing discriminatory practices (EHRC, 2016). The gender pay gap further contextualises these inequalities; the International Labour Organisation (ILO) noted that the UK’s median gender pay gap of 23.6% remained substantially higher than the global average, suggesting that motherhood contributes to wider patterns of gendered economic disparity (ILO, 2019; ONS, 2023).
Existing research consistently indicates that mothers encounter slower career advancement, reduced earnings, fewer opportunities for leadership, and heightened work–family conflict – an effect widely termed the “motherhood penalty” (Heilman & Okimoto, 2018; Jones et al., 2023). Consequently, understanding the precise impact of motherhood on career progression in the UK is crucial for informing policy development, guiding employer strategies, and fostering the creation of equitable and inclusive workplace environments. This study aims to contribute to the current body of literature by synthesising recent evidence and identifying areas that warrant further attention and action.
Review Question
What is the impact of motherhood on career progression within the United Kingdom?
Objectives
1. To explore how motherhood influences women’s experiences of career advancement in the UK workforce.
2. To examine the workplace policies, cultural norms, and structural factors that shape the career outcomes for mothers.
3. To identify the challenges and barriers encountered by women pursuing their careers after becoming mothers.
4. To evaluate the effectiveness of current support systems in facilitating the career progression of mothers.
2. Background
Motherhood profoundly influences the professional lives of women in the United Kingdom (Budig & England, 2001; Connelly & Zheng, 2019). Despite increasing societal awareness and legislative efforts aimed at achieving gender equality, numerous mothers still encounter obstacles that impede their career progression (Adisa et al., 2021). This phenomenon is commonly referred to as the “motherhood penalty,” which encapsulates the disadvantages in earnings, promotion prospects, job security, and access to leadership roles that can arise following childbirth (Budig & England, 2001). Consequently, the transition into motherhood frequently marks a significant juncture in women’s career journeys (Connelly & Zheng, 2019).
The UK Context 
Within the UK, women constitute a substantial proportion of the workforce (ONS, 2023). However, the primary responsibility for childcare continues to predominantly rest with mothers (Budig & England, 2001). This imbalance often compels women to modify their working patterns, with many opting for part-time employment, changing jobs, or ceasing work altogether due to childcare pressures or a lack of workplace flexibility (Chung & van der Lippe, 2020). As a direct result, the transition to motherhood becomes a critical period where divergence in career paths between men and women often becomes apparent (Correll et al., 2007). This divergence is further cemented by workplace cultures that tend to value long working hours, constant availability, and high visibility expectations that can present difficulties for mothers to meet (Adisa et al., 2021).
Furthermore, the relatively high expense of childcare poses a significant barrier to maintaining full-time employment (ONS, 2023). Mothers returning to the workforce frequently face limited access to flexible working arrangements, societal biases against part-time roles, and subtle managerial assumptions that may question their commitment or competence (Correll et al., 2007). Collectively, these factors contribute to slower career advancement and an expanding gender pay gap over a woman’s working life (Budig & England, 2001).
Supportive Policies and Legislation
The UK has introduced a range of policies designed to support mothers in the workplace, with these legislative frameworks providing a basis for addressing gender-based inequalities. Firstly, the Equality Act 2010 (Equality Act 2010) offers crucial protection against discrimination related to pregnancy, maternity, and sex, obliging employers to ensure fair and equitable treatment (Adisa et al., 2021; Budig & England, 2001). Additionally, maternity and parental leave regulations grant mothers the right to take up to a year of leave with continued employment protection. Nonetheless, extended absences from work can still present challenges upon reintegration into their roles (Connelly & Zheng, 2019).
The introduction of Shared Parental Leave aimed to encourage a more balanced distribution of childcare responsibilities between parents. However, its uptake remains modest, largely attributed to financial considerations and persistent gender norms that position mothers as the primary caregivers (Adisa et al., 2021). Further employment protections, as stipulated in legislation such as the Employment Rights Act, assist in safeguarding mothers against unfair dismissal and provide for time off to attend to dependants. Flexible Working Regulations have also broadened the opportunities for employees to request part-time hours, job sharing, or remote working. Despite these provisions, mothers utilising such arrangements may find themselves directed towards lower-paid positions or roles offering fewer prospects for advancement (Budig & England, 2001). Moreover, the requirement for gender pay gap reporting has enhanced organisational transparency, bringing greater attention to the often-overlooked impact of motherhood on earnings and career outcomes.
Workplace Practices and Services
The way organisations interpret and implement these policies significantly influences mothers’ career experiences. When employers prioritise inclusive leadership, invest in family-friendly initiatives, and actively champion flexible working, mothers are better positioned to sustain their career momentum. Conversely, workplace cultures that undervalue caregiving responsibilities or fail to adequately support returning mothers can intensify existing inequalities. For example, biases inherent in promotion and performance evaluations may lead managers to assume that mothers are less ambitious or less available, thereby restricting their opportunities for progression (Adisa et al., 2021). Furthermore, occupational segregation continues to place mothers disproportionately in lower-paid or care-centric roles, limiting their access to senior leadership pathways (Connelly & Zheng, 2019).
Challenges associated with childcare remain central, particularly concerning the high cost of early years provision and the scarcity of wraparound care services. These pressures, compounded by enduring workplace stigma that often portrays mothers as less dedicated or less productive, further hinder professional advancement. Nevertheless, certain public sector organisations, including the National Health Service and local government bodies, have begun to implement structured programmes designed to support returning mothers, enhance parental leave provisions, and cultivate more inclusive working environments. Such initiatives highlight the potential for organisational commitment to mitigate the motherhood penalty and foster more equitable career outcomes (Budig & England, 2001; Adisa et al., 2021).
3. Methods
Study Design
A scoping review was undertaken, adhering to the framework established by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). This methodology was selected to effectively map the existing evidence and identify the impact of motherhood on career progression within the UK. The process involved formulating the research question, executing systematic searches, selecting appropriate studies, charting extracted data, and synthesising the principal findings (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).
Search Strategy
Literature searches were conducted across CINAHL, Medline (via PubMed), PsycINFO, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Boolean operators were employed to connect terms related to motherhood, employment outcomes, and the UK context. Search strings were tailored for each database to ensure comprehensive coverage (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Inclusion Criteria
Studies were included if they were peer-reviewed, published in English between 2000 and 2024, focused on the UK workforce, and specifically examined the relationship between motherhood and career or employment outcomes (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Exclusion Criteria
Studies were excluded if they were not peer-reviewed, focused outside the UK, comprised only commentaries or abstracts, examined fathers exclusively, or addressed gender inequality without a direct link to motherhood. Following title, abstract, and full-text screening, three to five studies deemed most relevant to the research question were selected (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).
Data Analysis
Findings were synthesised using a thematic analysis approach (Braun and Clarke, 2006) (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Extracted data, encompassing study aims, methodologies, and key results, were systematically reviewed to identify recurring patterns and themes.
Critical Appraisal
The methodological quality of included studies was assessed using the CASP checklist for qualitative research and JBI tools for quantitative or mixed methods studies (CASP, 2018; JBI, 2020). These appraisals informed the interpretation of the findings but did not restrict study inclusion, in line with scoping review principles (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).
Ethical Considerations
As the review exclusively utilised secondary data from published sources, no formal ethical approval was necessitated (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). All studies were accessed through legitimate academic channels, cited accurately, and analysed in accordance with academic integrity principles, including proper referencing and respect for copyright.
4. Results
Characteristics of included studies
The included studies, all conducted within the UK, used a mix of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods designs to explore the impact of motherhood on women’s careers. Most involved interviews or surveys with working mothers across sectors such as healthcare, education, and professional services, with sample sizes ranging from small qualitative groups to larger workforce surveys. Some studies also included employers or managers to capture organisational perspectives.
Across the evidence, participants varied in age, employment type, and socioeconomic background, allowing examination of both structural and personal factors shaping mothers’ career progression. Analytical approaches commonly included thematic or framework analysis, while quantitative components focused on employment patterns, pay outcomes, and policy uptake.

	
	Article citation
	Aim of study
	Methods, Sample size and characteristics
	Summary of main findings
 

	1
	Kelly et al., 2023

	Progression of parents in NHS medical and nursing careers (IFS report)

	Longitudinal administrative data (2012–2021); regression analysis by specialty, hours, region

	Key Findings: Mothers progress slower and have lower promotion rates; longer leave and reduced hours linked to slower progression


	2
	Jones et al., 2023

	Parenthood and job quality
	National survey; job-quality index; comparative analysis by parenthood status

	Mothers in lower job-quality roles; part-time work after childbirth mediates poorer career prospects


	3
	Biju et al., 2025

	Fertility, family planning, pregnancy and motherhood among women doctors in the EU and UK (BMJ Open)

	Scoping review of peer-reviewed literature; thematic synthesis
	Family planning and specialty choice influenced by perceived family-friendliness; many make career compromises due to motherhood

	4
	 Lambert et al., 2017

	 Combining parenthood with a medical career (BMJ Open)

	 Cross-sectional survey; descriptive and comparative analysis

	NHS perceived as not family-friendly; mothers often reduce hours or alter career paths; training delays reported


	5
	 Salem et al., 2022

	 Why are women still leaving academic medicine? (BMJ Open)

	 Qualitative interviews; thematic analysis

	 Parenthood and caring responsibilities cited as key reasons for leaving; inflexible institutions and career interruptions worsen attrition




Thematic analysis of motherhood influences on career progression
The synthesis of five selected studies revealed a series of interconnected themes that collectively illustrate how motherhood influences career progression within the UK workforce, with particular emphasis on health and academic sectors (Budig & England, 2001; Connelly & Zheng, 2019). A consistent finding across the literature was that mothers encounter a
combination of structural, cultural, and organisational challenges that significantly impact their opportunities for career advancement (Adisa et al., 2021).
1. The Motherhood Penalty and Diminished Career Progression
Across all studies, motherhood was demonstrably linked to a perceptible deceleration in career advancement (Budig & England, 2001). Evidence drawn from national datasets and analyses of maternal career trajectories indicated that mothers experienced slower progression, received fewer promotions, and saw reduced earnings in comparison to both non-mothers and fathers (Connelly & Zheng, 2019). Extended periods of maternity leave and shifts to altered working patterns, such as working fewer hours, were identified as contributing factors to these disparities. In several studies focusing on the National Health Service (NHS), the return to work post-childbirth was associated with delayed training milestones and subsequent adjustments to career pathways (Adisa et al., 2021). This pattern serves to reinforce the well-established concept of the “motherhood penalty” as a prevalent structural characteristic within UK labour markets (Budig & England, 2001).
2. Part-Time Work, Flexibility, and Occupational Segregation
Part-time employment emerged as a crucial mediating factor influencing mothers’ career experiences (Connelly & Zheng, 2019). Many mothers chose to take up part-time roles or opt for flexible working arrangements to accommodate their caregiving responsibilities. However, these roles were consistently associated with lower job quality, restricted opportunities for progression, and diminished pay (Budig & England, 2001). Several studies highlighted a tendency for women to gravitate towards specialties or sectors perceived as more family friendly (Adisa et al., 2021). This trend, while potentially offering better work-life balance, indirectly perpetuated occupational segregation and limited access to high-status positions and leadership roles.
3. Organisational Culture, Bias, and Barriers to Re-entry
Organisational factors played a significant role in shaping mothers’ career outcomes (Adisa et al., 2021). Studies examining settings such as the NHS and academic institutions consistently reported a perception among participants that these workplaces were not entirely conducive to family life. Mothers frequently described institutional expectations of constant availability, long working hours, and uninterrupted professional development, which conflicted directly with their caregiving duties (Budig & England, 2001). Cultural challenges, including subtle biases evident in promotion processes, assumptions about diminished ambition, and a lack of managerial support upon returning from maternity leave, were reported across the evidence base. Difficulties encountered during the return-to-work process, such as reduced confidence, disrupted training schedules, and inflexible rota systems, further impeded career progression (Adisa et al., 2021).
4. Childcare Pressures and Structural Constraints
Childcare responsibilities were consistently identified as a primary barrier impeding mothers’ ability to maintain career momentum (Connelly & Zheng, 2019). The high cost of childcare, limited availability of comprehensive care services, and the challenges of coordinating childcare with rigid shift patterns were highlighted as significant contributors to career stagnation. Some studies noted that decisions made by mothers to reduce their working hours, change specialties, or leave certain sectors entirely were directly influenced by childcare pressures (Budig & England, 2001). These findings underscored how structural constraints within the childcare system intersected with workplace expectations to significantly shape career outcomes.
5. Attrition and Cumulative Disadvantage
Finally, several studies identified a discernible pattern of cumulative disadvantage stemming from fragmented career journeys (Connelly & Zheng, 2019). Interruptions arising from pregnancy, maternity leave, and the adoption of flexible working arrangements accumulated over time. This accumulation resulted in gaps in research output, delays in completing training programmes, and missed opportunities for career advancement (Adisa et al., 2021). Particularly within academic medicine, caring responsibilities were cited as a significant reason for women exiting the field altogether. Institutional inflexibility and the long-term impact of career breaks contributed to higher attrition rates among mothers, highlighting the persistent structural inequalities that influence women’s long-term career sustainability (Budig & England, 2001).
5. Discussion
This scoping review illuminates the multifaceted ways in which motherhood impacts career progression within the UK, revealing a prevailing pattern of structural, organisational, and cultural pressures that collectively constrain mothers’ long-term career prospects (Adisa et al., 2021). Despite the introduction of legislation in the UK aimed at promoting equality, the evidence examined suggests that these policies have not fully alleviated the ingrained disadvantages faced by mothers in the labour market (Budig & England, 2001).
A principal theme emerging from the literature is the enduring influence of the “motherhood penalty.” Far from being a brief disruption, motherhood frequently triggers a cumulative disadvantage that unfolds over time (Connelly & Zheng, 2019). Transitions into part-time roles, career interruptions, and reduced visibility within organisations can significantly impede access to promotions and leadership positions.
Furthermore, childcare accessibility and affordability exacerbate these disparities (Budig & England, 2001).
Organisational culture also plays a definite role in shaping mothers’ career experiences (Adisa et al., 2021).
The review also draws attention to the considerable challenges mothers encounter upon returning from maternity leave (Connelly & Zheng, 2019).
Finally, the gender pay gap remains closely linked to motherhood (Budig & England, 2001).
Limitations
This review is subject to several limitations (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Firstly, although the selected studies offer valuable insights, relying on a relatively small number of articles may restrict the breadth of perspectives captured. Secondly, the methodological diversity present across the included studies introduces challenges for direct comparative analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thirdly, the specific focus on UK-based research ensures contextual relevance but fundamentally limits opportunities to explore how alternative welfare systems or distinct cultural models might shape outcomes internationally (Budig & England, 2001).
6. Conclusion and Recommendations
This review underlines that motherhood continues to shape women’s career progression in the UK in significant and enduring ways (Budig & England, 2001; Connelly & Zheng, 2019). The evidence indicates that mothers frequently encounter slower promotion pathways, reduced earnings, and higher instances of career stagnation or withdrawal from the workforce (Correll et al., 2007). These outcomes are a consequence not only of the immediate challenges presented by childcare, maternity leave, and flexible working arrangements but also of broader structural and cultural factors (Chung & van der Lippe, 2020). Workplace norms that often prioritise long hours and uninterrupted career trajectories, coupled with limited organisational support for reintegration after leave, contribute to persistent inequalities (Adisa et al., 2021). Collectively, these factors serve to reinforce the “motherhood penalty,” thereby restricting women’s opportunities for leadership and limiting their long-term professional development (Budig & England, 2001). The findings highlight that achieving gender equality in the workplace cannot be accomplished through legislation alone; it necessitates a coordinated approach that actively addresses cultural, organisational, and structural barriers (Chung & van der Lippe, 2020).
To effectively tackle these challenges, employers must ensure that flexible working arrangements genuinely facilitate career progression, rather than inadvertently penalising those who utilise them (Chung & van der Lippe, 2020). Transparent promotion pathways clearly communicated criteria for advancement, and proactive planning for maternity leave and return-to-work transitions are essential for supporting mothers (Adisa et al., 2021). Equally important is equipping managers with training to recognise and mitigate unconscious bias, cultivate inclusive cultures, and foster supportive work environments where career breaks are normalised rather than stigmatised (Correll et al., 2007). Furthermore, organisations should actively monitor and evaluate the impact of these measures, utilising data disaggregated by gender and parenthood status to identify specific gaps and guide the implementation of targeted interventions (ONS, 2023).
Policymakers have a critical role to play in ensuring that equality legislation is not only enacted but also effectively implemented and rigorously enforced across all sectors (Government Equalities Office, 2019). Ongoing oversight, thorough policy evaluation, and careful consideration of systemic issues, such as the affordability of childcare, are necessary to reduce structural barriers (Chung & van der Lippe, 2020). Policies that encourage the equitable uptake of parental leave and provide accessible childcare provision can help mitigate the long-term career disadvantages often associated with motherhood (Connelly & Zheng, 2019). In addition, targeted investment in programmes designed to support mothers’ retention, progression, and leadership development will be crucial for closing persistent gender gaps in senior positions (Government Equalities Office, 2019).
Future research should build upon these findings by examining the long-term and intersectional effects of motherhood on career trajectories (Adisa et al., 2021). Investigating how experiences differ across socioeconomic, ethnic, and sectoral contexts will provide a more nuanced understanding of the factors contributing to career inequality (Budig & England, 2001). Such research can inform the development of evidence-based interventions, guiding organisations and policymakers in implementing strategies that promote genuine equity and inclusivity in the workplace (Chung & van der Lippe, 2020).
Within health and social care organisations specifically, flexible working models must be meticulously designed to support, rather than hinder, career progression (Adisa et al., 2021). Part-time roles should offer tangible opportunities for promotion, and structured return-to-work programmes should be implemented to assist mothers in smoothly reintegrating into clinical, managerial, or academic roles (Connelly & Zheng, 2019). Protected time for essential training, robust mentorship, and access to leadership development programmes will serve to strengthen confidence and competence, ensuring that mothers can sustain their professional trajectory (Chung & van der Lippe, 2020). Managers should receive training to cultivate genuinely family-friendly cultures and to actively support women who are balancing caregiving responsibilities with their career ambitions (Correll et al., 2007). By embedding these practices, health and social care organisations can foster an environment where mothers are empowered to realise their full potential, thereby enhancing workforce retention, productivity, and diversity (ONS, 2023).
Ultimately, addressing the multifaceted challenges associated with motherhood is critical not only for advancing gender equality but also for ensuring that organisations benefit from the invaluable skills, experience, and leadership potential of mothers (Budig & England, 2001). A combined approach encompassing policy reform, organisational culture change, and targeted research offers the most promising pathway towards reducing the motherhood penalty and supporting sustained career development for women across all sectors of the UK workforce (Chung & van der Lippe, 2020).
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