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Abstract
This scoping review systematically explored the impact of motherhood on career progression within the United Kingdom, with a specific emphasis on women engaged in health and social care roles. The primary objectives were to chart the existing evidence base, identify prevalent themes, and pinpoint areas where further understanding is required. A comprehensive search of peer-reviewed literature and high-quality institutional reports was undertaken across key databases, including CINAHL, PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Five pertinent studies, published between 2018 and 2024, were selected for detailed analysis. The data extracted were then subjected to thematic charting and analysis.
The findings consistently reveal a significant "motherhood penalty," whereby mothers experience slower promotion rates, diminished job quality, and restricted access to senior positions in comparison to their non-mother counterparts. The review identified several limitations inherent in the current body of research. These include a prevalent reliance on cross-sectional data, insufficient reporting of lived experiences, and a scarcity of qualitative evidence specifically from UK healthcare settings.
Recommendations for policy and practice arising from this review encompass the enhancement of flexible working provisions, the implementation of structured return-to-work programmes, the active monitoring of equality policies, and the provision of improved training to address and mitigate bias. Supporting mothers through dedicated mentorship and accessible professional development pathways is deemed essential for fostering fairness and enhancing workforce retention.
Finally, this review underscores the persistent challenges mothers face in achieving equitable career progression and highlights the urgent need for sustained, targeted action within the UK's health and social care systems.

1. Introduction
Career women and motherhood in the UK is all about women who engage in paid employment while managing pregnancy, childbirth, and childcare responsibilities within the socio-economic and policy context of the UK. This concept recognises that motherhood significantly affects women's labour market participation, influencing earnings, promotion opportunities, and long-term career development (Budig & England, 2001; Connelly & Zheng, 2019). In the UK, women pursuing careers and becoming mothers often face structural challenges such as workplace cultures, gender expectations, childcare accessibility, and the cost of early years provision, all of which can hinder consistent career progression (Harkness, 2016; Office for National Statistics [ONS], 2022). 
Motherhood and career progression are two significant and often competing aspects of many women’s lives. Motherhood can be defined as the social, emotional, and physical role of raising children, which frequently requires time, care responsibilities, and adjustments to work patterns. Career progression, in contrast, refers to the advancement of an individual within their professional field, including promotion opportunities, salary increases, skill development, and movement into senior positions. In the UK context, these two concepts intersect in complex ways, influenced by workplace policies, cultural expectations, gender norms, and childcare structures.
Rational
In 2016, approximately one in twenty mothers faced redundancy during pregnancy, maternity leave, or shortly after their return to work, highlighting ongoing challenges despite existing legal safeguards. Pay inequality further underscores the context for this exploration. The gender pay gap in the UK, reported by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) for 2018–19, was notably higher than the global average—23.6% based on median hourly pay and 26.6% based on mean hourly pay. This disparity suggests that motherhood contributes to a broader national pattern of gendered economic disadvantage.
The rationale for this research lies in the persistent inequalities experienced by mothers in the labour market. Despite progress in gender equality, research consistently shows that women who become mothers may face slowed career advancement, reduced earnings, limited access to leadership roles, and challenges balancing work and family responsibilities. This phenomenon is often termed the “motherhood penalty”. Understanding how and why motherhood continues to affect career progression in the UK is crucial for informing policy, supporting employers to create inclusive practices, and ensuring women are not disadvantaged for fulfilling both family and professional roles. This research is therefore important for contributing to existing literature and highlighting areas where further action is needed.
The review question guiding this report is:
“What is the impact of motherhood on career progression in the UK?”
From this question, the following research objectives have been developed:
To explore how motherhood influences women’s experiences of career advancement within the UK workforce.
To examine workplace policies, cultural norms, and structural factors that shape the career outcomes of mothers.
To identify the challenges and barriers faced by career women after becoming mothers.
To evaluate the current support systems and determine their effectiveness in enabling mothers to progress in their careers.
Together, these components form the foundation of the research report, providing direction for the literature review, methodology, findings, and discussion that follow.

2. Background
The journey of motherhood significantly impacts women's professional lives in the United Kingdom. Despite legislative efforts and societal shifts aimed at promoting gender equality, mothers frequently encounter obstacles that hinder their career advancement. This often manifests as a "motherhood penalty," a phenomenon describing the disadvantage in earnings, promotion prospects, job security, and access to leadership roles that women may experience after becoming mothers.
The UK Context
In the UK, women form a substantial portion of the workforce, yet the primary responsibility for childcare often falls to mothers. This leads many to adjust their working patterns, shifting to part-time roles, changing jobs, or leaving employment altogether due to the demands of childcare or a lack of workplace flexibility. The transition to motherhood frequently marks a critical juncture where career trajectories for men and women begin to diverge. This divergence is often amplified by workplace cultures that reward extensive working hours, constant availability, and a visible presence, which can be difficult for mothers to sustain.
Furthermore, the UK's high childcare expenses, when compared to other developed nations, present an additional significant challenge to maintaining career momentum. For many mothers aiming to return to work, common hurdles include limited options for flexible working arrangements, societal prejudice against part-time roles, and unconscious biases from management that question their commitment or capabilities.
Supportive Policies and Legislation
The UK has introduced various policies designed to support mothers in the workplace and address systemic gender inequalities:
1.  The Equality Act 2010: This landmark legislation safeguards employees against discrimination based on pregnancy, maternity status, and sex. It mandates that employers treat women equitably, prohibiting unfavourable treatment due to pregnancy or maternity leave, and addressing indirect discrimination where workplace practices disadvantage women.
2.  Maternity and Parental Leave Regulations (1999): These regulations establish rights to statutory maternity leave and pay, allowing mothers up to 52 weeks of leave while retaining employment protection. Eligible individuals are entitled to Statutory Maternity Pay or Maternity Allowance. However, extended absences can sometimes be linked to slower career development or insufficient support upon returning to work.
3.  Shared Parental Leave (2015): Introduced to encourage a more equitable distribution of childcare, Shared Parental Leave allows mothers to transfer a portion of their maternity leave to their partners. Despite its aims, uptake remains relatively low, often attributed to financial considerations and deeply ingrained gender roles.
4.  Employment Rights Act 1996: This Act covers essential employment rights, including protection against unfair dismissal and rights to time off for dependants. Mothers are protected from adverse treatment or dismissal related to pregnancy, childbirth, or family leave.
5.  Flexible Working Regulations (2014): These regulations grant employees, including parents and caregivers, the legal right to request flexible working arrangements such as part-time hours, job-sharing, condensed working weeks, or remote working. While intended to foster work-life balance, research indicates that mothers who opt for flexible roles may experience career stagnation, as these positions are often less well-remunerated and offer fewer opportunities for advancement.
6.  UK Gender Pay Gap Reporting (2017): This initiative mandates that large employers publicly disclose their gender pay gap data each year. This reporting requirement has increased transparency, with many organisations acknowledging that motherhood and associated caregiving responsibilities are significant factors contributing to pay disparities.
Workplace Practices and Services
The practical implementation of policies within workplaces significantly shapes the career paths of mothers. Organisations fostering inclusive leadership, implementing family-friendly policies, and embracing flexible working can create environments where mothers can sustain their career momentum. Conversely, negative workplace attitudes, inadequate support for returning mothers, and traditional expectations regarding caregiving can impede professional growth
Common obstacles encountered in UK workplaces include:
*   Biases in promotion and performance reviews, where assumptions about a mother's availability or ambition can limit her opportunities.
*   Occupational segregation, leading to an overrepresentation of mothers in lower-paid, part-time, or care-focused roles.
*   Restricted access to senior leadership positions, as career breaks or the use of flexible arrangements may impact visibility and perceived leadership potential.
*   Challenges related to childcare, including the high costs of early years provision and insufficient availability of school-hour or after-school care.
*   Workplace stigma, where mothers may be unfairly perceived as less dedicated or less productive.
Many public sector organisations, such as the National Health Service (NHS) and local government bodies, have established programmes to support returning mothers, offer enhanced parental

3. Methods
Data Gathering and Search Strategy
This review adopted a scoping review framework, drawing upon the established methodology by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). This approach involved defining the core research question, systematically searching for relevant academic work, carefully selecting appropriate literature, organising the gathered information, and synthesising the outcomes. The central question guiding our investigation was: “How does motherhood affect career progression within the United Kingdom?”
To ensure a comprehensive overview, an extensive search was performed across several key electronic academic databases. These included CINAHL, Medline (accessed via PubMed), PsycINFO, Scopus, and Google Scholar. The aim was to identify peer-reviewed studies, both original research and reviews, that addressed the interconnected themes of motherhood, employment, and career advancement specifically within the UK context. Our search strategy employed Boolean operators to combine keywords such as:

(“motherhood” OR “working mothers” OR “career women”) AND
(“career progression” OR “career advancement” OR “employment outcomes”) AND
(“UK” OR “United Kingdom” OR “Britain”).

Specific criteria were set to ensure the suitability of the studies included:
*   Language: Studies had to be published in English.
*   Type of Research: Peer-reviewed primary or secondary research articles were considered.
*   Publication Dates: Research published between 2000 and 2024 was included.
*   Geographic Focus: Studies needed to concentrate on the UK workforce.
*   Subject Matter: The research must have examined the relationship between motherhood and career outcomes.
Conversely, materials were excluded if they were non–peer-reviewed, focused outside the UK, were merely conference abstracts or opinion pieces, exclusively studied fathers, or addressed general gender inequality without a specific link to parenthood.
The initial search yielded a substantial volume of literature. From this pool, a select group of three to five high-quality peer-reviewed studies, deemed most pertinent to our review question, were chosen after a rigorous process of screening titles, reviewing abstracts, and conducting full-text evaluations.

Data Analysis
To synthesise the findings from the selected studies, a thematic analysis approach was employed. Following the extraction of key data points—such as study objectives, methodologies, participant demographics, contextual details, and principal findings—the literature was repeatedly examined to discern recurring patterns and themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). These identified themes were then cross-referenced between the studies to pinpoint commonalities and divergences in how motherhood impacts career progression in the UK.
The primary themes that emerged were:
1.  The "motherhood penalty," characterised by reduced earnings and a slower pace of career advancement.
2.  The influence of workplace culture and instances of discrimination.
3.  Barriers related to childcare provision and limitations in flexibility.
4.  The effects of parental leave policies on career trajectories.
5.  Underlying structural gender inequalities prevalent in UK labour markets.
These themes were integrated to provide a comprehensive overview of the existing evidence, simultaneously identifying areas that warrant further scholarly investigation.
Ethical Considerations
As this review involved the secondary analysis of published literature, no original data were collected from human participants. Consequently, ethical approval was not


deemed necessary, in accordance with prevailing university policies. All selected articles were accessed through legitimate academic databases, properly acknowledged with citations, and used in compliance with copyright regulations.
To uphold academic integrity, this review adhered to principles of transparent reporting, rigorously avoided plagiarism, and ensured accurate referencing in accordance with the Harvard system. Furthermore, a commitment to using high-quality, peer-reviewed sources was maintained to ensure the rigour and credibility of the review process.

4. Results
Overview of Key Research

This review draws upon five significant studies that examine the influence of motherhood on career progression, primarily within the UK health sector.

1.  Kelly et al. (2023), in a report from the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS), investigated the career trajectories of parents working as doctors, nurses, and midwives within NHS settings in England. By analysing longitudinal administrative data spanning from 2012 to 2021, and employing regression analysis across different specialties, working hours, and regions, they identified a distinct pattern: mothers experience slower progression and lower rates of promotion. Furthermore, extended periods of leave and a reduction in working hours were found to be associated with this delayed advancement. The study's limitations include a lack of insight into informal barriers like bias and negotiation, and its non-peer-reviewed status. The core themes identified were the "motherhood penalty," the impact of part-time work, variations between specialties, and broader policy implications.

2.  Jones et al. (2023) explored the connection between parenthood and job quality across the UK, specifically asking if a "motherhood penalty" exists. Their research, based on a national survey and a developed job-quality index, involved comparative analysis according to parenthood status. They concluded that mothers are more likely to be in roles characterised by lower job quality, and that taking up part-time work after childbirth significantly mediates poorer career prospects. This study's limitations include its scope beyond health professions and its cross-sectional design. The main themes emerging from their work were the role of part-time employment, labour market segregation, and the economic consequences for parents.

3.  Biju et al. (2025), featured in *BMJ Open*, conducted a scoping review to examine fertility, family planning, pregnancy, and motherhood among women doctors in both the UK and the EU. Through thematic synthesis of peer-reviewed literature, they found that perceptions of a specialty's family-friendliness heavily influence family planning and specialty choices, leading many women to make career compromises due to motherhood. The study's scope was limited to doctors, thus restricting its generalisability to other professional fields. Key themes included specialty selection, occupational segregation, and the inherent tensions between work and life commitments.

4.  Lambert et al. (2017), also published in *BMJ Open*, addressed the challenges of combining parenthood with a medical career in the UK. Based on a cross-sectional survey of UK doctors, their findings indicated that the NHS is generally perceived as not being family friendly. Consequently, mothers often resort to reducing their hours or altering their career paths, and many report delays in their training. The study's limitations include its reliance on self-reported data, which carries a potential for response bias, and its cross-sectional methodology. The identified themes centred on organisational culture, the difficulties associated with returning to work after leave, and interruptions to training.

5.  Salem et al. (2022), in *BMJ Open*, investigated why women continue to leave academic medicine in the UK. Through qualitative interviews and thematic analysis of women who had exited UK clinical academia, parenthood and caring responsibilities were identified as significant drivers for their departure. Inflexible institutional structures and a history of career interruptions were found to exacerbate attrition rates. The study's limitations stem from its small, purposive sample, making its findings context-specific and not broadly generalisable. The primary themes explored were attrition, institutional barriers, and the concept of cumulative disadvantage.

5. Discussion
This scoping review has brought to light a series of interconnected themes that illuminate how motherhood affects career progression within the UK. The body of literature examined consistently points to the fact that, despite policies intended to foster equality, mothers encounter substantial systemic, organisational, and cultural obstacles to their professional advancement.
1. The Motherhood Penalty and Career Trajectory
A prevailing theme across the studies is the ongoing "motherhood penalty." This phenomenon describes the tendency for mothers to experience slower career advancement, earn less, and receive fewer promotions than their counterparts who are not mothers, as well as fathers (Gash, 2009; Budig et al., 2016; Cukrowska-Torzewska & Lovasz, 2020). The research indicates that becoming a mother often leads to periods out of work, a shift to part-time employment, or acceptance of less demanding roles, all of which can adversely affect long-term career potential. Even when mothers resume full-time work, organisational biases frequently lead to assumptions about their reduced commitment or availability for intensive roles (Correll et al., 2007).
Key finding: Motherhood is significantly linked to a decline in occupational standing and a slower rise to senior positions.
2. Childcare Costs, Accessibility, and Career Limitations
The expense and availability of childcare remain significant hurdles for career development. The cost of childcare in the UK is among the highest in Europe, making it difficult for many mothers to maintain full-time employment consistently (OECD, 2020). Research shows that the high cost of childcare strongly influences mothers to opt for part-time work, jobs offering flexibility but lower pay, or extended career breaks, thereby limiting their potential for upward mobility (Harkness, 2021).
Key finding: The price and accessibility of childcare play a crucial role in shaping mothers career choices, often necessitating compromises that impede their progress.
3. Work place Culture, Flexibility, and Structural Inequality
While UK legislation supports flexible working arrangements, research suggests a disconnect between these policies and their actual implementation. Flexible working is frequently associated with less prestigious roles, and mothers who utilise these options may face stigma or be seen as lacking ambition (Chung, 2018). Moreover, many workplaces still foster cultures that value extensive working hours and adhere to an ideal worker model, which puts mothers at a distinct disadvantage (Williams et al., 2013).
Key finding: Existing workplace cultures are often at odds with the realities faced by working mothers, perpetuating gender-based inequalities in career progression.
4. Discrimination, Maternity Leave, and Return-to-Work Challenges
Evidence points to the prevalence of discrimination against women during pregnancy and following maternity leave. Reports indicate that a substantial number of women in the UK (estimated at 54,000 annually) feel forced out of their jobs due to such discrimination (EHRC, 2016). Furthermore, mothers often receive insufficient support when they return to work, including inadequate processes for re-entry, a lack of opportunities for skill development, or being excluded from key projects.
Key finding: Discrimination, poor support mechanisms for returning employees, and organisational biases all hinder mothers' capacity to re-establish or accelerate their career paths.
5. Gender Pay Gap and Structural Barriers
The gender pay gap in the UK is closely tied to motherhood, with earnings diverging significantly after women have their first child (ONS, 2023). Women with children typically earn considerably less than women without children in similar circumstances, and also less than fathers.
Key finding: Motherhood amplifies pre-existing gender disparities, worsening the pay gap and reducing overall lifetime earnings for women.
Limitations of the Research
While this scoping review offers valuable insights, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations:
1.  Limited Scope of Primary Studies: The review intentionally concentrated on a small number of key articles (3–5), which may have limited the variety of perspectives and potentially excluded relevant, albeit less frequently cited, studies.
2.  Methodological Diversity: The studies included in the review employed a range of research methods, including qualitative interviews, longitudinal data analysis, and cross-sectional surveys, which made direct comparisons challenging.
3.  UK-Specific Focus:
By limiting the review to research conducted in the UK, the findings are contextually relevant. However, this focus may restrict opportunities to draw comparisons with international trends where different social support systems might offer alternative insights.
4. Discrimination, Maternity Leave, and Return-to-Work Challenges
Evidence points to the continued prevalence of discrimination experienced by women during pregnancy and after their return from maternity leave. Reports suggest that a significant number of women in the UK feel they are forced out of their jobs due to issues related to pregnancy or maternity leave (EHRC, 2016). Additionally, mothers often face inadequate support systems when re-entering the workforce, which can include poor reintegration processes, a lack of opportunities for continued professional development, or being overlooked for important projects.
Key finding: Discrimination, insufficient support for returning employees, and organisational biases collectively impede mothers' ability to resume or advance their careers.
5. Gender Pay Gap and Structural Barriers
The gender pay gap observed in the UK is strongly correlated with motherhood; earnings tend to diverge notably after women have their first child (ONS, 2023). Women who are mothers typically earn substantially less than women without children in comparable roles, and also less than fathers.
Key finding: Motherhood exacerbates existing gender inequalities, widening pay disparities and reducing overall lifetime earnings for women.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations
This body of research consistently demonstrates that motherhood exerts a significant influence on career progression within the UK. Mothers frequently encounter delayed promotions, diminished earnings, and increased rates of attrition – a phenomenon widely recognised as the "motherhood penalty" (Kelly et al., 2023; Jones et al., 2023). The contributing factors are multifaceted, including a greater propensity for part-time working, the necessity of career breaks, ongoing childcare responsibilities, and limitations imposed on role or specialty selections (Biju et al., 2025; Lambert et al., 2017). Furthermore, organisational culture and inadequate support systems upon returning to work amplify these challenges (Salem et al., 2022).

In light of these findings, the following recommendations are proposed:

*   For Employers: It is imperative to offer genuine flexible working arrangements that do not compromise career advancement, alongside clearly defined promotion pathways. Structured support programmes for reintegration following maternity leave are essential. Additionally, comprehensive training for managers is needed to address and mitigate unconscious bias.
*   For Policymakers: Continued monitoring of the implementation and effectiveness of equality legislation is crucial.
*   For Future Research: Further investigation is recommended to explore the long-term ramifications and intersectional impacts of motherhood on career outcomes.
Addressing these interconnected issues is fundamental to fostering greater equality within the workforce and supporting the sustained career development of women.

Recommendations for Health and Social Care Organisations
Health and social care organisations are urged to implement flexible working arrangements that actively support career progression. This includes ensuring that part-time roles offer genuine opportunities for advancement. Furthermore, organisations should establish structured return-to-work programmes for staff following periods of maternity leave. Protected time for essential training should also be provided to mothers to facilitate their ongoing professional development.
Crucially, managers must receive training designed to mitigate bias and cultivate a genuinely family-friendly organisational culture. Policies should be subject to regular monitoring, with a particular focus on utilising data related to career progression, disaggregated by gender and parenthood status, to inform and guide improvements.
To further promote equitable career advancement and lessen the impact of the motherhood penalty, mentorship and leadership development opportunities should be made accessible to mothers. This proactive approach will help ensure that women can achieve their full career potential within
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