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[bookmark: _Hlk112783399]Introduction
In 2021, the Chief Constable set out his Delivery Plan (SWP, 2021) which included “People” as one of the four main areas of focus. The plan has been a catalyst for several projects within the HR, including a review of the current Maternity/Adoption policies and processes. In 2021, 81 South Wales Police (SWP,2021) employees took maternity or adoption leave, in the same year the Office for National Statistics recorded that working mothers with dependent children are at their highest levels for 20 years at 75.6% (ONS,2022).
Whilst there are many policies and processes in place for employees prior to going on maternity leave, Sharma (2020) found that “over third of employees found it harder than expected” to return to work after a period of maternity leave. SWP has also seen a 75% increase in employees going on a period of sickness absence following maternity leave with Post Natal Depression (SWP,2022), therefore it is important to ensure that SWP have sufficient processes in place for employees to assist transition back in to the workplace.

It is important to acknowledge that whilst fathers can also be primary carers for children, research suggests that childcare responsibilities are still predominately taken on by mothers (Howlett, 2020; Reynard,2018), therefore the primary focus of this review will be on the impact that returning from maternity/adoption leave has on working mothers.

According to Lyonette and Bauldalf (2019), organisations who have “Family friendly” policies within the workplace can improve the recruitment and retention of employees which further supports the need to conduct a review of current SWP measures in this area. The potential impacts of not reviewing and improving measures could be a continuing increase of those returning from maternity leave on to a period of sickness, higher turnover of employees and also a failure to attract potential employees who are looking for a “family friendly” employer.


In order to conduct an effective review, it is important to establish the challenges that mothers experience when returning to work, review the current supportive measures within SWP to determine whether they are currently effective, conduct external research, including a comparison of what SWP offers to other employers to identify any potential gaps and finally, look at what improvements and recommendations can be made.
[bookmark: _Hlk112783405]






















Literature Review
During the review of literature around this subject, it has been noted that there is significantly less research regarding the impact of adoption leave which can be seen as a limitation, however, whilst the experience for someone who has adopted a child will be different to those who have been on maternity leave, it could be reasonable to suggest that there will be similarities in experiences when returning to work.
Some of the main challenges that women faced when returning to the workplace were as follows:
Work/life Balance
Adapting to life with a new child and returning back to work can be a challenge for employees and in many cases, there will be a need to request a more flexible working pattern. Hochchild’s “second shift theory” describes the need for many working mothers to balance their paid work with the responsibilities of raising a child which can be likened to having a second job (Brailey, Slatton 2019). In a survey conducted by NCT (2008), 57% of respondents highlighted that achieving a work/life balance was a concern when returning to the workplace. Research also suggested that 50% of working mothers cannot get the flexibility they require from their employers and that 42% believe that flexible working is “not perceived positively” (TUC,2021; Williams 2018). The Covid-19 pandemic has had a large impact on working practices in recent years, CIPD (2022) report that 78% of employers are offering some form of hybrid working and UK employers have an “increased openness to part time working and other flexible working practices” (Finch,2022) however some research suggests that flexible working is not as accessible across the board with “46% of employees saying they do not flexible working arrangements in current role” and that flexible working practices, (excluding homeworking) have been on the decline or remained the same (CIPD, 2021). 
SWP have a “Smarter Working” Policy which has been implemented to encourage more flexible working practices (SWP,2022) and like most organisations, attitudes towards homeworking have changed with many roles which were considered office only becoming more agile, therefore providing greater flexibility for SWP employees. Due to the nature of the organisation which is a 24/7 emergency service, flexibility in some areas for example, front line officers can be more challenging, nevertheless there were 398 flexible working requests granted in 2021 (SWP, 2021).
Post Natal/Adoption Depression and Mental Health 
It is thought that 1 in 10 women experience post-natal depression symptoms (NHS,2022) and that those who adopt can also suffer with similar symptoms (Adoption UK, 2013) in addition to this, Tena (2022) found that one in four women had feelings of guilt for returning to the workplace. Hays (1996) “Intensive mothering” theory describes the societal pressures that mothers face to be the “perfect” parent to their child which is also reflected in research by Prikhidko and Swank (2018) who state that often a perception of the “ideal mother” was one that could achieve the balance of all aspects of life, including work and raising their child. Forbes, Lamar and Bornstein (2021) also found that some mothers will defer their own needs which then has a detrimental impact to their physical and mental wellbeing. 
To support employees back in to the workplace, SWP allows for a “phased return” and also have Maternity/Adoption Champions who volunteer to support and signpost employees when they require any assistance. Line managers are also required to check in, as per the maternity plan agreed with the employee and also organise a supportive return to work plan. If employees are struggling with their mental health, SWP also has a 24/7 employee assistance programme and an internal counselling service.
Attitudes of line managers and workplace
A significant factor for a mother successfully returning to work is whether or not they feel and are supported by the organisation, in particular by line management. A lack of support by can result in employees feeling isolated, feeling as if they have to work harder to prove themselves or in some cases, it can lead to some resigning from their jobs. A reason for this could be due unconscious bias or a lack of line management knowledge and skills which can create barriers for creating a family friendly culture within an organisation. (Burt, 2018; Williams 2018; Working Families 2021). Line managers who are proactive in planning a return to work, who address concerns and implement supportive measures greatly increase the chances of an employee integrating back in to the workplace successfully (Ericksen, K.S. et al. (2008); McRae, S. (1993); Houston, D.M.& Marks, G. (2003)). 
SWP require line managers to keep in contact with employees as part of a plan agreed prior to going on leave and also complete a return-to-work supportive plan which goes through the supportive measures that need to be put in place, line managers have access to maternity and adoption information via the staff intranet and Maternity/Adoption Champions can also be utilised to assist.
In order to determine whether SWP is offering the right support, it is important to look at what other organisations have in place and whether there is anything that can be learnt. As a public organisation, it is not feasible to offer financial benefits such as discounts on childcare, however when looking at other public sector organisations that have been recognised for supporting parents back in to the workplace, such as the Welsh Senedd and North London NHS Trust (Working Families 2021), both organisations were commended on the platforms that they had created for parents to be able to network (Senedd Cymru, 2021; NELFT,2021). Whilst SWP have supportive measures such as offering a buddy/mentor when returning to work and Maternity/Adoption Champions, there are not specific opportunities for employees to network with each other which may be something that can be explored. 
As part of Objective 2 (see Appendix A) a benchmarking exercise was undertaken with other UK Police forces (Appendix B and C).
Out of 43 Police Forces there were 12 responses. 6 forces had the same or less supportive measures in place than SWP, however there were some forces that offered additional measures including:
· Breastfeeding policy and protocol – whilst SWP do offer facilities to support the needs of breastfeeding mothers in work, there is not a specific detailed policy and procedure in place.
· Weekly newsletter sent to those on leave upon request – Line managers are expected to keep in contact with employees which should negate the need for further interventions, however this may be something that can be explored further to ensure that organisational changes/important messages are communicated.
· Maternity/Adoption KIT (Keeping in Touch) Day events – SWP offer KIT days to employees, however these are organised by line managers therefore experiences can vary. Some Forces organise specific events to enable networking with others, meet with key personnel to ask any queries they may have before returning to work.
· Maternity/Adoption support networks – SWP have Maternity/Adoption champions act as a supportive contact, however do not currently have anything in place to facilitate employee networking.

















Methodology 
Primary Research Aim
To achieve Objective 3 (see Appendix A) 
Primary Research Type 
The below table demonstrates the types of primary research that can be used to collect data.
	[bookmark: _Hlk112775011]Research type
	Examples
	Advantages 
	Limitations

	Quantitative data
	Surveys, statistics, data
	Tends to be larger amounts of data that can be analysed for trends. Can include a more diverse pool of respondents which reduces risk of bias.
	Requires a satisfactory amount of data to be able to identify trends. 
Information gathered will need to be carefully designed to gain specific information needed. (e.g., survey questions). 

	Qualitative data
	Interviews, focus groups, observation 
	Can gain an understanding of personal opinion, experiences, gain in depth information.
	Tends to be smaller samples and therefore open to bias (Stevens,2022)
More ethical risks to be considered.

	Triangulation 
	Mixture of both quantitative and qualitative methods
	Information from both sources can be compared and can provide more well-rounded evidence.
	Time taken to conduct two separate forms of research. Potential for two sets of data that contradicts the other.



The decision has been made to conduct both quantitative and qualitative research in an attempt to triangulate the results and gain a well-rounded data set. The quantitative data should help establish how supportive measures are being used across the force, however as individuals return to the workplace will be personal to them, the qualitative data will provide the opportunity to understand employees’ experiences on a more detailed level and an insight in to some of the trends that may come from the quantitative data. 
It is important to note that there are limitations to doing a triangulation method, including time taken to conduct both forms of research and also being able to analyse both sets of data effectively (Naeem, 2019).
Research Methods
The below table describes the methods considered for both quantitative and qualitative data.
	[bookmark: _Hlk112775051]Research Method
	Type
	Advantages 
	Limitations 

	Online Survey
	Quantitative
	Can be sent to a large group of people at one time and data can be collated online.
	Relies on sample participation, surveys will need to be carefully designed to attract participants to engage.

	Telephone Survey 
	Quantitative
	Information can be collected instantly. Less errors when completing the survey, can make sure all questions are answered.
	Can be time consuming to make contact with participants and relies on them answering the phone and spending the time to complete survey.

	Data Analysis
	Quantitative 
	Information already exists therefore no need to collect data.
	May not provide you the specific information required
May not be able to verify credibility of data.

	
	
	
	

	Interviews 
	Qualitative
	Can provide detailed information about individual behaviour. 
Can build a rapport with participants which may help with information disclosed.
	Can be time consuming to undertake individual interviews to gain enough data.

	Focus Groups
	Qualitative
	Can get participants interacting with each other and sharing ideas and thoughts.
	Participants may not feel comfortable in speaking within a group.



The research methods that will be used in this project will be an online survey, followed by a focus group. Both methods can be done in a time effective manner and will increase the chances of gaining enough data to analyse. The survey will include a mixture of both closed and open questions in order to provide the opportunity for those who participate to provide comments and feedback regarding their experience in addition to collecting the statistical data.
Audience
Participants in the research will need to be employees who have had experience of returning to work from a period of maternity/adoption leave. In order to narrow down the pool of employees, a “cluster” sample (Simkus, 2022) will be used which will include all employees that have returned within the last 3 years. The reason for this is because the participants will have had a more recent experience which will assist in determining the current needs of employees.
Data Analysis
The analysis of the data will aim to achieve Objective 3. The data from the survey will be analysed for trends and for determining the effectiveness of the current supportive measures, the “MaxDiff” analysis technique will be used to see the most and least popular measures (QuestionPro,2022). 
The focus group will be analysed based on “Grounded theory” (Dawson, 2009) as the questions will be tailored based on the data gathered from the online survey, with the aim of providing perspective to some of the trends identified.
Limitations 
Due to timescales, the survey will only be active for 14 days. It is also important to note that due to the time of year, there are likely to be many participants taking annual leave during this time which may impact the amount of data that can be collected.
Ethics 
All research will be conducted in an ethical manner. All participants are voluntary and a brief will be provided on why information is being collected and what it will be used for with the opportunity for participants to withdraw if requested. All information will be anonymised so that no one can be identified and no personal data is to be collected to reduce this risk.

Findings 
[image: ]Online Survey Response 
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In light of the potential limitations raised, the overall response rate was 26.5%.
Supportive Measures 
[image: ]
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This highlights what current measures are being offered to employees and how they are utilised. This information can give an insight in to how supportive line managers are being and also which measures employees find most useful.
A key finding from this chart is, only 13% of respondents were offered a return-to-work plan and 10% utilised this. The plan is part of the current process which line managers should complete and as highlighted in the literature review; it is an important measure to help employees feel supported. 
The most utilised and most useful measures according to the feedback in open questions were Phased return, Flexible Working and KIT Days which also reflects the trends found in the literature review, highlighting the need for more flexibility and time to adjust back to work.
Maternity/Adoption Champions 
From the previous chart, it can be seen that only 30% of respondents were offered a Maternity/Adoption Champion. Of those who were not offered a Champion, 85% mentioned they were not aware of the champions and what they did. 
Of those who did have a Champion, there was a mixed reaction of those who had a positive and negative experiences. Concerns such as Champions not being able to answer queries or having little contact with employees were reported.
This information therefore highlights the need for current process to be reviewed and whether the Champions are adding value to employees.
General feedback
See Appendix A
Feedback from Focus Group (Appendix E)
Participants were volunteers which consisted of 3 Officers and 2 Staff members all of whom had been on maternity leave. There were no volunteers from those who had been on adoption leave, therefore main focus was around maternity leave experience. 
The questions in the focus group were based on trends identified in the survey data:
Main concerns when returning to work 

4 out of 5 mentioned adjusting to the new work-life balance and organising flexible working. All participants raised line manager support and understanding as a large part of their experience. None of the participants had a return-to-work plan and all stated that they had to research what support was available themselves by searching the staff intranet which they felt highlighted a knowledge gap with many line managers. A suggestion was also made to improve information that is provided in the standard HR letters which are sent to employees at various stages.
Maternity/Adoption Champions 
There were mixed experiences with those who had a champion, common problems were lack of communication both before leave and when returning to work, champions with lack of knowledge/not able relate if they weren’t in similar role. This reflects the themes in the data from the survey.
Further suggestions
(See Appendix A)





Conclusions
When reviewing the information from the primary research, it appears that the main themes identified in the literature review also reflect the challenges that SWP employees face, which provides a focus on what supportive measures are most valued and what is needed from SWP to assist with the transition back to the workplace.
Whilst the overall experience of returning to work for employees who took part in the research seems to be satisfactory, it is clear that there are supportive measures that need to be reviewed, in particular Maternity/Adoption champions.
A possible cause for some of the measures being underutilised could be the challenges that the pandemic presented, in particular, the risks for pregnant women being in the workplace which resulted in some being away from the office for much longer than their planned leave period. Nevertheless, it is important to ensure that line managers are aware of what is available to support employees and that they understand the importance of having a return-to-work plan in place that is tailored to the needs of the employee.
The research has also highlighted some potential gaps in the support that SWP offer for example, creating an avenue for employees to network with others going through the same experiences. This was identified in the benchmarking exercise, within the survey and also the focus group.
The next steps will be to learn from the data collected and to devise a number of long, medium and short term recommendations on how SWP can improve their supportive measures including how these will be implemented.
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Appendix A – Research Poster
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