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Chapter 1

It’s Good to Talk

Logical as it may be to share information about how best to make working motherhood work – in the interest of everybody’s emotional wellbeing as much as anybody’s professional success – the subject is rife with taboo and questionable behaviour, or simply befuddlement, with maternity leave challenges dismissed via ‘Well, you chose to have the baby’ nonchalance. It may be easier now than in the past: ‘I could take my dog into the office but couldn’t mention my child,’ a 76-year-old lawyer and mother of two told me. But there are all sorts of reasons not to talk about it – it’s certainly easier to play the patriarchy if you steer clear of parenting chat, for a start. There’s fear of being judged unprofessional, guilt about letting colleagues down, discomfort with going against precedents, or plain old imposter syndrome. 

And because office culture often promotes abnegation of mothers at work, paranoia reigns in a strange no man’s land,[3] where creating a child is perceived to signify less dedication to your job, and working means you’re less interested in your child, or simply solipsistic and therefore good for neither, leading to shady communication that fuels emotional discord. Maybe the conversation doesn’t feel natural for the same reason that coming across a colleague surrounded by children outside the workplace feels like bumping into a schoolteacher during the holidays did: incongruous, a bit weird. But open dialogue is the only way to make it work, to build resilience, find answers for those doing it, inspire policy change and pave the way for future generations.

Fear Of Judgement

It’s not far off a century since Cyril Connolly’s 1938 Enemies of Promise wrote off the ‘pram in the hall’ as the ‘sombre enemy of good art’, but there remains a see-no, speak-no, hear-no reticence to the acknowledgement of working motherhood. The pram a culturally predisposed obstruction in the hall of our profession, children still considered enemies of our success, rather than beneficiaries. Even at Vogue – at that point run (until you get to the upper echelons of the business) by women for women – it didn’t feel natural to mention my children for fear of not fitting the fashion-focused businesswoman part successfully. Nobody ever suggested I shouldn’t mention them, or groaned if I did, but there was an implicit feeling – not unique to me – that it wasn’t appropriate for Vogue House. I thought I was alone in emailing my boss to apologise for being pregnant. I wasn’t. (For the record, he replied with effusive congratulations.) To express regret for having a child seems unthinkable now I have two, but plenty of women, if not exactly denying their existence, have strategically avoided mentioning their children beyond an affectation of exasperation. I’d shrug off the action at home to assure my boss that work was much more ‘me’ than sleep-deprived, mushy-food-filled weekends. Asked during a job interview in the late 1980s whether her son Henry would interfere with her work, journalist Sarah Sands’ reply was definitive: ‘Absolutely not! I can’t even remember his name!’ she said. ‘But we were actually tremendously close,’ she told the Sunday Times Magazine. 

During my first maternity leave, I worked on a freelance project for M&S which meant several days with its then board member, Laura Wade-Gery. At one point I considered mentioning that I was feeling jet-lagged from lack of sleep, but determinedly kept it to myself since Laura was then, famously, not a mother herself – she was one of the FTSE 100’s few female directors – and an implied link between those two facts was common to much of what I’d read about her. When, not long afterwards, she announced that she’d had a baby at the age of 50, I was struck by the irony of having kept quiet about my own status as a parent, whereas hers would generate national headlines.

We constantly pretended there wasn’t a screaming child in the house while on calls … it’s a relief to celebrate the achievement of doing both. 

Vanessa Barneby, mother of two, co-founder of Barneby Gates

I’d keep a poker face about anything personal, whereas these days I have no qualms about talking about challenges at home. 

Sally Skerry, mother of two, HR professional

I worried that clients would stop calling if I mentioned children. 

Corporate events producer, mother of three

It depends upon who you’re surrounded by, how much you can bring your parenting conversation to the office. When there are more mothers on the team, there’s more conversation about it. Someone might mention that it’s half term next week, so we’ll cancel a meeting until the following week. It works if you’re seen as a person who is a duality. 

Dr Summer Alston-Smith, mother of two,
director of criminal justice services, Advance Charity 

Mentioning your children at work can incite prejudice you’d previously been oblivious to. One journalist, who’d been overcompensating since maternity leave by working herself raw, remembers a female boss who, hearing that the baby hadn’t slept well the night before, dropped a pair of earplugs on her desk, the implication being that leaving her baby to cry carried less professional risk. Another remembers casual watercooler chat about medical appointments being Chinese-whispered into ‘loss of focus’. Two women I interviewed – one a teacher, one a lawyer – avoided admitting they were engaged in case their employers’ ‘love-leads-to-marriage-and-a-baby-carriage’ logic saw them overlooked for promotion. 

It’s outdated to suggest that talking about your personal life at work indicates misaligned priorities, but it’s an attitude that endures. And when bringing attention to our gender at work already feels risky, a women’s parental status easily gazumps reputational headlines. The Economist’s Bartleby column ran an article entitled ‘Mothers of Invention’ in May 2021, highlighting Johann Lublin’s book Power Moms, and opened with this anecdote: ‘Betsy Holden was vice-president of strategy and new products at Kraft, a giant food company, when she became pregnant for the second time. “No one has ever done the job with two children,” her male boss worried. “How many children do you have?” Ms Holden asked. “Two,” he replied.’

A lawyer once came in to give us a career talk at school. His wife was also a lawyer and I’ve always remembered him saying that people assumed he was a good father if he left work to go to a piano recital, but if his wife did the same it was assumed she wasn’t committed to her job. 

Claire Mays, mother of two, barrister 

We’re afraid that if we admit ‘having kids consumes a lot of my attention’, others will think, Does that mean you’re not focused on your work? 

Clarissa Ward, mother of three, CNN’s chief international correspondent (Vogue) 

Legal Fears

While the emotional implications of maternity are often sidelined as par for the course, conversation about its professional impact is often avoided because nobody quite knows what they’re legally allowed to say, so the issue of how and when to return to work is beset by paranoia that makes it difficult to sleep even if your baby does. A perceived legal gagging order becomes a barrier to logical discussion that supports wellbeing and business growth, rendering what should be a straightforward issue a febrile one and prohibiting progress. Employers fear the legal ramifications of saying the wrong thing, which ties employees up in circles. Voicing our needs makes us both inconvenient and pushy, but asking for nothing means we get just that.

Of course it’s possible to play the system – there are stories of women whipping a coat off on their first day back after a year’s maternity leave to reveal an imminent second baby and an intended further full year’s absence before taking up their legal right to a job. To be less than transparent doesn’t do our cause any good, but there are so many negative assumptions surrounding pregnancy at work that instead of talking about how it’s possible, positive and normal, it’s considered aberrant. In a society where we are, at last, celebrating diversity as a positive element of life and business, it’s counterintuitive that this conversation remains controversial.

The Whinge Debate

Or, do we keep quiet about the rigours of life as a working mother for fear of being branded a ‘whinger’? A July 2021 Daily Mail article entitled ‘Why Do Modern Mums Hate Motherhood So Much?’ accused fans of The Unmumsy Mum blog or Motherland television series of being miserably undeserving of their children (I paraphrase), illustrated by images of the article’s author hugging her 12-year-old son. Well done her. We’re castigated for rocking the boat of social or professional harmony because we should be so grateful for the privilege of motherhood (and we are, obviously), but motivation isn’t invalidated by the acknowledgement of challenges. 

Gallows humour is allowed, even encouraged, among medics, soldiers and prisoners, but working mothers referencing the dark side of their lot is deemed unmotherly, or unprofessional. Put up, shut up, or lose your privileges is the prevailing message. But irreverence applied to the realities of parenting can be incredibly funny and casts light on the alienating and frightening aspects of it which, unchecked, lower the chances of success as a mother, employee or anything else. Mother-of-three Sarah Turner, aka The Unmumsy Mum, provided an honest countermove to the perfect Instagram version of motherhood, buoying us against an urge to lock ourselves in our bedroom shuddering for all the wrong reasons or, as teacher and mother of three, Fiona Walker describes, ‘screaming silently into the fridge’ while concurrently beating ourselves up for myriad inadequacies. And it made us all laugh. ‘Is it really radical to suggest that you can hop between the “opposing” camps of “parenting is magic” and “I want a refund?”’ asks Turner. ‘If we consider the parenting adventure as a whole, it’s not surprising that there are soaring highs alongside desperate lows and a whole load of unremarkable but not altogether unpleasant plateaus in the middle. No one ever says, “She complained about the monster truck safari excursion in 2008, so she must hate holidays.” Or “She cried at work today, so must hate her job.”’

I don’t resent being pregnant. I resent how much women have to act like everything’s fine. 

Amy Schumer, mother of one, comedian (Expecting Amy) 

Broaching the subject can spawn vicious vitriol. ‘Well you can’t blame the stork! Who did you think was going to look after them? The Tooth Fairy?’ said ‘Paul’ beneath one childcare-cost related article published in the Telegraph during the first 2020 lockdown. ‘If having kids means you can’t work then you didn’t think the decision through properly,’ ‘David’ chimed in. It’s not just the Pauls and Davids of the world who disregard the parenting opinions of … parents. Three months after returning to work having had my son, I wrote an article for Vogue about Prince George’s imminent birth to raise a flag of support for the Princess of Wales (then Duchess of Cambridge) and jump on the bandwagon of forthcoming search traffic borne from rumours of a planned C-section. I felt strongly that decisions about his arrival should be unfettered by public judgement. In those days Vogue allowed user comments below each article and this one ignited unprecedented trolling. A drama briefly known as my ‘Midwife Crisis’, saw a #fireDollyJones hashtag take hold amid claims that I’d ‘clearly never had a child’, and if I had ‘they should be pitied’. It was funny and scary. In mild anxiety, I called my editor, Alexandra Shulman, who laughed and suggested I ignore them. We eventually turned the comments option off. 

When I asked my boss for flexibility for my first few weeks back, he said pregnancy and having babies was ‘an occupational hazard’ that I’d signed up for, so I should just get on with it. 

Army officer, mother of one

On my first day back, my boss looked at me and said, ‘Don’t you dare do it again.’ 

Fashion designer, mother of two

Some people just don’t want to talk about it. ‘Being perpetually asked about my pregnancy pissed me off … the simple fact that you are expecting a baby should not make much difference to your job or your relations with your colleagues,’ says Dame Mary Beard, Professor of Classics at the University of Cambridge in, perhaps the least known of her impressive portfolio, her 1989 Good Working Mother’s Guide. A degree of separation helps, and there’s certainly a case to be made for not talking about the messiness of it all. One friend analogises the difficult bits of early motherhood with stubbing your toe – painful but not story-worthy. I admire her stoic attitude – women have been combining the two jobs forever, after all – but unveiling the personal feats inherent in a professional woman’s experience elevates the profundity of their achievements. Consider NASA’s Katherine Johnson, profiled in the 2016 film Hidden Figures. As a Black woman working in a white, male, segregationist environment, she was trailblazing in every way – the little-mentioned fact that she had three daughters made her day-to-day all the more formidable. Besides, by keeping quiet, you prevent others from aspiring to your success and, frankly, miss out on credit due for your consummate strategic expertise and courage.

I didn’t need my team knowing what was going on in my personal life, so I spent a lot of time IVF-injecting in the loos with nobody knowing. 

Deborah Joseph, mother of three, editor of Glamour 

Even if you do feel ready to talk about it, it can be hard to know how, or when. Can you talk about work with other mothers on maternity leave, or are you: (a) boring, (b) making them feel judged for not working, or (c) being a bad mother by not talking about your baby? The fact that you might be talking about work because you love it, or canvassing opinion, can get lost in the playgroup fray, just as the subject of babies seems out of context in the office. ‘I asked one woman at a playgroup about her job and she said, “I’m on maternity leave. I don’t want to talk about work”, and I felt like a dick,’ says Lauren Milligan, Vogue news editor turned doula, and mother of four. While we want women passing on their wisdom, pontification can be rife whether you work full-time, part-time or never again; whether you wait before having a child, or whether you have more than one. So advice, while tempting, should be taken and given (particularly trans-generationally) in the knowledge that we’re all winging it. 

But Talking Is Good For Our Health

Unearthing the reality of life makes everybody feel better. I loaded my hospital bag with pretty nighties and make-up[4] – but soon found myself sitting in a puddle of my own pee because I’d been too numb to notice my catheter had disconnected. I sobbed a bit then got the giggles as two nurses changed me. Shining a light on the dark side of motherhood was one of mother-of-two Maggie Gyllenhaal’s motivations for making The Lost Daughter, the 2021 film of Elena Ferrante’s novel: ‘Ferrante was being honest about a feminine experience in the world, even things that are dark and hard and disturbing. It’s comforting to know that other people feel the way you do,’ she told the BBC.

Mothers would say, ‘Oh, thank god. I thought I was the only one experiencing all this.’ 

Diane Morgan, actor who plays Liz in BBC2’s Motherland (BBC Woman’s Hour)

The fact that you’re going through something similar is a balm for the soul – because apart from anything else you’re not the only one fucking up. 

Ruth Chapman OBE, mother of three, founder of Matchesfashion.com 

And some women really want to talk about it. Many I interviewed thanked me for what ‘felt like therapy’ as stories – genuine labours of love – cascaded out of them. Lots of them cried.[5] It’s an abundant conversation whose commonalities eliminate shame, relieve stress and expose humour in the potential adversity in our everyday existence, whether hiring and firing childcare, or pumping milk in grotty airport loos and having to pour away something, you’ve been endlessly warned, that will protect your child from coming last at sports day forever. 

I think we don’t talk about it because it’s never been talked about traditionally, but it’s a shame because it’s so much part of our common experience. 

Dr Penny Brown, mother of two, forensic psychiatrist 

While talking can be cathartic and honesty needn’t be negative, several interviewees pulled quotes because they were ashamed of revealing vulnerability. One high-profile mother of three admitted that she’d quietly had a breakdown which rendered her ‘unable to get out of bed for six months’. Was it stress? Overwork? Predisposition? A combination of all three, she says, of trying to remain unruffled while not having but certainly doing it all. She recovered to learn lessons about how to keep stress in check (some of which are detailed in Chapter 9) and carried on with her stratospheric career. 

Silence around the difficulties of motherhood can translate to women that they must be getting it wrong. But it’s a misconception, albeit understandable considering the challenges of navigating the patriarchy, that being a successful working mother requires you to shelve human frailty to fuel your professional profile. Author Joan Didion said, ‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live.’ To talk is to inspire, empathise and drive change. Even Sheryl Sandberg, whose ‘lean in’ mentality has been criticised for pressurising women to work against all odds, publicly recalled the story of one of her children begging her not to go away on a work trip: ‘It felt really good not just to admit this to myself, but to share it with others.’

Good For Parents Climbing The Ladder Behind Us 

Releasing these marginalised conversations from the confines of parenting shelves or hush-hush HR meetings normalises them and, literally, hands the ladder down. Dame Mary Beard’s Good Working Mother’s Guide covers everything from interviewing nannies to handling patronising colleagues, and it feels easier to learn from someone boasting an illustrious career than from any self-claimed ‘parenting guru’. Having proved herself adept at both jobs, she legitimises everybody else’s wrangling to get it right.

Early on I never mentioned my children, but as I got more senior I realised that leading by example allows people to be more comfortable with the trials and tribulations of being a working mother. 

Stephanie Phair, mother of three, chief customer officer, Farfetch; chair of the British Fashion Council

You can be a mum, marry a person who has a busy job and hold down a job yourself. I’m bound by juggling those domestic considerations as well as delivering a day job. 

Colonel Lucy Giles, mother of two, first female college commander of Sandhurst Royal Military Academy (Desert Island Discs) 

Speaking out throws light on challenges that can only be remedied once seen. The New York Times 2019 investigation into Nike’s treatment of pregnant athletes prompted a pretty efficient turnaround. But driving the conversation wasn’t without risk. ‘I have always known that expressing myself could hurt my career. But you can’t change anything with silence. Athletes are told to shut up and play. And don’t mess up. But pregnancy is not messing up; for women it can and should be able to be a part of a thriving professional athletic career,’ Nike-sponsored US athlete Allyson Felix said at the time, having given birth to her daughter in 2018 before going on to surpass Usain Bolt for the most golds won by any athlete in history and become the most decorated American track and field athlete of all time after the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games (in 2021). 

And Good For Business

Another misconception – that motherhood is commercially unviable – is one I can’t get my pretty little female head around, firstly because a double blue line, all being well, precedes the biggest shopping list of your life. And people spend money liberally not just on their own children but on other people’s too. Working at Vogue undoubtedly inflated my babygiftability – cashmere onesies and even a Prada nappy bag came my way from fashion people who, even with hefty staff discounts, were inspired to broody generosity. A month after I returned in 2013, Kim Kardashian’s first baby proved the point, her Instagram awash with presents from the highest echelons of fashion people. Reality TV had never previously been anywhere near Vogue. Furthermore, Karl Lagerfeld kept putting his godson Hudson Kroenig on the Chanel catwalk to guarantee column inches. Stories about fashion children being born or looking cute inevitably broke traffic records. People who liked Vogue liked babies. And so Mini Vogue was born – a digital representation of Vogue-style motherhood. 

This was the early days of ‘branded content’ (or just ‘content’, depending on who’s judging): you flogged an editorial idea to appropriate advertisers who did their best to shoehorn mentions of their product into the copy, which had to be marked ‘#ad’ in order that the reader wasn’t hoodwinked into thinking anybody wrote about advertisers for free.[6] To a chorus line of sceptical ad execs who felt that babies were (one of my favourite expressions ever) ‘just not Vogue’, French childrenswear brand Bonpoint (whose product we were happy to write about, paid or not) put up the cash and made the whole thing very tidy. Its success spawned similar iterations on our sister sites – GQDads and the cutely named Totler – proving across demographics that parenting is not an unmarketable, clandestine, out-of-hours hobby. 

I kept coming up against people who said, ‘we don’t invest in parents: mothers, women’, in what they see as risk. 

Sara McCorquodale, mother of two, author, founder and CEO of Corq

How To Broach The Subject

Actor Charlotte Riley, who set up The WonderWorks on-set nurseries to facilitate working parenthood in the film industry, says the only way to make working parenthood work is to make it central to the conversation: ‘A big part of it is having the confidence to say “I come with kids”, and feeling that you can advocate for your needs.’ 

I lived the opposite of what might be assumed to be the Vogue maternity experience. Colleagues artfully swathed neat bumps in vintage silk Pucci, whereas I was swollen with pregnancy from the moment of conception. I wish I’d had the sass to work it Rihanna-style, but you honestly couldn’t see me for boobs. Pregnant simultaneously with one of Vogue’s most gorgeously Amazonian employees, I bore the Beauty and the Beast indignity wearing a rotation of three identical, limitlessly stretchy black tubes above the prettiest flats I could afford, but failed to evade the attention of another, famously tactless, colleague who at one point asked my Pucci-clad fellow materner-to-be to stand behind me in a bid for now-you-see-her-now-you-don’t hilarity. 

I was heavily pregnant in the Magistrates Court – so not wearing the wig and gown – and after three hours of standing up and sitting down, one of the clerks whispered to me that my dress had been riding up at the back so the top of my maternity tights were on display. For some reason she hadn’t thought to tell me previously. 

Claire Mays, mother of two, barrister 

Aside from potentially invading the privacy of (or just humiliating) a pregnant colleague, maternity chat at work can touch any number of nerves. Netflix’s 2000 Motherhood in Focus campaign attempted to celebrate working mothers in the entertainment industry but was lambasted for holding them up to impossible standards via quotes like ‘Even if it breaks you’, which were taken as proof of a broken system that fails to offer proper (or any) maternity support. 

Empathy, for both employee and employer, requires genuine, unjudgmental curiosity to eliminate fear of retribution. And assumptions by either are unhelpful. Shortly after my children were born, a friend of a friend was put in touch with me days before an elective C-section for advice about recovery. She’d had IVF with donor sperm and intended to go through the entire birth without friends or family. I offered to accompany her myself, but it became clear that the advice she wanted was far more practical than emotional. Could she drive home from hospital? The best post-C-section pants? Contrary to my assumptions, she flew through it, had her boy, went back to work after six months and did it all again two years later. 

‘When Apple announced its US HQ in 2017 as the “best office building in the world”, [it] was slated to include medical and dental treatment, luxury wellness spas – but not a child daycare center. Best office in the world for men, then?’ said Caroline Criado Perez in Invisible Women, listing on-site after-school classes, subsidised childcare and breastmilk-shipment services as benefits offered when staff were consulted on their needs. ‘When Google noticed that they were losing women who had just given birth at twice the rate of other employees, they increased their maternity leave from three months at partial pay to five months at full pay. The attrition rate dropped by 50%.’ 

Honest conversations are really important – and of course that’s dependent upon how good your relationship is with your boss. As a boss you’re nervous about the impact on the business if they don’t come back at all. 

Alexandra Shulman, mother of one, journalist

When it comes to difficult conversations at work, it’s helpful to work out what you can and can’t influence. If your HR department or external legal advice feels difficult, a coach or a mentor can be helpful. 

Kate Oliver, mother of one, psychologist and executive coach

Talk honestly about how both you and your employer see it working. You should go off happy to have your baby, not shit scared about what will happen to your career.

Lucy Cleland, mother of two, editorial director of Country & Town House

In my consultancy capacity, having noted concerning post-maternity retention rates, I’ve received identical responses from men in two separate businesses: ‘I don’t know anything about that – I’m a man,’ they flustered, as if I’d announced they were the baby’s father. One client’s female managing director (and mother of adult children) told me her staff were lucky to have jobs and shouldn’t expect further benefits. Another (male) CEO assured me that I’d only ever get 70 per cent working capacity out of women post-children. Presumably he also thought I spent most of my salary on childcare for fun. 

A conversation that should be full of possibility can feel like the opposite – but talking about it needn’t be dangerous. Early on as a mother of two, I found myself on a panel with Keith Grossman – former chief revenue officer of Bloomberg, latterly president of TIME magazine – and as we batted the conversation back and forth across the stage his four-year-old daughter’s reactions to Peppa Pig became the basis of a conversation about audience engagement, giving a discussion about data an entertainment factor we’d otherwise have missed out on. Sometime later Keith called me to discuss the possibility of my joining Bloomberg. Knowing that he spoke openly about his status as a father in a business context meant our conversation about the pros and cons of my taking on a big role at that stage of my life was transparent, where previously I might have feared such transparency rendering me unsuitable. It meant I felt no shame when, after a day or two of agonising, I let him know it wasn’t the right time to switch back to 24/7 work, but that had I not had young children I’d have been biting his arm off for the role. His response? ‘Life is long. If not this time, perhaps next!’

Leaning In To Difficult Conversations

Sometimes the conversation is avoided simply because it feels awkward. Even a healthy-looking pregnancy can hide a multitude of possibly traumatic difficulties that feel intensely private, so it feels like an imposition to ask for or divulge information. But the general consensus seems to be that it’s better to say something than not. Christa Couture, award-winning recording artist, writer, broadcaster and mother of three, who describes herself as ‘proudly Indigenous (mixed Cree and Scandinavian), disabled, queer and a mum’, works hard to encourage the often debilitating conversation surrounding grief, having experienced childhood cancer that led to the loss of her left leg, the death of her firstborn son Emmett the day he was born due to complications during childbirth, and her second son Ford’s heart transplant and subsequent death at 14 months. 

‘Difficult conversations are a skill that gets easier with practice,’ she says. ‘When I was pregnant with Ford, and everyone knew about Emmett, I didn’t want to talk about it. It got to the point that people could very obviously tell I was pregnant – it’s a visible experience but can feel very private. It would be ideal to create an environment that accommodates maternal health within work culture, as well as formally within policy – before pregnancy, during and after – and led by the individual; some way to make it known that those conversations are welcome but not required.’ 

I liked people at work acknowledging I was in pain. Women are IVF-injecting themselves in the office completely unbeknownst to their colleagues – if you’re in a position of power you might want to keep your personal and work life separate, but for me there wasn’t a reason to pretend it wasn’t happening, and when it fell apart I wanted to be un-British enough to say I was in incredible pain. Being genuinely kind to your colleagues is so important. Rather than just being aware, we need to become more comfortable about how we engage. Being human is not such a bad look. 

Kat Brown, journalist, broadcaster and author[7]

The working mother’s experience has long been taboo but so have the torturous struggles of people who want to be parents and can’t, and have to work alongside people who are. As a boss you want to be nurturing but not invasive. 

Jenny Cossons, mother of two, chief partnership officer, Lyst

Many people experiencing pain can confidently assess the position on what Couture calls the ‘hug-it-out’ to ‘suck-it-up’ spectrum of whoever is listening, but more often than not they’re not invited to talk about how their work environment could accommodate what they’re going through, forcing women to compartmentalise harrowing birth experiences alongside their return to work. If you’d been forced to have time off work after a car accident you can be pretty sure you’d talk about it when you returned, and likely be accommodated to continue your subsequent recovery. But the impact of motherhood and any associated trauma is often glossed over with baby photos, tolerated as unremarkable collateral damage. 

I had a miscarriage just before I went back after my first but just got on with it – I felt lucky to have one child. Then I fell pregnant again and at about eight weeks – when my daughter was 15 months – I very quickly went from ‘I don’t feel well’ to collapsing. It was a heterotopic pregnancy – which means one pregnancy in the right place and another in the fallopian tube which had burst, so I was bleeding out. Because of the loss of blood, we had no idea whether there would be anything wrong with the other pregnancy, which turned out to be our son. It’s incredible to think I went back to work six weeks later. My boss was fantastic after the operation, but it was all under the radar. He was concerned about how it might impact my bonuses, so he was doing it for me, but the fact that nothing was officially recorded meant I wasn’t offered the support I might have needed. In spite of appreciating my boss’s good intentions, I think it would have been good if he’d told my team what had happened, and said, ‘This is what it means – if she chooses to talk about it then fine, and if not then fine.’ 

Banker, mother of two




Chapter 2

Decisions, Indecisions

The mind-boggling post-natal question of how to return to work is a minefield of intersecting issues featuring constant reasons to pivot and a dose of damned-if-you-do-damned-if-you-don’t for extra jangle. As well as finances, there is the logistical obstacle course surrounding a constantly moving need for flexibility, and the fact that you’re now possibly experiencing a priority-juggling identity crisis. 

‘I had my first child at the age of 20 when I was a medical secretary and had no choice but to go back to work after three months,’ says Amja Lee, artist, domestic abuse activist and mother of four. ‘Getting out of the building to get to work in the morning was the hardest part – at that point I lived on an urban estate on the sixteenth floor in Kilburn and every morning the lift would be broken so I’d have to carry my pushchair all the way down. The irony of the social-support system was that by my fourth I was better off staying at home than going to work. Nursery costs were extortionate, and once I wasn’t working I felt like part of my identity had been stolen; a sense of validity gone. I wanted to lead by example as a strong Black woman, and not just a statistic – to prove you can do anything.’ 

Some women remember their mothers high-tailing it back to work in relief as soon as their children hit secondary school, inspiring their daughters never to give up completely. Others were inspired to take advantage of the opportunities not afforded previous generations, some driven by determination, whatever the odds, to avoid the poverty they’d experienced as children.

It’s easy to feel you missed the memo about the universally correct way to do it which clouds personal judgement. Beforehand, the idea of returning to work can feel like diving into the deepest possible unknown. For me it meant sleep-stealing terror. I was frightened of letting my children down in ways I couldn’t know until they were grown-up and comparing all the ways I’d fucked up their lives, and nerve-tinglingly frantic that any form of childcare wouldn’t remember their favourite toy/name/where they’d left them. I worried my husband would fall lower in the pecking order than the children; feared losing time to be a good friend, daughter or sister; feared that, done properly, the two primary jobs would take everything I had. But inaction fuels paranoia and it’s only by trying it out that you can discover your potential. A little ‘feel the fear and do it anyway’ helps.

Fashion matriarch Joan Burstein – who married in 1946 at the age of 20 – went against the grain by focusing on her career but ‘never resented working, ever’ after having children. ‘You have to do what instinct tells you,’ she says. ‘Some women aren’t made for full-time motherhood. It gives them fulfilment to do something else as well. The world’s your oyster now in comparison to when I was young – if you can make it work, enjoy these opportunities. I had two good friends who worked after having children – one as a code breaker at Bletchley. It was rare but I didn’t feel judged; people thought I was lucky.’ 

The less conflicted you can possibly feel, the better for everyone. 

Alexandra Shulman, mother of one, journalist 

Money Matters

At face value, motherhood throws up plenty of reasons not to work at all and, ironically, a primary one is financial. One Vogue colleague admitted that nursery fees would put her in the red by £50 every month, so we negotiated her a raise to get her into the black – just – but the injustice of this talented and highly motivated individual being forced to work for zero income was intensely demoralising. A lack of material gain feels as if all those years of career-building have amounted to nothing, even if they are covering extortionate childcare fees, and dissipates confidence in the concept of working parenthood. People feel pressured to give up work and thereby robbed of a piece of themselves. 

A misguided view that I hear time and again is, ‘It doesn’t make sense for me to go back to work – my salary would just go on childcare.’ But to assume it’s just the woman’s salary is to assume the childcare is only her responsibility – a fundamentally wrong construct. If you think of the joint income rather than the individual salaries of each parent, there’ll be a period when the joint salary gets eaten up by childcare. If you invest in childcare while your children are young, then when they’re at school that investment goes down and you won’t have left the career ladder, so you have more of an opportunity to continue your success. 

Stephanie Phair, mother of three, chief customer officer, Farfetch; chair of the British Fashion Council 

If in your heart you can’t leave your child, even though you may need the money, I say go with your heart. Financially that doesn’t always work but I have no regrets. 

Joanne Dillon, mother of four, taxi driver

Mind-Bending Mind Changes

Whether you return full-time and decide you need flexible hours after a month, or plan to take a full year off and find yourself hankering for the office after weeks, remembering that a wrong decision early on doesn’t guarantee catastrophe eases pressure. Second time around I’d been promoted while pregnant, so planned to matern to a new (childless, male) boss after four months. But after three, Loulou was showing no signs of sleeping through the night and the prospect of a conversation about extending my leave meant yet more sleepless nights. His enthusiasm for me to get back boosted my ego and fuelled motivation, but returning depleted risked letting the business down in the long term whereas, in the short term, standing up for myself meant letting him down. I went back at five months with bells on: I loved it, the business soared, but even on my first day back, thrilled and ready, I maintained an unhelpful conviction that my children’s happiness depended upon this decision and kept an ‘I can always change my mind’ mantra close. The perpetual oscillations of pregnancy, labour and parenthood require a malleable constant, and decision-making confidence increases as you learn that neither child, nor job, nor relationship necessarily suffer as a result of you going back to work – at least, not irreparably. 

I was never adamant. I said, ‘We’ll see how it goes and if everybody’s happy I’ll go on doing it, otherwise I will not.’ 

Nicola Horlick, mother of six, investment fund manager (Desert Island Discs) 

Who Even Are You?

Leaving your job, albeit temporarily, can be a seismic identity shift. It can feel akin to unravelling hard-won independence, while climbing straight back on the ladder feels like turning your back on your baby: a quandary that pits priorities for what you want against what you feel you should want – if you even find yourself with a choice. ‘Mothers find themselves caught in a bind, encouraged on the one hand to capitalize on hard-won feminist rights with high career ambitions, and on the other to be attentive and present parents,’ says psychotherapist Julia Samuel, in This Too Shall Pass. ‘Feeling unable or even reluctant to “have it all” can be harboured as a guilty secret.’

I have a friend in finance who often reminds me that she has the bigger salary but doesn’t get to see her kids, so you have to ask yourself what success is for you. I’ve been offered jobs over the years but they’d have meant not having the same flexibility. 

Georgie Abay, mother of two, journalist, author 

Besides, the phrase ‘working mother’ fails to encompass the many intricacies of that existence, so it’s not easy to decipher how you want to play it. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie describes the journey to define herself in We Should All Be Feminists. Having been advised that feminists ‘are unhappy because they cannot find husbands’, she decides to call herself a ‘Happy Feminist’. Subsequently advised that feminists are ‘unAfrican’ and later, that to call herself a feminist means she ‘hated men’, she resorts to calling herself a ‘Happy African Feminist Who Does Not Hate Men And Who Likes To Wear Lip Gloss And High Heels For Herself And Not For Men.’ It inspired me to describe myself as ‘a happy woman who loves being a mother and full-time work and doesn’t hate women who don’t have a professional job. Or men.’ How can we make succinct decisions when the choices and their implications are so manifold? 

I want to have kids and to be with the kids all the time and I want to be alone so that I can write, and I want silence and peace and noise and chaos, and I want to stop and rest and to keep moving and having adventures, and I want to have more kids and to never be pregnant again, and I want my family to grow and my family to stay the same size, and I want to grow my business and to be a full-time poet and a career woman, and to prioritise my children, and I want to earn loads of money and I want to live on less, and I want routines and an unpredictable life, and I want to be calm and fierce and vulnerable and empowered and kind and firm, and I want nothing and I want it all. 

Annie Ridout, mother of three, author, journalist, poet

My indecision about the previous chapter’s Bloomberg role is a case in point. It ticked all the right brain-flexing, ego-tripping boxes for me. My husband saw the dollar signs in my eyes and offered to take a lesser job so the children would have one of us around as much as we felt necessary, thereby awarding me less guilt than if we both worked full tilt. Then he gently reminded me that I’d been saying for months how much I loved walking the children to school every day. And just like that, the decision was made. I had changed after all. But the change had been gradual. 

In Paris for Fashion Week for the spring/summer 2014 shows, months after my first matern, I’d read French Children Don’t Throw Food in an attempt to merge my two lives. We were hoping for a second baby by then and I’d wished via a coin in one of the Tuileries fountains that by the time these collections were on sale I’d be pregnant again. The fashion gods let my wish come true – one of the reasons Loulou’s name was inspired by Yves Saint Laurent’s muse Loulou de la Falaise – but reading about perfect French women and their well-behaved children intensified my cravings to get home to whatever my one-year-old might chuck at me. Paris hadn’t lost its glory, but it felt smaller. The question in my mind had morphed from ‘How do I do this?’ to ‘Do I want to?’ Who even was I?

I spoke to a therapist because I was worried about who I was going to be if I wasn’t ‘Lucy at Vogue’. I was surprised I could have those feelings, because we’d tried so hard to get him. 

Lucy Olivier, mother of one, writer, creative consultant

Women can have lots of different identities, all enriching to each other if they can manage the boundaries required and be assertive about their own needs.

Kate Oliver, mother of one, psychologist and executive coach 

I wanted babies so much that I thought I’d be disinterested in my career once I had them, but actually I was more ambitious than ever before. 

Georgie Abay, mother of two, journalist, author

And What Do You Actually Want?

An inclination to slow your career trajectory – apart from being wholly understandable post-motherhood – is due partly to age-old gender disparities. Mary Beard’s Women & Power recalls ‘Aristophanes devoting a whole comedy to the “hilarious” fantasy that women might take over running the state in the early fourth century BC’. It’s a hell of a mould to break, forcing many women to question their decision to work, despite feeling naturally predisposed to it. What’s expected of us is often far from what we expect of ourselves. It’s brazenly apparent when it comes to women whose work carries risk. In coverage of the 2009 Camp Chapman suicide attack during which seven CIA agents – including 45-year-old Jennifer Matthews – were murdered, Matthews was without exception described as a ‘mother of three’, whereas the parental status of the other (male) victims murdered that day notably didn’t warrant mention. It’s hard to know what you want when motherhood is predetermined as a priority for you.

Don’t be confined by the expectations that people might have of you. 

Sabrina Cohen-Hatton, mother of one, chief fire officer of the West Sussex Fire and Rescue Service, psychologist and writer (Desert Island Discs) 

I guess it should not come as a surprise or offense that people want to know if I will continue the same sort of work now that I am a mother. Yet every time I am asked, my jaw clenches involuntarily. What I really want to say is, ‘Would you assume that being a father changed my male colleagues’ approach to dangerous assignments? That having a child means they should rethink their careers?’ 

Clarissa Ward, mother of three, CNN’s chief international correspondent (US Glamour) 

I’d have lost the will to live if I’d given up work – my own identity has driven me completely. I love my children dearly but I’m not defined by them.

Former army officer and private secretary to the royal household, mother of two

The Career Dial

Not wanting to be the 24/7 boss makes some women feel they’re not trying hard enough, so ingrained in us is the capitalist ideal of success. I originally considered any deviation from an upward trajectory as failure. But professional life can ebb and flow depending on whether the immediate priority is income, personal life or professional profile, and whether by happenstance or design, career-tempering doesn’t eliminate job satisfaction. ‘Some women are clear all along that they want a long period out of the rat race to raise a family and they don’t get enough credit,’ says employment lawyer and father of four Adrian Scotland. ‘My wife managed to keep her hand in with some freelance work before taking a role at Leicester University, which is not particularly well paid but flexible, to allow her to rediscover her identity beyond motherhood. There’s no doubt that her career has sustained permanent long-term damage, but what she has lost there she’s gained in being a part of the children’s early years – it’s about striking a balance if you can and we’re acutely aware that most do not have the choice.’

For one mother of three who works in counterterrorism for the Foreign Office, motherhood came at the same time as the offer of her professional dream come true. ‘Intellectually it was a terrible idea not to take the job I’d always wanted – but I couldn’t do justice to the children and the job, especially since their father worked abroad a lot. I had to come second career-wise.’ It meant a career break, then a home-based role at the Foreign Office before dialling earning potential back up with a highly skilled security job once she had time. She’s satisfied but pragmatic: ‘There’s self-worth bound up in other peoples’ perception of your job – I felt that men, in particular, had nothing to say to me. If you say you work on the Counterterrorism Desk for the Foreign Office people say, “Wow”, and I hate myself for feeling a lesser person without that. But – and I feel disloyal to my sex saying it – I’ve always felt sorry for my husband that he didn’t have the get-out clause you have as a woman. It was a wrench to forego those opportunities but I feel lucky to have been able to prioritise family at that stage.’ 

Jane Garvey and I have both in the past taken jobs that have suited the realities and practicalities of family life. I would have wanted as a younger mum to have been able to see more women who had been able to get back into the game if you take quite a bit of … not necessarily time out because I’ve always worked – but I haven’t been at the front line of broadcasting since my kids were tiny. It’s not unfeminist to say you want to be present in your child’s life. And I don’t regret the time I made myself available to my kids. I’m glad I did.

Fi Glover, mother of two, journalist (White Wine Question Time podcast) 

It’s not always about going at the same pace at the same time. 

Supraja Russell, mother of two, global director of data and analytics 

As an actor, you think you should work work work; be on people’s radar. But even semi-regular roles have allowed me to learn. 

Alexandra Moen, mother of two, actor

It’s meant compromising on the type of work I do; not working in foreign countries and not being more pushy. I could have given it more priority when my kids were younger but had to accept that there are limits – a few remarkable women can do it all at once but it’s rare. For me it’s more about managed ambition. 

Lucy Hockings, mother of two, BBC World News presenter

I’ve accepted that there are going to be chunks of time when I’m 90 per cent mum and 10 per cent working woman, but I see other writers winning prizes and feel bitter. It’s been a huge lesson in restraint. 

Caroline Mackenzie, mother of one, freelance translator and author

You rarely hear a woman express regret about having tried to make the combination of work and parenting succeed, but plenty regret giving up completely, realising too late what working did for them. ‘Work is such a nutritious, self-identifying thing. A complete absence of it can be even more toxic than an over-representation of it in your life,’ says journalist Annabel Rivkin. 

I would have gone stir crazy if I hadn’t been working. 

Cassandra Gracey, mother of three, Sony Music president

I’ve been saved by my work. Once they’re at secondary school you basically go from being their hero to a cashpoint with hair. 

Jenny Dyson, mother of two, creative director

The general consensus is that it’s easier to keep your hand in than to resume a career after a long hiatus, and that a professional life allows us to sidestep the risk of identity loss when our children grow up. ‘It’s interesting to think about when your children do fly the nest; where that sense of purpose and validation that we all strive for comes from,’ says intensive care doctor Dr Georgie Mason. 

Sometimes I’d daydream about throwing in the professional towel, romanticising a stress-free life. But if I really considered it, it wasn’t freedom I was contemplating. A permanent change would have its own, maybe greater, pressures. Fundamentally I’m happier and therefore a more able mother when I’m able to exercise my brain, in the same way that I’m happier and more able when I exercise my body. ‘I’m a better mummy when I feel creatively fulfilled, so I’m lucky that I get to do both things,’ Olivia Colman, mother to two boys and a girl, said when interviewed by the BBC about her role in The Lost Daughter, in which her character Leda refers to the ‘crushing responsibility’ of the children she abandons. ‘For the young Leda, it doesn’t feel like her partner is appreciative of her brain and her ability and she’s at the end of her tether. She’s not being seen and heard and that’s when anyone, any parent, feels like they can’t do the job.’ 

Author Doris Lessing was the real-life version: she left her two eldest children, as toddlers, with their father in Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) in 1949 to pursue her writing career in England (taking her third, from her second marriage, with her). ‘For a long time I felt I had done a very brave thing,’ she said later. ‘There is nothing more boring for an intelligent woman than to spend endless amounts of time with small children. I would have ended up an alcoholic or a frustrated intellectual like my mother.’

The greatest gift parents can give their children is their own happiness. 

Thích Nhaˆ´t Ha.nh, Buddhist monk, peace activist and author

The maternal and personal twist together like ivy and myrtle bound around one another to form a wreath. As a mother I am ivy, strong and dark green and everywhere; but who I am as someone separate from the children is more fragile. It’s the green leaves of myrtle which the ivy will suffocate if I let it.

Clover Stroud, mother of five, author (My Wild And Sleepless Nights)

For me it feels like yin and yang, the creative and the mother, and it’s constantly shifting in terms of which feels more pressing. 

Caroline Mackenzie, mother of one, freelance translator and author

I massively lost my confidence in two years – I felt the world had moved on without me. I’d say keep your fingers in a pie somewhere – if you remove yourself completely it’s harder to get back in and eventually you’ll be thankful you have something for yourself. 

Deborah Joseph, mother of three, editor of Glamour 

Fairly or not, being a successful working mother – emotionally and professionally – carries an inherent risk of raising the pressure of expectation on other women. So, the admittance of gritty reality balanced with achievement is part of the dance too. Ruth Chapman OBE is perceived to have got it right: lasting marriage, happy children, massively successful career. She also radiates warmth, but she’s realistic: ‘To be a working mother is a difficult choice to make. I look back wistfully at some of the sacrifices I made. We have three wonderful children who say they wouldn’t change anything about their childhoods and the fact is, we couldn’t have got to the same place if we’d done it differently. It’s important to remember that success is how good you feel every day about your unit and your family.’

You don’t realise until it’s gone how much identity and energy and passion and joy you get from working. 

Tiffanie Darke, mother of three, editor and creative director

Humans thrive when they are challenged … And we all need money to live. I believe that women’s choice to work outside the home is integral to their well-being and their family’s prosperity. Working women’s kids tend to do better in school, are more independent, and see their mothers as valuable role models.

Indra Nooyi, former chairman and CEO of PepsiCo (My Life In Full) 

I need to spend time apart from my children in order to have the emotional elasticity to handle the responsibilities of motherhood. I thought I would work until I had children, but now I work because I have children – not just to contribute financially but also for my sense of self. 

Kit Akerele, mother of two, maternal wellbeing coach

You Can’t Be What You Can’t See 

Inspiring our children – let alone the wider world – is a strong motivator to keep going. And while it’s a good thing to bring them up to have pride in themselves, it’s a boosting side effect if they’re proud of us, too. A friend of mine is the finance officer of her children’s primary school – her seven-year-old son tells everybody that she ‘pays for everything’ there. Artist Anna Starling laughingly recalls her daughter asking an art teacher, ‘“Do you know Anna Starling?” – as if she was talking about Renoir!’ Children are alert to role models. When Rachael Blackmore became the first woman to win the Grand National in April 2021, Loulou (aged six) asked me how many riding lessons she’d need to become the second one.

But while high-profile women pave their dreams via headlines, it’s the work we’re doing every day that builds their imagined future. My children running in to check my word count regularly doesn’t just help ease guilt[8] – it also proves the possibility of their own ambitions. When Hume, aged eight, was tasked with writing a list of favourite authors in his school reading journal, he added ‘my mum – she’s wrighting a book’, so (once I stopped crying) I photocopied it and stuck it to the wall next to my desk as a reminder that he’s as on board with my working as I am. Plenty of women cited childhood memories of their mother’s working wardrobe as nourishment for early ambition.

My grandmother was the first woman in England to qualify as an ophthalmic optician. My mother followed
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