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Abstract

Motherhood-related career pauses can have an impact on women's professional development that goes beyond their time
away from paid work. A career hiatus can have negative effects, such as slower career advancement, lower income, less
access to difficult tasks, disruptions in professional networks, issues with skill confidence, and obstacles to re-entry, even
though it may be a personal or familial decision. The maternity penalty is examined in this essay from the perspective of
women's career pauses and their ensuing professional growth. It takes into account how women's career experiences are
shaped by organizational policies, workplace culture, caregiving expectations, career interruptions, and assistance for
returning to work. The study creates a descriptive framework that links career-break experiences to career advancement,
professional confidence, earnings prospects, and leadership access by drawing on human capital theory, role congruity
perspectives, and work-family studies. To record women's experiences in certain industries, a descriptive study design
utilizing secondary literature and a standardized questionnaire is suggested. Practical solutions including organized
returnships, flexible work schedules, skill-refresh programs, mentoring, clear advancement requirements, and caregiver-
inclusive policies are also described in the study. This draft does not make any claims about empirical findings because
no primary survey was done for it. It offers a starting point for field research and organizational discussions about how to
keep career disruptions brought on by parenthood from turning into long-term disadvantages.

Keywords: Motherhood penalty; career breaks; women’s career progression; career re-entry; work—family balance;
gender inequality; professional growth; human resource management

1. Introduction

The number of women working has increased across industries, occupations, and levels of responsibility. But
advancement in the workplace isn't always equitable. Women's employment continuity, working hours, access to career-
building assignments, and prospects for advancement can all be impacted by the shift to parenthood and the caring duties
that come with it. To handle family obligations, women frequently take work pauses or transition into less demanding
positions. Personal preferences, the availability of childcare, corporate expectations, family arrangements, and the lack of
supportive employment legislation can all influence these choices. The phrase "motherhood penalty" is frequently used to
characterize the disadvantages mothers may face in the workplace, such as lower pay, fewer employment opportunities,
and slower career advancement as compared to women without children or men with comparable qualifications. When a
woman announces her pregnancy, takes maternity leave, returns to work, asks for flexibility, or pursues a promotion
following a career disruption, the penalty may appear at several points. A career break does not always indicate a loss of
talent, desire, or professional identity, even though it may result in a gap in formal work experience. During a pause,
women can continue to enhance their talents through caregiving, volunteer work, informal learning, freelancing work, or
professional growth. However, recent experience, constant availability, and uninterrupted job histories might be given
more weight by recruitment and promotion procedures. Even for women with excellent credentials and past achievement,
this can make re-entry difficult.

In this study, "Motherhood Penalty 2.0" refers to the current and ongoing forms of professional disadvantage that may
result from career disruptions connected to motherhood in workplaces changed by digital transformation, shifting work
arrangements, and changing productivity expectations. While acknowledging that women's experiences vary by
occupation, income, age, family structure, sector, and access to assistance, the article focuses on the connection between
career breaks and women's professional development.

© 2026, IJSREM | www.ijsrem.com DOI: 10.55041/IJSREM62180 | Page 1



http://www.ijsrem.com/

Al 1Y

b %
. n’s5m International Journal of Scientific Research in Engineering and Management (IJSREM)

W Volume: 10 Issue:04 | Apr-2026 SJIF Rating: 8.659 ISSN: 2582-3930

This descriptive paper's objectives are to investigate potential aspects of the maternity penalty, pinpoint variables
affecting career re-entry and advancement, and provide HR procedures that can assist women's long-term professional
growth.

2. Statement of the Problem

Women may face job disadvantages after taking time off for childbearing and caregiving, despite advancements in formal
equality regulations, education, and work prospects. Recent job experience, professional visibility, training availability,
eligibility for promotions, pay development, and leadership chances can all be impacted by career disruptions. Women
may encounter preconceived notions about their availability, dedication, or readiness to take on challenging tasks when
they return to the workforce. These attitudes have the potential to impede professional advancement and perpetuate
occupational segregation.

The issue is not the career hiatus per such, but rather the potential for employers and labor market structures to view it as
a sign of diminished skill or dedication. Uncertain promotion procedures, rigid work schedules, and inadequate re-entry
assistance can turn a brief disruption into a long-term disadvantage. Understanding women's experiences and the
organizational elements that affect their professional development prior to, during, and following career pauses is
therefore necessary.

3. Objectives of the Study

1. To explain the type and length of career pauses women take to fulfilll caregiving and maternity obligations.

2. To investigate how career breaks are perceived to affect women's professional development and career advancement.

3. To determine the obstacles women encounter when reentering the workforce.

4. To comprehend how post-break professional development is impacted by workplace flexibility, organizational support,
and family obligations.

5. To investigate how women view their professional identities, skill confidence, and prospects for advancement
following a career hiatus.

6. To recommend organizational procedures and HR tactics that facilitate inclusive career continuity and re-entry.

4. Research Questions

1. How long do working women typically take employment pauses due to motherhood?

2. What obstacles do women face in the workplace when they return to work following a career break?

3. How can career disruptions affect access to leadership positions, earnings advancement, and perceived promotion
opportunities?

4. How can return-to-work programs, mentoring, and flexible work schedules help with career re-entry?

5. How can companies lessen the long-term negative effects of motherhood-related pauses on careers?

5. Review of Literature

5.1 Understanding the motherhood penalty

The motherhood penalty describes labour-market disadvantages associated with motherhood. Research has identified
differences in wages, hiring assessments and career opportunities for mothers compared with otherwise similar workers.
The penalty is not uniform: it may vary across countries, occupations, family policies, organisational cultures and
socioeconomic groups. It can also intersect with other forms of inequality, including class, ethnicity, disability and
employment status.

5.2 Career interruptions and human capital

Human capital theory highlights the role of education, training and work experience in shaping productivity and earnings.
A career break may interrupt access to formal training, new technologies, professional networks and role-specific
experience. In fast-changing occupations, women returning after an extended absence may be concerned that their skills
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are no longer current. However, this perspective should not be interpreted as suggesting that caregiving periods are
unproductive or that women necessarily lose competence. The extent of any skills gap depends on the nature of the
occupation, the length of the break, opportunities for learning and the support available during re-entry.

5.3 Career re-entry and recruitment barriers

Women returning after a career break may encounter recruitment processes that prioritise continuous employment, recent
experience and immediate availability. Career gaps can invite questions that are not asked of applicants with
uninterrupted employment histories. Some women may accept lower-level positions, reduced pay or less secure
employment to regain access to the labour market. Returnship programmes, skills assessments and structured re-entry
pathways can help employers evaluate current capability rather than relying only on employment chronology.

5.4 Motherhood, workplace culture and career progression

Workplace culture can shape the career consequences of motherhood. Organisations that reward long hours, constant
availability and unrestricted mobility may disadvantage employees with substantial caregiving responsibilities. Mothers
may be overlooked for high-visibility projects or leadership tracks if managers assume that they are less committed or less
available. Such assumptions can operate even when an employee’s performance remains strong. Transparent performance
criteria and equitable access to developmental assignments are therefore important.

5.5 Work—family policies and organisational support

Maternity leave, parental leave, childcare support, flexible scheduling, remote or hybrid work where appropriate, phased
return and manager support can assist women in maintaining employment. However, policy availability alone is not
sufficient. Employees must feel safe using these arrangements without being penalised in performance assessments or
promotion decisions. Supportive supervisors, fair workload allocation and a culture that recognises caregiving
responsibilities across genders are essential.

5.6 Professional identity, confidence and networks

A career break may affect professional identity and confidence, particularly when women experience prolonged
separation from workplace networks or changing occupational practices. Re-entry can involve rebuilding professional
relationships, updating technical knowledge and renegotiating work—family arrangements. Mentoring, peer networks,
professional refresher courses and return-to-work communities can help women reconnect with their fields and recognise
the value of their prior experience.

6. Theoretical Foundation
6.1 Human Capital Theory

The contribution of education, training, and job experience to labor market outcomes and productivity is explained by
human capital theory. This study contributes to the explanation of how access to recent experience, training, and career
advancement may be impacted by disruptions in formal work. The framework also highlights the obligation of
organizations to offer learning opportunities that allow women to refresh their abilities following a sabbatical.

6.2 Role Congruity and Gender Role Perspectives

Role congruity approaches clarify how assessments of professional competence and leadership fit might be influenced by
gender and caregiving expectations. While professional roles may be created around an ideal worker with little obvious
caregiving duties, mothers may face presumptions that they are less available or devoted to their jobs. These presumptions
may have an impact on hiring, assignments, and advancement.

6.3 Work—Family Conflict Perspective

Work-family research looks at the potential competition for time, energy, and resources between the demands of work
and family responsibilities. One way to deal with these constraints is to take career pauses, especially in situations where
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flexible work schedules and reasonably priced care are unavailable. The viewpoint clarifies the significance of shared
caregiving arrangements and supportive organizational practices for women's career continuation.

7. Conceptual Framework

The proposed framework treats motherhood-related career breaks as the central experience and examines their
relationship with women’s professional growth. The relationship may be shaped by break duration, career stage, sector,
prior position, skills maintenance, family support and organisational practices. Career outcomes include promotion
opportunities, earnings progression, professional confidence, job quality and access to leadership.

Career-break factors Influencing factors Professional growth outcomes
. Reskilling access Career progression
Duration of break . 8 . prog
. . Flexible work Earnings growth
Reason for interruption . .
Managerial support Promotion access
Career stage at break . .
Mentoring and networks Professional confidence
Employment status before break e . »
Care responsibilities Leadership opportunities

8. Research Propositions
The following propositions are offered as directions for descriptive and future empirical investigation. They are not tested
findings.

1. Longer career breaks may be associated with greater difficulty in returning to comparable roles, particularly in
occupations with rapidly changing skill requirements.

2. Limited access to reskilling and professional networks may make career re-entry more challenging.

3. Supportive organisational policies and manager behaviour may be associated with more positive re-entry
experiences.

4. Perceived motherhood-related bias may influence women’s confidence in promotion and leadership
opportunities.

5. Flexible work arrangements that do not penalise career progression may support women’s continued professional
growth.

6. Shared caregiving responsibilities and inclusive parental policies may reduce the concentration of career
interruptions among women.

9. Research Methodology

9.1 Research design

A descriptive research design is proposed to document women’s experiences of career breaks and their perceptions of
subsequent professional growth. The study may use a structured questionnaire supported by a review of secondary
literature. A descriptive approach is suitable for identifying patterns, reported challenges and perceived support; it does
not by itself establish that a career break caused a particular career outcome.

9.2 Population and scope

Women who have either returned to paid employment or are currently looking to reenter the workforce after taking a
career break for childbirth, childcare, or associated caregiving duties may make up the target population. Education, IT,
banking, healthcare, manufacturing, retail, professional services, and public or private organizations are possible sources
of respondents. The eligibility requirements and career-break period should be specified in detail in the study.
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9.3 Sampling method and sample size

Women with relevant career-break experience may be found using purposeful sampling. To reach respondents who are
difficult to reach through official workplace routes, snowball sampling may be taken into consideration. The study's
geographic scope, available population, anticipated response rate, and planned analysis should all be taken into
consideration when determining the sample size prior to data collection. No sample size is assumed in this draft; the full
publication must describe the actual sample size and sampling technique.

9.4 Sources of data

A structured questionnaire can be used to gather primary data. Peer-reviewed journal publications, books, government
labor statistics, reports from international organizations, and pertinent policy documents are some sources of secondary
data.

9.5 Tools for analysis
e Frequency and percentage analysis to describe respondent profiles, career-break duration and re-entry status.
e Mean and standard deviation to summarise perceptions of workplace support, career confidence and progression.
e Cross-tabulation to compare experiences by sector, career-break duration, job level or employment type.
e Ranking analysis to identify the most frequently reported re-entry challenges.
e Where suitable, additional association tests may be used, with interpretations limited to the design and data
collected.

9.6 Ethical considerations

Participation should be voluntary and based on informed consent. Questions about family circumstances should be
respectful and limited to information necessary for the research. Respondents should not be required to disclose sensitive
personal details. Data should be anonymised, stored securely and reported in aggregate. Institutional ethics approval
should be obtained where required.

10. Suggested Questionnaire

Instructions: The questionnaire is intended for women who have experienced a career break related to motherhood or
caregiving. Please answer based on your own experience. For agreement statements, use: 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 =
Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly Agree.

Section A: Respondent profile
e Age group (optional)
e Highest educational qualification
e Industry/sector
e Current employment status (employed/self-employed/seeking work/not currently seeking work)
e Current or most recent designation
e Total work experience before career break
e Duration of career break
e Main reason for career break (childbirth/childcare/other caregiving/combined reasons/other)
e Current work arrangement (on-site/hybrid/remote/flexible/ not applicable)

Section B: Career break and re-entry experience
e [ found it difficult to explain my career break during recruitment or interviews.
e [ had to accept a role below my previous level when I returned to work.
e My career break affected my access to professional networks.
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e [ experienced difficulty updating my skills after returning to work.

Section C: Professional growth and career progression
e My career progression slowed after my career break.
e [ have equal access to promotion opportunities compared with colleagues with continuous employment histories.
e [ am considered for challenging assignments that support career development.
e My career break has affected my salary or earning potential.
e [ feel confident about pursuing leadership roles after returning to work.

Section D: Organisational support
e My organisation provided adequate support when I returned to work.
e Flexible work arrangements are available without negatively affecting career progression.
e My manager understands the challenges associated with returning after a career break.
e [ have access to training or refresher programmes relevant to my role.
e My organisation evaluates my current performance rather than making assumptions based on my career gap.

Section E: Professional confidence and future aspirations
e [ feel confident that my skills remain valuable in my profession.
e [ have clear opportunities for future career development.
e [ can balance my professional responsibilities with caregiving responsibilities with the support available to me.
e [ believe my career can progress at a pace comparable to my professional capabilities.
e [ would recommend my organisation as supportive of employees returning after caregiving breaks.

11. Discussion

The descriptive framework suggests that career breaks should not be viewed as isolated events. Their professional
consequences may depend on the conditions that led to the break, the duration of absence, the pace of change in the
employee’s occupation and the support available during re-entry. Women returning to highly dynamic fields may need
structured opportunities to refresh technical skills, while women in other sectors may place greater emphasis on
rebuilding professional networks or regaining access to career-development assignments.

The paper also highlights the importance of organisational interpretation. When employers treat a career gap as a sign of
lower commitment, women may be channelled into less visible or less developmental roles. By contrast, employers that
assess capability fairly, recognise prior experience and provide flexible re-entry arrangements can help prevent temporary
career interruptions from becoming persistent disadvantages.

A further consideration is that flexibility should not become a career trade-off. If employees who use flexible
arrangements are excluded from important projects or promotion pathways, the policy may support short-term work—
family management while reinforcing long-term inequality. Organisations should therefore evaluate whether flexible
work is accompanied by equal access to development, recognition and advancement.

12. HR and Managerial Implications
e Introduce structured return-to-work or returnship programmes with clear learning goals, mentoring and role
expectations.
e Provide refresher training and skills assessments that focus on current capability rather than the length of the
career gap.

e Use transparent recruitment and promotion criteria and avoid treating career breaks as automatic evidence of
reduced commitment.
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e  Offer flexible work arrangements, phased returns and predictable scheduling where operationally feasible.

e Ensure that employees using flexibility retain access to high-visibility projects, training and leadership
development.

e Train managers to recognise and challenge assumptions about mothers’ availability, ambition and professional
capability.

e Develop mentoring and peer-support networks for employees returning after career interruptions.

e Promote shared caregiving policies for all parents and caregivers, reducing the assumption that care is primarily
women’s responsibility.

e Track promotion, pay, training and retention outcomes for employees returning from career breaks, while
protecting privacy.

13. Limitations and Future Scope

This study does not report on finished fieldwork; rather, it is a descriptive research draft. It is necessary to validate and
test the suggested questionnaire and propositions. Recall bias, self-selection, and sectoral inequalities can all have an
impact on a cross-sectional survey. Career pauses can also happen for a variety of reasons, and motherhood shouldn't be
blamed for every disruption. Future studies might incorporate interviews with HR managers and returners, compare
women who returned to the same workplace with those who changed companies, and look at disparities by career-break
duration and occupational level. Career advancement over a number of years following re-entry could be examined using
longitudinal research.

14. Conclusion

Motherhood-related career breaks can have consequences that extend beyond the period away from paid employment.
Women may face challenges in re-entering the workforce, updating skills, rebuilding professional networks and accessing
promotion or leadership opportunities. These outcomes are not inevitable and should not be interpreted as evidence of
reduced capability. They are shaped by labour-market expectations, workplace culture, organisational policy and the
availability of support.

The motherhood penalty can be reduced when organisations recognise career breaks as a life-course experience rather
than a deficit. Fair recruitment, structured re-entry, relevant training, supportive management, flexible work without
career penalties and transparent advancement systems can help women sustain professional growth. A genuinely inclusive
workplace should ensure that caregiving responsibilities do not permanently limit an individual’s opportunity to
contribute, develop and lead. The proposed descriptive framework provides a basis for further empirical study and for HR
policy development aimed at equitable career continuity.
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