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About the Book


‘Smart and tactical . . . it gives you hope’ Stylist


‘Tobi's advice is practical without judgement (a rare skill!). This book is essential for anyone trying to blend a career and family, and navigating the challenges that come with it.’ Alex Stedman, The Frugality


‘Tobi's words warmly and confidently guide you through the journey of blending your career with your family, from the early discussions about embarking on parenthood, to progressing in your job. Woven through the experiences of others, along with her own, you'll find clear and practical expert advice to help you navigate the different challenges that arise. Tobi is clearly passionate about helping mothers aim for far more than surviving – she is on a mission to help us thrive.’ Anna Mathur


 


Forget the juggle, let’s start talking about the blend . . .


Whether you are a new mother, just thinking about it, or already trying to combine a career and children, working motherhood can sometimes seem like an impossible balancing act. That’s why Tobi Asare, founder of My Bump Pay, doesn’t talk about ‘the juggle’ or finding ‘balance’, but instead about The Blend.


In this book, Tobi shares her hard-won wisdom and advice on how to make working work for you, covering everything from the financial to the emotional aspects of working motherhood, and from preparing for maternity leave to returning with confidence. The Blend will help you set yourself up for success before the baby comes along, during the pregnancy and beyond.


With chapters focusing on navigating work while pregnant, freelancing, childcare, future babies and mum guilt, each section also has advice and career tips from successful women who are already making the best of the blend.









 


 


 


To my incredible parents, who have shown me through deep love and sacrifice how to show up for your family, navigate The Blend and chase your dreams.


To my husband: thank you for your unwavering support.


To my children: the world is your oyster!










Introduction


This book is for anyone ambitious. It’s for you if you are thinking about having a family at some point in your professional life. If you are a new mum. If you are already a mum and thinking about expanding your family. If you are a mum looking for inspiration as you navigate the working world, and are finding parts of it difficult. If you are thinking about what your professional life looks like beyond the early days of motherhood. If you had your kids years ago and want to continue to push ahead in your career. If you’re wondering how to break the glass ceiling. It’s for you if you are deciding between full-time employment and self-employment as a mum or mum-to-be. It’s for you if you are in a position of influence where you work, or you manage people who will at some point have children of their own. While it is written from the perspective of a woman, I would be delighted if men would read it too, to build an appreciation of the journey that many working mothers find themselves on, and to take the opportunity to implement change where possible.


This book is the book I was so desperately searching for back in 2017. This is not just about making it work or staying sane; this is about how to thrive, and how to set yourself up for success before the baby comes along, during the pregnancy and beyond. I start at the very beginning of the journey, from the moment that you think you might want a child, and start to wonder how the hell you are going to make it work and still have a fulfilling and successful career, and take you right through to the point when you might be considering a second or third child. I also explore the journey of women who are flying high in the most senior positions you can find in industry. Within the pages of this book, you will find a combination of the facts (don’t skip them, because they are really important), practical, real-life, tried-and-tested tips that work, my personal experiences, and the stories of inspiring women – and a very supportive dad – who share their words of wisdom regarding different stages of the journey. Everyone who has shared has done so as if they’re passing down refreshingly honest nuggets of wisdom to a sister or a best friend, because we all need knowledge to guide and help us find our way on this journey. Many of the people who have shared their stories have played really important roles in my own life, or are incredible individuals whom I really admire, so I thought it would be a powerful thing to give their voices a platform to inspire and encourage as many people as possible.


The biggest takeaway of my working motherhood journey is that there is no such thing as balance when it comes to work, life and family. In my eyes, it simply doesn’t exist when you look at your life through the lens of the different chapters that make up your story. You will see an eclectic body of work: in some of those chapters, the demands of parenting dominate your every waking moment, while in other chapters you are consumed by work, business or your career. The term ‘balance’ denotes a neatly apportioned load, where each side perfectly complements the other. It implies that we have equal amounts of work and life, which is rarely true in reality. What I have learned is that having a family and having a career never quite align with each other over the multiple seasons of life. So how about we call it the blend instead? There will be times when there is a bit more work in that blend, and times when there is a bit more life within the mix. If you are working towards a career goal, then the blend may consist of more work in favour of your ambitions, and there is nothing wrong with that at all. There will be seasons where you absolutely have to lean in and go for it, like when you’re starting a new role or going for a promotion. Conversely, there will be seasons where your family life takes priority, and that is more than okay.


The importance of breaking glass ceilings with a baby on the way and beyond


The facts speak for themselves. We still very much live in a man’s world, and in a professional setting, it is still hard for women to progress in the same way as their male counterparts – and even harder for women who are mums or mums-to-be. These challenges can be further compounded by issues around race, socio-economic status, disability, sexuality, neurodiversity and age. Although we are seeing change, I am one of the many people who feel this change is not happening fast enough.


In the UK, there are only six female CEOs of FTSE 100 companies, and globally, women hold fewer than 24% of senior roles, according to research from Catalyst, a global non-profit supported by many CEOs and leading companies with the aim of building workplaces that work for women. Yet different sources of data show that women in leadership have a profoundly positive impact on businesses. Research has shown that companies with more women in senior positions are more profitable and more socially responsible, and provide safer, higher-quality experiences for their clients and customers.1 In addition, there is a positive impact to the economy if household incomes reflect that both parents are being paid the fair market rate for their valuable skills.


Beyond the business reasons, it is the right thing to do to ensure that women, many of whom are mothers, have access to the same opportunities as men. As of 2019, three in four mothers with dependent children (75.1%) were in work in the UK, compared with 92.6% of fathers with dependent children.2 So what is happening to all the mums in the workplace? Well, almost three in ten mothers (28.5%) with a child aged fourteen years and under said they had reduced their working hours for childcare reasons. This was only true for one in twenty fathers (4.8%). For some women, reducing their hours or stopping work is the right choice for them and their family, but for others it’s a choice they’d rather not have to make, or would prefer to make on their own terms. It can hold women back from their true earning potential, and sometimes from pursuing dreams that are critically important to them.


One of the pieces of research that always spurs me on is from 2015. It shows that daughters whose mums worked are more likely to earn a higher wage, and sons whose mothers worked were more likely to spend time on family duties.3 So, it is valuable for the next generation to have examples of mums rising through the ranks. And now seems as good a time as any to help accelerate the rate of change to create a fairer world for women, both now and in the future.


While this book is packed full of practical advice, I deeply appreciate that you won’t be able to implement everything all at once, and you may not even be ready to implement any of it at all. And that is more than okay. As long as you start to understand that any narrative about working mums not being able to build successful careers is utter nonsense, and as long as you start to believe in yourself, then my job is done.


My story


I have been given this beautiful opportunity to write what I believe is a very important book for women. It’s an incredibly exciting moment for me, because in many ways I have experienced so much of what this book talks about (both the good and the bad). I have been through (and I am still going through) the many ups and downs of working motherhood. In some areas, I have fumbled my way through it, making ‘mistakes’, learning lessons for the better; in other areas, I have achieved some of things I’d always dreamed that I would do, irrespective of having children. I am taking thousands of women on the journey with me and being inspired by the courageous individuals I meet. I still have a long way to go, but the journey of helping to empower women and mothers who dare to dream has been one of the best things that has ever happened to me, and I will never take this opportunity for granted. I hope that in these pages you find your voice, and the courage to always pursue what is important to you.


This book is so important to me because right at the start of my working motherhood journey, I faced some surprising challenges from different individuals: negative comments and assumptions about my ability to perform at work because my personal life was changing. Those experiences hurt, because I knew how committed I was to always doing my very best in anything that I did, but in many ways, they were also the wake-up call that changed everything. These experiences began to fuel my obsession with understanding just how women are able to grow in their career regardless of their motherhood status. This obsession grew into a desire to share as much information as possible to help women who wished to be mums understand the journey ahead, in a way that was engaging, relatable and easy to understand. I made a quiet but fierce commitment to myself to somehow turn everything I’d experienced into something positive. I’m so grateful for my amazing friends, lots of whom had babies at a similar time to me. Through many conversations about our working experiences while pregnant, they inspired me to start something, and eventually to give My Bump Pay a go. My Bump Pay is an online platform that I started to help women navigate their career journey, life goals and motherhood. I created it to help women achieve their goals with a baby on the way and beyond.


I don’t think I have ever been as frank as that before. I’ve always left out my truth when telling the story of why I started My Bump Pay. But it would be remiss of me to write a book including the stories of so many inspirational people whom I admire and not share mine, because I know there are so many women who, at some point, have been doubted, treated differently or had the odds unfairly stacked against them because of a baby or the desire to have a baby. I’m all about arming women with the knowledge and confidence to go out there and kill it in their careers, while also taking on motherhood. If I can play a small part in helping ambitious women rise up the ranks and make the professional world a more equitable and fairer place to work for all, then this book has achieved its goal.


In the summer of 2018, I nervously sat down with a sheet of A3 paper and started drawing out what I wanted to create. At the time, it was just a website. The plan was that it would house tons of information to help women make vital choices about their careers. On the sheet of paper, I wrote words like childcare, reviews, family life, masterclass, giving back, maternity pay calculator, how do other women do it? I also sketched out a logo, which looked a lot like the logo I still have today. At this point, I had no idea how much of an impact this piece of paper would have on everything that was about to happen. It’s funny, because I actually forgot about my late-night scribbles until two years later, when I found that piece of paper again while going through some old notes. Initially, I wanted to share the maternity policies of organisations and what it was really like to work for them as a parent. So, on my birthday, instead of painting the town red, I started sending out a survey to women I knew to help me do just that. I was eager to hear the views of women who were in my target audience, and begged them to forward the survey on.


I hustled my way through connections via Facebook groups in order to get a working website built that would soon become known as MyBumpPay.com. It was tough making it all happen on maternity leave, but somehow I did it, and launched it to the world in October 2018 through a newsletter and an Instagram post. Fast forward to 2022, and the community has grown to over 20,000 people. Hundreds of women have taken a My Bump Pay masterclass, which gives them the exact tools they need to smash the glass ceiling with a baby on the way and beyond. The results have blown me away: women finding the confidence to ask for the promotion they know they deserve before going on maternity leave; women receiving worthy pay rises and finding their voices, celebrating their achievements and advocating for themselves. Some of these women have the most incredible stories and have overcome some real-life challenges, like relationship breakdowns, personal grief or discrimination, and I find inspiration in their stories every single day. In this time, I have grown a lot. I started out as someone who was quietly ambitious, probably to my own detriment, and whose confidence was upside down. I’ve also found my purpose through helping others; it’s helped me to evolve personally and professionally, and I now work at a large UK media agency and serve on the board. I’m not sharing this with you to brag. I’ve had many moments where I have struggled, battled imposter syndrome (something that still comes up), and almost given up on myself. But I want to encourage you, and show you that you can absolutely achieve the success that you dream of, too.










Chapter 1


Starting a family


The journey begins for so many of us with a number of questions. Questions like, do I want a family? Am I in the right relationship to start a family? When should I start a family? How will it impact my career? How long will it take me to fall pregnant? Will I be able to conceive naturally? What happens if I lose the baby or it takes me a long time to fall pregnant? Shall I adopt? How will work react? Will I lose my job if I have a baby? What if the person who covers my role takes my place and I have no role to come back to?


Women are faced with so many concerns when it comes to wanting a family as well as their career. Very often, we navigate these questions on our own and try to figure it all out with trepidation, little guidance and lots of confusion. Very few of us would bring up this topic of conversation with anyone at work, especially at this early stage. Yet all these questions lie at the crossroads between what we want for our professional lives and our personal lives. This chapter will start to unpack them, and help you decide when might be the right time for you to start a family, and what key things you will need to consider. We’ll also look at conceiving and work, and baby loss and work.


I always knew that I wanted to start a family; in many ways, it was a non-negotiable for me. My husband wanted children too, and we shared the dream of having little ones of our own. Continuing to build my career was another nonnegotiable in my life ambitions! I gave some thought to the timing, but I probably didn’t think through it all as much as I would have done if I’d had all the information I have now at my fingertips. That doesn’t necessarily mean I would have timed things any differently, but I certainly would have been way more informed as I headed into motherhood for the first time.


When should you start a family? What to consider when thinking about a baby and your career


I will start by saying that this is an incredibly personal decision, and also something that, timing-wise, we are never really in control of. No one but you can truly know when the right time is to start a family. I would encourage you not to just look at what others are doing around you when making your decision, as this is one of the biggest changes you will ever experience. I’m also incredibly aware that having a baby is rarely straightforward. The journey is full of ups and downs and emotional twists, all of which we will explore here. I’m hugely passionate about women going after what they want for themselves irrespective of having a baby, so whichever side of the baby coin you fall on, just know that building the life and the career you want is totally possible. You just have to be super intentional about building the life that you want for yourself, never take no for an answer, and believe in yourself even when things get tough. My hope is that the tips and the stories in this chapter can help you ask yourself some important questions that will allow you to arrive at the right decision for you.


So here is what the research says about starting a family and your career. I will warn you, it doesn’t paint the rosiest of pictures, but it would be seriously wrong of me not to share all the facts. A study carried out by the US National Bureau of Economic Research looked at the Danish population and found that when a woman has children, it can create a 20% gender pay gap over the long term.4 I know, you are probably reading that and thinking it’s incredibly unfair! It is! Another Danish study, which looked at data from 2016, said that the best time for women to have their first child is between the ages of thirty-one and thirty-four if they want to limit the impact it can have on their earnings and, tangentially, their careers. The thinking is that, at this age, you are slightly ahead in terms of your career, whereas if you have a baby at a younger age, you may have to forgo opportunities that can propel your career.5


In many ways, this makes sense. If you’re more established in your career when you add a family to your life, it means that you may be in a better place financially, you may feel more secure in your role and have a more solid career history behind you. All these things may be true. In other ways, though, having children earlier can also work out positively for one’s career. Some women agree that, yes, raising children and working is incredibly hard, but having children slightly younger gives you the benefit of more time on the other side; as your children grow more independent, you have space to focus on leaning in to your career. There are always outliers to the debate, and I include myself in this because I had my first child outside of the thirty-one to thirty-four age bracket. There are advantages and disadvantages at whatever stage you decide to start a family, and I think it comes down to making a deeply personal choice that you feel happy with, using all the knowledge that you can gather, so that you arrive at the conclusion that is best for you. In this book, we will walk together through experiences, tips and tricks to help you have every possible chance of success whatever your age.


I don’t believe in career ladders, because ladders imply a straightforward journey with equal steps. The reality is that our careers are full of wonderful and challenging twists, turns, pauses and side steps. So when thinking about your career and the timing of hopefully having a baby, I say: think about the big career milestones that you want to hit. For example, do you want to be a partner at a law firm, or become a non-executive director or head of a team? I would write down some of the attributes and skills you need in order to achieve those goals, in addition to a list of the people who can help you reach them. This will help you to understand some of what it may take to reach those milestones as you plan to start a family. It will also help you to identify points in your career that may be better suited for you in terms of starting a family. As you can see, I haven’t given you a definitive answer, and that is because the reality is there isn’t a perfect time to have a baby with respect to your career, because so much of it comes down to personal circumstances, including your chosen industry, your finances, your medical history and your route towards becoming a parent. There may be a natural point in your career journey where you feel more comfortable embarking on the baby journey, and that is a powerful and very personal choice.


My first child came at a time when I was responsible for a large team of forty people. The business I was in at the time had gone through a number of positive changes that I had spearheaded. I look back at my achievements before falling pregnant with my first child and I’m incredibly proud of everything I was able to accomplish at that time. I had led the business through a strong period of growth and had grown the team significantly.


However, I can honestly say a part of me was petrified that I might lose all the great momentum I had built up. Several questions constantly swirled around in my head. Would I lose my success capital? Would all my hard work be forgotten about? Was it the perfect time for my career? I didn’t have any of the answers to those questions at the time. But I did know that having a family was deeply important to me, and I was determined to somehow make it all work to the best of my ability or at least to give it my very best shot. What I was confident of was that I still had a burning desire to achieve more, even though I was about to go on maternity leave. I learned so much during that time, which I will of course unpack throughout this book. One of the most important lessons that stuck with me about being pregnant and working is that you have to fiercely and proactively go after what you want to achieve. Don’t leave it to chance.


The best way for you to still achieve your career milestones while growing your family is to be incredibly intentional about your career on your journey to motherhood and beyond. Lay as much of the groundwork as you can before starting a family, be mindful of what you can do while on maternity leave, and don’t be afraid to be laser-focused on what you want to achieve and what is best for your family when you return. I will unpack how exactly to be intentional in this way, and we will explore the strategies you can put in place to enhance your chances of success.


I am team ‘go for it’ – grow your career and your family at the time that feels right for you. Blend it, make it happen, don’t hold back! Don’t put your dreams of having a family on hold for too long, because I strongly believe that work is the stuff that happens during life, so you very much have to pursue your life ambitions wholeheartedly where possible, and never have any regrets in your personal life because of your professional life.


Discuss it with your partner


If you are having a baby with another person, they are a huge part of your career/parenthood journey that shouldn’t be overlooked. As you approach parenthood, it’s important to establish the value of working as a team, especially if both of you plan on being working parents. It’s so important because having a partner who is all in with you means that you can both support each other, and it also means that both individuals can continue with their careers and still play their part in raising children. In a team, different people contribute in different ways to help achieve a common goal, and it’s no different when two people are bringing a new life into the world. Your partner is the most important person in your support network, and you shouldn’t be afraid to openly discuss your ideas around being parents as well as your careers. If you are embarking on the parenthood journey alone, then you should be having this conversation with your support network. Before you start a family, discuss what is really important to you and your career ambitions, and how you can all work towards achieving your goals. How will you theoretically manage working towards big career moments with a family? Are there any non-negotiables – for example, do you want to work part-time? All of these points should be discussed well in advance. There is no way that you will see eye to eye on all these life-changing topics, but it’s critical to go into it having an early idea of where the other person is at, even if they change their mind at a later stage.


Are you financially ready to have a baby?


This isn’t about having thousands put aside in terms of savings. This is more about really understanding the financial impact of having a baby and really understanding your maternity pay policy. The moment you join a company, read their maternity policy inside out. I recommend everyone should do this, even if you are not sure about having children, for a few reasons. Firstly, there is a chance that you could be taken by surprise with a pregnancy, and so it is best to not be caught out. Secondly, you may be a line manager for someone (regardless of gender) who is having a child, so it would be super handy to know how the policies work. Thirdly, if you are planning for a little one, you need to know exactly how your policy works in relation to pay. I often recommend that women read it over several times and question anything they are unsure of. I have spoken to hundreds of women who haven’t read their company’s maternity policy in full, and then sadly realise that they don’t qualify for maternity pay when it’s too late – which can be an extremely stressful situation. Don’t worry; I’ll walk you through what happens if you don’t qualify for maternity pay in Chapter 2. Fourthly, make sure your partner knows what they are entitled to as well in terms of leave. More and more companies have incredibly progressive parental pay policies for partners, and it would be a shame not to factor this into the equation when thinking about finances.


Lastly, you should read any company handbooks or additional policies around paid leave, as they may contain bits of information that are crucial to your decision-making. For example, policies around annual leave can impact how you structure your maternity leave.


Do you need to have lots of money saved to have a baby?


The short answer is no. You don’t need to have tons saved to think about starting a family. I believe what is critical is being realistic about the big costs you could be facing along the way, especially when it comes to things like childcare, and also generally taking into consideration the fact that for a period of time, you will be on a reduced income.


Research from 2020 shows that it costs £152,747 for a couple to raise a child to the age of eighteen.6 But I can promise you that you don’t need to have all that money ready from day one. I think a good way to look at it is to think about it all in stages and not to get overwhelmed by the cost from the outset – otherwise you may never embark on having a family.


I can tell you now that when I had my little ones, we had some household savings. What did help me personally was knowing that during the pregnancy, I had some time to make a basic savings plan. I decided to put small amounts of money aside into another account, which I called my baby account, and this helped with some of the miscellaneous costs that can sometimes crop up during your maternity leave – for example, socialising with other parents. The second time around, I signed up to the app Plum, which helps automate your savings according to your savings goal, and this helped me massively.


You may have to make some changes to your lifestyle here and there, but having access to the right information will help you make prudent decisions when it comes to a family and finances. We will talk a lot more about money in Chapter 2.


Conceiving and work


The journey to getting pregnant is an incredibly private one, and so the phrase ‘conceiving and work’ can seem jarring because work is a more public territory. Very often, getting a better-paid maternity-pay package is linked to how long someone has been at a company, so naturally a lot of women have to think about conceiving in terms of how long they have been in a job.


I often get asked by women if they should move jobs while trying to conceive. I’m a huge believer that you should, where possible, make the choice to be in the organisation that is best for you, somewhere you are valued and where you can thrive. That sometimes means leaving a job and starting a new one, and on occasion the timings may not work out in your favour when it comes to maternity pay. It could be that you may not have been with a company long enough during your pregnancy to be eligible for maternity pay. That is a cost you personally have to weigh up. On the other hand, the impact of staying in a job that is detrimental to your wellbeing can have a profound negative impact on you in a number of ways, including the ability to conceive.


I think, where possible, it’s critical to share the stories of women who have had positive experiences moving jobs while pregnant, and the steps it has taken to get them there. If not, how will we create and stimulate more progressive conversations and show organisations that, when handled well, the outcome can be largely a positive one?




Words of wisdom from Sagina Shabaya


Sagina Shabaya shared her words of wisdom and experience of securing a new role while she was seven months pregnant. Sagina is the head of inclusion, diversity and belonging for EMEA in London, at a global advertising and marketing agency. She is also the founder of 60 Min Career Coach, and has helped me navigate some important career moments.


I was seven months pregnant when I was headhunted for a fantastic role, right in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. Virtual interviewing turned out to be a real equaliser because just my head was in view. I didn’t have the experience of walking into an interview room feeling judged, and I got the job based entirely on merit.


If you get a new role when you’re pregnant, it’s important to think about when you will disclose your pregnancy. Personally, I would never want to start working for an organisation or business without being honest or truthful, because that’s one of my values. During my interview process, once I knew I really wanted the role and I understood what was on offer, I discussed my situation with my prospective employer before signing the contract. I was forthcoming and let them know that I would totally understand if it didn’t work for the business, but I really wanted to work for them, and I got the job on merit. It was really nerve-racking, having to have that conversation, and in all honesty the cynic in me came out, and I just didn’t think they were going to say yes. They came back with a response that just blew my mind. They said yes, of course, and were incredibly keen to discuss how we could make this work and what I needed to make it happen.


It is important to pick the right moment to share the news about your pregnancy, but hopefully once you have had the conversation, it’s about planning ahead. You’re in a powerful position to have a say in the plan – you can work to find someone to cover your maternity leave, for example. You could even use it as an opportunity to promote people internally. I was able to shape my maternity cover and have my role split between two people internally who were keen to get additional experience in other areas of the business. These two people were able to take six months from their roles to upskill in a new part of the business and cover my role. My whole experience made me want to shout about it a bit more, so I wrote a piece for my industry publication and got great responses. In many ways I am an anomaly, but it is important for other women and businesses to see that it is possible to make it work.


Having a baby is not the end. As women, we’ve got to start seeing and believing that. It’s also important to have the confidence and self-belief. You have amassed the skills that you have amassed; your CV is incredible. You know the role that you’re currently doing before you go off to have this baby, you’ve got that role on merit, and you have been delivering. It’s about all the achievements that you’ve had to date. So, when you have this pause moment, see it as time to bond with your family and enjoy it – because that time goes really quickly, it’s not that long, and you’ll soon go back to work. There can be drastic changes in an organisation, but in many ways, you will still go back to many of the same issues – just a different day!





Infertility, baby loss and work


This is an incredibly sensitive topic, so if you find it triggering please do feel free to skip it. If you have reached this part of the book and you are thinking that this may not apply to you, I would encourage you to please read on, because you never know when you could be working with or managing someone going through baby loss.


One in seven couples may face difficulty conceiving,7 and one in four women will experience baby loss.8 It’s staggering, it’s heartbreaking, and yet it is the reality for so many. It really saddens me that it can be such an isolating time, and even more so when you are trying to manage your work life as well. So many women battling with this intensely difficult time find it complicated by the fact that they may not want work to know what they are going through for fear of being treated differently because they are trying to start a family.


I wish this was spoken about more openly in companies when thinking about employee health and wellbeing. The sad fact is that the majority of company policies are built around those who become pregnant successfully. As women, we know from our own experiences or those of friends and family that the journey can be complicated, and for many it can be a silent and painful one. Being the person to openly have that conversation at work can be incredibly challenging, and of course there is that deep-rooted fear that if people are aware you want to have a baby in the near future, then you will be treated differently and perhaps not have access to the same opportunities as those who aren’t open about their desire to start a family. The data supports this. A survey from Fertility Network UK shows that 50% of women don’t openly talk about their fertility treatment to their employer out of fear that the employer wouldn’t take them seriously, and over 40% because of concerns about its negative impact on their career prospects.9


I’m going to share a few thoughts on how to help navigate baby loss and the fertility journey at work, as well as some words of wisdom from some incredible women who have been on this journey, and whom I admire greatly.




Tips to help with baby loss and work


1. Understand the current law


The current law differs based on the circumstances, so as hard as it is, it is important to understand the difference between a miscarriage and stillbirth.


Miscarriage: the spontaneous loss of pregnancy before twenty-four weeks of gestation.


Stillbirth: the loss of a baby after twenty-four weeks, before or during birth.


In the horrible circumstance of a miscarriage, under the current law, you won’t be able to take maternity leave or be eligible for maternity pay. You can take sick leave, so if you need more than seven days off, it’s a good idea to speak to your GP, and they can certify you the time that you need off for pregnancy-related illness.


If you were to tragically experience a stillbirth, you or your partner will be able to take maternity or paternity leave as long as you would normally qualify for leave. The same also applies to maternity or paternity pay.


Following a stillbirth, you would still have all the normal rights that someone on maternity leave would have.


I think the law doesn’t quite cover the extent of how much the loss of a child can impact someone, directly or indirectly, in their career/working life. So it is great to see some companies go further than the law to support those impacted by loss. This is why I really encourage people to check what their own company policy says in this area.


2. Check what your policy says regarding baby loss


Channel 4 was one of the very first employers to implement a policy dedicated to pregnancy loss. This covered all types of loss, including miscarriage, stillbirth and abortion. In addition, it covers men and women who have been directly or indirectly affected. For example, they offer a minimum of two weeks’ full pay for all kinds of loss. The broadcaster very much paved the way for other employers to follow suit. Slowly but surely, employers are starting to take note and are introducing such policies into their contracts.


It is certainly worth checking to see if your company has adopted a similar stance. Even if they haven’t, I wouldn’t be afraid to open up the conversation about introducing such a policy, especially if your organisation sees themselves as progressive, fair and supportive of diversity.


3. Consider a phased return


This may not be something your employer offers, but it is definitely worth having a discussion about it if you feel that you would benefit from easing yourself back into work. As an example, you could start off working three days a week, then gradually work your way back to five days a week.


4. Turn your camera off during virtual meetings


You may find it easier at first to be a part of virtual meetings with your camera off. This can help meetings seem less daunting, so they’re a bit easier to take part in if you want to and feel up to it.


5. Be in control of how you want to share your experience with your colleagues


It is more than okay to choose if and how you would like to communicate your experience with your colleagues. You could decide to meet or speak to a few select colleagues before heading back to work if that would make you feel more comfortable. Equally, you could decide that you don’t wish to talk about it. You can totally set your boundaries around communication however you see fit.


6. Practise self-care


Looking after yourself is one of the best things you can do. Dealing with loss can really take its toll, and so you do not need anyone’s permission to look after yourself. Spend time doing the things that make you feel good, and do not feel any pressure to do things that you find difficult or upsetting. Don’t be afraid to ask your loved ones to help you enforce boundaries. At work, you may want to consider having a conversation with your line manager to agree what boundaries you need in place as you ease back into work, and to ask for their help enforcing those boundaries.


7. Surround yourself with good people


If you have a parent and carer support group at work, they may just be a brilliant source of support for you.


Spending time with a trained therapist can also be beneficial. Lots of companies have an employee-assistance programme as part of their benefits, and you may find making use of the service incredibly helpful.


8. Partners


Even if you are not the one who has directly experienced the loss of a baby, it doesn’t mean that you are not equally impacted. You will also be experiencing a grieving process of your own, and in many cases you’ll be the first person to go back to work, which can be incredibly tough. My advice is to consider how you may want to implement any of the tips in this section to help you ease back into work. You will also need your own coping mechanisms and support network to help you adjust to this incredibly difficult time.





If you are a line manager or a friend of someone experiencing baby loss


Be kind, be supportive, be empathetic. Remember this individual did not choose to be in this position and so empathy will go an incredibly long way.


Acknowledging their loss can really help; it shows that you are aware of and sensitive to their situation. Asking how they are doing is extremely powerful, but don’t push a full-blown conversation about what happened. Be open to the fact that they may not want to talk about it. Asking after their wellbeing is the kind thing to do.


What NOT to say


Some phrases can be really triggering, even though you may be searching for something kind to say. The following phrases are statements that people may find upsetting, so try not to make them.


‘Everything happens for a reason.’


‘You can always try for another one.’


‘At least you weren’t too far along.’


‘At least you can get pregnant.’


Charities


There are some tremendous organisations doing incredible work in this space. Do look them up if you need further support.


•    The Miscarriage Association


•    Tommy’s


•    Sands


•    Teddy’s Wish


•    Saying Goodbye


Fertility treatment and work


The number of women going through fertility treatment is on the rise, especially with more and more women delaying starting a family. One of the reasons for this is that we’re spending more time building careers that require us to work long hours, or studying to improve our career outcomes. In addition, many of us are probably all too familiar with that children-versus-career conundrum, where we feel that we have to pursue a career to a certain level before introducing the idea of having children. Other reasons include not being ready, or not meeting the right person until a certain point in time. All of this means that women are having children later on in life, and when you combine this with the female biological clock, time is, frustratingly, not on our side. Most of us are incredibly aware that after thirty-five, our fertility declines. Plenty of women go on to have successful pregnancies beyond thirty-five, so it is not a total picture of doom and gloom. What it does mean is that as more and more women have children later, more women end up having fertility treatment to help them on their journey.


Fertility treatment is a huge undertaking that can really impact so many areas of your life, from finances to emotional wellbeing, relationships and work. So it’s only right to address how to navigate fertility treatment and the workplace. There are so many different layers to this journey, but I hope this section helps you feel more informed if you need fertility treatment or have to support someone going through it.


Should you let work know about your fertility treatment?


You do not have to feel pressured to tell your employer that you are going through fertility treatment. It is a very personal decision. If you choose to, it might be a good idea to follow up any conversation you have in writing, documenting that you have let them know about upcoming fertility treatment and outlining any plans that you may have discussed with your employer.



How to manage fertility appointments and work


The law doesn’t give you the right to time off for fertility treatment as it does for pregnancy-related appointments. Fertility treatment appointments should be treated in the same way as any other medical appointments.


When you know you have a few appointments coming up, I would make sure that expectations around what you need to deliver are incredibly clear between you and your manager. That way, you can focus on those deliverables, which will help you meet those expectations and manage good performance. If at any point you feel that you might struggle to meet those deliverables, flag any issues as early as you can. When flagging potential issues, I would have a few alternatives or solutions to suggest, if possible. For example, it may be that you can deliver, but you will need to work staggered hours for a period of time while you have your appointments.


This may also be a time when you will want to focus just on your main deliverables and step back from any other extracurricular responsibilities, so that you can save your energy for the journey ahead of you.


Check to see whether your company has a policy around fertility treatment


Your company may have a policy in place around fertility treatments. More and more companies are offering this as part of their benefits package, which is amazing, and I hope even more companies adopt this approach in future. In the UK, companies like Clifford Chance, LinkedIn, Goldman Sachs, NatWest and Cooley have a policy of helping their employees with the cost of fertility treatments, to as much as £45,000. Your company’s policy may also address this topic, and may outline additional support for anyone going through this process.


Support


It’s more than okay to lean more on whatever support you have in place while you’re on this journey. This could be your family, friends, colleagues, mentor or coach. Any kind of fertility journey can be extremely difficult, and you may need your support network more than ever before. I truly believe that no woman was made an island. In good times and in bad times, we need our support networks. Jaz Rabadia, a lady whom I know and deeply respect, talked to me about her experiences with loss, IVF and infertility, and the importance of having support around her.




Words of wisdom from Jaz Rabadia


Jaz Rabadia MBE is a senior executive within the STEM industry. In 2015, her brilliant hard work was recognised and she was awarded the status of Member of the Order of the British Empire for services to the energy industry and promoting diversity in STEM. Jaz shares her words of wisdom for anyone facing infertility struggles and navigating work.


While I am now a proud mother of a beautiful son conceived through IVF and a daughter conceived after multiple losses, I reflect on what I’ve learned on this journey of heartache, hope and self-discovery.


Regardless of how common infertility is, there is still a social stigma attached to the subject. In the South Asian community, this is amplified. It’s for this reason I have been sharing my experiences to help shine a light on a subject that secretly affects so many of us. When experiencing infertility or loss, although you might feel that you are alone, my biggest learning from the entire process is that I was anything but alone. Actually, I’ve found that talking more openly about any challenge or struggle that you’re facing, and sharing your story with others, is one of the most powerful things you can do. I found that in sharing the story of my challenging journey to motherhood, I have opened the door for other people like me to have the confidence to share theirs.


Struggling to conceive and coping with loss was very physically, mentally and emotionally draining. I couldn’t face talking about it with people, mainly because I couldn’t face them talking about me. But as I shared my story, I realised there was a whole community of infertility and IVF warriors that could relate to my experiences. They provided more comfort and strength to me than they will ever know.


When I wasn’t up to talking, I would write things down. This became my therapy, helping me to celebrate the highs and cope with the lows. I think the best way for infertility to become less taboo is for more people to talk about their experiences so that we can learn from, understand and connect with one another. It is the most powerful tool available to us: we must normalise the subject, and that will help to make it easier for those who might undergo similar experiences in the future.


In my experience of managing IVF and work, I found that with IVF, timing is everything. The process has little appreciation for working mums, their schedules, or their prior commitments. This became quite a challenge to manage. I would always try to use my IVF calendar to plan work and meetings around my treatment.


Assisted conception is a very private process, but it can be hard to keep to yourself because of the physical and emotional toll it can take, as well as the practical considerations that need to be made, such as taking time off work to attend appointments. I remember psyching myself up for what I thought would be a difficult conversation with my manager. I thought that if I let slip that I was trying to build a family, I would be showing weakness, that perhaps they would think I wasn’t as committed to my career as my counterparts, or that I didn’t deserve that pay rise or promotion. Even though I knew my work environment wasn’t like that, it didn’t stop the doubts racing through my mind.


The conversation with my manager was fairly matter-of-fact. I explained to him that I had a series of upcoming hospital appointments, but I planned to make up the time I was absent from the office. I didn’t ask for permission; I was frank about needing time off and offered a solution. My manager understood that something was happening that I wasn’t comfortable talking about, but he was still supportive in giving me the time that I needed.


I think it helped that I am a senior manager in the business and that my time in the office was quite fluid. I can see how this could be quite challenging if you are more junior and perhaps in a fixed office-based role. But my advice to those in this situation is to be as honest as you can be.


My treatment required me to have days away from the business and time off at short notice. Thankfully, my employers were flexible and value employee wellbeing. Because of the conversation I had with my manager, I didn’t feel guilty about taking this time, nor did it add to all the other stress my body and mind were going through. It made a world of difference. I also had a confidant at work, who helped me to endure the whole journey. Just being able to air my thoughts and emotions on a walk at lunchtime was a massive help.


When it comes to baby loss at work, I think a lot more is being done in this space, and there is a lot more conversation around how we make the workplace a safe space to talk about these types of topics. In the last six years, since my infertility challenges began, I have seen many more steps being taken to address supporting individuals in the workplace. It’s great to now see initiatives such as miscarriage leave, formal fertility policies and infertility employee communities starting to emerge.


There were dark times in this journey, when I was doubting how I would get through the days and weeks, whether I had the energy or the fight within me. But prayer, faith and friendship helped me to build my emotional resilience and find the strength to make it through. My infertility has truly shaped the woman I am today; I am stronger, braver, and more thankful than I ever imagined possible.







Words of wisdom from Pippa Vosper


It’s so important to talk honestly and openly about loss, as well as how one finds their way back to work after it, and I’m so grateful that Pippa shared her words of wisdom on this. After three years of trying to conceive naturally, Pippa and her husband decided to explore IVF. After a successful round, Pippa tragically lost her son Axel in 2017 when she was five months pregnant. She has written about baby loss online and in a series of pieces for British Vogue, and she is also the author of Beyond Grief, a much-needed book that covers every aspect of pregnancy and baby loss, from the practical to the emotional. It offers both an inclusive perspective and a guiding hand to anyone experiencing a loss of their own, as well as those who are trying to support them through it.


The workplace can be a challenging space following a pregnancy loss. If you experience an early loss, you may not have announced your pregnancy to colleagues, so your absence and distraction can be misunderstood or viewed negatively. You might not know your colleagues well enough to want to explain your very private news. If you had announced your pregnancy, a work environment can be a potential minefield of awkward or upsetting moments. Many people don’t know the right thing to say and comments may come across as insensitive. Most companies are ill-prepared to support employees through pregnancy loss or fertility challenges; it is not an area that is greatly understood, and is often seen as an experience to be ‘got over’ in a short space of time. Currently, there is no statutory paid leave in the UK for pregnancy loss, so the options are to hope for a compassionate boss, take holiday dates or take unpaid leave. Employees in the UK are only entitled to paid bereavement leave following a stillbirth, which is classified as a loss after twenty-four weeks of pregnancy. In the past couple of years, several leading UK companies have announced their paid miscarriage leave policies, which reflects the need to acknowledge that these life events have a significant impact on women and men in the workplace. My hope is that more follow suit soon.


Self-employment is another, equally difficult, situation to be in when you experience pregnancy loss. I had just opened a new store, and returned to work only five days after I lost a five-month pregnancy, which looking back was insanity. I felt like I couldn’t leave my lovely assistant at the time, because I knew the success of the business laid heavily on my shoulders. Sales figures were four times higher when I was there. In many cases, the personal expectation from those who have experienced pregnancy loss is that you just have to get on with it, which is very much how I felt. And it doesn’t matter what stage you were in your pregnancy, it’s all very traumatic. Five years on, going back to work so soon still feels like an inconceivable part of my journey, but at the time I felt I needed to do that. When you’re self-employed, you need to work to make money, but your life has been deeply affected by this traumatic experience, and the last thing you want to do is put on a brave face and continue with your pre-loss work schedule.


Sadly, with early loss, many people seem to think it’s not that traumatic or significant, and don’t think of what could have gone before that – which, for example, could have been ten years of trying to conceive and eight previous losses of longed-for pregnancies. People in that position often get responses such as, ‘At least it was early,’ or ‘You’re so strong, I’m sure you’ll feel better soon,’ all of which are deeply unhelpful comments. So, there are all these considerations to take into account as you try to find your way back to work. Considerations also need to be made for those who have colleagues living through loss or fertility challenges. It would be hugely beneficial if training for managers and HR departments included how to best support employees through pregnancy loss or fertility treatments.


My final word of wisdom to anyone who may be going through baby loss, especially if it is at an early stage, is that it’s your decision and choice around how much you share. Whether you say you are ill, or that you’ve had a bereavement, you don’t have to explain yourself. You can talk about experiencing a bereavement without giving details. Take the hospital appointments that you need and the necessary time off. It can be hard to share such personal news with others, but I feel in many ways, honesty is the best policy. It’s totally okay that not everyone would feel comfortable with that, but to be honest about the raw realities of it means others will hopefully understand just how much pregnancy loss can affect people, both physically and mentally.
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