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Professional working women face
workplace conflicts out of the com-
bined effect of social expectations,
pressures and career role aspira-
tions. This study focuses on a par-
ticular stage in women’s career con-
tinuity – entry into motherhood roles
in their early careers which creates
attendant dilemmas and anxieties
due to organizational-managerial
dispositions and biases. A grounded
qualitative research approach was
adopted and in-depth conversa-
tional, unstructured interviews were
conducted with eight professional
women subjects holding managerial
positions using the snowball tech-
nique. The subjects and the geog-
raphies have been held anonymous
to protect sources. Five frames rep-
resenting the work role-motherhood
role dynamics at the workplace
emerged from the study which can
become the basis for sensitizing or-
ganizations on this issue.

Introduction & Literature
ReviewProfessional working women faceworkplace conflicts arising out of thecombined effect of social expectations,pressures and career role aspirations(Kelan, 2009). Many dimensions ofthis problem have been examined (Paset al (2011) and the findings suggestthat the experiences of women atwork are determined by gender con-structions and conflicts (Garey, 1999)which in turn have a bearing on ca-reer continuities and curtailments(Cleveland, Stockdale & Murphy,1999; Desai, 1999; Gulati, 1999;Kanter, 1977).This study focuses on a particularstage in the evolution of women’s ca-reer continuity – entry into motherhoodroles in their early careers which cre-ates attendant dilemmas and anxietiesdue to organizational-managerial dis-positions and biases. Again it must beemphasized here that there is a dan-ger of bias even in discussing issueslike work roles and motherhood roles,because such studies reûect “culturalbiases that indicate: (a) mothering is a
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barrier to paid work and (b) having a(paid) job is more valuable and desirablethan staying at home.” (Fung & Heppner,2015:253-54). This study is sensitive tothis bias and it must be clarified that thefocus in this study is not to reinforce thisbias but to evaluate critically how thesebiases play out in the lives of ordinaryworking mothers in balancing work aswell as motherhood roles and responsi-bilities.It is this early motherhood stage,which Fursman (2002a; 2002b) hastermed as the “expecting labor” stagethat this study seeks to explore througha grounded exploration into the lived ex-periences of professional workingwomen. Even on this issue, there are pre-vious studies like the effects of havingchildren on work roles (Van Wel & Knijn,2006; Vlasblom  & Schippers, 2006), theconflict between domestic unpaid carework and professional wage work(Crompton, Brockmann & Lyonette,2005); attitudes of others at work regard-ing motherhood and stigmas associatedwith women who along with mother rolesaspire to pursue work and careers(Himmelweit & Sigala, 2004; Marks &Houston, 2002; Nordenmark, 2002) andemployers’ attitudes toward workingmothers (e.g. Lewis, 2001; Stone, 2007).Social identities evolve from early child-hood socialization (Chugh & Sahgal,2007) which serves the function of ori-enting the girl child to the discriminatoryhierarchical power relations that placemen as privileged in both social and workspaces (Swaminathan, 2008). This alsoreinforces the woman’s role as motherand home maker with less emphasis on

career aspirations (Mehta & Kapadia,2008). Thus, male dominant social spacesconstruct mothering role demands ascontra indicated with work role demandsand expectations (Arendell, 2000) andpoint towards work-family tensions dueto conflicting social space and workspace roles demands (Arendell, 2000;Beets et al, 2007; Marks & Houston,2002).Male dominant social spaces con-struct mothering role demands as contraindicated with work role demands andexpectations.However, what is constant acrossstudies is the socially constructed mean-ings assigned by patriarchal social ar-rangements to work role aspirationswhen working women enter the moth-erhood stage (Parikh & Garg, 1989).Such pressures are experienced moreby women in professional roles as moth-ering roles are perceived as barriers infulfilling organizational expectations(Ghadially, 2007). As a result, manywomen are unable to achieve work roleaspirations thus compromising the pur-suit of careers (Ely & Rhode, 2010). Astudy in the German context has sug-gested that, “German women who haveaccumulated more years of educationand longer work experience at the timeof marriage delay motherhood more. Onthe other hand, women with higher la-bor income and a higher contribution tohousehold income delay motherhoodless”(Gordo, 2009:57). And these issuesare acute in the early stages of mother-hood when they are expecting (Mainiero& Sullivan, 2006; Fursman, 2002a;
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2002b) leading to current withdrawalfrom formal employment while also fac-ing the prospect of reduced opportuni-ties on re-entry at higher managementlevels (Mazumdar, 1999; Mehta &Kapadia, 2008). An extract of an inter-view from a Korean study could nothave described the problem better, “Iwas going to keep my job [after mar-riage], but I was asked to move to atrivial position. I told them: Why do mar-ried women receive this unfair treat-ment? I can work exactly the same asbefore I  married.  Getting marrieddoesn’t mean I can’t work. I want tokeep my position.” So they sent me to avery difficult department. I couldn’t bearit. It was so tough. I was pregnant, andthe work was difficult. I couldn’t getover it, and finally I submitted a letterof resignation.” (Jung & Heppner,2015:257)The motherhood choice is a matterof social, cultural and political choiceof a woman but it comes with twin so-cially reproduced stigmas –first, atwork where mother ing roles  of  awoman are seen as incompatible withtheir working identity (Marks & Hous-ton, 2002); and second, on the socialidentity front when women delay mar-riage to pursue careers or when theycontinue working even after enteringmotherhood (Mazumdar, 1999). How-ever, problems emerge when social rolepressures come into direct conflict withcontractually defined work role expec-tations, (Vijayanthi, 2002) especially interms of time allocation and priorities(Johnston & Swanson, 2006).Thisstruggle is experienced more by women

in professional roles who give priorityto professional work to attain a posi-tion of significance at work (Marshall,Godfrey & Renfre, 2007). This is so,as Thapan (2001) has concluded, edu-cated urban working women experi-ence that their own work aspirationsand opportunities are often in directconflict with pre-existing social struc-tures within which the motherhood roleholds a central  place (Krishnaraj ,2008).The motherhood phase bringschanges both at the personal and fam-ily levels which in turn eventually in-f luence  work ro le  performance(Hakim, 2002; Pixey, 2008; Stone &Lovejoy, 2004).
Method of StudyIn this study, the researchers at-tempted to explore work role construc-tions and conflicts in early motherhoodexperiences in workplace interactions ofprofessional working women through agrounded qualitative research approach(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1994; vanManen, 1998). In-depth interviews wereconducted with eight professional womensubjects holding managerial positions inorganizations using the snowball tech-nique (Patton, 2002). The data for thestudy was collected through conversa-tional unstructured interviews with anindicative interview guide as suggested

The motherhood phase brings
changes both at the personal and
family levels which in turn even-
tually influence work role perfor-
mance.
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by van Manen (1998). All the precautionsrequired for examining human subjectsaccording to the best practices, protocolsand principles as applicable were adheredto strictly. The subjects and the geogra-phies have been held anonymous to themaximum extent feasible to protectsources.The subjects at the time of interviewswere either expecting or had becomemothers in the last 1-2 years only andhad experienced both pre-delivery andpost-delivery stages of motherhood. Somewomen in the post-delivery stage werealso included in this study since it hasbeen observed that women face difficul-ties in managing child care and workroles in the initial one to two years ofmotherhood even if they have spousal,

family and organizational support. Someof the women respondents at the time ofinterviews were still on maternity leaveor had just resumed work.  Taking a tar-geted approach provided the research-ers opportunities also to capture the ex-periences related to re-entry to work af-ter maternity leave (Hakim, 2002). Keyissues discussed during interviews wererelated to factors that guided their deci-sions to start a family while pursuing acareer, general orientations of their or-ganization towards women employeesespecially those in the motherhood phase,the support given by the organization towomen employees in this stage and work-place experiences during the motherhoodphase. A brief profile of the subjects  andthe analysis, interpretation and findingsare presented here (Table 1).
Table 1 Profile of the Participants Interviewed

S.No Pseudo- Age State of mother- Qualification Role/Industry Family Struc-nym hood at the time ture duringof interview child birth –Joint/Nuclear1 A 27 1 year old MA HR/ Nucleardaughter (Psychology) Pharmaceutical2 B 25 Expecting MSc HR/Information Joint(Labour Relations) Technology3 C 24 6 months MBA (Finance) Credit cards Jointold daughter (Banking)4 D 25 3 months old MBA Sales Manager Nuclearson (Marketing) (Electronics)5 E 27 1.5 year old son M Tech  (Civil) Deputy Manager Joint(PWD)6 F 24 Expecting MBA (Marketing) Product Manager Nuclear(Pharmaceutical)7 G 28 Expecting MBA (IT) Banking Nuclear withher parentssupport8 H 24 2 months B Tech (IT) Project In Nuclear withold daughter charge/ her parentsSoftware support
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Experiential NarrativeThe general environment in an orga-nization, as observed by one of the sub-jects of this study, is the stated and un-stated orientation of peers as well asmanagers to the issue of entry into moth-erhood which induces a numbing effectin exercising the freedom to choose moth-erhood with career continuity. “I wasmore worried as I have seen how in myorganization pregnant women are gener-ally seen ……doubts are raised abouttheir ability to work in the future. Theteam heads start preparations to findsomeone as replacements and this isdone even when there is time for an ex-pecting mother to go on leave. Slowlytheir involvement is reducedpurposely……Knowing all this happens,I was under immense pressure when we[she and her husband] were deciding tostart a family as I never wanted to losethat position and status in my organiza-tion where all those who were with mewill grow and I will only lose.” (H).The experience of seeing womencolleagues, who have disclosed preg-nancy being written off as no longer ca-pable of contributing when the oppositeis true, is unnerving to say the least. Itwas even more disturbing to see thatquestions were raised even about the in-tention to return to work and ability toperform in the distant post-delivery fu-ture. Right before their eyes they see theirwomen colleagues being taken off fromtheir regular duties “purposely”. The un-derlying message is clear – pregnancy isperceived as a performance eroding statefor a woman without reference to the

actual reality of past performance aswell as current performance capacityand future potential to contribute to theorganization. Adding insult to injury, evenas the colleague is still active and longbefore the date of going on maternityleave has arrived, recruitment for a re-placement gets initiated, deepening thesense of being a non-performing liabilitycombined with a sense of being left be-hind. This statement clearly indicates thatthe sense of loss is linked to the loss of“position and status” – which goesagainst the perception of others that theworking woman on the verge of mother-hood is a liability. On the contrary, thereis a strong sense of one’s own capabilityand a certain drive not only to work butalso continue working. The sense of lossis also over the sheer lack of fairness inthat this aspiration does not seem to havea place in the way the organization looksat her situation and ultimately seems tobe resulting in a situation   where “allthose who were with me will grow and Iwill only lose”.

The sense of loss is linked to the
loss of “position and status” –
which goes against the perception
of others that the working woman
on the verge of motherhood is a
liability.

The “assertive” formula for a womanin her workspace role is to be able to be“one among the boys” and do “whateverboys in the team can”. “I was workinglike crazy from the time I started my ca-reer as a product manager in my com-pany which required me to work7 days a
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week for 12-14 hours daily. For this crazyworking style I got a lot of appreciationand recognition too and for this I also al-ways tried to be “one among the boys”.I have always shown that I can do what-ever boys in the team can, I travelled al-most 20-25 days a month and got appre-ciated for this too but all this was till thetime I was working “as one among theboy’s….but I knew that it cannot go onthis way if we [she and her husband] hada baby as traveling will become an is-sue. So both my husband and I mutuallydecided to postpone our family decisionfor the sake of my career.” (F). Thistranslated, in her words, into a workingstyle which involved working 7 days aweek, 12-14 hours per day coupled with20-25 days travel. While “this crazyworking style” got “a lot of appreciationand recognition too” from management,any change in the working style on ac-count of motherhood “would become anissue”.”The “motherhood zone” and the“one among the boys” zone seem to con-front the passionately committed work-ing women professional as a zero sumgame.Even an alleged mistake made by awoman deputy engineer while preparinga technical report based on informationprovided to her by other team membersincurred the wrath of her supervisingmanager. “I am a deputy engineer andhave to prepare tender contract reportsbased on the information passed on to meby the project requisition teams. One daywhen I was in the second trimester ofpregnancy, I was to prepare a similar suchreport. I asked for complete informationfrom the project requisition teams as I was

on leave due to my bad health the weekbefore it. Based on the data provided tome I prepared the report. However, latera problem was found out in my report bymy boss related to some figures. My bosscreated a scene and asked me to sit downat home if I am unable to do work prop-erly due to pregnancy problems.  I wasreally shocked and wondered whether itwas my mistake …….” (E) Even an er-ror made by the engineer is attributed toher state of pregnancy with causality be-ing linked to her physical condition withthe not so subtle hint that her error prone-ness renders her unfit to come to workand that she would be better off stayingback home.Organizations profess a great dealabout the merits of team working and yetwhen it comes to supporting a womancolleague who was advised one month’sbed rest due to health issues during herfirst trimester, the supervising managerbares his fangs as he lashes out at thiswoman team member. In her own words,“There are so many problems that awoman goes through during pregnancy,isn’t it the responsibility of an organiza-tion to help employees who have workedreally hard for them in their hour of need?In my first trimester my health was re-ally critical and I was asked to have atleast one month’s bed rest, only I knowhow I managed it as my boss created aruckus about it….according to him I dis-turbed the whole team” (D). Instead ofthe team rising to the occasion to coverfor a high performing colleague whoneeds rest under medical advice, themanager accuses her of damaging teamworking and team prospects.
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Even if the supervising manager hap-pens to be a woman, it is managerialauthoritarianism that comes to the fore,“At the time when I was expecting, I wasposted to another city from my homewhich was a 2 hour drive from there.Every month I had to visit home to meetmy gynaecologist for routine check-upwhich was essential for me in that stateof pregnancy. But my boss who was alady was never ready to let me to go andsee my doctor. Rather she used to askme to find a doctor at the city where Iwas working then. All my efforts to ex-plain my condition to her and the needfor me to see the same doctor actuallywere of no use. She never listened to thisrequest but then I tried other ways to doit by taking leave without informing heras she left me with no options” (H).Thestresses and strains of shuffling betweenwork roles and early motherhood pres-sures are further exacerbated by an un-sympathetic supervisor, an inconvenientposting, a tiresome commute and whatseems like a deliberately insensitive ap-proach to the right of choice of physi-cian for consultation. The intention seemsto be a crude attempt to force a resigna-tion from the employee.Yet another narrative tells a talewhich is just the opposite – a case wherepaternalistic concern for what the sub-ject refers to as her “condition” forcesthe opposite reaction from the target ofthe misplaced concern. “I knew that mybosses are not taking me in the same wayas they used to some months back. Thismade me understand that the very fact Iam expecting has made them more pa-ternalistic towards me but with the no-

tion of “favor” extended to me on ac-count of my “condition”.  I never wantedto take any favors which I was sure Iwould have to when I will be back aftermy delivery. So I decided to quit beforeactually going on my maternity leave asI was just not ready to feel side lined andactually be sidelined considering I usedto be among the best some time back”(A).The plea is for upholding her self-respect and professional dignity by rec-ognizing that she “used to be among thebest some time back” instead of mis-placed paternalistic concern for her “con-dition”.Some other organizations have comeup with more direct mechanisms to dealwith the problem of maternity related“disruptions” -  avoid recruiting women– “In my organization, for certain rolesthe departments themselves do not pre-fer to recruit women. They specificallyask HR not to look for women candidatesas they are not ready to hire a personwho would be going on a long leave….sofor such roles women have to face re-jections at the entry level itself…..” (C).The other mechanism is the lethal useof the ubiquitous performance reviewsystem to rid the organization of “mater-nity benefit beneficiaries” - “One of myoffice associates was made to leave just15 days before she was expected to goon her maternity leave on account of(pretext of) poor performance and beingin HR I actually knew what the realitywas. Now I am expecting and have togo on leave, I am really feeling a greatdeal of pressure and I want to save myjob. With no option I myself have ap-
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proached my boss and said that I wouldbe going on leave for 2 months whichwould be without pay. I am feeling badbut there is no other option…… in thispresent state of recession securing myjob is also essential for me” (B). Thechoice is between the devil and the deepsea -holding the job versus maternityleave without pay and benefits. She“proactively” chooses to forego pay andapplies for 2 months leave without pay –an offer which is readily accepted in spiteof maternity leave statutes being in placeand in clear violation of the prevailinglegislation.
DiscussionThe analysis and interpretation of thenarratives has attempted to decode themanagerial constructions of women in themotherhood phase while pursuing ca-reers. Previous studies have identified themotherhood stage as the most criticalwork-life stage when women experiencemaximum obstacles in job retention andcareer continuity often leading to the endof work and career forever (Pixey, 2008;Stone & Lovejoy, 2004). As a matter offact, “The consensus opinion among anexpanding and diverse community ofscholars maintains that this devalued sta-tus manifests itself in the form of a per-sistent penalty for working mothers, as a‘penalty of motherhood’ (Mutter & Kaye,2017: 41).

The narratives show that most re-spondents have struggled with the ques-tion of when they should start a familyconsidering the influence this decisioncould have on their current work and fu-ture prospects. Respondents indicatedthat it generally emerges as an issue forwomen planning to start a family espe-cially when ability to deliver is questionedand doubts are raised about future utilityas well as suitability for higher responsi-bility. This has been a growing issue withmost professional women when raisinga family is considered inimical to careerinterests (Stone & Lovejoy, 2004). Dueto this, most women even try to postponemotherhood aspirations as workplace ide-ologies expect women to set family rolesaside to aspire for progress in careers.Even a woman respected for her dem-onstrated capabilities and contributionsdoes not retain the same reputation withcolleagues and supervising managers af-ter the news about her entering intomotherhood gets to be known. Suddenly,her competence is questioned and herwork comes under greater scrutiny andcriticism.The respondents also indicated thatthough most women themselves do notwant to show any change in their com-mitment after they enter the motherhoodphase, sometimes under medical advicethey may require leave which is thenperceived as weakness further creatingnegative impressions about their abilityto deliver assigned tasks. Women haveto face ‘no-excuses’ pressures with su-pervising managers unfairly dubbing evengenuine requests on medical advice as“concessions seeking” behavior. How-
This devalued status manifests it-
self in the form of a persistent pen-
alty for working mothers, as a ‘pen-
alty of motherhood’.
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ever, along with the “no-excuses” atti-tude of supervising managers on the onehand and the patronizing act of sympa-thy for her “condition”, some subjects alsonarrated certain extreme actions takenby women like quitting just to avoid to beconsidered as weak and helpless whichhas also been noted in previous studies(Wharton, 2005).Such lack of concern is not the pre-serve of male managers and is showneven by female managers. Some re-searchers have drawn attention to bully-ing and lack of concern shown by womenmanagers towards young women profes-sionals and have termed this as an in-stance of the ‘negation of gender ’(Ehrich, 2008; Wharton, 2005). It hasbeen argued that such posturing bywomen is to project themselves as pow-erful agents and thus avoiding being la-beled within the frame of feminine ste-reotypes, also is perceived as necessarybehavior for getting noticed in order toaccess positions of power in a male domi-nated organizational environment.This struggle extends even in gettingstatutory maternity benefits. Respondentsrevealed how getting even two monthsof paid maternity leave became astruggle for them since this is consideredas a  “cost” to the organization so muchthat one respondent said she requestedfor leave without pay just to ensure thatshe retains her job post-delivery and re-covery. For women a significant aspectof their maternity leave experience is thatorganizations and supervising managersare not comfortable with women whohave the responsibility of bringing up a

small child both in the case of womenreturning from maternity leave and alsoin the case of women trying to re-enterthe employment market after a careerbreak for fulfilling motherhood roles. In-terface with such workplace realitiescreates mental barriers in their minds anda certain hesitation to join such sociallydeficient organizations. This has also beenpointed out by several researchers(Hakim, 2002; Pratto, Sidanius & Levin,2006) who have also examined the role-conflicts experienced by professionalwomen due to their motherhood roles.These tensions arise due to work role as-pirations coming into direct conflict withthe prevailing social and cultural construc-tions at the workplace (Patil, 2001;Thapan, 2001) since “most women havechildren, and strong social and economicpressure persists for mothers to spend timecaring for children (Dechter, 2014:97).This results in negative influences on fu-ture career prospects for women profes-sionals (Korvajarvi, 1998; Hakim 2002;Korvajarvi, 1998)  because “new moth-ers are expected to devote their time andenergy to the maternal role, their tradi-tionally sanctioned family role, while at thesame time wanting or needing to partici-pate in the workforce”(Spector &Cinamon, 2017: 830).
ConclusionThe findings of this study can be ex-pressed in the form of five intercon-nected “frames” which emerge for abetter understanding of the conflicts thatarise between organizational-managerialconstructions and women’s own repre-sentations of their role dilemmas:
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Frame1: It is not the motherhoodrole-work role conflict or apprehensionabout fulfilling their social roles as moth-ers and child care givers as workingwomen, but the reluctant compliance ofmanagements with statutory benefitsavailable under relevant legislationswhich leads to the curtailment of profes-sional careers of working womenFrame 2: Disrupted careers of womenin the pre-motherhood stage are not dueto inadequacies in handling social expec-tations pressures and work role demandsbut due to the negative experience ofworkplace marginalization, stigmatization,exclusion from normal work role function-ing and the negative attitudes on the partof organizations and their designated au-thorities towards impending motherhood.Frame 3: it is not the entry into moth-erhood roles or concerns related to ful-filling work roles or prospect of pursuingcareers post entry into motherhood, butthe sudden changes on the part of su-pervising authorities and colleagues re-lated to the view about their ability toperform and contribute through theirroles and responsibilities which result inthe intention to quit.Frame 4:  Women choosing mother-hood apprehend loss of job, career dis-ruption and the prospect of “falling be-hind” their peers and cohorts in movingup the responsibility value chain, not dueto motherhood roles or work role com-petency deficits but due to being writtenoff by organizations and managements asnon- performing current and future liabili-ties.

Frame 5: Women choosing to entermotherhood roles also wish to measureup to work role demands and career con-tinuity aspirations but falter because theyconfront skepticism related to their fu-ture value to the organization and doubtsrelated to their ability to undertake higherresponsibilities given motherhood respon-sibilities.Given the socially determined roles formen and women, in spite of changes whichare discernible, it is evident that the mainresponsibility for children is thrust onwomen thus affecting their work aspira-tions and career continuities. This sociallydetermined construction of workplace re-ality leads to an organizational environ-ment which is systematically advantageousto one gender and manifestly discrimina-tory to the other. Three responses to thefive frames from professional workingwomen to these conflicts are discernible– complete break from pursuit of careersto take up child care roles and responsi-bilities; postponement or avoidance ofmotherhood roles in order to pursue ca-reers without disruptions; taking up bothmotherhood roles as well as work-careerroles but with a lowered aspiration levelwith lesser responsibilities and lower pro-fessional status and incomes.The organizational imperative emerg-ing from these five conclusions and thethree responses described above, is theneed to make workplaces more condu-cive during the period of entry of womeninto motherhood roles and in the earlymotherhood phase to ensure career con-tinuity which is a clearly discernible as-piration of the subjects of this study. An
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inclusive, equitable and proactive ap-proach could be founded on empoweringwomen choosing entry into motherhoodroles to design their own work roles, re-sponsibilities in the pre, through and postmotherhood phases in consultation withpeers and supervising managers to en-sure their own career continuities.
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