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About Digital Mums
Digital Mums is a social enterprise with a big vision to support every mum to achieve their perfect work/life balance - we 

call this ‘work that works’. Our contribution to this vision is to offer innovative learning programmes that provide mums 

with in-demand digital skills that get them job-ready and enable them to set their own hours. 

To date, Digital Mums have trained over 400 mums through our online courses and we boast a 95% graduation rate. 85% 

of our graduates have found work, which they directly attribute to our training. 

Digital Mums have ‘work that works’ principles at the core of their organisation. Our 32-strong team have the freedom 

to work the hours that suit them. 28 of our team members are working mothers and this enables them to fit their career 

around their family life. 

10% of our profits support low income mums to complete our training for free via our bursary fund. 

Cebr is an independent consultancy which advises some of the world’s largest companies. Cebr’s reputation for 

insightful economic analysis, award-winning forecasting and decisive business advice is based on innovative research by 

a renowned team of macro- and micro-economists.

Since its foundation in 1993 by former CBI and IBM Chief Economist, Professor Douglas McWilliams, Cebr has been 

‘making business sense’ by applying theoretical economics backed by quantitative evidence to real world decisions for 

FTSE firms. It provides analysis, forecasts and strategic advice to major multinationals, financial institutions, government 

departments, charities and trade bodies.

D i s c l a i m e r
Whilst every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the material in this document, neither the Centre for 

Economics and Business Research Ltd nor the report’s authors will be liable for any loss or damages incurred through 

the use of the report.

A u t h o r s h i p  a n d  a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s
This report has been produced by Cebr, an independent economics and business research consultancy established in 

1993, providing forecasts and advice to City institutions, Government departments, local authorities and numerous blue 

chip companies throughout Europe. 
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Executive Summary

The world is waking up to the reality of maternal 

discrimination in the workplace thanks to some 

recent high profile research shining a spotlight 

on this persistent problem. New reports have 

come out showing that the number of expectant 

and new mothers forced to leave their jobs has 

almost doubled in the UK to 54,000 since 20051. 

The gender pay gap meanwhile has been shown to 

consistently rise for 12 years after a first child is 

born, from 18% to 33% less pay an hour than men. 2 

This is on top of ONS data showing that employment 

rates for men go up after they’ve had children; while 

employment rates for mums decline.  

While it’s now well documented that it doesn’t always 

pay to go back to work if you’re a mum - either from 

a childcare cost perspective, a work-life balance 

perspective, or a salary perspective - very few of 

these reports have looked at the possible solutions to 

helping more mums who want to return to work, do so. 

This is why Digital Mums - a social enterprise 

specialising in getting mums job-ready with in demand 

1 “Pregnancy and Maternity Discrimination” Department 

for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) and the Equality and 

Human Rights Commission (EHRC) 2015 read here

2 “The Gender Pay Gap”, Institute for Fiscal Studies 

August 2016 read here

–
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digital skills - commissioned the Centre for Economics

 and Business Research (Cebr) to examine the impact 

of motherhood on female careers and assess the 

potential impact that flexible working could have on 

female employment - and the economy - across the UK.

Our findings

Currently, some 2.6 million mothers3 are out of the labour 

force, classifying themselves as stay-at-home mums 

(SAHMs). While for some of these mothers, staying at 

home is a choice, our research suggests that a much 

larger number would like to have the option to go back 

to work but feel their hands are tied because of a lack 

of flexible working options. Almost 7 in 10 (68%) SAHMs 

living with children aged 18 and under said they would go 

back to work in some capacity if flexible working around 

childcare was an option. And it’s not just SAHMs who are 

affected by a lack of flexibility in the workplace. 6 in 10 

(60%) working mums, living with children aged 18 and 

under, still do not have access to flexible work, despite 

laws introduced by the Government in 2014 to allow 

everyone the legal right to request flexible working.

Worryingly, for those that do have access to flexible work, 

our research shows that most have had to compromise 

3 Cebr combined the results of the YouGov survey with 

data from the Labour Force Survey.

on their skills and experience in some way - or feel they 

would have to - in order to find work that fits around their 

family. Only 14% of mums living with children aged 18 

and under felt their skills hadn’t been - or wouldn’t have 

to be - compromised at all  in order to find a flexible job 

around childcare. It is clear that businesses are missing 

out on talent, either through mums leaving the workforce 

due to a lack of flexible working options, or through mums 

having to compromise their skills/experience to access 

work that fits around their family. 

This is not just an issue for the mothers involved. Our 

research highlights the potential impact this has on the 

UK economy. If more flexible work options were available, 

the associated increase in participation of SAHMs and 

working mums living with children aged 18 and under 

could equal an additional 66 million hours worked each 

week4 - the equivalent to 1.76 million additional full time 

workers, providing the UK economy with a £62.5 billion 

boost to output each year5. To put this in perspective, the 

current NHS deficit stands at £2.5 billion. 

4 If more flexible work options were available, 68% of 

SAHMs living with children aged 18 and under would be willing 

to work an average of 30 million hours of work each week and 

37% of working mums would increase the number of hours they 

worked each week by an additional 36 million hours see page 4 

for more details.

5  Cebr combined the results of the YouGov survey with 

data from sources including UK population estimates, the Labour 

Force Survey, the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings and UK 

Supply Use tables.
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The report is separated into three sections. The 

first provides an overview of some of the headline 

statistics about women in the labour market, 

comparing the employment rates of women with 

those of men at different age levels. 

The second section delves deeper into the impact 

of motherhood on women’s careers. This section 

combines data from the Labour Force Survey with 

a Digital Mums’ commissioned online survey of 

over 1,600 mothers living with children aged 18 and 
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under, which was conducted by YouGov between 

the 3rd – 11th August 2016. This research looks at 

a range of statistics such as the number of stay-at-

home mums and the lack of flexible opportunities 

for both working mums and stay-at-home mums. 

Thirdly, we analyse the impact that flexible working 

could have on mums wanting to go back to work 

and assess the potential economic impact that 

the associated increase in participation and hours 

could bring.

Introduction 



In recent decades, women have become increasingly 

active in the labour market. Over the past four 

decades, the percentage of women aged 16 to 64 

in employment has risen drastically, standing at 

69.2% in Q1 2016 compared with just 55.3% four 

decades earlier. At the same time, the percentage 

of men in this age bracket and in employment has 
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declined, down to 79.2% from 89.1% in Q1 1976. Still, 

as highlighted in Figure 1, employment amongst 

men remains notably higher than amongst females. 

Additionally, a greater share of employed men are in 

full-time work when compared with working women. 

Over 40% of women employed in the latest data were 

in part-time roles compared with around 12% of men.

FIGURE 1  EMPLOYMENT RATES FOR MEN AND 
WOMEN AGED 16-64 IN THE UK

Source: Office for National Statistics

Women in 
the labour 

market 
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Part of the increase in female participation in the 

labour force has come from an increase in the 

percentage of mothers in work. When comparable 

records began in 1996, some 67% of married or 

cohabiting mothers with dependent children were in 

work. This had increased to 72% by 2013. There has 

also been an increase in employment rate for single 

mothers, from 43% to 60% over the same period.

However, it is clear that motherhood continues to 

impact on the overall levels of female employment. 

As shown in Figure 2, up until the age of 22, the 

percentage of men and women in work is similar but 

beyond this age, men consistently have a higher 

employment rate than women, with women dropping 

out of the labour market more frequently to look 

after children. This gap then narrows within older 

age groups as women re-join the labour force as their 

children grow older.  

FIGURE 2 EMPLOYMENT RATES FOR MEN AND WOMEN BY 
INDIVIDUAL YEAR OF AGE, APRIL TO JUNE 2013

Source: Office for National Statistics

Interestingly, parenting appears to have the opposite 

effect on the employment of men and women. As 

shown in Figure 3, for women up to the age of 49, 

those with children had lower employment rates than 

those without children. For instance, 85% of women 

aged between 25-34 and without children were in 

work between April and June 2013. This compares 

with just 63% of mothers of the same age. For men, 

the opposite occurs, with men more likely to be in 

employment if they have children. Within the same 

25-34 age group, 89% of fathers were employed 

compared with 84% of men without children. 

FIGURE 3 EMPLOYMENT RATES FOR MEN AND WOMEN LIVING WITH 
AND WITHOUT DEPENDENT CHILDREN BY AGE GROUP, 

APRIL TO JUNE 2013

Source: Office for National Statistics
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As shown in the previous section of the report, 

motherhood has a notable impact on the employment 

rates of women. In this section of the report, we 

utilise further data from the Labour Force Survey 

and findings from a bespoke online survey of 

over 1,600 mums living with children aged 18 and 

under, conducted by YouGov. The YouGov survey 

was commissioned by Digital Mums as part of this 

research to delve further into the impact of children 

on women’s careers across the country. 

FIGURE 4  CURRENT EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF MUMS LIVING 
WITH CHILDREN AGED 18 AND UNDER ACROSS THE UK, 

AUGUST 2016 

Source: Digital Mums research conducted by YouGov from a total sample of 
1,609 mums living with children aged 18 and under (3rd – 11th August 2016)

Careers& 
motherhood 



Figure 4 shows that 62% of mums across the UK are 

currently working, be it full time, part time or casual. 

This equates to almost 6.4 million working mothers. 

However, at the same time, some 31% of mums are 

currently not working, either on maternity leave (6.3%) 

or as a stay-at-home mum (24.4%). This leaves some 

2.6 million mothers currently out of the labour force as 

stay-at-home mums. While, of course, there is no issue 

if these SAHMs prefer to remain at home to look after 
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their children full time, the problem arises when they 

want to work but are unable to do so. 

On a regional level, Northern Ireland and the North 

East have the highest share of SAHMs, with over 

three in ten (31%) mothers classifying themselves as 

this.  Elsewhere, the share stands at between 30% and 

20% for the majority of the regions, with just the East 

Midlands (18%) and Wales (17%) standing below the 

20% mark. 

FIGURE 5 SHARE OF SAHMS BY REGION, AUGUST 2016

Source: Digital Mums research conducted by YouGov from a total sample of 
1,609 mums with children aged 18 and under (3rd – 11th August 2016)
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Looking at stay-at-home mums, it is clear that moth-

erhood can have an impact on the careers of women 

of all job grades. As highlighted in Figure 6, the 

Labour Force Survey suggests that a fifth of stay-

at-home mums were previously employed in occupa-

tions within the associate professional and technical 

occupations category and above, which includes 

managers, directors and senior officials. However, the 

impact of motherhood on employment goes beyond 

those who choose to leave employment to care for 

their children. As shown earlier, the majority of moth-

ers do choose to return to work at some point after 

having a child. 

However, because of the demands of childcare, 

women do not always return to the amount of work or 

quality of work they were previously engaged in.

FIGURE 6 PREVIOUS OCCUPATION LEVEL OF STAY-AT-HOME MUMS, 
Q1 2016

Source: Office for National Statistics, Cebr analysis



Amount of work

The data highlighted in Figure 7 shows that working 

mums are more likely to be working part-time than 

women without children. Additionally, as shown in the 
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next section, more than a third of working mums would 

increase the numbers of hours they worked if they could 

fit those hours around their family life.

FIGURE 7 SHARE OF WOMEN EMPLOYED PART-TIME, Q1 2016

Source: Office for National Statistics, Cebr analysis
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Quality of work

We also find that mothers return to occupations that do 

not make the most of their skills and experience in order 

to combine work and parenting. Our research found that 

over three-fifths of respondents (64%)1 felt that their 

1 ‘Compromised to some extent’ is a net of ‘very’, ‘fairly’ 

and ‘not very’ compromised answers.

skills and experience had been compromised in some 

way in order to find a flexible job that fitted around 

childcare. 

This challenge was most frequently cited across 

Yorkshire & Humber and Northern Ireland, with 73% of 

mothers in these regions feeling they had compromised 

in terms of skills and experience in some way. 

FIGURE 8 OVERALL, TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU FEEL YOUR JOB SKILLS AND 
EXPERIENCE WOULD BE/HAVE BEEN COMPROMISED IN ORDER 

TO FIND A FLEXIBLE JOB THAT FITS AROUND CHILDCARE? 
(Base: All mums living with children aged 18 and under)

Source: Digital Mums research conducted by YouGov from a total sample of 
1,609 mums with children aged 18 and under (3rd – 11th August 2016)



Flexible working involves a shift in working patterns 

to one more suited to a worker’s needs. For instance, 

an employee could have the flexibility to change start 

and finish times. A job with flexible hours does not 

necessarily imply a part-time job. Instead, workers 

can work full-time hours but choose the times they 

work, for example, choosing to work less hours each 

day but extending this over a seven day week. 

Flexible working options have the potential to reduce 

many of the barriers that prevent mothers from 

remaining in work after having children. By allowing 

hours to fit around the demands of childcare, stay-

at-home mums who want to return to work could 

more easily do this in sync with family life as could  

19Flexible Working

working mums who want to increase their hours 

without incurring additional childcare costs or 

impacting on family time. 

Based on the survey of mums conducted for this 

report, just under four in ten (39%) of working 

mums and those planning to return to work after 

maternity leave currently have access to flexible 

working. However, this varies to some degree across 

the country. As shown in Figure 9, the Midlands 

has the highest percentage of working mothers 

able to access flexible working at almost half (46%) 

compared to London which has the lowest - just 1 in 3 

(33%) of working mums in the capital are able to work 

on a flexible basis.

Source: Digital Mums research conducted by YouGov from a total sample 
of 1,609 mums with children aged 18 and under (3rd – 11th August 2016)

FIGURE 9 SHARE OF WORKING MUMS / MUMS RETURNING 
TO WORK AFTER MATERNITY LEAVE WITH 

ACCESS TO FLEXIBLE WORKING

Flexible
Working
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FIGURE 10 IF YOU HAD ACCESS TO FLEXIBLE WORKING, 
WHAT TOTAL NUMBER OF HOURS WOULD YOU BE 

PREPARED TO WORK IN A TYPICAL WEEK?  
(Base: All mums living with children aged 18 and under)

Source: Digital Mums research conducted by YouGov from a total sample 
of 1,609 mums with children aged 18 and under (3rd – 11th August 2016)

As part of the survey conducted for this report, stay-

at-home mothers were asked whether they would 

return to the labour market if given access to flexible 

working and, if so, to what extent – i.e. how many 

hours would they be willing to come back to work for 

each week. 

Overall, 68% of stay-at-home mums stated that they 

would be willing to go back to work to some extent 

if they had access to flexible working. This equates 

to around 1.7 million potential additions to the labour 

force. As shown in Figure 10, this would range from 

just a few hours a week to those who would return to 

full-time hours. Based on the average number of hours 

this group would be willing to work, flexible working 

has the potential to support an additional 30 million 

hours of work each week across the UK economy.
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However, the benefits of flexible working are not 

just limited to stay-at-home mums who want to find 

a rewarding and family-friendly way back into the 

labour market. Flexible working could also mean 

working mums who want to take on more hours each 

week, can do so - perhaps moving back to full-time 

hours rather than being forced to work part-time in 

order to fit in with childcare. Whilst 39% of working 

mums already have access to flexible working, more 

than a third (37%) of working mums would increase 

the number of hours they worked each week, if they 

could work flexibly. Based on the average increase 

across this group, flexible working has the potential 

to boost working hours by an additional 36 million 

hours per week across the UK as a whole. 

In total, the survey of mums suggests that flexible 

working could potentially boost both employment 

rates across mothers and the number of hours worked 

across the cohort. In total, an additional 66 million 

hours each week could be added across the economy 

if mothers had access to flexible working. 

Based on the average relationship between working 

hours and economic output, this could provide a £62.5 

billion boost to output across the UK economy, should 

firms be able to provide the extra jobs and/or hours. 
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Regionally, London and the South East have the 

greatest levels of untapped potential. Thanks to 

the larger populations and higher levels of wages 

and productivity, flexible working could boost output 

across the capital by as much as £16 billion. In contrast, 

Wales and the North East of England could see 

boosts of just under £2.5 billion each as a result of the 

additional hours that mums would be prepared to work.    

There may also be further benefits to increases in 

the availability of flexible working outside increased 

participation and hours. As shown in the previous 

section, half of the mums surveyed reported that they 

had or would have to compromise on their skills and 

experience in order to find work after having a child, 

because of a lack of access to flexible working. 

Almost one in ten (9%) have missed out on a job 

they were qualified for because the role didn’t offer 

flexible hours. Similarly, 17% of mums have been put 

off applying for a new job because they thought it 

wouldn’t offer flexible hours – this rises to 22% in 

Northern Ireland. 

As such, widespread access to flexible working may 

provide scope for an additional boost to output 

as mums are able to fully utilise their skills and 

experience and remain in more productive roles.





Conclusion 
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In today’s digital world with its connective 

technologies, it’s scandalous that women have to 

choose between a rewarding career and motherhood.

While some women choose to be stay-at-home mums, 

many more have no alternative because of a lack of 

flexible working options available to them. Women 

are losing out on jobs they are qualified for and are 

having to compromise on their skills and experience 

to find ‘work that works’. 

We are wasting talent and holding back the economy. 

As shown by the new research, flexible working offers 

mums a way to combine childcare with rewarding 

careers.  An overwhelming number of SAHMs and 

working mums living with children aged 18 and under, 

would be willing to work more hours or return to work 

if they could find flexible roles to fit around childcare. 

And these roles shouldn’t mean a compromise on 

skills. 

Not only does flexible working help mums and 

families, but our report shows there are significant 

economic benefits that could be achieved by more 

businesses embracing a flexible way of working. In 

fact, if businesses were able to provide the additional 

jobs and hours desired, flexible working could provide 

a boost of up to £62.5 billion a year. 

This talent and these opportunities shouldn’t be 

ignored because of a traditional, outdated view of a 

9-5 working day in an office. 

A recent six-month study from the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (MIT)1 showed that, when

1 https://www.google.com/url?q=http://hrweb.mit.
edu/system/files/all/worklife/flexible_work_arrangements.pd-
f&sa=D&ust=1473189977784000&usg=AFQjCNE6THW5U9kLmMTz-
9byApgGNA_pqQw

employers were given the option of working from home 

and allowed autonomy over their time - for example, not 

requiring them to log in at a certain time - employee 

productivity significantly increased, while stress 

decreased. 

A societal change needs to take place to embrace 

flexible working as a ‘normal’ and accepted way of 

working. This will not only help mums find rewarding 

work that doesn’t compromise their skills or family 

life; it will help businesses tap into a wider talent pool 

that is currently being lost to an unnecessarily rigid 

work pattern, and will increase output for businesses 

and the economy as a whole.   

Work is a thing you do, not a place you go or a set 

time you do it at. Obviously, there are some roles 

that need to be performed during certain hours and 

at certain locations, but most jobs can easily be 

adapted to flexible working hours. And, with today’s 

technology making working from anywhere and at 

anytime collaborative and seamless, there’s never 

been a better time to push for a societal shift in our 

working ways.

Digital Mums are championing a new way of working 

that moves beyond the ‘coat on the back of the chair’ 

culture to see all our staff working flexibly to find 

‘work that works’ for them - meaning they don’t have 

to compromise to find a rewarding career that fits 

around their family life.

 

Join us. Join the 
#WorkThatWorks 
movement. 



Appendix 

The analysis in the report is compiled from a range of 

sources including the Office for National Statistics and 

Digital Mums’ research conducted between 3rd – 11th 

August 2016 by YouGov from a total sample of 1,609 

mums with children aged 18 and under. The Digital 

Mums survey was carried out online. The figures are 

weighted and are representative of all UK adults (18+).
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To calculate the potential economic impact that 

flexible hours and increased levels of working across 

mothers could have, Cebr combined the results of the 

YouGov survey with data from sources including UK 

population estimates, the Labour Force Survey, the 

Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings and UK Supply 

Use tables. 

Standard Occupational Classifications (Figure 6)


