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Coing haek to work ca* be a daunting prospeet
if you've taken a few fears out te have children.
But there's a wealth of resourees aut there to
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Writer profile

As a writer and mum of teens,
Siobhan Mason is lucky
to have chosen a naturally
flexible career before she had
children. The flexibility is less
crucial now her children are
older but still handy, especially
when it comes to sorting their
orthodonist appointmentsl
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ease the refurn, as Siobhan lvtason discovers
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Whether you've been out of
employment for six months or
six years, it! easy to start worrying
that your skills no longer fit today!
workplace. However, parents and
carers who've taken a career break
to look after after children have a lot
to offer employers. We've spoken to
the experts to find out how you can
increase the chances of a successful
return-to-work.

Treat it like a prelect
"Take a structured approach and
set weekly goals that can be broken
down into small, achievable tasks,"
says Hazel Little, Coaching and
Programme Manager at Women
Returners, an organisation that
specialises in helping experienced
professionals return to work afler
an extended career break. "That

way, you're more Iikely to be
successful than if you have this
big overwhelming goal of 'l must
get back into work'."

Your first goal could be to
explore why you want, or need, to
return to work. Write them down,
Hazel suggests, and have them
to hand when your motivation
wanes: "Understanding what your
drivers are is important, whether
it's financial needs, a craving for
mental challenge or a desire to
be a positive role model for your
children."

It can be frustrating to find that
the financial rewards are minimal
once you've deducted the cost of
childcare, but Hazel encourages
people to think about the longer-
term view. "Statistics show that for
every year a woman takes out of
employment, the rate of pay falls
by four percent," she explains. 'rAs
children get older, childcare costs
reduce meaning you'll be financially
better off in the long term."

Your second task is to discover
what your ideal job might be,
whether that! going back to a

previous career or using your break
as a chance to change direction.
"What type of role will give you
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most satisfaction?" asks Hazel.
"Think about your strengths
and remember what you enjoyed
most in previous roles. lf you find
something fulfilling that you enjoy,
you'll feel more incentivised to
manage the juggle between home
and work."

Other goals might include
researching local upskilling
opportu n ities, investigating
childcare options, updating your
CV or searching for jobs.

The Government Equalities Office,
Women Returners and Timewise
have launched a new toolkit for
returners, a 49-page document
that takes you through every stage
of the return-to-work process.
Download at wrpn.women retu rners,
com /returner-toolkit

Update your skills
Refreshing your skills is a great
way to boost your confidence.
And there's plenty of ways to do
that via online courses, attending
seminars or taking part in some
targeted volunteering.

"Whatever the reason, when
you're out of work for a while,
your confidence can be damaged,"
explains Rosaleen Courtney,
Distance Learning Manager at
Bath College. "A recent nationally-
recognised qualification looks great
on your CV shows you're keen to
learn and can help you step up or
make a lateral move. A lot of our
qualifications, like team leading or
counselling, are valid in whatever
field you work."

Currently on her second maternity
leave, Apprentice Training
Co-ordinator Sharon Love says
it's important for her to keep her
brain active and show her employer
that shet committed to her own
professional development while
away from work. She's already
completed Bath Colleget distance
learning courses in mental health
and business administration, and is
currently taking the Team Leading
course while her six-month-old
daughter sleeps.

"Knowing I will return at some
point, I want to have the confidence
to do my role and do it well," she
explains. "And, if a progression
role comes up in future, I can say

Going back to college or university to leqrn new skills is o greot woy to boost your
confidence, chonge coreer poth or stay up-to-date with your industry

I've been keeping my skills and
knowledge up-to-date."

Bath College run short, tutor-led
Adult Community Learning courses
in various venues around BANES,
as Anna Wheeler, the colleget
Community Engagement Manager,
explains. "Our half-day workshops
cover things like confidence
building, applying for a job and

Women's Work Lab run a
course in Bristol for women
on benefits that combines
training and coaching with
work experience:
www.wo me n swo r kl o b.co, u k

interview preparation. lf you're
unsure which course best suits you,
we're happy to discuss options and
find the right thing for you."

As well as introductory vocational
courses and core skills in English,
maths and lCT, the college runs
a variety of workshops ideal for
parents looking to return to work,
including 'Working around the
Family'for parents and carers
looking at the implications of
returning to or beginning work,
'lnspire Me', aimed at evaluating
existing skills and identifying
pathways into work, and the
'Be Your Own Boss' course that
exam ines self-employment options.
lf you're currently unemployed or
on a low income, you won't have to
pay for these courses and childcare
is covered too.
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You can find local return-to-
work events through the Women
Returner's Professiona I Network,
your local authority or Jobcentre
Plus. Following relevant companies
and industry experts on Twitter and
Facebook or joining professional
groups on Linkedln are another way
to discover relevant networking
opportunities.

lf you're out of practice,
networking can be a little scary at

first, so building your confidence in
advance is key. One way to do this,
according to The Women Returner's
Toolkit, is to rehearse a short
introduction to yourself and your
career. Start with a few sentences
about your background, experience
and clients, sandwich your career
break briefly in the middle but
don't make it the focus of your
story, and then finish with the role
you're looking for now."ltt easy as a returner to hide

behind your computer and do
research without actually getting
out there and speaking to people,"
says Hazel Little. "lnstead, go and
meet your ex-colleagues for coffee,
Iet people know that you want to
get back into work and sign up
for those professional seminars or
industry events: they're great for
refreshing your network and helping
you work out how to position
yourself professional ly. "

ts your
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Be ftrexible abaut flexibility
If you're returning to a previous role
and you've been in that role over six
months, you have, since 2014, the
right to request flexible working.
The reality is that not everyone
who asks, gets. Anna Whitehouse,
aka Mother Pukka, and flexible
working consultancy Timewise,
campaign for flexible working and
meet with employers to help make
flexible hours more acceptable and
available in the workplace.

lf you feel your employer isn't
open to flexible working, there
are resources out there, such
as template flexible working
requests, to help you make your

case. PregnantThenScrewed offers
free advice on making a flexible
working request and has a free
legal advice line if you've been the
victim of maternity or pregnancy
discrimination.

Finding a flexible role when
you're not already in a job can be a

challenge. "The culture of flexible
working is changing," says Hazel,
"More companies are embracing
a flexible working culture and
recognising that they need to trust
people to choose when and where
they work in order to retain talent.
But what we are still seeing is that
itt less likely to be offered at the
point of recruitment.

"My advice is to apply for the
role even if it doesn't say flexible
working, go along for an interview
and ask about the flexible work
culture. Once you have a job offer,
you are in a stronger position to
negotiate hours that work for you.

"Be flexible about flexibility
though," she adds. "We always hear
about this ideal three-day week
but working from home, doing a

compressed week or agreeing an
earlier finish time to accommodate
the school pick-up is becoming
more commonplace within
organisations. "

Remember that not all flexible
work is advertised as such, so don't
let the way jobs are advertised
limit your search. Sign up to all
the local recruitment agencies, but
also check out those that specialise
in part-time and flexible work, such
as Flexology in the South West.

You can also sign up to get
updates about new returner
opportunities from The Women
Returners Professional Network
which partners with leading
organisations to create supported
routes back to work. A returnship is
a higher-level, fixed-term contract
with an employer, usually for three
to six months, with the likelihood of
a more permanent role at the end.

Whether it's starting afresh and
retraining, finding a flexible, part-

luggling life qnd work os a pqrent can be tricky, but flexible
working is becoming the norm
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time job that suits you and your
family, or returning to a previous
role following a break, the key is to
be confident and patient with your
approach.

Once you've found a job to
return to, recognise that you can't
do everything at home like before.
"Delegate, take time to look after
yourself, especially in those first
couple of months when you're likely
to be quite tired," says Hazel. Be

kind to yourself while adapting to
the new routine and congratulate
yourself on a project successfully
completed. I
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