YOU WANT TO START
A FAMILY – BUT HOW
LONG CAN YOU
TAKE A BREAK FROM
THE WORKFORCE
WITHOUT SETTING
YOUR CAREER
BACK TOO FAR? BY
NICOLE MADIGAN.
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athy Turner was a highly qualified, successful
educational psychologist, climbing the
corporate ladder when she decided it was
time to start her family. Like many women
in their twenties she had it all planned out –
predicting when the children would arrive,
she’d ease back into work part-time with a
nice three-year gap between each child.
But things don’t always go to plan – and for Kathy it was another 10
years of fertility issues before she had her much-wanted first baby. “As an
older mum I couldn’t afford to rely on ‘the three-year gap’ that turned
out to be 22 months.”
Having children close together meant longer maternity leave, and
more time off work. “I had been off work for 18 months, and despite
loving it, would soon have issues with my registration as a psychologist.
“I thought two days would get me enough time to be a psychologist
and pay for my registration fees and the like but I was told there were no
part time options.”
Eventually, Kathy found a part-time position with the
Commonwealth public service – it was a side-step in her career, but
allowed her some time with the kids. “I was happy to work two days per
week, but probably would have stayed away longer if it did not affect my
professional status.”
Despite keeping a foot in the door, when the time came for Kathy
to fully return to her career, things didn’t turn out quite the way she’d
hoped. Kathy plans to continue in her field but has accepted that her
career has stalled. “I expected that I would rise to a senior role at some
point, in recognition of solid work efforts and increased knowledge over
time – I wasn’t taken seriously when only working two days per week.
So while I have continued in the same career, my capacity to move up
the ladder stalled.”

STAYING CONNECTED
According to career expert Melissa Behrend, Kathy’s situation is
not unique. “There are so many variables that have to be considered
in a decision to return to work such as family support, child care
arrangements, finances, emotional readiness. It’s really personal to
decide the right amount of time,” she says.
“The challenge of taking more time off is ensuring that your skills and
knowledge remain abreast with what is occurring in your occupation
and industry.”
Melissa says setting career goals is crucial, regardless of what career
you have chosen. “Once you start having a family you may find that your
career goals may change. You may find that you can achieve the results of
the goals without following the same set career direction.”
This was the case for PR Director Linda Reed-Enever. “Once I went
on maternity leave I took a writing contract and decided that the
working from home thing for the next five years would be for me.”
While going through IVF, Linda began planning online community,
www.familycapers.com.au and launched the site within 12 months of
her first bub arriving.
But after two years of running Family Capers, it was time for Linda to
go back to her PR and marketing roots so she bit the bullet, and started
her own firm ThoughtSpot PR. “I set up my home office and Charlotte
worked beside me for the first three years before starting daycare. It was
right for me as it gave me the control of my own business and businesses
and time with my baby making a happy mummy and happy baby.”
Of course, working from home comes with its own set of unique
challenges, and starting a business from scratch can be difficult, especially
if you have specific income requirements. “There have been important
calls when the baby is crying and also moments when I have cringed.
There are times where my house is a mess, that I am working in my PJs
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OUT OF IT
and that I am cuddling a baby while working.”
But at the end of the day it’s been well worth it for Linda, who’s been
able to continue in her chosen profession.
IMPORTANCE OF PLANNING
According to Melissa, planning is the key – the earlier the better.
“Review and evaluate what you wish to achieve and set your goals,” she
says. “Research and keep up to date, subscribe to industry magazines,
maintain professional memberships and try to attend some of the many
free networking opportunities these professional bodies offer. Also look
at study options to refresh your skills or develop new skills, and keep up
to date with technology.”
Having always wanted to stay at home with her future children, when
Margit Cruice fell pregnant, she jumped at the chance of a redundancy
from her marketing role. Her only plan was to go back to work once
they started school – she figured she’d worry about it at the time.
However, five months after her second child was born, she was told
her husband was being made redundant. “I remembered seeing a life
coach speak which I really enjoyed so I began studying life coaching
while my husband looked for work.”
And it was just as well – as life situations forced her back into
the workforce sooner than she anticipated. “My husband was out
of work for two years, we bought a business which was financial
disaster, my husband was diagnosed with cancer and after all of his
treatments and way back to health, we separated. All of this meant
I basically had to start all over again, but with three children to
care for.” With determination, Margit was able to forge ahead with
a new career as a life coach.
LEVERAGE YOUR PARENTING SKILLS
According to Melissa, regardless of how much time you’ve taken off
work, when the time comes to return, it’s important not to discard the
skills you’ve learnt as a parent.
“You had skills prior to having children and these have not been lost,
build on these with skills you have obtained whilst not being at work.
“Look at what you have done during this time. Have you volunteered
to organise the school fete, or local church event? Break down these into
actions such as organising, coordinating, communicating, achieving a
record fund raising amount. And I hate to say it and some don’t like
doing it but network, network, network.
“Remember you are possibly in the company of some very successful
women who have also taken time away to care for their children.”
For those who have taken longer than standard maternity leave,
Melissa says the process of reentering the work force is similar, whether
or not you’re planning to resume your past career.
“Review and evaluate where you want to be. Look at positions in
the paper and note what skills and capabilities are required. Talk to
people you know in similar roles and see if there is anything additional
you need and if there are some which you are not up to speed – then
research or find a course which can fill this gap.”
But according to Melissa, the most crucial element for those heading
back out to the corporate world is maintaining confidence. “I think for
women sometimes the biggest challenge be short or long term is selfdoubt and confidence.”
Melissa’s biggest tip: be positive and keep going!
“Celebrate your successes - when you reach a goal, celebrate it. Seek
help if you need it. And remember you haven’t lost your skills and
abilities just because you haven’t been ‘at work’.”
{ NICOLE MADIGAN IS A FREELANCE JOURNALIST AND
COMMUNICATIONS CONSULTANT AT STELLACOMMS.COM }
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