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Introduction 
This toolkit is for you if you want to: 

 Retain your staff by avoiding common pitfalls when supporting new parents. 
 Improve outcomes for patients by retaining staff with knowledge and experience. 
 Save money and time: it takes on average £30,614 to recruit a new colleague (Unum 

2014).  
 Get your staff member to perform at their best and continue to progress their career. If your 

staff member is a woman, you’ll make a direct impact on the gender pay gap as a result.  

Context 
Around 23 per cent of new mothers leave their employer after maternity leave (Chanfreu et al 
2011), many because of pitfalls that could be easily avoided. Data for fathers is sparse, but some 
evidence suggests that fathers who want to work part-time or flexibly change jobs, too (Timewise 
2018).  

Too many new mothers stop progressing up the career ladder once they have children, leading to 
a gender gap in senior leadership roles. But this can change. 

Most new parents have the same level of ambition as before they had children, it is just their 
support needs that change. For example, when Leaders Plus advertised a programme aimed at 
people on parental leave focused on career progression, they received four applications per place, 
even though the programme was unknown at the time, a clear indication of how many new parents 
are passionate about their career progression.  

About this toolkit 
 
The toolkit has been developed by the Social Enterprise Leaders Plus in partnership with the NHS 
London Leadership Academy. The NHS London Leadership Academy is a pan-London NHS 
leadership development organisation, working to support healthcare leaders across the capital. 
Leaders Plus is an award winning social enterprise enabling talented women and men with babies 
and young children to continue to develop their ambitious careers.  

Parents from across a number of trusts, professions and roles have contributed to the toolkits as 
have HR leaders from several trusts. 

There is a corresponding toolkit for parents to use before, during and after parental leave with 
useful checklists and exercises.  

This toolkit is for everyone who is managing someone who is expecting to become, or has recently 
become, a parent. It is for everyone, regardless of sex, gender identity or gender expression, 
sexual orientation, marriage or civil partnership, or any other equality characteristic. 
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Principles  
 

1. Keep talking: your staff member’s thinking about their needs and ideal work arrangements 
will evolve so continue the conversation.  

2. React supportively in crunch point moments. All consulted parents in leadership roles 
said that what they remember best is how their line managers responded when there was a 
childcare crisis or when they finally had the courage to announce that they were expecting 
a child.  

3. Fathers: be a role model when championing shared parental leave or flexible working for 
dads.  

4. Career progression at every stage: If you don’t talk about long-term career progression 
before, during and after parental leave, experience shows that your staff member is likely to 
assume that you don’t want them to progress anymore. 

5. The Give It A Go Principle: line managers that were seen as exceptional have proactively 
asked for proposals for flexible working, then trialed those arrangements for  three months 
and had clear parameters for success to evaluate.  

6. Focus on work outcome based management rather than presenteeism: this has shown 
to improve trust and performance.  

7. Bring the child to work principle: this could be physical, e.g. encourage someone to bring 
along a baby to a keeping in touch day, or metaphorical, that you reassure them that you 
value them as an employee and that you know that they have other commitments which 
you will help them to meet where possible. 

8. Cover: where possible, engage your staff member in designing the interim cover 
arrangements. Do not refer to it as the ‘replacement’. 

9. Inclusion: do not judge or make assumptions: families and situations will be diverse, for 
example heterosexual or same-sex couples, pregnancy or surrogacy arrangements, mum 
or dad being the primary carer or care being shared equally.  
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To do before maternity/shared 
parental/adoption leave 
 

  The basics 

 Congratulate your staff member whole-heartedly. This is a time 
when many new parents report feeling vulnerable, so your support will 
make all the difference.  

Things to say when you are told the news: 

- Congratulations 
- How are you feeling? 
- How can we support you? 
- Do you know how to access the relevant maternity/shared 

parental/adoption policy? 
- Is the pregnancy/adoption confidential for now? 
- I am happy to talk flexible working if you are interested. (see 

section on flexible working below). 
 

 Arrange a pre-parental leave conversation as soon as possible 
(guidance below) 

 Shared parental leave: if your staff member is a man or a partner in a 
same sex relationship or a secondary adopter, make it clear that you are 
happy to talk shared parental leave. Shared parental leave is a legal 
right but some partners are concerned it may harm their career when 
they raise it as a possibility. 

 Arrange cover: consider explicitly how the person can contribute to the 
cover arrangements e.g. contributing to recruitment process or how the 
post could be covered. Consider what happens if the person needs to 
leave earlier than planned due to medical issues. 

 Pregnancy adjustments: if applicable, explore if adjustments need to 
be made during pregnancy and/or time off for antenatal appointments. 
You should conduct a workplace health and safety assessment. 

 Policies: familiarise yourself with your trusts’ maternity/shared 
parental/adoption leave policies and flexible working policies and health 
and safety policies. 
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 Practicalities: Keeping in touch days – how do they want to use them? 
Annual leave – how much annual leave will they have at the end of the 
leave? Do they know where to go and find out about childcare vouchers, 
tax-free voucher schemes or other childcare offers?  

 Progression: keep talking about career progression and opportunities 
e.g. special projects, don’t assume the expecting parent isn’t interested. 

         Advanced 

Do this if you want to be the leader everyone wants to work for. 

 Help them find a buddy: connect them with senior leaders across the 
organisation who have had children recently to have a one-off 
conversation.  

 Signal openness to flexible working: by saying that you are open to 
exploring flexible working, research shows you will directly increase 
retention and job satisfaction (e.g. Working Families 2019). See notes 
on flexible working below. 

 

Your pre-parental leave conversation  
- Be explicit about your desire to support. “If you are unsure of what you need now, let’s 

talk again next month”. 
- Ask about what they may need, don’t assume. 
- Ask about communication preferences: is there a method of communication they prefer 

while they are on leave? Email, phone updates? Do they want to be kept aware of CPD 
opportunities or funding rounds, if yes what is the best way of doing so? Ask the staff 
member whether they would like a regular catch up every few months during their parental 
leave and how/if they would like to be kept informed of key developments.  

- Make it clear to the staff member that it is absolutely fine to not want to stay in touch 
regularly during leave if that is their preference, but be clear that you are happy to 
communicate in a way that works for them. 

- What, if anything, does the parent want to be consulted on while they are away: 
especially if they hold a senior leadership role, it may be helpful to agree a list of things that 
they want to be consulted on (if any) whilst they’re away. Reassure them that it is ok if their 

A note on the experience of adoption:  
Adoptive parents, once approved, go through a process called ‘introductions’ with the 
children they are adopting prior to them coming home. This process is usually decided on 
by the social workers and the approval panel. Introductions normally last around 1-2 
weeks but often take longer, especially if there is a complicated history. They usually build 
up from an hour to an overnight stay before the children finally come home. This is 
incredibly stressful as the parents get to know the children in the foster parents’ home, 
often while being observed by the social worker. These visits take a lot of time and mental 
energy which is why most social workers recommend not working during this period.  
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preferences in regard to communication and consultation change after they’ve had the baby 
but don’t assume they will change.  
 
 

- Cover arrangements: “Would you like to be 
involved designing the cover solution or in the 
interview process?”  

- Keeping in touch (KIT/SPLIT) days: “what is 
your current thinking on how you want to use your 
KIT/SPLIT days?”  

- Signal flexibility and forward-thinking. “I am 
open to talking flexible working”. Research 
suggests that flexible working often increases 
commitment and performance of employees (e.g. 
Working Families 2019). 

- Reassure that you continue to support their career development, including 
progression into more senior roles.  

- Talk about what their plans are: ask what their latest thinking is about the length of the 
parental leave. Also think about how you will manage if your employee has to go on leave 
early due to medical reasons.  

- Give permission to change: “I know your thinking may evolve but if you are ready to 
share, I’d be interested to know how you see your career progress after you are back and 
what your current thinking is about arrangements when you return to work. Whatever you 
decide during parental leave, we will support you”. 
 

Pitfall: Line managers often make well-meaning assumptions. It’s not uncommon for line 
managers to decide that they mustn’t bother the staff member while they’re on leave, or that 

the staff member will definitely want to take a full year of maternity leave, or that the staff 
member will probably plan to go part-time when they return. Avoid leaping to these 

conclusions. Instead, ask.  

 

To do during maternity/shared 
parental/adoption leave 

 

 The basics 

 Keep your staff member updated in the manner you agreed.  

 Offer an informal meeting to discuss return to work arrangements.  

“Being empowered to lead the 
recruitment of my own maternity leave 
cover meant I had confidence that my 
team would be well led and supported 
in my absence and I could relax and 

enjoy being with my family.” 

Anna Bokobza, programme director 
integrated care, Imperial College 

College NHS Trust 
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 Make sure they are aware of any training days that may be of interest 
and if they want to attend make them, and if applicable their baby, feel 
welcome.  

 Offer keeping in touch days (KIT) or shared parental leave in touch 
(SPLIT) days in line with the employee’s preferences (see below for 
guidance on creating successful KIT/SPLIT days). 

        Advanced 

Do this if you want to be the leader everyone wants to work for. 

 Invite them with their baby to come along to training days or bring their 
baby along to KIT/SPLIT days. With that, you will send a powerful, 
unforgettable signal that you are supportive of working parents. 
Parents feed back that an invitation to bring the baby to work or training 
sends a powerful signal that they don’t have to choose between being 
a parent and an ambitious leader.  

 

  
 

 

 

 

 
Keeping in touch (KIT) day / shared parental leave 
keeping in touch (SPLIT) day  
 

 The Basics 

 Agree with your staff member in advance what the purpose of the day 
is. 

 Explain that individuals on maternity or adoption leave can take up to 
ten KIT days and a further 20 SPLIT days if taking shared parental 
leave but they don’t have to take any and that the KIT/SPLIT days are 
fully paid like a normal working day, take place during the period of 
parental leave but don’t bring it to an end. Individuals don’t have to take 
the full day. 

“I really appreciated still being kept in the loop. My manager informed me of a more senior role 
which I ended up being successful in. I returned to work in that new role and without that contact 

I wouldn’t have had this opportunity”. 

Anonymous 
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 Make sure the activities at the KIT/SPLIT day are useful to the staff 
member and/or to you.  

Activities could include: 

- Helping the staff member to stay informed with what is 
happening at work. For example, catch up meetings with other 
members of the team. 

- Study or mandatory training. 
- Activities that support the direct report’s career development 

such as shadowing senior colleagues, attending training or 
conferences. 

- Using the direct report’s expertise or insight. For example, 
getting the direct report to review a new practice or draft the 
design of a new process.  

- The employee delivering training on an area of their expertise. 
- Some individuals in clinical roles found it useful to use 

KIT/SPLIT days to shadow colleagues or catch up on specific 
clinical skills training to prepare for their return to work. 

 Ensure you let HR/payroll know so that the staff member can get paid 
for the day. 

 Advanced 

Do this if you want to be the leader everyone wants to work for. 

 Bring your baby: send a powerful signal by allowing your parent to 
bring their baby along to the KIT/SPLIT day if appropriate.  

 
 

To do before your direct report returns to 
work 
 

 The Basics 

 Check whether the physical environment is appropriate for the return to 
work, i.e. have you got a private, healthy and safe confidential room out 
of sight for breast milk expressing if applicable? Can you lock the door 
or put a do not disturb sign on the door? See also below the checklist for 
breastfeeding. 

 Does your staff member need any transition adjustments, e.g. a phased 
return to work? 
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 Schedule a return to work conversation (guidance below) to take place 
ideally before the parent starts work again but be guided by the 
preferences of the parent. 

 Have you got an emergency plan in place for what happens if a member 
of your team needs to be absent for a day e.g. if a child is sick? 

 Are you aware of your employer’s flexible working policies? 

 Practicalities: ensure their pass works, they have IT access, their 
workspace is clean, and they have access to any urgent mandatory 
training. 

 Especially if they have a clinical role, would they value additional 
support, e.g. shadowing others, a reduced workload or increased 
supervision? 

 Be especially considerate and flexible when there are specific issues, 
e.g. if they have had a stillbirth, if they are suffering from postnatal 
depression or if there are other health concerns. The most important 
thing is not to assume and to ask what they need.  

 If your employee tells you that they intend to continue breastfeeding, 
consider: 

1. Have you got a private, healthy and safe confidential room out of 
sight for breast milk expressing? Is it possible to lock the door or 
put a do not disturb sign on the door? Where can the milk be 
stored? 

2. What rest breaks or lactation breaks are needed, either to 
express breast milk or visit an onsite nursery to breastfeed if 
applicable?  

3. Tell your employee you want to be as supportive as possible and 
ask them what they need. Continuing to breastfeed does not 
need to prevent a return to work and a return to work does not 
need to prevent continued breastfeeding. The World Health 
Organisation recommends breastfeeding for up to two years of 
age and beyond.  

4. Create a supportive and non-judgmental environment, talk about 
breastfeeding positively in front of the rest of the team and 
challenge any unwelcome comments from peers. 

5. Breastfeeding mothers are protected under the 2010 Equality Act. 
While breastfeeding, employees and their babies have special 
health and safety protection under the same regulations that give 
protection to pregnant employees. This includes the right to rest 
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or lie down where necessary. A risk assessment is recommended 
by ACAS. 

 

 

 Advanced 

Do this if you want to be the leader everyone wants to work 
for. 

 Create an induction plan similar to when you have a new starter. 

 Let your staff member know that you are happy for them to take the 
baby along to the meeting before they return to work. This will be a 
practical demonstration of how supportive you are and they won’t forget 
it. 

 Explore whether the staff member would like to work differently in any 
way – e.g. job share, flexible working, agile working.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Remember, if your staff member is coming back from a second or third parental leave, their 
needs may be different from the first parental leave. Ask them what is important to them. 
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Key talking points for your return to work 
conversation: 
Schedule protected time in an informal environment with your direct report.  
Many managers find it useful if this conversation takes place before the direct 
report returns to work, but some direct reports want to talk only after they have 
returned and that is fine.  
 

- Be explicit about your desire to support. 
- Ask questions: 

o What are you looking forward to? 
o What are you worried about? 
o When you realise that you need something 

else in the future, how will you let me 
know? Experience shows that parents’ 
needs often evolve throughout and that 
they may need different support after three 
months than when returning to work.  

o Is there anything else that I don’t know about that you are experiencing at the 
moment and that you need? 

o What practical needs do you have? E.g. breast milk expressing room or leaving in 
time to pick up from nursery. 

- Make the implicit explicit: what implicit assumptions do we both have about working 
hours, physical presence and being reachable via phone/email? Are those implicit 
assumptions correct? Do we want to change any of those working practices?  

- Induction plan: what changes have happened in the team? What roles and responsibilities 
are there in the team? What outcomes is the employee responsible for?  

- Signal flexibility and forward-thinking. “I am open to talking flexible working”. Research 
suggests that flexible working often increases commitment and performance of employees 
(e.g. Working Families Index 2019). You may want to consider whether the role can be 
done differently e.g. as a job share, remote, agile or flexible working. Ask what your direct 
report’s current thinking is, don’t assume that they don’t want to work full-time anymore.  

- Career development: reassure that you continue to support their career development, 
including progression into more senior leadership roles and ask how you can support this.  

- Don’t assume. Many parents report that their managers make well-meaning assumptions, 
e.g. that their direct report doesn’t want to travel, when the staff member would have loved 
to attend a conference to present a prestigious report, as long as they themselves can 
make the decision.  

- How will we evaluate whether the return to work is going well? How will you tell me 
when your needs change? How would you like to receive feedback on your performance in 
the first three months after returning? 

 

“When I first went on maternity 
leave, I assumed I would return to 
work full-time. However, nearer to 
my date of return I decided to put in 
a request for reduced hours. It’s 
hard to know how you will feel once 
the baby comes and it is ok to 
change your mind.” 

 Anonymous 

Pitfall: If your direct report is a man, don’t assume that they do not want to discuss flexible 
working or part-time working opportunities. Men are often less likely to ask for flexible 
working due to fear of repercussions but are often as keen to work flexibly (e.g. 
Fatherhood Institute 2019). 
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Flexible working 
 

- Read the flexible working policy.  
- Most employees have the legal right to request flexible working and employers need to 

respond to these requests in a structured manner.  
- Flexible working isn’t limited to part-time work. There are a variety of options including 

compressed hours, job shares or agile working. 
- Given nine in ten workers want to work flexibly, flexible working is becoming an important 

tool to attract and retain colleagues. There is strong evidence that counter to common 
assumptions, flexible working increases performance, loyalty and retention (e.g. 
Aviva’s Working Lives report 2017). 

- When considering flexible working requests, consider service priorities, delegation and think 
outside the box.  

- When an employee comes to you with a flexible working request, they may well be nervous 
about your reaction. Even though this may be a new area to you as well, make sure that 
your first reaction is “yes, please tell me more about your thinking”.  

- Consider asking the report to propose a detailed plan for flexible working with key success 
criteria based on consultation with stakeholders (e.g. other team members) which you can 
then trial for three months and evaluate.  

- Find others who have managed people who have worked flexibly before. 
- Do take a look at the NHS Employers resources such as focus on flexible working and 

flexible working case studies and resources 
- Read more here about flexible working in the NHS.  
- Working Families has useful guidance around making a flexible working request.  
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After maternity/shared parental/adoption 
leave 
 

 The Basics 

 Walk the talk: put in place what you have agreed with your 
staff member before or during maternity/shared 
parental/adoption leave, otherwise you will lose trust and 
commitment. If the situation changes, alert them as soon as 
possible. 
 
Many pregnant women discuss their employment status and 
plans with supervisors before they take maternity leave 
(Botsford Morgan & King, 2012). This discussion becomes a 
meaningful contract, at least in psychological terms, for 
pregnant women. When the expectations are unfulfilled — 
when women return from maternity leave and find that things 
are not what they expected — they experience a breach of 
that psychological contract. Data from interviews and surveys 
suggest that such breaches are negatively correlated with new 
mothers’ intentions to remain in their jobs and their careers.  
The research doesn’t mention fathers or adoption leave, but 
the issues may be similar. 

 Review meeting: between 4-6 weeks after returning to work, have a 
meeting to review how the return to work has gone and what further support 
is needed. Continue to review the situation afterwards. 

 React positively and innovatively to the first three practical 
challenges. 

Logistical childcare issues and/or stressful situations arising from 
combining an ambitious career with young children do arise. How you 
respond to the first three challenges will strongly influence how they feel 
about your support. It may be worth you having a conversation with them 
around practical unexpected challenges that may arise and how you will 
deal with those. 

Children often get sick when they first start in childcare, which usually 
means children are sent home. This means, parents will need to be at 
home at short notice or find alternative childcare. This can be a practically 
and emotionally taxing time as the new parent can feel that they are 
fulfilling neither their role as a parent nor their role as an employee well. 
Your unwavering support here will be remembered for a long time.  
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Further support 
 
Your HR Department 

Government websites on parental leave, rights and pay, e.g. Shared parental leave, maternity 
leave, adoption leave, rights and pay – government website 

Leadership programmes, coaching and mentoring for example through the NHS London 
Leadership Academy Coaching and Mentoring or Leaders Plus Fellowship Programmes for new 
parents during and after parental leave.  
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