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WORK PAUSE THRIVEWOMEN ON THE RISE
A Quantitative Survey of 1,476 Highly Qualified Women

Who They Were: Predominately white, married, 
highly educated Gen X mothers

What They Did: Worked, paused, and thrived

Have you ever taken a 

voluntary career pause?

41%

20%

28%

11%

 Paused/Re-entered
 Downshifted/Worked Part-time
 Never Paused
 Currently Pausing

How long was your pause?

29%

24% 24%

23%

 Less than 2 Years
 2–5 Years
 6–10 Years
 11 or More Years

Of those who had paused and relaunched their careers… 
78% had NO regrets at all.

Women on the Rewards of Pausing and Re-Igniting Their Careers

80

60

40

20

0

100

More Confident Good Role Model Feel Validated Better Work–
Life Balance

 Somewhat  Very

See the appendix for details on the study and deeper insight into the results.

Note: Survey of 1,476 highly qualified women conducted via SurveyMonkey in the fall of 2015
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THE WORKPL ACE IS CHANGING, SLOWLY

PARENTAL LEAvE: 
THE BENEFIT THAT MAT TERS

As you’ve read, our parental leave policies in this country are nothing 
short of shameful. The research validating the importance of providing 
deeply engaged care that first year of life is by now undisputable, but 
rather than investing in the next generation, we have an unjust system 
that punishes children and their parents. Sure, those lucky enough to live 
in the right states or work for the right companies have paid leave, but 
the rest of us do not. Only 9 percent of companies offer full paid leave, 
although 56 percent of companies with at least fifty employees do offer 
some pay. Guess that’s better than nothing.

COMPANIES THAT OFFER SOME PAY 
DURING PARENTAL LEAvE

Type of Leave Total Small (50–99 

Employees)

Large (1,000+ 

Employees)

Maternity 58% 56% 70%

Spouse/Partner 

Leave

14% 14% 14%

Source: Families and Work Institute, 2014 National Study of Employers.  
Sample size for percentages of employers

The reasons all companies don’t offer full pay is that they claim 
paid parental leave is too hard a hit to the bottom line. But losing an 
employee because you don’t offer this competitive benefit can be a signif-
icant financial hit as well. When an employee leaves, there are the costs to 
recruit, hire, and train their replacement, and the lost productivity while 
the new employee gets up to speed. According to the Center for American 
Progress, it costs at least 20 percent of an employee’s salary to replace a 
white-collar worker.

Chris Duchesne, vice president of Global Workplace Solutions at Care 
.com, said companies “don’t understand they’ll often have to pay more if 
talented, skilled, and very valuable employees leave. These kinds of pro-
grams (paid parental leave) make employees all the more engaged, all the 
more loyal. For women, if they take leave available to them, they feel the 
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Since You First Began Working, Has There Ever Been a Time When You 

Took a Voluntary Pause from the Paid Workforce?

 Never Paused

 Downshifted/Part-Time

 Currently Pausing

 Paused/Re-Entered

28%

20%
11%

41%

Despite being highly ambitious and having invested 

extensive time and money into their careers, the majority of 

Women on the Rise respondents did pause their careers.

EXPECTATIONS vERSUS REALIT Y

Was this part of their plan? Previous research out of Harvard Busi-

ness School and other elite institutions found that while most of 

their alumnae did not expect or plan to pause their careers for kids, 

many ultimately did. At HBS, 42 percent of alumnae who have two or 

more children reported they left the paid workforce for a period of 

time, but most had not expected they would do so.316 We wanted to 

know if our respondents had similar experiences. They did.

We asked them their thoughts about career and family when they 

first entered the workforce. Overall, only 11 percent of respondents 

expected to fully pause their careers when they had children, but 

as noted above, 20 percent of respondents eventually downshifted 

by working part-time or on a reduced schedule and 52 percent left 

the paid workforce fully for a period of time. In other words, for a 

significant segment of respondents, their expectations did not meet 

their reality. 
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Only 11 percent of Women on the Rise respondents planned 

to leave the paid workforce, but 52 percent actually did.

I Thought I Would . . .

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Continue Working 
Full-Time

Pull Back/Reduce My 
Workload

Quit Working

Not Sure

“I never imagined I would leave my job. I had big plans for 

my career . . . and then I had kids.”

—Women on the Rise survey respondent

Once they had kids, the actual career paths of the Women 

on the Rise respondents did not align with their original 

goals and expectations.

WOMEN WHO STAYED THE COURSE

The answers from the 28 percent of respondents who followed a 

more traditional career path by never pausing gave us fascinating 

insights into why some women stay in the paid workforce. 

First, they found deep satisfaction and personal validation in 

having a career. Over 90 percent told us this was a key driver for why 
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they never left the paid workforce. Additionally, 82 percent reported 

they loved their jobs. Finally, and arguably most important, 59 per-

cent said having a flexible workplace situation that allowed them to 

integrate their kids and careers was a key driver for them. In other 

words, beyond their personal motivations, they had work situations 

that supported them as mothers. 

Of those who stayed in the paid workforce, 59 percent said 

workplace flexibility was a key reason they did NOT pause 

their careers.

What Influenced You to Keep Working?

0

20
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80

100

Validation Love My Job Workplace Flexibility

 Somewhat  Very

Respondents were given the opportunity to choose multiple responses

“Flexibility has been key. I don’t feel like I’ve missed much 

with my children in terms of school programs, parties, 

sports activities, etc. Without the flexibility to get to do all 

of these things, I may have been bitter about working.” 

—Women on the Rise survey respondent
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ladder. Some do, as we saw with the 28 percent of respondents who 

never paused. But most of our respondents disrupted that paradigm 

and trailblazed a decidedly non-linear career path. We wondered 

why. Did they lack ambition? Were they forced out? We wanted to 

know what motivated them to leave.

Not surprisingly, the women who reported they never paused 

were also more likely to report they considered themselves “very” 

ambitious: 66 percent indicated they viewed themselves that way. 

But interestingly, when we asked the 72 percent of women who 

had paused (either by leaving the paid workforce completely or by 

downshifting and working part-time) how they viewed themselves, 

63 percent of them indicated they too were “very” ambitious. 

Of the Women on the Rise respondents who paused and 

relaunched their careers, 63 percent viewed themselves as 

“very” ambitious.

How Ambitious Are You?

Very

Somewhat

Not Too Much

80%60%40%20%0%

 Never Paused  Paused and Re-Entered  Currently Pausing

If it wasn’t lack of ambition that drove them out, what did? 

Researchers have argued toxic workplaces have been at the heart of 

why women leave the paid workforce. No doubt pay inequity, sexist 

bosses, the constant fight to get credit for ideas, the sense that male 

colleagues who are less qualified are moving up the ladder faster, 
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Why Did You Pause Your Career?

100%80%60%40%20%0%

Want to Be a Primary Caregiver

Job Demands Too Intense

Lack of Flexibility

Partner’s Career Too Demanding

Respondents were given the opportunity to choose from multiple responses

“I believe that advancement in the workplace is extremely 

important, but should never be more important than family.” 

—Women on the Rise survey respondent

The myth of the “opt-out” mom who leaves the workforce 

because she lacks career motivation was not validated 

by our research. In many cases, they were the “canaries 

in the coal mine” whose actions revealed a deeper truth: 

The workplace does not support families in general and 

mothers in particular.

HOW HARD WAS IT TO REL AUNCH?

The assumption about pausing is that it is difficult to get back in. 

For those who paused longer than six years, this seems to be true. 

In fact, the vast majority of those who paused eleven years or lon-

ger reported it was difficult to relaunch. For those who had paused 

between two and five years, their career break did make re-entry 

more challenging, but not impossible. Re-entry was “easy” for those 

who took a brief two-year pause.
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HOW CHALLENGING WAS YOUR RE-ENTRY?

<2 years 2–5 years 6–10 years 11+ years

Easy 63% 44% 31% 19%

Neither 

easy nor 

difficult

14% 22% 29% 13%

Difficult 23% 34% 40% 68%

Finding a job took relatively little time for those who had paused 

fewer than five years. The vast majority of them were able to be in 

the paid workforce within six months. Those who had taken more 

than five years out of the paid workforce were able to get back in, 

but it took longer—for over one-fifth it took as long as two years. 

Overall, 66 percent of Women on the Rise respondents 

were able to find a new job in fewer than six months no 

matter how long they had paused.

HOW LONG DID IT TAKE TO GET  
YOUR FIRST POST-PAUSE POSITION?

<2 years 2–5 years 6–10 years 11+ years

Fewer than 

6 months

91% 69% 56% 44%

6 months– 

1 year

8% 19% 31% 17%

13 months– 

2 years

0% 6% 10% 17%

More than 

2 years

1% 6% 3% 22%

Overall, 69 percent reported they were in full swing in fewer 

than twelve months, and the shorter the pause, the faster respon-

dents were able to feel back on track. However, it is important to 
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note that a not insignificant percentage still struggled once they had 

relaunched. Is this because the workplace has not changed and so 

the issues they faced before they paused are still front and center, 

or is this because their pause negatively impacted their career? Our 

data did not give us insights into this important issue. 

Overall, 69 percent of Women on the Rise respondents felt 

“back on track” within a year.

HOW LONG DID IT TAKE TO FEEL  
“BACK ON TRACK”?

<2 years 2–5 years 6–10 years 11+ years

Fewer than 

6 months

62% 48% 50% 43%

6 months– 

1 year

18% 22% 10% 18%

More than 

a year

20% 30% 40% 39%

Here’s the good news: Since re-igniting their careers, 67 per-

cent of all relaunchers reported their compensation has increased 

and 35 percent indicated they have been promoted. And, 9 percent 

reported they had started a successful company. With so many indi-

cating they have increased both their salary and responsibility, it is 

no wonder the majority feel “back on track” professionally in such a 

short period of time.

Relaunching was relatively easy for most women who 

paused for less than five years. And, no matter how 

long they had paused their careers, the vast majority 

of respondents felt “back on track” within a year of re-

entering the paid workforce.
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Where Do They Work?

40% 50%30%20%10%0%

Self-Employed

Small Company (<100)

Mid-Sized (100–1,000)

Large (>1,000)

 Never Paused  Paused and Relaunched

“People told me that if I paused it would be ‘career suicide’ 

and I would never be able to re-enter in a way that would 

be satisfying. I am so delighted to say that they were SO 

wrong.”

—Women on the Rise survey respondent

Whether they paused or not, a comparable percentage 

of respondents rose to senior levels in their professions, 

debunking the myth that pausing or pulling back is career 

suicide for ambitious women.

PAUSING DOES HAvE CONSEQUENCES

Previous research317 has noted that women who pause their careers 

often re-enter to lower-paying jobs. Our research validated these 

findings. While a quarter reported they did not have to make any 

compromises when they re-entered the paid workforce, 48 percent 

indicated they were forced to take lower pay and 41 percent took a 

lower position. 

But, surprisingly, for nearly half our respondents this was part of 

their plan. Nearly 50 percent of women who paused their careers 

reported intentionally taking a less-demanding job with lower pay 
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when they went back to the paid workforce. Why? A significant 

majority (64 percent) indicated they wanted “control of [their] time” 

and took a less demanding/lower-paying job because it would allow 

for greater flexibility. 

Of the Women on the Rise respondents who paused their 

careers, 49 percent intentionally chose to relaunch to  

lower paying jobs with less responsibility because they 

wanted flexibility.

What Compromises Did You Have to Make When You Relaunched?

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

Lower Pay Lower Position No Compromises

Respondents were given the opportunity to choose multiple responses

“Yes, I entered with lower pay and lower responsibilities, but 

I also had the choice to take higher pay and responsibilities. 

Flexibility was more important to me.”

—Women on the Rise survey respondent

We did not ask respondents to specifically tell us about the finan-

cial implications of their career pause; however, many did in the 

comments section. While they claimed they had no regrets, many 

commented on the negative financial ramifications of their pause. 
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What Concerns Did You Have When You Relaunched Your Career?

60%
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100%

40%

20%

0%

Out of Touch 
with Network

Skills No Longer 
Relevant

Gap in Résumé

Respondents were given the opportunity to choose multiple responses

“I know what I have done matters, but does an employer?”

—Women on the Rise survey respondent

Another issue many women who had relaunched mentioned was 

the impact their second careers was having on their families. Guilt 

over how their children were faring now that their mother was not as 

readily available to them and frustration that they were still expected 

to be full-time mom and housewife even though they were now 

full-time employees were major issues for the women who were 

back in the paid workforce. 

One powerful mitigating factor for these issues was the role 

their husbands played in their relaunch efforts. A number of women 

noted their husbands became more active in household and child 

care duties when they went back to the paid workforce. 

“The key reason I was able to successfully get my career 

back on track is because my husband picked up the slack. I 

don’t know how women do it otherwise.”

—Women on the Rise survey respondent
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Pausing one’s career requires a willingness to take risks, 

the confidence to create your own path, and a family who 

supports you along the way.

REGRETS?

We know the assumptions about how hard it is to “onramp” and the 

dire warnings that you’ll have regrets if you “opt out,” but that simply 

wasn’t the reality for our respondents. Of those women who had 

left the paid workforce and then later re-entered, the vast majority 

reported they had no regrets. In fact, 78 percent reported they had 

no regrets AT ALL. And of those women who didn’t leave the paid 

workforce entirely but pulled back to work part-time, 82 percent 

had no regrets. 

Not surprisingly, the longer the respondent was out of the paid 

workforce, the more they regretted their decision to pause. For 

those out more than ten years, nearly 50 percent indicated they did 

regret their decision to leave the paid workforce.

Of the Women on the Rise respondents who paused their 

career, 78 percent had NO regrets at all.

DO YOU HAvE ANY REGRETS ABOUT PAUSING?

<2 years 2–5 years 6–10 years 11+ years

Yes 3% 14% 20% 46%

No 97% 86% 80% 54%

While the vast majority of those who paused their careers didn’t 

regret a thing, of the 22 percent who did have regrets, 57 percent 

viewed pausing as a mistake. They reported it took longer for them to 

find work and when they did their pay was lower than they expected. 
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Of this 22 percent who indicated they regretted pausing their 

careers, 62 percent were between the ages of forty-five and fifty-four. 

These women were more likely to have older children and to have 

been out of the paid workforce longer. As a result, many reported 

they believed they faced not only motherhood bias but also ageism 

in their efforts to return to the paid workforce. 

Those Who Believe Pausing Was a Mistake Also Faced the Following . . .

100%0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Relaunched to Lower Pay

Found Relaunching 
Very Hard

Compensation Has 
Not Increased

Took Longer Than 
Expected to Find a Job

Respondents were given the opportunity to choose multiple responses

“Ageism was the biggest thing I faced when I relaunched 

my career. The recruiters and hiring managers are all very 

young. It’s hard to break their preconceived ideas of what 

makes the best candidate especially if you have taken a 

career break for family.”

—Women on the Rise survey respondent

Most respondents had no regrets about the path they took. 

However, the longer they paused, the harder it was to 

relaunch because of the twin challenges of motherhood 

bias and ageism.
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REWARDS!

When we asked respondents who had paused about the benefits of 

their career path, they were enthusiastic, with 94 percent reporting 

they view themselves as good role models for their children even 

though they “opted out” for a period of time. Eighty-five percent said 

they felt more confident as a result of their pause, perhaps because 

63 percent believe their paused enabled them to gain valuable skills 

that made them a “better, more engaged worker.” For most, paus-

ing was the optimal work–life integration solution, with 78 per-

cent agreeing that doing so enabled them to gain the balance they 

wanted and needed.

The vast majority of Women on the Rise respondents (94 

percent) who paused their career reported they viewed 

themselves as good role models for their children and 

78 percent reported that pausing them helped them gain 

better work–life balance.

Women on the Rewards of Pausing and Re-Igniting Their Careers
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