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ABSTRACT

Corporate culture does not allow for talented women to return to the workplace or continue
to operate effectively in the workplace whilst managing their domestic responsibilities.
This is directly influencing the retention and progression into senior positions of female
talent (Baggallay, 2011).

While the above statement may be a narrow view considering shifts in many companies’
policies aimed at supporting work-family balance, working mothers still have many
concerns. Some of these concerns have been highlighted by the participants in this study,
and confirm the need to better understand the challenges faced by female employees

returning to work after maternity leave.

The primary purpose of this study is to identify common themes arising from South African
female employees' experience of returning to work following maternity, and to ultimately
gain an understanding of the interests of both mothers in the workplace and employers
looking to retain and nurture top female talent.

The results of this study revealed that, despite viewing work positively, the participants
found that returning to work after childbirth was difficult. A significant change in the
attitudes of the participants towards their careers after childbirth was also found. This
change is not necessarily negative and should not be interpreted as an indication of
employees' loss of interest in their careers; it does, however, highlight the need for
adequate management of the "workplace pregnancy" to ensure that female employees

return to work.

Employers who are open to the evolution of best practice for maternity leave, the
management of family responsibilities, and striking a balance between employee
productivity and fulfilment will position themselves as an employer of choice, thereby
attracting high-calibre talent.



UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

(@

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

| would like to express my appreciation and gratitude to the following individuals for their

contributions, patience, and endless support in the completion of this study:

Professor Hein Brand, for his guidance, kindness, supervision, and invaluable input.
Christa Smit for her assistance and motivation throughout the study. The amazing
mothers who gave of their valuable time so that this study could be conducted. Mumtaz
Osman and my mother (Isabel Barreiro) for encouraging me to complete this study, and
my husband (Jerome Lucas) and children, who supported and motivated me from start to
finish.



(@

TABLE OF CONTENTS

CONCEPT DECLARATION .. ...ttt a e e e e e e e Il
ABSTRACT ..o e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeas I
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ... \Y
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW ... 1
1.1 BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION ....ooiiiiieie e 1
1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT ... 3
1.3 PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES ... .. 4
1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS..... .o e 5
1.5 METHODOLOGY ...ttt e e e e e e e e 5
1.6 SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY ...coiiiiiiiee e 6
1.7 DELIMITATIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS ... 6
1.7.1 DELIMITATIONS ..o e e e 6
1.7.2 ASSUMPTIONS ... e 7

1.8 DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS ... ... 8
1.9 OVERVIEW e 9
CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS ... 10
2.1 INTRODUCGTION ..ot e e e 10
2.2 SYSTEMS THEORY ... 10
221 WHAT IS A SYSTEMY ... 10
2.2.2 ELEMENTS OF THE SYSTEMS THEORY ....oooiii e 11
2.2.3 SYSTEM BOUNDARIES AND FEEDBACK LOOPS ... 11
2.2.4 COHESION, FLEXIBILITY, AND COMMUNICATION .......cccoiiiiiiiiiiieeeee 12
2.2.5 ORGANISATIONS AS SYSTEMS ... 13
2.2.6 CONCLUSION ..o e e e e e e 14

2.3 MASLOW'S HIERARCHY ..o 14



2.3.1 MOTHERS AND MASLOW ... 17
CHAPTER 3: BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW........ooiiiiieee 20
3.1 INTRODUCGTION ..o 20
3.2 WOMEN, PREGNANCY, AND THE WORKPLACE .........cccoeieieeeee e 21
3.3 WORK-FAMILY CONFLICT ... 23
3.4 LEAVING AND RE-ENTERING THE WORKFORCE.........cccoiiieiie 24
3.4.1 PREFERENCE FOR EMPLOYMENT ... 25
3.4.2 IMPLICATIONS FOR EMPLOYERS...... .o 26
3.5 CAREER PATTERNS OF WORKING MOTHERS ... 27
3.5.1 TOPTING OUT e e e e 27
3.5.2 RETURNING. ... .o e e 28
3.5.3 CONCLUSION ...ttt e e 32
3.6 SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT ... 33
3.6.1 LABOUR FORCE MOVEMENT OF SOUTH AFRICAN WOMEN .................. 33
3.7 MATERNITY LEAVE: POLICY AND LEGISLATION ....cocoiiiiiiee e 37
3.7.1 SOUTH AFRICA e 37
3.7.2 INTERNATIONAL ... 40
3.7.3 BENEFITS IN SELECTED COUNTRIES........coiiiee e 40
3.7.4 COMPANY POLICY ...ttt 42
3.7.5 RETENTION ... e 44
3.8 CONCLUSION ...t e e e e e e e e e eeeas 45
CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN AND STRATEGY ...cocoiiiiiiieeeeeeee e 46
4.1 INTRODUGCTION ..ottt e e s e e e 46
4.2 RESEARCH PARADIGM / PHILOSOPHY ... 46
4.3 RESEARCH DESIGN ... 47
4.3.1 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH.......co e 47
4.3.2 CONSTRUCTIVIST GROUNDED THEORY ....ccoiiiiiiiieiiiiieee e 49

4.4 SAMPLING ... e 52



441 TARGET POPULATION ...ouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee ettt 53
442 SAMPLE METHOD AND SIZE ......cooooiiiiiieeieeee e 53
4.5 DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE .......ccoiiiiiiiiiiiiitieiee ettt 53
4.5.1 LITERATURE STUDY ...ttt 54
4.5.2 INTERVIEWS ... e e e e 54
4.5.3 FOCUS GROUPS ... .. 55
4.6 DATA ANALYSIS METHODS......cooi ittt 55
LG Tt B ©7 o To |1 o o PP PPPPPPPPP 56
4.6.2  OPEN COAING ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e 56
4.6.3  AXIAl COAING ...t 57
4.6.4  SeleCtive COQING ....uuuuuiiiiiiiiiiiieiie et 57
4.7 QUALITY AND RIGOUR ..ottt 57
47 QUAL Y et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e 57
4.7.2 RIGOUR . ... e e e e e e e e e e e e e 59
4.8 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS ...t 59
CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS ...cooiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 61
0.1 SAMPLE . ————————— 61
5.2 QUESTIONS . ...ttt e et 62
5.3 DATA ANALYSIS. ..ot 63
5.4 RESULTS L.ttt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e n e 65
5.4.1 JOB ATTITUDE ..ottt 65
5.4.2 WORK ORIENTATION ..ot 67
5.4.3 ENVIRONMENTAL AND HEALTH ASPECTS ... 70
5.4.4 PERSONAL EXPERIENCE ... 74
54.5 RETURN EXPERIENCE ... 77
5.4.6 ORGANISATIONAL ASPECTS ...t 79
5.5 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS. ... . 82
5.5.1 JOB ATTITUDE ..ottt 82
5.5.2 WORK ORIENTATION ...cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii ettt 83

5.5.3 ENVIRONMENTAL AND HEALTH ASPECTS ... 85



5.5.4 PERSONAL EXPERIENCE .......oo e 88
5.5.5 RETURN EXPERIENCE ... 89
5.5.6 ORGANISATIONAL ASPECTS ... 91
5.5.7 CONCLUSION ..ot e e 93
CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS.................. 94
6.1 INTRODUGCTION ...t 94
6.2 CONCLUSIONS ... e e e 94
6.3 LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH....................... 97
6.4 RECOMMENDATIONS ... 98
6.4.1 POLICIES, PROGRAMMES, TRAINING, AND SUPPORT .......ccccccciiiieeenes 99
6.4.2 FACILITIES AND CHILDCARE ... 101
6.4.3 FLEXIBLE WORK OPTIONS ..o 101
APPENDICES
APPENDIX A: LIST OF REFERENCES ... 103

APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT FORMS. ... 115



UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

FIGURE 1: MASLOW'S HIERARCHY ...ttt e e e e ettt e e e e e et e ettt s e e e e e e e eeetaa e e e e e eaeeeeesannaeeeaaeaeennns 15
FIGURE 2: IDEAL FAMILY SITUATION ...uuiiiiittiittt e e e e e eeeeett e e e e e e e eeeessea e e e aaeeeeaesanaaaeeaaaeeeenssnnnaaeaaaas 68
FIGURE 3: MATERNITY LEAVE ....iiiiiiitititi e e e e e eeeeetta s e e e e e e eeeetta e e e aaeeeeeeeaan e e eeaaeeeeeasnnnanaaeeaaaeeensnnns 71
LIST OF TABLES
TABLE 1: DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS ... .utttettittittttua e e aeaaeeeataaa e e aaaaaeeeesenna e e eaaeeeeenssnnnaaaeaaaeeeeesnnnnnnnns 8
TABLE 2: INTERNATIONAL COMPANY POLICY ...t 42
TABLE 3: SOUTH AFRICAN COMPANY POLICY ...iiiiiieeiiee et 44
TABLE 4: RESEARCH PARADIGM ...cciittuiieeaeeeeeeetita e e e e e e e eeeetaa e e e e e aaeeeeeetana e e eeaaeeeeessannaaeaaeaeaeensnnnnnns 47
TABLE 5: QUALITATIVE STUDY CHARACTERISTICS . .ciiiiiieeiieee e 48
TABLE 6: PANDIT'S PROCESS OF CONDUCTING GROUNDED THEORY RESEARCH .......cccceviiiiieeiieeeeeenn. 50
TABLE 7: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION ....cuitiiiitiiittea e e e eeeeeeeettaa e s e e e aeeeeeeasana e e e eaeeeeeessnnnaaeeaeaeaeennnnnnnns 61
TABLE 8: RESEARCH AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS .....cciiiiiiiieeeee e 62
TABLE 9: CODING PROCESS.....cciiiiiiiee ettt 64

TABLE 10: IDEAL MATERNITY LEAVE .....uiiieiii ettt e ettt e e e e e e e e e ee et e e e e e e e eeeeenenanns 72



(@

UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

1 CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

1.1 BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION

Belkin (2003:1) mentions that many women never get near "the glass ceiling" because

they are stopped long before then by the maternal wall.

In previous decades, the most topical of all female workplace issues was that of the glass
ceiling and the unwritten rules established by a male-dominated environment, which
largely prohibited or limited women’s membership to the men-only executive lounge. With
a shift towards workplace equality, the burning issue for our generation has less to do with
the challenges faced by women and more to do with the challenges faced by mothers.

With workplace equality comes a shift in the social panorama as women are faced with
questions such as: When is the least disruptive time to have children (if at all)?, How soon
do | return to work and will it affect my child’s development?, How do | maintain the
balance between pursuing a successful career while meeting maternal/family obligations,

and where do | fit in Pilates classes?

Even though research on career women, women in positions of leadership, women's
multiple roles, and their coping strategies and mechanisms as well as role conflict has
been more prominent over the past three years (Booysen, 1999, 2000; Brink & de la Rey,
2001; Dimati, 1997; Jano, 2000; Redelinghuys, Botes & De Wet, 1999), there are still
major misconceptions regarding to mothers in the workplace. The role of these
misconceptions is evident in the amount of companies reducing their expectations to hire
working mothers. In South Africa, companies have reduced this expectation by 20% since
2010, which is drastically higher than anywhere else in the world (Regus, 2011).

This study intends to shed light on the issues facing working mothers returning to the
workplace after the birth of their first child, and aims to identify relevant trends by tracking
the individual factors that influence a mother's choice to return to work, the ideal length of
maternity leave, the level of support from their employer, and how cultural nuances within

the South African context define the whole experience.
-1-
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The cost of losing a competent, skilled employee is always high, and pregnancy is
recognised as a time when a woman may re-evaluate her options (Regus, 2011).
Previous research indicates that despite strengthened legislation and in some cases,
enhanced organisational benefits, one in three women, for various reasons, find it difficult
or very difficult to return to work after maternity leave (Morris, 2008). These reasons
include: concerns about childcare, missing their child, their child missing them, financial
issues, the inability to balance the work-family relationship, and the attitude of their

supervisor and other employees upon their return.

Regarding the organisation's point of view, one of the most damaging stereotypes is the
belief that the pregnant employee is no longer committed to her job and may not return to
work after childbirth (Halpert, Wilson & Hickman, 1993). This belief is not limited to lower-
level employees. Hughes (1991:B1) states that "the biggest fear among many employers
is that a once assertive woman executive will ease up on the job, then take paid maternity
leave and never return." This belief is held to the extent that managers and supervisors

act thereon, leading to unfair discrimination.

In South Africa, women make up 51% of the population and 45% of the workforce
(Baggallay, 2011). Nearly 80% of South African women between the ages of 20 and 50
are mothers (Baggallay, 2011).

Given these numbers, it is surprising that there is so little research regarding pregnant
employees. There is an increasing need for organisations that employ and wish to retain
highly qualified women to better understand and accommodate the way in which
professional women integrate motherhood and career breaks into their working lives.
These career breaks (maternity leave) will need to be accommodated in order to make
maximum use of the training and development invested in female employees (Gerber,
2000:7).

Although women make up a large portion of our global and South African workforce, when
we look at statistics of women in senior management, the numbers are not representative.

Corporate culture does not allow talented women to return to the workplace or continue to

-2.-
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operate effectively whilst managing their domestic responsibilities, and this is directly
influencing the retention and progression into senior positions of female talent (Baggallay,
2011).

Consequently, there is a need to better understand the challenges that female employees

face upon returning to work after maternity leave.

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT

Researchers (Barrow, 1998; Lyness et al., 1999; Mosisa et al., 2006; Morris, 2008) have
investigated the challenges faced by pregnant employees and their experiences following
maternity leave within developed countries such as the United States of America and the
United Kingdom. Within emerging countries such as South Africa, little research has been

conducted in this respect.

As companies break out of restrictions imposed by the economic downturn and strive for
growth, the need for repopulation of affected positions with skilled staff is on the increase.
Women who have become mothers can still bring experience and a variety of invaluable
skills to the organisation, and companies that value these women and are willing to

accommodate them will reap the rewards (Regus, 2011).

A proportion of companies still have some concerns about hiring working mothers,
particularly that they may leave to have another baby, offer less commitment, and offer
outdated skills (Regus, 2011).

Globally, companies are becoming accustomed to the notion that flexible working is less
expensive, leaner, and more adaptable to growth, which will likely lead to an increase in
flexible working practices, resulting in the attraction of more working mothers to the
workforce (Regus, 2011).

Locally, however, despite the work of researchers in South Africa (Herbst, 2006; Gerber,
2000), there are still large gaps in the knowledge in this arena. Corporate South Africa

could benefit from being more aware of their talent’'s changing needs and lifestyles in an

-3-
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attempt to create environments that are flexible and adaptable enough to accommodate
diversity and new ways of conducting business in order to have capacity for diversity
(Baggallay, 2011). A family-friendly work environment is rapidly moving from a nice-to-
have benefit to an essential employment offering.

1.3 PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES

What is evident from the literature review is the difficulties working mothers face on their
return to work following maternity leave. These difficulties stem from a variety of areas.
Not only are these women concerned about the needs of their new infant, their own
physical and mental wellness, their readiness to return to work, and increased financial
responsibilities, they are also faced with the changed attitudes of their colleagues and
managers on their return. Even in best-practice and forward-thinking companies there are
still many misconceptions and stereotypes that make the return and reintegration of
working mothers into the workforce after maternity leave difficult.

The purpose of the study is to identify common themes arising from the return-to-work
experiences of South African female employees following maternity leave.

If working mothers are to be fully utilised in terms of their potential and value as a
resource, recommendations are needed to alter the negative perceptions of managers and
colleagues, and guidelines are necessary for the reintegration of mothers into the

workforce.

Thus, the objectives of the study are:

. To determine the influence of childbirth on female employees’ attitudes towards their

careers;

. To identify reasons why female employees decide to return or not return to
employment following childbirth;

. To determine the ideal length of maternity leave to ensure optimal readiness of the

female employee;
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. To identify the main concerns of female employees upon returning to work after

maternity leave; and

. To gain insight into the experiences of female employees upon returning to work from

maternity leave.

1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The following specific research questions will be answered in this study:

. How does childbirth influence a female employee's attitude towards her career?

. What amount of maternity leave would be ideal before returning to employment from

the female employee's perspective/experience?

. What are the reasons why female employees decide to return or not return to

employment following childbirth?

. What are female employees' main concerns upon returning to work after maternity

leave?

. How do female employees experience work upon returning from maternity leave?

1.5 METHODOLOGY

The researcher made use of non-probability, purposive sampling when selecting
participants, thus participants relevant to the purpose of the study and who met the
specified requirements were selected.

A combination of semi-structured, in-depth interviews and follow-up sessions was used to
collect data. A semi-structured questionnaire was used as an interview guide during the
interviews. The findings of the interviews guided the questions asked in the follow-up

sessions.

The researcher used grounded theory as her research methodology, meaning that the
data was analysed as it was collected. Coding aided the researcher in categorising and

-5-
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assigning themes to specific data. The coding of data ensured that themes were properly
categorised according to the defined research questions.

1.6 SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY

This study provides an understanding of the interests of both mothers in the workplace and
employers looking to retain and nurture top female talent. Employers who are open to the
evolution of best practice for maternity leave, managing family responsibility, and striking a
balance between employee productivity and employee fulfilment will position themselves
as employers of choice, thereby attracting high-calibre talent.

Compelling evidence, supported by sound research, can change the status quo - the
researcher believes that the results of this study and similar studies as a result of this one
can shape future best practice, even basic conditions of employment, thereby improving
the overall working experience of mothers in South Africa.

1.7 DELIMITATIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS
1.7.1  DELIMITATIONS

There are various delimitations in this study, which relate to the constructs, target

population, and literature.

Firstly, the return-to-work experiences of female employees were limited to the
perspectives of the female employees in question, and not those of their organisations,

colleagues, and supervisors.

Secondly, only women who were actively employed during their pregnancy and maternity
leave were included in this study. Furthermore, this study only included South African
women employed in South Africa (as the study intended to draw conclusions about the
circumstances within this specific emerging economy). The study was also limited to the
experiences of women following the birth of their first child.
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Lastly, as the information is of a sensitive nature, there was a concern about the validity
and reliability of the information from the participants due to their fear of being judged for
their honest opinions. Another issue was that the research was only conducted in English,
and data were therefore limited to English-speaking participants. As English is only one of
the eleven official languages in South Africa, the results are not representative of the

South African population.

1.7.2 ASSUMPTIONS

An assumption is "a condition that is taken for granted, without which the research project
would be pointless" (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005:5). This study made a number of
assumptions, which underlie the research.

These assumptions are:

. The appropriateness of the qualitative research approach as a measure to explore

the return-to-work experiences of female employees following maternity leave;
. The ability and willingness of participants to participate in the study;

. The ability and willingness of participants to provide correct and truthful answers to

the questions posed; and

. The reliability and validity of the research approach used in the study.
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1.8 DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS

Table 1: Definition of key terms

KEY MEANING
TERM

Mother A woman in relation to a child or children to whom she has given birth

Workplace | The event of falling pregnant whilst employed through to return to work

pregnancy | after maternity leave

Maternity | Job-protected leave from employment for women at the time of birth and

leave for a period following childbirth (Kamerman, n.d.)

Paternity Job-protected leave from employment for fathers, for many of the same

leave purposes as maternity and parental leave (allowing for care of family)
(Kamerman, n.d.)

Parental Gender-neutral, job-protected leave from employment that usually follows

leave maternity leave and permits either men or women to take advantage of
the policy and share the leave or choose which of them will use it
(Kamerman, n.d.)

UIF Unemployment Insurance Fund, established by the government to
provide short-term relief to workers when they become unemployed or
unable to work because of illness, maternity, or adoption, and to provide
relief to dependants of a deceased contributor (Anon, 1998)

BCEA Basic Conditions of Employment Act, established by the government,
which applies to all employers and workers, and regulates leave, working
hours, employment contracts, deductions, pay slips, and termination
(Department of Labour, 2007)

LRA The Labour Relations Act aims to promote economic development, social
justice, labour peace, and democracy in the workplace (Department of
Labour, 2011)

Career- Women who tend to put their careers first and remain single or childless

primary or have their children raised by others in order to pursue a career

woman (Schwartz in Gerber, 2000:8)

Career and | Women who want to have serious careers whilst actively rearing their

family children (Schwartz in Gerber, 2000:8)

woman
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1.9 OVERVIEW

Chapter 2 of this thesis reviews the theoretical frameworks pertaining to this study.
Chapter 3 reviews the literature regarding working mothers and the experiences of
mothers within the employment sector. Due to the fact that there is very little literature on
the return-to-work experiences of working mothers within a South African context,

research in countries all over the world was explored.

Chapter 4 describes the research design and strategy in detail. This chapter provides
details of the sampling technique used, the data collection procedures, and the grounded
theory methodology as it was applied in this thesis. Reliability and validity of the data
collection methods, as well as the ethical considerations maintained throughout the study,
are also discussed.

Chapter 5 reports the research findings based on the methodology utilised, as well as the

analysis of the research findings.

The last chapter, Chapter 6, provides conclusions resulting from the analysis done in
Chapter 5. A summary of the recommendations and limitations of this study is also

included.
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2 CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

2.1 INTRODUCTION

In an attempt to understand the complexity of women'’s roles as mothers and employees,
the following theories will be discussed: systems theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.

Systems theory will give insight into the dual role that mothers play and their involvement
in a number of systems. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs clarifies the need to work outside of
the home and the source of women's motivation to be productive in the workplace despite

outside influences.

2.2 SYSTEMS THEORY

A woman'’s role and involvement in society is multifaceted, and therefore the roles that she
plays cannot be viewed as disconnected from one another. In particular, the modern
mother has joined the workforce and has a role to play there, but in most cases is still
responsible for all other roles within the household as well (Rieckert, 2005:44). This
duality indicates involvement in more than one system. As a result of dual roles and the
expectation that women should comfortably perform these roles, woman are experiencing

increased expectations, pressures, and role conflict.

221 WHATIS A SYSTEM?

A system can be defined as a group of interacting, interrelated, or interdependent
elements forming a complex whole (Bowen, 2007:190). Potgieter (1998:54) describes a
system as a unit of people who are connected through the same form of relationship with

one another in a particular context, space, and time.

A system can therefore be viewed as an interrelated group of individuals experiencing
similar characteristics or circumstances and having an effect on one another. Individuals

are able to function in more than one system (e.g., work, family, society, religion, etc.).

-10 -



(@

UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA
YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

According to Bowen (2007:190), a family is a system in which each member has a role to
play and rules to respect. Members of a system cannot be viewed and understood in
isolation. The same definition applies to organisations, because they are made up of

individuals with roles to play and rules to respect, and cannot be viewed separately.

2.2.2 ELEMENTS OF THE SYSTEMS THEORY

Systems theory supposes that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. The
interactions between different subsystems within the main system make the whole greater
than the sum of its parts. The system has characteristics that no one individual element
possesses, except when they are put together in an interactional context (Whitchurch &
Constantine, 1993).

Systems theory is concerned with how different subsystems interact to make up the whole.

2.2.3 SYSTEM BOUNDARIES AND FEEDBACK LOOPS

A system boundary helps to determine what is considered to be part of the system and
what is not (Whitchurch & Constantine, 1993). The boundaries of a system will determine
how open or closed a system is. This is known as boundary permeability.

The degree to which a system is open determines the amount of matter, energy, or
information that is allowed into and out of the system (Whitchurch & Constantine,
1993:333).

Whitchurch and Constantine (1993:334) define the feedback loop as “a path along which
information can be traced from one point in a system, through one or more other parts of
the system or its environment and back to the point of origin.”

In an attempt to control role conflict, the working mother will try and create closed systems
in the form of a “work system” and a “family system.” The nature of a system is such that
an element of that system cannot be viewed in isolation, so despite the attempts the keep
the two roles within the greater system of her life separate, the systems are automatically

interlinked and cannot be viewed separately.
-11 -
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The researcher is of the opinion that by acknowledging the existence of the two systems
and allowing them to exist concurrently, a balance can be found, allowing the individual
(working mother) to successfully exist and function within both systems. The researcher
believes that instead of using the term "work-life balance," "work-life integration" is a better

representation, and therefore a more accurate term.

2.2.4 COHESION, FLEXIBILITY, AND COMMUNICATION

Olson (2000: 144) developed a model of the family, based on systems theory. The model
describes families in terms of three main dimensions: family cohesion, flexibility, and
communication. These dimensions were intended by Olson (2000) for use within a family
system, but the researcher is of the opinion that these dimensions can be applied to the
work system as well. These dimensions will be discussed as characteristics of the said
systems.

COHESION

Olson (1993:105) defines family cohesion as the emotional bonding that family members
have with one another. The level of cohesion between family members will determine the
separateness or togetherness of the members in the system.

The researcher is of the opinion that the level of cohesion of a family will greatly impact the
ability of that family to deal with challenging situations or circumstances. The birth of a
new child can bring with it many challenges such as sleepless nights and added
responsibilities. The level of cohesion of the family will determine how they deal with these
new circumstances, which will have an impact on the individuals within the systems (such

as the working mother).

FLEXIBILITY

Flexibility has to do with the balance between the amount of change or stability within the
family system. Family flexibility is the amount of change in its leadership, role
relationships, and relationship rules (Olson, 1993:107). For example, during maternity
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leave, the mother will be likely to continue with all household responsibilities, such as
childcare, but once the mother resumes work, the father will need to assist in these roles.
A change in the roles within the family system is needed, and the amount of flexibility
within the system will determine how the period of “instability” is dealt with until the new
roles are defined.

COMMUNICATION

Olson (1993:108) measures family communication by focusing on the family as a group
with regards to their listening skills, speaking skills, self-disclosure, clarity, continuity
tracking, and respect or regard. The quality of communication within the family system

determines where the family is in terms of cohesion and flexibility.

2.2.5 ORGANISATIONS AS SYSTEMS

The researcher believes that the dimensions discussed are not only important in terms of
the family systems, but are equally applicable to an organisational system. The
dimensions are: level of cohesion, flexibility, and communication within the organisation,
and they directly impact the experience of reintegration of the female employee into the
workforce following maternity leave (Morris, 2008).

The researcher believes that the presence of these three dimensions within the
organisational system will largely influence female employees' decision to return to the
organisation following childbirth, or to possibly change employers, or to not return at all.
The three dimensions are related to this situation as follows: An organisation with a high
level of cohesion will most likely remain in contact with the female employee while she is
on maternity leave, checking to see how she is doing (mentally and physically). This will
show the employee that she is cared about and that her role within the system is valued.

The level of flexibility within the organisation will determine the degree to which the
organisation is able to accommodate the new working mother. It is the researchers belief
that an organisation that is willing to accommodate the new working mother's additional
roles and responsibilities in her private life will gain more productively from the employee
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and gain further commitment from that employee towards the organisation.

Communication is central to the organisational system and will determine the success of

the system.

2.2.6 CONCLUSION

According to Crouter and Mchale (in Luster & Okagaki, 1993:183), a mother functions in a
meta-system, meaning that she functions within different systems and is required to move
from one to the other.

Systems theory is less concerned with the cause and effect of the various systems than
with how different sub-systems interact to make up the whole system. Working mothers
cannot be viewed in one dimension, but rather need to be considered as a whole (taking
into account the different roles within the different systems that make that whole).

2.3 MASLOW'S HIERARCHY

Maslow's hierarchy of needs is based on the theory that humans are motivated by needs.
These needs are pursued, starting with the lower level (basic) needs and progressing to
the higher level needs.

The first four groups of needs are the lower needs, and these are driven by deficiency or
lack. When these needs are not adequately gratified, the deficiency creates energy,
motivation, emotions, etc., leading to coping behaviours. Once they are gratified, the drive
ebbs and the individual moves onto the next level of needs (Hall & Goodenough, n.d.).

The higher needs are the gratification needs and relate to self-actualisation (Hall &

Goodenough, n.d.). Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs is depicted in Figure 1 below. The
different levels of needs will be briefly discussed.
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FIGURE 1: MASLOW'S HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

PHYSIOLOGICAL/ SURVIVAL NEEDS

Physiological needs are the most basic of all needs. These include food, water, shelter,
and sleep, which are all necessary for physical survival. Physiological needs need to be
met in order to be able to pursue the next level of needs, which are safety needs.

SAFETY NEEDS

These needs are related to an individual's safety and security. Safety needs are not
limited to physical safety, but include an individual's need to be free of emotional harm.

SOCIAL NEEDS

Social needs are related to meaningful interaction with others, giving and receiving love,

belonging, and acceptance (Anon, n.d.).
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ESTEEM NEEDS

The fourth need is that of esteem, and is driven by external and internal motivators.

Internally motivated esteem needs include self-esteem, accomplishment, and self-respect,

whereas external motivators are, for example, reputation and recognition (Anon, n.d.).

SELF-ACTUALISATION NEEDS

Self-actualisation has to do with individual excellence, exploration, contribution, and
legacy. Maslow’s theory culminates in the quest to reach one's full potential, which is self-
actualisation. This need is never fully satisfied. As one grows, new opportunities continue
to emerge and, according to Maslow, only a small percentage of the population ever really
reaches self-actualisation (Anon, n.d.).

As long as human beings are motivated to satisfy these needs, they are moving towards
growth and, ultimately, self-actualisation. After a need is satisfied, it ceases to act as a
motivator, and the next need starts to motivate the person. It is therefore important for
managers/employers to understand the role of needs in individual employee motivation.

Maslow's hierarchy can be used to inform employee motivation. An employer can provide
ample breaks for lunch and recuperation, and pay salaries that allow employees to buy
essential goods, thereby satisfying their physiological needs. The employer can provide a
working environment that is safe, relative job security, and freedom from threats, thereby
satisfying safety needs. Another example would be for employers to offer challenging and
meaningful work assignments that enable innovation, creativity, and progress according to

long-term goals, thereby allowing employees to self-actualise.

By being aware of Maslow’s hierarchy and an employee's needs, an employer can
continue to satisfy that employee's needs, thereby ensuring commitment and motivation.
At various points in an employee's life and career, he/she will be motivated by completely
different needs. It is imperative that managers recognise this in order to motivate their
employees.
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2.3.1 MOTHERS AND MASLOW
