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I Left Venus and Came Back to Mars: Temporal Focus Congruence in Dyadic Relationships 

following Maternity Leave 

 

Abstract 

Temporal focus on past, present and future of contributions to work is critical to understanding how 

employees and their line managers navigate career disruptions and minimise their potential for 

negative impact. This paper reframes temporal focus using a dyadic, relational perspective to explore 

how temporal focus (in)congruence shapes resocialization experiences for returners and their line 

managers following maternity leave disruption. Our qualitative study draws on 54 interviews across 

27 organizations and demonstrates that a congruent, broader temporal focus – that embraces the 

past, present and the future – is associated with more positive relational and career outcomes than 

an incongruent focus, where one dyadic partner holds a narrow temporal focus. Our findings explicate 

how the adoption of a broad versus narrow temporal focus creates a perception of maternity leave as 

either a brief interlude or a major disruption. A congruent, broader temporal focus allows returners 

and their line managers to reduce their reliance on typical motherhood biases and instead consider 

the woman’s past, present and potential future contributions over the course of her career. We 

highlight the importance of temporal focus congruence at a dyadic level and the value of adopting a 

broader temporal focus on careers, while offering new insights regarding the temporal dynamics 

inherent to maternity leave transitions for both returners and their managers.  
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Introduction 

Organizations increasingly rely on the temporal coordination of employee effort to function 

effectively and employee orientations towards time are recognized as important drivers of 

organizational outcomes (Shipp and Richardson 2020). Temporal focus refers to the extent to which 

individuals typically orient their attention to information pertaining to the past, present or future 

(Shipp, Edwards and Lambert 2009). The perception and salience of past, present and future 

experiences have been demonstrated to impact a range of variables relevant to careers, from risk 

taking to professional achievement (Levasseur, Shipp, Fried, Rousseau and Zimbardo 2020). A growing 

body of evidence indicates that a strong focus on any one temporal focus has important implications 

including for wellbeing and career progress (see Shipp, in press for a review). Although the literature 

on temporal focus typically evokes the concept as a type of individual difference, there is increasing 

awareness of the potential for state or event specific elements of temporal focus (e.g. Cojuharenco, 

Patient and Bahshur, 2011) that may enhance its importance at particular career stages.  

While the importance of temporal focus at the individual level has been established, the 

temporal focus of influential others at work is also likely to have a considerable impact. Few workers 

operate in isolation of others and most depend heavily on relationships with their managers and 

colleagues. Time is experienced in organizations through shared temporal structures and norms which 

synchronize and create a rhythm to working life and longer-term careers (Ancona and Chong 1996, 

Orlikowski and Yates 2002). In a work relationship, a dyadic partner or colleague may act as an 

important ‘yardstick’ for aligning with workplace temporal norms. Although relational perspectives on 

temporal focus within workplaces are somewhat understudied, the important role that temporal 

focus can play in interpersonal interpretations of behavior has been considered from a theoretical 

perspective (Cole, Shipp and Taylor 2016). We expect interpersonal aspects of temporal focus to be 

particularly salient in contexts where the temporal rhythm of the workplace, career, or work 

relationship is disrupted, creating room for differing temporal perspectives to develop. As such, 

understanding the processes underlying matches or mismatches of temporal orientations between 



employees and colleagues such as line managers during organizational or relational disruption is 

critical to navigating this disruption and minimizing potential for negative impact on individual careers. 

Our qualitative research set out to understand how women navigate the disruption of work and 

career on their return to work after the interruption of maternity leave. In this paper, we take an 

abductive approach to analyzing the returner-line manager dyad as a way of understanding how 

(in)congruence in temporal foci can impact on how returners and their managers view maternity leave 

within the broader context of the returners’ careers. Pregnancy and the ensuing maternity leave 

represent a challenging punctuation in a woman’s career that requires considerable effort in 

maintaining a professional image (Little, Major, Hinojosa and Nelson 2015). Despite such endeavors, 

women often find that their position within the organization is ‘unfavorably revised’ during pregnancy 

and following maternity leave (Gatrell 2013). Women who return to work following maternity leave, 

or returners, often grapple with motherhood biases that lead to unfavorable judgements of them as 

workers and have adverse consequences for their careers (Correll, Benard and Paik 2007, Heilman and 

Okimoto, 2008). While such bias has mostly been studied at the point of hire (Gough and Noona 2013), 

it may be more pronounced for returners due to disruptions to their visibility, professional identity 

and workplace relationships. Given the temporal disruption that is inherent in maternity leave, it 

presents a salient context in which to explore temporal focus at a relational level.  

Our research represents an important first step in explicating how the (in)congruence in 

temporal focus of dyadic partners shapes resocialization outcomes following a career interruption. 

Our research makes two critical contributions to the literature on temporal focus. First, while state 

and trait perspectives on temporal focus and closely related concepts have highlighted important 

outcomes at the individual level, relational perspectives on temporal focus are sparse (Shipp and Aeon 

2019). We demonstrate the importance of an individual’s temporal focus relative to the temporal 

focus of important dyadic partners (line managers) and the potential for this to impact resocialization 

outcomes. In particular, our data illustrate the potential for (in)congruence in temporal focus to 

impact relational and career related outcomes and contributes to our nascent understanding of 



temporal focus fit (Briker, Walter and Cole 2020; Waller, Franklin and Parcher 2020). Second, building 

on recent work on the variant outcomes of past, present and future temporal foci (e.g. Shipp in press), 

we demonstrate the differential impact of a present focus on maternity leave versus a broader, more 

holistic focus. The negative outcomes associated with a past focus have been highlighted previously, 

while present and future foci are positioned as a mixed blessing (Levasseur et al. 2020). Our data 

suggest that, rather than one particular focus being more advantageous than another, a broader 

temporal focus allows returners and their managers to consider past investment and potential future 

contribution alongside the more immediate experiences of the return to work after maternity leave.  

Finally, we contribute to the growing literature on resocialization through a dyadic perspective 

on the return to work post maternity leave. Our research moves this literature beyond individual 

identity shifts (Hennekam, Syed, Ali and Dumazert 2019, Hennekam 2016, Ladge and Greenberg 2015) 

to highlight the central role of (in)congruence in temporal focus and relationships during this 

transitional process. Specifically, we explicate how individual and dyadic temporal foci on maternity 

leave – as a brief interruption or major temporal disruption – shape experiences and outcomes during 

resocialization. We highlight the differential impact of relationships where that temporal focus is 

broad or narrow and the extent to which that focus is shared within dyads. Importantly, our findings 

illustrate how a broader temporal focus can reduce reliance on the motherhood bias by facilitating a 

more holistic and systematic consideration of past, present and future contributions. In contrast, a 

narrower focus, particularly where only present contribution and availability were salient, resulted in 

an increased reliance on the motherhood bias during this time and more negative resocialization 

outcomes. These insights position broad, congruent temporal focus as a key, not only to mitigating 

the potential negative impacts of maternity leave, but to unlocking the potential of this transition to 

strengthen women’s careers and workplace relationships. 

Theoretical Background 

Temporal Focus in Workplace Relationships 



Temporal focus provides a useful lens for understanding how individuals think about the past, 

present, and future (Levasseur et al. 2020; Schipp et al. 2009). It highlights the subjective perspective 

of time, and how it acts as a significant influence on a vast array of organizational outcomes (Shipp 

and Richardson 2020). In general, past temporal focus is associated with more maladaptive outcomes, 

such as lower well-being and negative affect (Shipp et al. 2009; Rush and Grouzet 2012). In contrast, 

future temporal focus is argued to be associated with achievement (Shipp and Aeon 2019) and career 

adaptability (Zacher 2014); while present focus is viewed as something of a double-edged sword. 

There is also increasing recognition of the advantages of balancing multiple temporal foci, rather than 

individuals having a singular focus on past, present or future (Waller et al. 2020). As our understanding 

of temporal focus develops, the significance of state or situational influences and the need to 

understand the social context of temporal focus has also been highlighted (Levasseur et al., 2020).  

Although relational perspectives on temporal perspectives within workplaces are understudied, 

theoretical insights suggest that temporal focus can play an important role in interpersonal 

interpretations of workplace behavior (Cole, Shipp and Taylor 2016). Temporal focus impacts 

behaviors (Leroy, Shipp, Blount and Licht 2015; Shipp and Aeon 2019), and may have an impact on 

salient others, for instance, through citizenship behaviors (Methot, Lepak, Shipp and Boswell 2017). 

Furthermore, temporal aspects of team members’ personalities may shape managers' evaluations of 

subordinates (Alipour, Mohammed and Martinez 2017). Moving beyond individual temporal foci, we 

argue that any mismatches in subjective views of time within teams, or between managers and their 

teams, may illicit negative reactions that can significantly impact on work outcomes (Briker et al. 2020, 

Eldor et al. 2017). Recent evidence (Briker et al., 2020; Waller et al., 2020) suggests that incongruence 

in temporal focus may be relatively common and points to the need to examine the role of perceived 

incongruence or misfit in inhibiting team functioning.  

Traditionally, temporal focus, even that at a relational level, has largely been positioned as a 

trait or dispositional variable (Ancona, Okhuysen and Perlow, 2001, Shipp et al. 2009, Zimbardo and 

Boyd 2008). However, we argue that it can fluctuate in response to life events (see also Holman & 



Silver 2005) or situational cues, where sporadic events can present threats or opportunities, resulting 

in a shift in time perspective (Levasseur et al. 2020). This potential for change in temporal focus over 

time highlights the possibility of in(congruence) in temporal focus in the workplace, and further that 

this congruence is not likely to be static. In particular, we expect such temporal disruptions within 

workplace relationships, where normal temporal rhythms are interrupted due to temporary absence, 

to be influential both in making temporal focus more salient and in creating opportunities for 

(in)congruence to develop.   

Our understanding of the disruption of temporal norms in relationships and the extent to which 

such disruption may impact on the relationship itself or career outcomes for employees is, however, 

limited. There are two stark oversights in the literature in this regard. First, despite temporal 

disruption being a common experience for many workers (e.g. maternity/parental leave, sabbaticals, 

boomerang hires, long term sick leave), research that considers how people respond to disruption, 

fails to adopt a temporal lens to understand the adjustments required. Rather, extant research has 

focused on how individuals engage in identity negotiation and sensemaking to adjust (Ladge, Humberd 

and Eddleston 2018, Ladge and Greenberg 2015), or focuses on performance outcomes (Keller, Kehoe, 

Bidwell, Collings and Myer 2020, Swider, Liu, Harris and Gardner 2017). This approach overlooks the 

fact that, due to the passage of time, temporal processes are likely to be influential following a 

significant absence. Second, extant research largely ignores the relational dimension of social norms 

– that is, it takes more than one person to generate a (temporal) norm. In the context of disruption, 

where one member is detached from those norms, workplace relationships may be themselves 

impacted. Progress in recognizing the importance of shared or divergent temporal orientations (e.g. 

Alipour et al. 2017) has not been considered in the context of temporal disruption. We argue that 

interruptions to temporal rhythms may disrupt relationships and stimulate re-evaluations during 

which time temporal focus incongruence may be more likely to occur and become salient to relational 

partners.    



Our focus is on how temporal disruptions and incongruence in temporal foci influence career 

and relational outcomes, in the context of the return to work after maternity leave, integrating theory 

from the literature on motherhood biases (Glass and Fodor 2018, Benard and Correll 2010) and the 

return to work after leave (Ladge and Greenberg 2015). Maternity leave is a very common career 

interruption and is a very particular time at which parenthood directly impacts on a woman’s 

availability for and visibility at work in particular (McDonald, Bradley and Brown 2008). Following 

maternity leave, a returner has been disconnected from the temporal norms of the workplace and 

this creates a situation where members of the returner-manager dyad might develop very different 

views on the perceived length and impact of the maternity leave period. We now outline why the 

disruptions associated with maternity leave, for both the returner and her manager, provide an 

appropriate context in which to study temporal focus (in)congruence. 

Temporal Disruption during Maternity Leave 

Maternity leave represents a time where the pre-existing norms, goals and expectations in the 

relationship between an employee and their line manager, and the extent to which these are shared, 

may be significantly altered (Gatrell 2013, Ladge et al. 2018). The return to work after maternity leave 

also represents a stage in a woman’s career with important temporal associations. Although maternity 

leave is a natural disruption in visibility and workplace relationships, many women report experiencing 

gradual invisibility and exclusion even before their leave begins (Millward, 2006). Working mothers 

are often confronted with biased evaluations and assumptions regarding their commitment and 

performance both at work (Benard and Correll 2010, Glass and Fodor 2018, Luhr 2020) and in the 

family domain (Okimoto and Heilman 2012). As women transition back into the workplace, their prior 

investment in their careers and their potential contribution to work in the future become important 

frames for how they and others think about their careers. The potential impact of temporal focus on 

processing information about events is increasingly recognized (Levasseur et al. 2020). As such, the 

temporal focus of returners on the past, present and future of their careers is likely to be an important 

factor during this time. A focus on past achievement and investment provides a very different context 



for understanding present contribution than a focus solely on present availability or performance. In 

addition to returners’ own focus, the temporal focus of influential others and the extent to which 

those foci are matched, is likely to have an impact on the return-to-work experience.  

The resocialization period, when mothers return to work post-maternity leave, is a critical 

juncture in a woman’s career (Ladge and Greenberg 2015) and managerial support has been found to 

be central to facilitating adjustment following this career interruption (Ladge et al.2018). Access to 

support in an organizational context is typically mediated by key workplace relationships, particularly 

with those in positions of authority. Perhaps the most critical relationship for a woman experiencing 

a maternity leave transition is the relationship with her line manager, who typically acts as a key source 

of support and influence at all career stages (Renwick and MacNeil 2002). Manager relationships 

themselves are also likely to become more salient as employees return to work following leave due to 

the temporary invisibility created by the period of absence and the need to draw on relationships to 

reduce uncertainty. When individuals experience a personal transition, via role change, promotion or 

resocialization after leave, they may struggle to adapt to a new reality (Ibarra and Barbulescu 2010, 

Ladge and Greenberg 2015). As part of a complex process, individuals are guided by their relationships 

with others in adapting to their new or revised environment (Sluss and Ashforth 2007).  

In essence, managers play a dual role during the return to work after maternity leave. First, the 

relationship between the manager and returner becomes an important resource in and of itself as a 

tool for navigating uncertainty during the transition. Yet the paucity of research adopting a relational 

lens in exploring such a temporal disruption means we do not yet understand the processes underlying 

how returners and their managers can work together during this time. In adopting a dyadic 

perspective on the return to work post maternity leave, our research moves beyond questions of 

individual identity shifts (Hennekam et al. 2019, Hennekam 2016, Ladge and Greenberg 2015) to 

highlight the central role of temporal focus and relationships during this transitional process. Second, 

manager’s access to resources and influence means their judgements and decisions regarding 

returners are critical in determining returner access to resources and opportunities. Unfortunately, 



many mothers experience biases in how they are perceived and treated in the workplace with 

important implications for their careers and health (Hackney, Daniels, Paustian-Underdahl, Perrewe, 

2020, Berniell, Berniell, de la Mata, and Marchionni, 2021).  

Previous empirical work on motherhood biases has focused on its effects in new or unfamiliar 

relationships (e.g. Heilman and Okimoto 2008). However, after maternity leave women are generally 

re-entering established professional relationships and these relationships, especially between the 

returner and her manager, play an important role in resocialization. There is considerable potential 

for disparity in how line managers and their employees perceive and process social information and 

stimuli with implications for both parties (Gibson, Cooper and Conger 2009). Theory on motherhood 

bias has focused on the incompatibility between cultural expectations of motherhood and employers’ 

perceptions of the ideal worker (Benard and Correll 2010; Glass and Fodor 2018; Reid 2015) and such 

assumed incompatibility may become more prominent following a temporal disruption due to leave. 

The disruption of temporal norms creates a situation where members of the dyad might develop 

different views on the length and impact of the leave period as well as the career prospects of a 

returner. As such, this study theoretically advances our understanding of the impact of temporal focus 

fit at a dyadic level. We explore how returners, and their line managers navigate the temporal 

disruption inherent to maternity leave and the role that temporal focus (in)congruence plays in that 

process. In particular, we consider the implications of temporal focus (in)congruence for the dyadic 

relationship between a returner and her manager and for the returner’s career. 

Method 

Research Setting and Context 

Our research set out to understand how women navigated the disruption of work and career 

on their return to work after the career interruption of maternity leave. In this paper, we analyze the 

returner-line manager dyad as a way of understanding how (in)congruence in temporal foci can impact 

on how returners and their managers view maternity leave within the broader context of the 

returners’ careers. It became apparent during our study that this relationship was central to the 



woman’s experience of resocialization post maternity leave and, importantly, shaped the impact of 

maternity leave on her career and ongoing relationship with her manager.  

Our focus was on women who were explicitly identified as high performers and those whom 

the company would strongly wish to retain. This provided a common characteristic linking the 

returners, who represented a wide range of industries, and facilitated some comparison across our 

organizations. The women and their line managers were all employed in professional roles and were 

educated to a high level. Rather than selecting a single organization where the number of women on 

leave would be limited at any one time, we approached a number of organizations who could identify 

high potential women. The woman was also required to have recently returned from leave, within the 

preceding six months. 

Given our focus on high performers, the experiences of the returners in our study are likely to 

represent the best-case scenarios for returning mothers because their organization was more likely to 

provide positive supports to facilitate their re-integration and maximize retention. Thus, while our 

data contain many instances of negative experiences, there are likely many more negative stories out 

there which are highly relevant to understanding career and relational impact of maternity leave. On 

a related note, the organization determined who participated in our research and while some sent an 

open invitation to returners, in many cases, returners and their line managers were handpicked by 

HR. Thus, we would be naïve to think that our sample is not biased towards more favorable depictions 

of the transition, which are likely to reflect more positively on the organization.  

Our research was conducted in Ireland where organizations must offer 26 weeks maternity 

leave together with 16 weeks additional unpaid maternity leave, which begins immediately after the 

end of maternity leave, should the woman choose to take it. At the time of our study, the State paid 

a standard maternity leave benefit of €235.00 (approx., $280) per week and all of the employing firms 

in our study topped that up to full pay for between 18 and 26 weeks. The vast majority paid full salary 

as normal for the 26 weeks. Some organizations held back 30% of the full salary accrued during 



maternity leave to serve as a lump-sum retention bonus if the woman returned to full time work and 

stayed for at least six months. 

Data Collection 

Our primary method of data collection was through semi-structured interviews. Interviews were 

considered most appropriate as they are flexible enough to facilitate exploration of under-examined 

phenomena or constructs (King 2004) and in generating micro level data “that presents the 

phenomenon of interest in its variety and complexity’’ (Katz 2004, p. 83). Furthermore, from an 

interpretive perspective, probing techniques were an important tool in understanding the lived 

experience of the women’s resocialization from both their perspectives and the perspectives of their 

line managers (Kaplan and Orlikowski 2013, McCracken 1988). These probes allowed for depth and 

comprehension of the data obtained, as interviewees could use and incorporate words and their 

understanding of ideas in different ways (Berry 2002, Gray 2007). 

We were of course conscious of the limitation of post hoc data collection and the potential for 

retrospective bias in interviewee reflections. We thus took a number of measures to minimize the 

potential for retrospective bias. Firstly, we used nondirective questions focused on events to gather 

specific information (Huber and Power 1985). Specifically, we asked informants to describe significant 

events that they had experienced prior to, during and after the maternity leave and to work through 

those experience chronologically. We avoided leading questions (e.g., Did your manager value your 

prior experience?) and speculative ones (e.g., Why was your experience different to others’?). In line 

with best guidance, we ensured anonymity to encourage candor (McDonald and Eisenhardt 2020). 

Finally, we triangulated experiences from the perspective of each of our interviewees where possible.  

Participant Selection and Characteristics. In developing our sample, we first drew on our own 

network within industry to pitch this research idea. This represented a ‘purposive sampling’ (Lincoln 

and Guba 1985) approach in that we targeted organizations across a range of sectors and industries 

that we expected to reflect a breadth of approaches to managing maternity leave and which we 

expected would provide rich information about the phenomenon of interest (Easterby-Smith, Golden-



Biddle and Locke 2008). We contacted 50 companies, 37 of whom initially agreed to participate in the 

research. However, following extensive communication and the process to identify suitable 

participants, we ended up with 27 companies who fully participated in the research. In each of these 

27 organizations we set out to interview a high potential woman who returned to work in the previous 

six months; her line manager; and the HR Director or HR senior manager. 

The organizations represent a wide range of industries (e.g. finance, pharmaceuticals, aviation, 

logistics, technology, public sector). Many are household names and leading global players in their 

respective sectors. The returning women were identified by their HR Director, who initially invited 

them to participate. Once they agreed to take part, their line manager was approached by HR. Both 

had to agree to be interviewed for us to proceed. Once their contact details were passed on to the 

research team by HR, we contacted the participants individually to set up interview times on site.  

Our focus in the current paper is on the returner-manager dyad. This included 27 returners and 

27 line manager interviews. Our interest was in the dyadic relationship between the returner and her 

line manager and so we excluded the HR Director interviews, except where that person also happened 

to be the line manager. The majority of returners were first time mothers (78%) but, as women are 

more likely to leave work permanently after a second or subsequent child, we also include some 

second and third time mothers. In most cases, women who were on their second or third maternity 

leave had different line managers on each return and so were able to contrast their transitions back 

to work on different occasions. 

It should be noted that, while the dyad under study generally existed before and after the 

transition, a significant minority of the returners had a new manager on return and so, while almost 

most (93%) of these were pre-existing relationships, we cannot entirely disentangle the experiences 

of the post-maternity leave transition reported from the new line management arrangement. That 

said, the temporal focus adopted by each member of the dyad transcends the tenure of the 

relationship. Indeed, in one new relationship, the manager clearly adopted a broader temporal lens 



by valuing the returner’s reputed past contributions. In short, narrow and broader temporal foci were 

evidenced across both existing and new line management dyads. 

Interviews. As interviews offer insight into people’s internal perspectives on social experiences 

(Lamont and Swidler 2014, Pugh, 2013) they are an appropriate means of exploring returners’ and line 

managers’ temporal foci and how they experienced the transition. The interview guide followed a 

semi-structured approach and our data collection and analysis conformed to standards of rigor for 

field studies. Interviews were recorded with the interviewees’ permission. Our interview guide 

followed a relatively simple formula as the research process was set up as inductive, in that we 

expected theoretical constructs to emerge from our data as opposed to firmly directing our data 

collection (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Interviews lasted between 30 and 75 minutes and averaged 50 

minutes for returners and 35 minutes for managers. Most were conducted at the employees’ place of 

work, but three interviews were conducted by conference call due to the participants being located 

overseas. In line with best practice, during the course of the interviews we continuously made sense 

of our observations and maintained notes from the field which in turn guided our activities (Dittrich, 

Guérard and Siedl 2016). After each interview, themes and questions were adapted incrementally, 

based on new information provided, and subsequently discussed with the next interviewee for 

validation and additional comment (Eisenhardt 1989).  

Data Analysis 

Our analytic approach is best characterized as abductive, rather than the inductive approach we set 

out with, as we iterated multiple times between our empirical data and theory which led us to form 

explanatory hypotheses that ultimately became our core theoretical contribution (Ferraro and Beunza 

2018, Van Maanen, Sørensen and Mitchell 2007). This recursive interchange between our rich data 

and emerging conceptual insights, that were related to existing theories, facilitated the creation of 

new theoretical ideas (Doz 2011, Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). In effect, data and existing theory 

were contrasted in tandem (Edmondson and McManus 2007, Gioia, Corley and Hamilton 2013, Van 

Maanen et al. 2007). Following, Van Maanen et al. (2007), we recognize that good theory emerges 



from “engagement with problems” in the empirical world “but in the service of theorizing” (2007, 

p.1149). Our process of analysis represented a constant dialogue between the researchers and the 

emerging theory, with our theorizing being continuously refined as the analysis progressed (Dubois 

and Gadde 2002).  

Our approach here closely resembles ‘matching’ or ‘fitting’ of data with theory that has been 

applied in other abductive studies (Figueira De-Lemos and Hadjikhani 2014). When an unexpected 

finding emerged, we questioned how we could account for it theoretically and, following our 

abductive logic, we looked for alternative explanations and utilized the available data to identify the 

most plausible one (Bryant and Charmaz 2007, Ferraro and Beunza 2018). For example, in considering 

the importance of relationships, we turned to the literature on socialization, which pointed to the 

importance of new relationships with others in influencing socialization outcomes (Nifadkar and Bauer 

2016, Allen, Eby, Chao and Bauer 2017). However, that literature fell short in explaining the full 

experience of people returning to the same workplace after an absence which is likely to be influenced 

by pre-existing relationships that an individual is already heavily invested in. The role of these pre-

existing relationships and congruence in perspectives on time emerged as key in our data. This led us 

to the importance of temporal focus during this significant transition.  

Consistent with the traditions of qualitative analysis techniques, the modification and evolution 

of our analysis proceeded along a number of distinct paths (Gioia et al. 2013, Pratt 2009, Saunders, 

Lewis and Thornhill 2009). Firstly, we transcribed each of our interviews verbatim and summarized 

sections of the data into key words. We initially focused on individual interviews, then for both 

interviews in each dyad, and finally across the dyads. This initial ‘open coding’ resulted in a plethora 

of ‘first order codes’. These in vivo codes were based on the terminology used by interviewees, such 

as ‘adjustment’; ‘transition’ ‘support’, ‘value’ and ‘challenge’. We continued to re-read and analyze 

the transcripts to identify relationships between these first order codes and to ensure adherence to 

the response terms.  



In the second stage of our coding, we moved to ‘categorizing’, and the development of ‘second 

order codes’. These second order codes reflected the emergence of categories which we developed 

alongside the data to reflect relationships, themes and patterns between other potential categories 

(Saunders et al. 2009). Deriving these categories involved integrating in vivo codes, and terms derived 

from extant literature (Corbin and Strauss 2008). We repeatedly grouped and regrouped codes found 

in the data of each interview to search for variations and/or relationships among codes (Petriglieri 

2015). At this stage, categories became internally meaningful to the data as well as being externally 

meaningful to other categories (Saunders et al. 2009). We scrutinized the data for convergent 

concepts or quotes and their relationships with first order codes. We then merged overlapping 

categories, grounded in theoretical constructs and related back to key theories, attending particularly 

to themes that ‘leapt out’ due to their resonance with extant literature (Corbin and Strauss 2008). 

As our analysis advanced, we attached relevant chunks of the data, in the form of rich quotes, 

to these categories, in a process of ‘unitizing’ (Saunders et al. 2009). Constant comparison techniques 

helped in establishing category commonalities and validating whether themes were indeed reportable 

findings. In this stage, first and second order codes derived from the data, existing literature and 

emerging themes, were compared with what is known about temporal focus and resocialization from 

extant research. For example, it was clear that managers had their individual temporal perspective on 

maternity leave but that the extent to which this was aligned with the returner was also important in 

terms of the motherhood bias. Table 1 summarizes quotes supporting the role of temporal focus in 

permitting or inhibiting motherhood bias. Our data analysis shows how a narrow temporal focus 

fueled bias-affirming perceptions within dyads. This sparked a re-evaluation of the role of temporal 

focus and in returning to the literature, we recognized how differences in temporal focus resulted in 

(in)congruence within dyads. Table 2 provides illustrative evidence on the different ways in which 

temporal (in)congruence was evident in the data.  

The final stage in our analysis led us to distil the overarching theoretical framework presented 

in this article. By repeatedly returning to the interview transcripts, we ensured that our developing 



understanding of how the theoretical categories aggregated accurately represented the data (Locke 

2001, Petriglieri 2015). This is summarized in in the four different types of dyads, determined by the 

temporal focus adopted by each member of the dyad. Figure 1 is a matrix mapping of each of our 

dyads in terms of where they sit in this typology. This shows how the temporal focus adopted by the 

returner-line manager dyad can either promote or inhibit motherhood bias.  

Findings 

In this section, we build a dyadic theory of how temporal focus (in)congruence in work relationships 

impacts career and relational outcomes. Through the context of post-maternity leave experiences, we 

show how returners, and their line managers navigate the return to work following the temporal 

disruption that is inherent to maternity leave. Our findings illustrate the relational context of this 

transition and broaden our understanding beyond the individual experiences that have dominated 

research in the areas of both resocialization (e.g. Ladge and Greenberg 2015) and temporal focus 

(Shipp and Aeon 2019). Our findings show that congruent temporal focus across dyadic partners yields 

more positive outcomes, while incongruence inhibits effective resocialization. In particular, a broad 

congruent temporal focus that takes account of past, present and future contributions to work has 

the more potential for positive career and relational outcomes. Our findings reframe temporal focus 

as a relational concept that is more salient during times of temporal disruption and speak to the 

importance of this process during career transitions. 

Narrow vs Broad Temporal Focus and Motherhood Bias 

A critical factor in determining how the transition back to work after maternity leave was 

experienced was the temporal focus (Shipp et al. 2009) adopted by both members of the dyad. A 

broader temporal focus comprised an appreciation of past performance alongside a recognition of the 

potential for future contribution, where maternity leave was viewed in the dyad as merely a brief 

interlude in a longer-term career. In these cases, the returners often reported a positive transition 

back after leave. In contrast, where a narrow temporal focus was adopted, a predominantly present 

focus on the leave and resocialization period resulted in maternity leave being viewed as a major 



disruption and negative experiences were more common. A narrow focus resulted in motherhood 

status being more prominent and a motherhood bias (Correll et al. 2007) was clearly evident in our 

data. We argue that this narrow temporal focus fueled bias-affirming perceptions within dyads. 

Through our analysis, it appeared that a narrow temporal focus promoted biased thinking. On the 

contrary, a broader temporal focus inhibited motherhood bias (see Table 1). 

Maternity leave was much more likely to be viewed as a major disruption and to trigger the 

motherhood bias when a narrow temporal lens was adopted. Returners described their perceptions 

of assumptions associated with the onset of motherhood, which meant they were viewed differently 

on return. As one first time mother noted: 

I think there is a bit of an assumption that you’ve had a baby and you’re on the go slow, which 

is not true, for my case it’s not. I might only be here eight to five but, I work hard in those 

times...When you come back there’s not the assumption that you are the same person who left 

before you had the baby. I’d say the overriding assumption is that things are different for you 

(Org 2R). 

One manager spoke about his views on why maternity leave impacts women’s performance ratings. 

Seemingly adopting a very narrow temporal view of maternity leave, he appeared entirely focused on 

the disruption associated with what he perceived to be a long maternity leave: 

...anyone who is out for such a long period of time it’s going to take them a few weeks to get 

back into the work… and it takes them a month to come back in, with the best will in the world 

the month before they go they will have been in a transition where they are handing over work 

... so they won’t be as productive as they might be so you are really talking about a year where 

they haven’t really been in work mode, so does it impact? Of course it will (Org 13M). 

The returner in this case struggled with the return to work and cried much of the way through her 

interview. She herself adopted a broader temporal focus and had returned with a desire to progress 

her career “To be honest, I came back and I feel I want to work really hard and get to the next level. I 

said to the partner, ‘I want to send my energy in the right direction’”. Ultimately, she felt let down by 



a lack of support and the prospect of progression was taken away from her by her manager, resulting 

in many negative emotions for her “it was end of discussion for this year. Quite different, given my 

expectations...I actually had a doubt, I was a little bit regretful.” (Org 13R). 

While a future temporal focus, captured by the ‘long term’ view expressed by some would seem 

to be important, it is clear from our data that a broader temporal focus was required, where an ability 

to consider past performance was also positively influential in overcoming motherhood bias. 

Returners often felt their previous performance could quickly be forgotten “If I was working on clients, 

people would say: ‘have you met these clients?’ and I would have been out, maybe, twenty times with 

them [the clinets] before. It just seemed to be forgotten.” (Org 1R). Similarly, another returner 

contrasted two maternity leaves and different temporal foci adopted clearly emerged as significant in 

explaining their differing experiences. Returning from her first maternity leave, she had a very difficult 

transition, which she felt was amplified by a manager who viewed her maternity leave as a complete 

headache and who she felt had failed to place any value on her past performance.  

So, he was already moving against me… He was completely focused on his own career and what 

he needed to do, and so I left Venus and I came back to Mars… It was horrible, it was really 

horrible..., you know, I had been working seven days a week, ridiculous hours… for five years 

trying to deliver out of my socks everywhere and all of that fell away, it was like none of it ever 

existed (Org 3R). 

In her interview, she shared her view that a personal consequence of this experience, was her delaying 

having a second child for almost five years; “….my daughter is five and a half, so she was nearly five 

when the second baby was born…before I went on the second maternity leave, I felt I had to recover 

my reputation internally” (Org 3R). The returner in this case contrasted this with her second, very 

different return to work experience and reported a much more positive experience the second time 

around. The adoption of a broader temporal focus had quite an impact on her before her departure 

on her second maternity leave, evidenced in this quote: 



I think the first thing is he [line manager] didn’t treat the maternity leave as a big drama. It was 

the most critical conversation I’ve ever had to have with anyone. I was nearly 18 weeks pregnant 

before I told anybody… but I was just dreading that. But he didn’t make a deal about it and he 

always behaved as if it was a short window… He took a longer-term view, didn’t overreact, 

always behaved like I was coming back. I never had any fear that things would change, and he 

supported me in the approach that I wanted to take and kept good counsel. (Org 3R). 

This was mirrored in the respective line manager’s interview, and he spoke at length about it being 

important not to adopt a present temporal focus when making appointments to roles because that 

can mean the best person for the role, who might be a woman on maternity leave, is overlooked: 

I think it would be important that we don’t rule people out unnecessarily... so even in the 

circumstances where somebody’s saying: “I have a role, I need somebody tomorrow, we can’t 

wait around”, the reality is they’re probably waiting four or five months anyway before the 

person actually steps in, that could well be the time in which somebody who’s not at work today 

will have returned to work, and they could just as easily have been identified. So, I think it’s 

important that we don’t lose sight of that, you know, we don’t purposely not consider people for 

those reasons (Org 3M).  

Thus, independently, returners and line managers spoke about the importance of taking a 

longer-term view and the experiences in these cases were associated with less motherhood bias and 

more positive resocialization experiences. At times, returners explicitly called out the bias, in other 

cases, they felt there were simply less opportunities for them now they were mothers (see Table 1). 

However, what was very apparent in contrasting our cases, is that, at a dyadic level, the degree to 

which the temporal focus was (in)congruent across both members further influenced how powerful 

the motherhood bias was in shaping resocialization experiences. We identify four different types of 

dyads, determined by the temporal focus adopted by each member of the dyad and whether that 

focus was congruent or not (see Figure 1) and illustrate the significance of temporal focus 

(in)congruence in the following section. 



Dyadic Temporal Focus (In)Congruence 

In examining the returner-manager dyads, we found cases of matches and mismatches in 

temporal focus. This resulted in four distinct categories of dyad, presented in Figure 1, according to 

the temporal foci adopted by the returner and her manager. We describe each of these categories 

and provide further supporting evidence in Table 2. In line with previous research on the challenges 

of returning to work post maternity leave (Ladge et al. 2018), there were many examples of women 

behaving contrary to the motherhood bias while the dyadic partner, the line manager, adopted a 

narrower temporal focus. We label these dyads as ’Discouraged Returners’. In such cases, the 

influence of motherhood bias was powerful. Where the manager adopted a narrow temporal focus 

on the present, he/she was more prone to biased perceptions regarding mothers in the workplace. 

Returners were more likely to identify themselves as victims of motherhood bias in such cases.  

Incongruent temporal focus also emerged in cases where the returner took a rather narrow 

focus, but the line manager initially adopted a broader temporal focus. We label these dyads as 

‘Frustrated Managers’. These represent a very small proportion of our cases (Orgs 16, 23). 

Interestingly though, in these dyads, the initial broad temporal focus of the manager and efforts to 

consider the returner’s longer-term contribution were often dampened pretty quickly in response to 

a perceived lack of drive on the part of the returner. It should also be noted that managers sometimes 

reported frustration with other returners rather than the returner in the focal dyad. For instance, in 

case 8, the manager reported considerable frustration with a returner who he felt he was going the 

extra mile for but he perceived the returner was not reciprocating this effort for the organization.  

Our data point to two types of dyadic congruence in temporal focus (see Figure 1 and Table 2). 

First, there were cases where neither party made any explicit effort to neutralize the motherhood bias 

– where mothers happily assimilated their new identity as a working mother, embraced the 

characteristics of the stereotype evoked by the motherhood bias and acquiesced to the assumptions 

that drive the bias. Namely, that work is now far less important than their children. We label these 

dyads ‘Mutual Satisficers’. Finally, and most positively in terms of impact on resocialization outcomes, 



we identified dyads where broader temporal focus was adopted by both members, reducing the 

reliance on the bias for both parties. We label these dyads as ‘Mutual Benefactors’. We first present 

what we identify as perceptions aligning to motherhood bias held by individuals and then consider 

how these play out within the dyads. 

In one ‘Frustrated Manager’ case (Org 23), the manager argued that women can self-handicap 

themselves, where they withdraw from advancement opportunities open to them: “she thought there 

was somebody better in the competition, I mean that wasn’t her decision quite frankly is what I told 

her. She should have stayed in the competition but that was her thinking which most men would not 

do… what she didn’t realise is that she was very much in with a fighting chance” (Org 23M). However, 

structural and temporal factors appeared to be impactful in these cases and the importance of time 

was particular salient to the returner. The returner in this case spoke about her decision not to apply 

for promotion because it would mean she would have to attend a senior management team meeting 

at 8am instead of her now agreed 10am start “but that meeting is at eight o’clock, like, crap! … I 

wouldn’t apply for a position that would necessitate that, because I just can’t … because I want to 

leave my little lad to school, so, I am looking at job specs in a completely new way” (Org 23R).  

For ‘Discouraged Returners’, an incongruent temporal focus, where the manager adopted a 

narrow focus, could be quite negative for the returner’s experience of returning to work. In one 

professional services firm, a returner reported that a partner had lashed out at her shortly after her 

return because she was not fully up to speed. “I mean one of the partners said to me at one point, and 

this is after a night of four hours of sleep, and he asked me a question and I didn’t know the answer 

and I just said: “I don’t know”, and he said: “do you have a brain cell in your head?” (Org 1R). Her line 

manager, though arguing that he was empathetic towards the struggles faced by working mothers to 

do it all, was of the view that women simply cannot manage to be both mothers and advance to 

partner level while their children are young: “Some people might not have admitted that in their own 

minds, family becomes the priority and I’m delighted for them, but it would mean then that they might 

not be considered right at the leading edge, performance wise” (Org 1M). 



We also identified cases of ‘Mutual Benefactors’, where both parties adopted a broad temporal 

focus that served to reduce their reliance on the motherhood bias. This comprised the largest 

proportion of our cases (see Figure 1). One woman decided to set the path for career progression on 

her return and was successful in securing a promotion on the verge of starting leave. She perceived 

this as a hugely positive, particularly given that the role had to be kept open by the line manager for 

her during her leave. She reported this as “a big leap of faith for him” and the experience to be very 

positive. She also reported an increased sense of loyalty to the organization. 

That did speak volumes to me about him holding open the role for somebody he didn’t know… 

First of all, holding off until I came back but also that he didn’t really know me. So, I was going 

to have a new boss as well, that I had no experience with before…the fact that the position was 

being held for me was very positive for me and for other women going on maternity leave. So, 

fair play to [the manager] and the company for that. (Org 12R). 

Her new manager clearly adopted a broader temporal focus. Her role was kept open for her while she 

was on leave, and he described her as the “outstanding candidate” based on her reputed past 

performance within the organization. While challenging for him in absorbing her workload during the 

leave, it was clear that he also took a long-term view, referencing a broader temporal focus despite 

the pressure that resulted for him personally. 

We have a high proportion of maternity leave at any one time… the challenge is how do we 

manage the disruption to which it gives rise… There’s a general culture that it really adds to our 

whole work-life balance that we promote and we value. So, it’s really about how do we cover 

the gaps, it’s as simple as that frankly. At the same time, we have to make sure that it doesn’t 

have any negative impact on, that people feel their careers are not impacted by it. (Org 12M). 

In some congruent cases, the line manager and returner both openly opined their agreement 

with the stereotype evoked by the motherhood bias. We label these cases as ‘Mutual Satisficers’ the 

returners chose not to counteract the motherhood bias and instead embraced the expectations that 

it brought. In these dyads, both partners are acquiescent to the motherhood bias and generally 



pragmatic about it. It was clear that the woman decided to pull back from work as a result of her own 

shifting priorities. This promotes the bias and, as alluded to by one manager, reinforced his own biases 

in this regard:  

They are more chatty about the children… there’s no benefit to the company in my experience, 

because even their focus while they are here becomes talking about the children or wondering 

about the children or ringing home to see how the children are or going to the doctor with the 

child or whatever and don’t get me wrong that’s natural. (Org 10M). 

The returner did not challenge this biased view, arising from a narrow, present-oriented temporal 

focus but rather admitted her own shifting priorities and focus on the present, noting that she intends 

to slow down for a while: …because you re-adjust your priorities and right now family is the priority 

(Org 10R). 

There were other cases of ‘Mutual Satisficers’, where the apparently biased views of managers 

were matched by the desires of the returner to reduce her commitment to work. In one case, in a 

professional services firm, the returner firmly acknowledged that she needed to remove the stress 

from her life and opted to move to a non-client facing role with less opportunity for career 

progression. While there is a degree of acceptance in the language these returners use, we do not rule 

out the possibility that the time commitments expected in such organizations mean that returners 

perceived they had little choice but to satisfice or rationalize their choices. 

after I had my first child, I just found the juggle was just too much in terms of client work; client 

work is not a nine-to-five job... Maybe it’s just a paranoia of women returning to work, but I 

think people are reluctant to say: “I have to go to get my kids”. You feel like you’re not up to 

the job, or you’re letting the team down, so I found that removing that stress from my life, now 

I can work away, leave when I need; that was huge (Org 7R). 

This case points to the potential impact of the temporal focus adopted. More generally, our data 

support the idea that any mismatch of temporal focus between the returner and her manager can 

significantly hamper resocialization, while congruence within the dyad fosters more positive 



outcomes. We now describe the resocialization outcomes arising from the different foci described, 

first, exploring perceived career impact followed by the relational impacts that our dyads experienced.  

- Figure 1 About Here 

- Table 2 About Here - 

Career and Relational Outcomes of Temporal Focus (In)Congruence 

Overall, in the two incongruent dyad categories, the individual who adopts the broad temporal focus 

perceives the experience more negatively. For the line manager, the impact is largely relational and 

for the returner, the impact is largely perceived as career related. We identified positive and negative 

career outcomes for our returners (see Table 3). The self-efficacy challenges experienced by women 

returning to work after periods of leave have been highlighted in previous work (e.g. Ladge and 

Greenberg, 2015). Some of our cases mirror these findings, where women did fall behind due to 

absence, particularly where organizational change continued at a pace during this time. This 

acknowledges the temporal disruption associated with periods of maternity leave. 

In one way you’ve had a really long break from all of that part of your life... in one way you 

should be completely refreshed… but in another way you’ve missed out on an awful lot, people 

are talking about projects that you haven’t been a part of, there can be quite a steep learning 

curve in terms of getting back into the groove of where you were before… (Org 12R). 

However, the temporal focus adopted on return was important in positioning this disruption – 

that is, a broader temporal focus meant that disruption due to motherhood had less of a perceived 

impact on career prospects while a narrow temporal focus amplified the impact on career. Typically, 

returners in the congruent focus dyads reported the most positive career impact or satisfaction, while 

those in the incongruent dyads were more likely to perceive that their career progression had stalled, 

whether by choice or not. Numerous ‘Discouraged Returners’, particularly those in client facing roles, 

reported a significant erosion of their role, where they lost their clients or caseloads (Cases 1, 5, 13, 

18). Without the ability to look back at a woman’s contributions before maternity leave, role erosion 

was a frequent negative outcome: 



they got a guy on board, and I trained him, he had no experience at all, so, it was very challenging 

because I had to get the whole project over to him. So, when we are in front of a client, I have 

to promote him and put him in the front and let him take the credit, but I know there was a lot 

of work behind there, to bring him to that level (Org 13R). 

However, there were many returners, particularly in the ‘Mutual Benefactors’ category, who 

found the leave period to be beneficial for their careers, facilitated by a broader temporal focus (see 

Table 3). These returners reported they had ‘headspace’ to consider their next career move or, in 

many instances, they returned with a newfound sense of focus and ability to prioritize. In these cases, 

returners appeared to look beyond the immediate point of return to what their careers mean to them.  

Coming back from maternity leave, I have realized how important work is to me, just work, you 

know, in that you are productive every day but also just having your own independence. So work 

has actually become a more important factor in my life in a very positive way compared to 

before. It was just like, over, well it was just all-consuming, and I had no sort of outside thing to 

get me away from work (Org 24R). 

In line with work-life enrichment theory (Greenhaus and Powell 2006), our data also point to a positive 

impact of time away from work on reentry experiences: “I need to find that hour or two to close stuff 

out or be more ruthless about what I attend or what I don’t attend so I suppose on the positive side I 

am much more focused and I am much more ruthless about what I do and what I don’t do. I delegate 

much better than what I probably did in the past so there’s definitely a positive side to it (Org 15R). 

-Table 3 Here- 

Alongside the impacts on returners’ careers, our data illustrate the potential for meaningful 

relational impact during the transition (see Table 4). In particular, the impact on dyadic relationships 

in our study depended on the temporal focus adopted – and the extent to which there was an 

(in)congruent temporal focus across both members of the dyad. We identified two different types of 

relationship impact; negative, typically in incongruent dyads, where there was reduced trust in either 

the manager or the returner; and positive, typically amongst ‘Mutual Benefactors’, where the 



relationship was enhanced, particularly from the perspective of the returner. Interestingly, for the 

‘Mutual Satisficers’ dyads, where congruence in temporal focus was also evidenced, there seemed to 

be little or no salient impact on the relationship. However, aside from this category, the potential for 

this transition to impact on the relationship was clear and, in many instances, changes in trust (Mayer, 

Davis and Schoorman 1995) characterized this impact. It seemed this return-to-work period was a 

time when women can feel particularly vulnerable, as one ‘Discouraged Returner’ reported:  

one of those senior men that I mentioned to you, that I felt punished me, and I found that very 

difficult to deal with, just because I did see him as someone I could turn to in the past and I had 

turned to in the past on issues. I felt he really let me down when I was feeling very insecure (Org 

21R). 

While some returners interpreted their manager’s behavior as a lack of manager 

trustworthiness, particularly integrity or benevolence (see Table 4), others felt less trusted themselves 

from a competence perspective (Salamon and Robinson 2008). 

I’m a bit bored at work and I’m a bit disappointed that I’m not doing the same level of stuff that 

I was doing before, but I was working for different people before, so, maybe they understood 

my abilities a bit better (Org 5R). 

On the contrary, in the case of a congruent, broader view, returners often reported 

experiencing high levels of felt trust and shared how valuable this was to them in managing the juggle 

between work and family responsibilities “that’s the one thing I’d say for my manager, I think I’ve built 

up enough trust with them that if I did have to phone in and say, ‘I’m really stuck today’, that would 

be okay. He knows that I wouldn’t be taking the piss, for want of a better word” (Org 23R). In this 

instance, the manager was still frustrated with the returner’s decision to rule herself out of some 

opportunities, but argued he continued to support her choices. Indeed, benevolent signals from 

colleagues in general to reintegrate the returner could result in a very compelling response:  

Someone values what you’re saying......It’s a real light bulb moment, you think: “god, I really like 

the people I work with... it makes you feel like you’re a part of a family... there are people who 



are genuinely interested in how you got on... I certainly got the sense that they were really 

excited to have me back, and there’s loads they wanted me to help with, and kind of feeling 

valued, and feeling important.” (Org 7R). 

One case classified as a ‘Mutual Benefactor’ returner, who was promoted to partner in a 

professional services firm on return from maternity leave, spoke at length about how positive the 

experience was and how critical her manager was in supporting her to have a family while on the 

partner track. Ultimately, her sense of connection to the manager themselves and to the organization 

as a whole was enhanced:  

 now, you know, I feel … Like, I don’t want to say it feels like a family because that’s a bit … but 

it feels like it’s more than an employer kind of connection... I feel very loyal to [the company] 

and also to the individual who kind of, you know, helped me navigate my career around, you 

know, that so yeah, no, so I wouldn’t be going anywhere.” (Org 22R).  

 While many of our cases show these positive relational impacts, perceived breaches of trust 

were also relatively frequent during this time and damaged the dyadic relationship, particularly in 

incongruent cases (see Table 4). A breach in the eyes of a ‘Frustrated Manager’ were at times related 

to norms of reciprocity being broken and a feeling that the returner was not likely to put the manager 

or organization’s interests above her own. However, it could also be because the manager believes in 

supporting women but that they self-handicap themselves by ruling themselves out of competitions 

for family reasons “she had decided that basically she didn’t want the job but she didn’t want the job 

because there was a job coming up at the same level that was closer to home, that was a decision she 

made and I guess she made it because of family reasons” (Org 23M). Though he also sensed that 

mothers do not want to commit to the work required, even when they are encouraged to progress 

“The reality is if you want to get to a senior level, whether you’re a man or a woman, you’re going to 

be working long hours, intensely, within the organization because that’s what it takes in any 

organization (Org 23M)”. 



 From the returner perspective, there were also numerous ‘Discouraged Returner’ cases who 

reported reduced trust in their managers due to perceived breaches (Cases 1, 15, 18, 20, 21). One 

returner, a single parent, spoke about a trust breach experienced as a result of how her manager 

reneged on flexible working arrangements they had agreed in advance of her return: 

that was pulled for no apparent reason, so that was quite difficult. So that kind of just threw 

everything up in the air in terms of my plans for childcare... it was just, it was very upsetting at 

the time, and I think it was probably the first time I ever cried in work. I was very disappointed 

in [my manager] (Org 27R). 

-Table 4 Here- 

Discussion 

In this research, we consider how temporal focus is influential at a relational level and how temporal 

focus (mis)matches between a manager and employee might impact on relational and career 

outcomes. We drew on maternity leave as a phenomenological temporal disruption to explore the 

temporal dynamics at play within a significant workplace relationship and to understand how 

resocialization may be impacted by the returner and her manager’s shared or divergent temporal foci. 

We illustrate how a congruent, broader temporal focus can reduce reliance on the motherhood bias 

by facilitating a more holistic and systematic consideration of past, present and future contributions. 

In such instances, members of the dyad were more likely to recognize the full period of the returner’s 

career. Conversely, where one member of the dyad held a narrow temporal focus, resulting in an 

incongruent temporal focus, this promoted evaluations more aligned with stereotypes evoked by the 

motherhood bias.  

In the context of post maternity leave navigation, we identified four types of returner-manager 

dyads – depicted in Figure 1 – and these are associated with different outcomes for the relational 

partners. Mutual benefactors, those with a congruent, broad temporal focus benefit from the most 

advantageous outcomes. In contrast, the poorest perceived outcomes were for discouraged returners, 

where a mismatched temporal focus at the dyadic level resulted in considerable disenchantment for 



the returner. A matched, narrow temporal focus, in the case of mutual satisficers, was primarily 

associated with acceptance for both members of the dyad, where both returner and manager 

acknowledged that the returner’s career would slow down for a while. Finally, mismatch occurred for 

frustrated managers where their initial, broad temporal outlook was dampened quickly by a narrow 

temporal focus on the part of the returner, ultimately leading to frustration on the part of the 

manager. In short, our findings show how dyadic temporal focus matters. The extent to which 

members held congruent views of maternity leave as a brief interlude – driven by a broader temporal 

focus – as opposed to a major disruption, resulting from a narrow, present focus, further influenced 

how temporal foci shaped return-to-work experiences and outcomes.   

Contributions to Theory 

We offer a number of theoretical extensions. First, we contribute to the literature on 

temporality. In responding to calls for relational perspectives on the temporal context, particularly in 

workplace relationships (Shipp and Aeon 2019), our research highlights the importance of temporal 

focus in influencing outcomes at an individual and dyadic level within the line manager-returner 

relationship. Thus, temporal focus has a wider impact than is typically portrayed in the literature. We 

illustrate the potential for (in)congruence in temporal focus within workplace relationships to impact 

considerably on relational and career outcomes. Specifically, we show how positive relational 

outcomes most typically arise for mutual benefactors, characterized by alignment in temporal focus 

that appreciates and balances the past, present and future. We extend work by Briker et al. (2020) 

and Waller et al. (2020) on the consequences of (mis)fit of past temporal focus between leaders and 

their teams and suggest that, in this context, alignment in a general sense exerts an influence and it is 

not restricted to alignment of a single temporal lens. 

Building on recent work on the differential outcomes of past, present and future temporal foci 

(e.g. Shipp, in press) we demonstrate how a narrow, present focus on maternity leave transitions 

permits evaluations that are more prone to motherhood bias. This contrasts with previous work which 

has highlighted negative outcomes associated with a past focus while present and future foci are 



positioned as a mixed blessing (Levasseur et al. 2020). We show that rather than any particular focus 

being more or less advantageous than another, a broader temporal focus allows returners and their 

managers to consider past investment and potential future contribution alongside the more 

immediate experiences of the return to work after maternity leave.  

We also extend our understanding of maternity leave transitions by introducing the 

consideration of temporal characteristics. While all career transitions involve an element of dynamic 

unfolding over time (Ashforth 2001), the return to work post maternity leave represents a unique 

context where both dyadic members must navigate a period of temporal disruption and subsequent 

reintegration. Temporary invisibility in the organization is associated with career penalties (McDonald 

et al. 2008). The accompanying interruption of workplace temporal rhythms creates a situation where 

members of the dyad might develop very different subjective views on the impact of the maternity 

leave period. Our research extends the extant literature in highlighting the value of a temporal lens 

for advancing our understanding of post maternity leave resocialization experiences and, in particular, 

the significant role of temporal focus (in)congruence between the returner and her manager in either 

promoting or inhibiting motherhood bias after a period of disruption. In so doing, we identify four 

different types of dyad, determined by the (in)congruence of the partners’ respective temporal foci 

and illustrate the typical career and relational outcomes associated with each.  

Our research on maternity leave transitions is the first to adopt a fully relational lens and to 

consider the temporal dimensions of this career interruption. We show that maternity leave does not 

merely involve an individual career adjustment (e.g. Ladge and Greenberg 2015; Ladge et al. 2018) but 

that the response to the temporal disruption is shaped by relational factors and, in particular, the 

temporal focus adopted within the dyad and whether that is shared or divergent. As such, maternity 

leave is not only a potential pitfall as detailed in previous studies (Gatrell 2013; Ladge and Greenberg 

2015) but a juncture at which a woman’s career can be strengthened and the managerial working 

relationship can be enhanced, where both parties adopt a broader temporal focus. We build on Ladge 

and Greenberg’s (2015) research on resocialization by demonstrating that a shared, broader temporal 



focus plays a significant role in confronting the uncertainties associated with career transitions and 

further explains why some women adapt effectively and why some struggle when they negotiate the 

return to work. More broadly, we argue that extant theorizing has been overly reliant on an identity 

perspective. This limited focus fails to consider the powerful role that temporal focus plays and that a 

congruent broad focus helps to counteract motherhood bias, a stereotype that may be amplified when 

a woman has been absent from the workplace for parenting reasons.   

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Our paper draws on rich, qualitative, dyadic data to explore a neglected area of temporal focus 

theory in the context of a common and critical career transition. We discuss the key methodological 

limitations and steps we took to mitigate them in our methodology section. However, despite the 

significant strengths of our approach, our research has additional limitations and highlights a number 

of unexplored issues that require further research and theorizing. First, resocialization is a transition 

that takes place over time and as such longitudinal data would be helpful in understanding how 

temporal processes change and develop over the course of this transition. In particular, future 

longitudinal research may more reliably tease out how and why some dyads move from congruent 

temporal foci before the disruption to incongruent after it. In addition, longer term longitudinal 

studies might be useful in determining how and when this incongruence can be resolved and the 

longer-term impacts of temporal focus fit on careers and workplace relationships. 

Second, we also tentatively point to the role of heuristic thinking, where a small body of 

evidence suggests that temporal focus might influence reliance on heuristic versus systematic thinking 

(Levasseur et al. 2020, Tang, Kacmar, Busenitz 2012). While our interviews did not explicitly address 

this process in depth, future research might draw on dual process theory (e.g. Evans 1984, 2008) to 

help explain the mechanisms linking temporal focus to thinking shaped by the motherhood bias. Dual 

process theory presents two distinct processes consisting of an implicit, unconscious and automatic 

process and an explicit, conscious and deliberate process (Kahneman 2003). Understanding how a 

broader temporal focus can illicit more reasoned thought in relation to career judgements, by 



returners themselves and by their line managers, would be a fruitful avenue for future research. The 

dual process lens also highlights avenues for future research on the wider context in which the line 

manager-returner relationship is situated. For instance, previous applications of dual processing have 

emphasized the role of the environment and particularly of the level of risk and uncertainty in that 

environment in influencing the reliance on heuristic and systematic information processing (Klein, 

1989, van der Werff et al., 2019). In this context, structural and cultural facets of the organization, the 

industry or geographical context in which returner dyads are working might play a role in influencing 

how maternity leave and the return to work is viewed and experienced.  

Relatedly, it is likely that other relationships in a returner’s life will be important in influencing 

both the return to work after career interruptions and longer-term career outcomes. Our focus is on 

the professional relationship of the line manager-returner dyad. However, other working relationships 

are also likely to be important and the role of temporal fit across teams and following disruptions due 

to other reasons would refine our understanding of the underlying mechanisms at play. Indeed, some 

of our returners mentioned the role of co-workers in supporting their return or taking advantage of 

their temporary invisibility. Furthermore, while we did not explicitly set out to capture data on life 

outside of the organizational context, it was clear from a number of our cases that personal 

relationships also played a role. For instance, some of our returners reported considerable support 

from their partners who agreed to step back from their own careers temporarily to meet family 

childcare needs and facilitate the returner in re-establishing their careers following leave. Although 

this focus was beyond the scope of our paper, an increasing body of evidence demonstrates spillover 

between work and family or life domains (Kossek, Perrigino, and Rock 2020) and the influence of 

personal relationships is an important area for future study. The crossover of temporal focus from one 

partner’s workplace to another may be a useful lens to adopt in research of dual career negotiation in 

the home domain. 

Practical Implications 



This research also offers important lessons for practice. Our study highlights those interruptions to 

the normal rhythm of workplace relationships may amplify the importance of temporal focus fit. A 

failure to recognize and acknowledge such shifts may lead to frustration for one or both members of 

the dyad. Following any kind of temporal disruption, such as maternity leave in the case of this study, 

but also other types of leave or secondments, line managers and returners should be encouraged to 

create an open dialog within the dyad to enable effective resocialization (Collings, Freeney and van der 

Werff 2018). Our results suggest that congruence in temporal perspective results in more positive 

outcomes for the relationship and the returner’s career in all cases but particularly when that 

congruence has a broad temporal focus. This open dialog would help returners and their line managers 

to reach a mutual understanding about this transition and create a forum in which assumptions about 

priorities can be examined and, if necessary, challenged. Transitions following disruption can be 

challenging to navigate and our findings suggest that relational partners fare better when they are on 

the same page and where they are capable of adopting a broader temporal focus.  

Conclusion 

This study provides new insights into the role of temporal focus (in)congruence in shaping how dyadic 

partners negotiate their relationship during a resocialization transition, in this case, post maternity 

leave. Our research extends research on temporal focus by adopting a relational lens and underscoring 

the significance of fit between dyadic partners as they negotiate a temporal disruption. It further 

provides insights into women’s experiences of returning to work following maternity leave and how 

this transition acts as a critical juncture for impact on women’s careers and professional relationships. 

A broad temporal focus in the returner-line manager relationship allows women and their professional 

relationships to thrive on their return to work. Our relational perspective offers a new research agenda 

for temporal scholars and aims to prompt a deeper scholarly consideration of the potential for a 

shared, broad temporal focus to yield better outcomes for both individuals and organizations.  
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Figure 1. Dyadic Mapping and Labels according to Temporal Focus (In) Congruence 

 

Table 1. Supporting evidence on how temporal focus permits or overcomes motherhood bias 

Temporal Focus basis to Motherhood Bias  

 Returner Quote Manager Quote 

Narrow Focus 
triggers 
Motherhood 
Bias 
 

… when you come back after your 
first, people have some sort of 
unconscious bias that you’ll probably 
go off and have a second at some 
point. I think that perception or 
peoples’ opinion changes of you. I 
think they’re less likely to get you 
involved in long term stuff... I 
suppose you kind of feel a little bit 
hard done by, which I suppose is for 
me to get over; that you’ve put in so 
much time (Org 1R) 

I would see that coming all the way 
through to director is do-able for most 
working mums, the difficulty I think in 
our organization is that the jump 
between director to partner at the 
moment requires such a heavy 
investment in your career (Org 1M) 

 So, they completely shut the door 
[on promotion], there was no budget 

I think their priorities change, 
ambition, I’m not 100% sure. I think 



for this year... but it didn’t really 
meet my expectation. Sometimes I 
look at other successful women, and 
I just wonder how they manage after 
maternity leave to go back to work 
and get a promotion (Org 13R) 
 

  
 
 

because priorities might change then 
ambition kind of follows suit as well, 
so where you might have somebody 
who might have deferred their 
pregnancy because they wanted to 
career advance ... when they return, 
and I genuinely have seen women at 
both sides of the spectrum, where 
they would have been career go 
getters destined for whatever they 
wanted to be but when they returned 
this had waned quite a bit and it 
would have taken them quite a while 
to get re-energised (Org 13M) 

Broad Focus 
overcomes 
Motherhood 
Bias 

I didn’t expect it when I did go for 
the internal promotion and I was 
successful, I didn’t expect them to 
actually give me the role before I 
went on maternity leave, I would 
have expected them to say ‘when 
you are back from maternity leave 
you will start your new role’ and 
that’s what I fully expected so I did 
think they were quite generous to 
give it to me before I went...So, I was 
very grateful, very grateful (Org 11R) 

I think it’s the culture of people can go 
for promotion when they’re eight 
months pregnant and due to go on 
maternity leave and no one would 
question that (Org 11M) 
 

 [Employer] never disappointed me in 
my career. And maternity was 
absolutely not a blocker at all for me 
to come to a new role and move... 
So, from the very beginning of my 
pregnancy I actually sat down you 
know with my HRBP who proactively 
approached me and said, ‘let’s start 
planning about what happens after 
you come back from maternity 
leave’ (Org 9R) 

we do a lot of education on 
unconscious bias. I think the natural 
blocker or competitive disadvantage 
that women have is when it comes to 
having families it will be the mother 
that takes most of the time off and 
not the father so again some of the 
things we do is to allow flexible and 
when she was going on maternity 
leave I was staying in contact trying to 
understand what were her personal 
preferences, where does she want to 
move to. First of all, I was just trying to 
find what was the right role for her 
and was she interested in returning 
back to Dublin because I sit on the 
Dublin site leadership team so we are 
always trying to attract the best so we 
are always interested in hiring great 
leaders and managers from our offices 
all around the world, so, again I did a 
lot of engaging with X while she was 
on her maternity leave and she did her 
interviews on her leave (Org 9M) 

 



Table 2. Supporting Evidence for Dyadic Temporal Incongruence 

Dyad Label Cases Returner Temporal Focus Manager Temporal Focus 

Discouraged 
Returner 

1, 4, 
5, 13, 
18, 
21, 27 

The reality is I’m well able to do 
my job in the time, my job 
hasn’t suffered at all, however, 
the perception probably has, 
because I’m not sitting there in 
the evenings at six o’clock... I’ve 
been on the phone several 
times and I’ve been on emails 
later, it’s no issue, but 
sometimes it’s different from 
being physically there (Org 21R) 

I would say there is certainly a 
perception that you aren’t here, you 
know, you’re off on your maternity 
leave, you’re not allowed think in 
those terms but I think people do 
think in those terms (Org 21M) 

Frustrated 
Manager 

16, 23 say a promotion for argument’s 
sake, I probably don’t feel I 
could do that job in four days… 
But I feel, I probably would be 
slower to go for stuff for the 
fact that I am only working for 
four days (Org 16R) 

A lot of it is down to the individual as 
well in terms of their own type of 
behaviors around performance and, 
you know, what they want to 
achieve... “Oh well, I am not here that 
day so I will have to wait until next 
week” ... Like, actually that can be 
frustrating... we’re getting into the 
realm of those behaviors not being 
transferable to a more senior position 
(Org 16 M) 

Mutual 
Benefactors 

2, 3, 
6, 8, 
9, 11, 
12, 
14, 
17, 
19, 
20, 
22, 
24,  
25 

I said it before I left and while I 
was speaking to them when I 
was off I still want to progress in 
here, I still want to do well... I 
don’t see why if you have a 
baby why that should affect you 
wanting to progress, that’s me 
personally. (Org 14R) 

I only have X to base it on, she’s come 
back, she’s hit the ground running, 
she’s coming in, she is very, very 
capable when she is here she is here, 
so she is not thinking about being 
somewhere else…but at the same 
time I believe her priority is her baby 
which is what it should be but we all 
have a job to do and she comes and 
she is a valuable member of the team 
(Org 14M) 

Mutual 
Satisficers 

7, 10, 
26 

I was very much career focused. 
Now I still am but I am kind of 
on a pause button at the 
moment. Because you re-adjust 
your priorities and right now 
family is the priority and I 
suppose you only have a 
window as the female to do this 
so you do adjust. (Org 10R) 

Certainly their focus and their 
emphasis will be very different. And 
again, I keep putting in the word 
naturally, that’s natural but if it comes 
to at ten o’clock at night answering an 
email or getting to bed because baby 
will be up during the night then we 
are going to go to bed because we 
need to be up naturally. So, versus a 
person who doesn’t have that 
commitment… (Org 10M) 

 

 

 



Table 3. Supporting Evidence for Returner Career Outcomes 

Dyad Label Case
s 

Returner Quotes Manager Quotes 

Discouraged 
Returner 

1, 4, 
5, 
13, 
18, 
21, 
27 

[role erosion] I also didn’t get all my 
clients back. Before I went, I was 
promised: “you will get all your clients 
back”, so that was part of the reason I 
came back. I thought the sooner I come 
back and get my clients back the better, 
but when I came back that didn’t happen 
(Org 1R) 

[returner’s lower performance] [Asked 
whether he had re-evaluated someone 
post maternity leave] Yes, but not 
because of the maternity leave but 
because of the performance on return. 
I think, the way this place is, it’s easy to 
spot when people are just deciding: 
“Well, ah, I’m not going to work as hard 
as I did” (Org 1M) 

Frustrated 
Manager 

16, 
23 

[opting to slow down] There’s nearly 
always jobs of some description being 
advertised but... I’d probably, I’d be 
slower to go for them because I 
suppose the level I am at now, if I am to 
go for, we’ll say a promotion, I probably 
don’t feel I could do that job in four 
days... I don’t particularly want 
promotion at the moment. I am very 
happy (Org 16R) 

[loss of momentum] not to separate 
men versus women, but if an 
individual needed to step out, 
obviously, you know, things would 
keep moving and they would be on 
that trajectory and a person will miss 
out, you know, and that’s natural… I 
think it would be naïve to say, “Oh, 
they don’t miss out” (Org 16M) 

Mutual 
Benefactors 

2, 3, 
6, 8, 
9, 
11, 
12, 
14, 
17, 
19, 
20, 
22, 
24, 
25 

[fresh perspective] I think I’m trying to 
fall back in love with [my job] again. I 
needed that step out to get a fresh 
perspective to go back and say, ‘what 
level do I want to perform at again? And 
how do I be even more efficient, more 
productive, and progress in my career 
going back?’ I do feel that the person 
I’m coming back as is different to the 
person I was when I left, there’s that re-
branding to be done. I’m so much more 
critical as to where I spend my time... 
because every moment matters, but I’m 
more ruthless in terms of trying to 
prioritise what my day entails (Org 6R) 

[supporting performance] when they 
come back, there’s a period of time 
where they need additional support to 
get back up to speed on things. 
There’s a whole bunch of context that 
they won’t have from the last six, 
seven, or up to twelve months in 
some cases, that we can’t assume 
they have... I try to invest a lot of time 
in the context piece... it is too easy to 
assume that they have all the 
information they need, at that time, to 
be effective in their role. So, I try to 
invest extra time in filling them in 
where things change rapidly (Org 6M) 

Mutual 
Satisficers 

7, 
10, 
26 

[capacity to maintain input] you’re 
wanting to do a good job, do it well, to 
do it with heart and commitment and to 
get the right thing done, but there’s 
also weighing that up against, I am only 
here for a certain number of hours, and 
not that things don’t get done but just 
the list gets longer... So the 
opportunities are still there but there’s 
only so much that you can do... I feel I 
do it less well than I did before you 
know, time, I still think it’s a five-day 
week job, but I am rarely working five 
days (Org 26R) 

[acknowledge changed priorities] The 
first risk you have where someone is 
going on leave is that they may not 
come back because it’s an important 
life change for a person and no matter 
how much their career has meant to 
them to this point, it may not mean 
that much to them after...we are 
never going to be truly inclusive unless 
we can address the fact that much of 
the population can’t offer themselves 
9 to 5. That’s the truth. I don’t care 
how talented they are (Org 26M) 



Table 4. Supporting Evidence for Relational Outcomes 

Dyad Label Cases Returner Quote Manager Quote 

Discouraged 
Returner 

1, 4, 
5, 13, 
18, 
21, 27 

[ambivalence] [through tears] 
When I came back, I brought it up 
with him that my plan was to 
start early and I think he had a 
kind of a look, but he said it was 
fine...It was business as usual, I 
didn’t feel unsupported. [When 
asked was there any type of 
support provided], he’s a nice 
man but it wouldn’t have crossed 
his mind. (Org 4R) 

[self-prioritization] If [returner] came 
to me and asked me could she do that 
as long as I was sure that the work 
would be done I would be open to it. 
Has she asked me if she could do that? 
No. Will I go to her and offer that to 
her? No. Come to me and ask me 
because I’m, she’s at such a level…and 
I’m very much being measured against 
her output (Org 4M) 

Frustrated 
Manager 

16, 23 [lack of psych safety] I’d hate to 
think he was having that 
conversation with me because 
you couldn’t cope or you weren’t 
fit for it or you’ve lost interest in 
your job and all you want to do is 
run out the door... I think it has to 
be in a more neutral, a safer 
environment, where you can 
really say, ‘well actually I’m 
finding it really difficult... just to 
have that chat. Someone to say, 
‘are you okay? (Org 23R) 

[lack of returner benevolence] 
sometimes I’d be pushing back a little 
bit like that and saying, ‘well that’s 
fine it’s a completely personal decision 
we all make these personal decisions 
for work-life balance’, and you can see 
lots of women more than men making 
these decisions but for somebody who 
does actually want to be a manager 
okay you’ve made a choice but you 
need to understand the consequences 
of that choice... if they have aspiration 
they need to understand how they 
actually get that aspiration. (Org 23M)  

Mutual 
Benefactors 

2, 3, 
6, 8, 
9, 11, 
12, 
14, 
17, 
19, 
20, 
22, 
24, 25 

[manager benevolence] when I 
was coming back, I met with my 
line manager and I put in the 
three-day request again, and he 
just said, “That’s fine, whatever 
you want” and just the day a 
week, like, I would just work from 
home. I didn’t even have to ask, 
you know. It’s just that I have 
been really surprised (Org 24R) 

[relational investment] You’ll go the 
extra mile for her because you really 
want to retain her and you really 
respect her and she is damn good at 
her job and you will do whatever you 
need to do to make sure she’s 
comfortable (Org 24M) 

Mutual 
Satisficers 

7, 10, 
26 

[manager benevolence; felt trust] 
[My manager] has been absolutely 
great. He’s quite aware that 
people have moved into a non-
client-facing role for family or 
lifestyle reasons, he would be 
quite conscious of things that 
interfere with your time. So, for 
example he wouldn’t suggest a 
workshop in the evening. He gives 
you a lot of autonomy as well and 
trusts your judgement. It makes 
all the difference (Org 7R) 

[acceptance] [returner] that you’ll be 
meeting with, was a transactional 
lawyer for most of her career and an 
exceptionally good transactional 
lawyer. She’s very smart, very clever, 
gives great client care, she’s a great 
colleague, and she has chosen to 
move to a different role with us, which 
we call a professional support lawyer, 
the role would give her greater 
predictability in terms of starting and 
finishing times (Org 7M) 

 


