
 

Motherhood and tensions surrounding 
email use on Maternity Leave

  
Abstract 
The purpose of this position paper is threefold; to argue 
for ‘Maternity Leave’ as an important and distinct phase 
of ‘Motherhood’ with a unique set of concerns; to raise 
the complex interplay of technology with personal and 
professional identity for new mothers; and to point to 
email use as a signifier of that complexity.  

Introduction 
Many women around the world encounter a period of 
their lives at the beginning of Motherhood, which is 
commonly referred to as ‘Maternity Leave’. Maternity 
Leave is a distinct period of time during which women 
make a transition from being pregnant to becoming a 
new mother, whilst commonly taking a leave of 
absence from their workplace. The length and 
circumstances of this leave of absence are determined 
by a combination of personal preference and socio-
cultural norms and expectations. This experience brings 
with it a variety of challenges, tensions and emotional 
labour (as well as obvious physical demands), which 
impact upon a woman’s personal and professional 
identities.  

The uses of technology within this period of a woman’s 
life, and the ways in which they might shape personal 
and professional identity, has to date received scant 
attention in the academic literature, and has been 
underexplored by the CHI community.  
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Recent discussions within CHI have, however, argued 
for explicit attention to ‘lifespan’ periods [3] as a means 
of addressing value-centred design [1].  With that in 
mind, we argue herein for Maternity Leave, with its 
technologically-mediated challenges, as one such 
specific lifespan moment worthy of consideration. The 
Maternity Leave could be cast, after Van Gennep [3], as 
a period of ‘liminality’ in which a woman balances a 
variety of competing demands. Within this period, the 
use of formerly professional technologies such as email, 
which might otherwise be considered innocuous and 
prosaic, become revealing of the ways in which digital 
technology can complicate the maintenance of personal 
and professional identity. To support our understanding 
of this we have drawn inspiration from Harper and 
colleagues’ [2] discussion of ‘fixity’ in social networks 
and the extent to which technologies can enforce 
inappropriate orientations to time. 

In reflecting on the use of email, the empirical data we 
draw upon is essentially an auto-ethnography by the 
first author from her own Maternity Leave, and reflects 
her experience as a first-time mother and an HCI 
academic researcher. The concerns for professional 
identity may therefore be bound to the concerns of 
what it means to be an academic; and there is some 
specificity to the role of professional identity in 
academia. This caveat notwithstanding, the concerns 
raised, we assume, are of relevance to a broad range of 
those women who might otherwise be considered 
‘knowledge workers’. 

it is worth addressing two further caveats. First, email, 
as a subject for research, has received extensive 
attention within the HCI literature, in particular with 
reference to interruption and other aspects of workflow 

and task management. Wainer et al [5] present an 
excellent example of this kind of research, offering 
insights on why we might (or not) open emails during 
the working day (e.g. out of curiosity). Such work has 
its place but it commonly fails to address a more 
nuanced understanding of the emotional labour and 
value-centred considerations that influence email’s use 
in such circumstances as ‘being on Maternity Leave’. 
The common concerns for task efficiency are far 
removed from our current domain of inquiry, so we set 
them aside. The second caveat is that, by focusing on 
‘maternity’ leave, we are not suggesting that a 
mother’s concerns for personal and professional 
identity, upon the birth of a child, are any more or any 
less important than a father’s, and therefore deserving 
of focus. Importantly, we are not suggesting that these 
concerns are disparate, as our experience suggests 
they are co-constructed, a more thorough exposition 
might better address the relationship between 
technology and the challenges of ‘new parents’ as 
opposed to ‘Motherhood’. 

The brief example we offer, to highlight the possible 
role of email to signify the complex relationship 
between technology and a new mother’s identity 
management, focuses on use of the auto-responder 
function on the first author’s email account during her 
Maternity Leave. Having decided to take six months off, 
she found herself having to leave work earlier than 
anticipated because of the baby’s early arrival. This 
meant that initially an auto-responder was not set. 
Feeling a need to be diligent for one’s colleagues, she 
ended up asking for help to set up the auto-responder 
post-birth whilst still at hospital. The auto-responder 
indicated she would be on leave for a set period but 
that she would have intermittent access and in the case 



 

of urgent enquiries a colleague could be contacted. She 
intended to maintain a ‘distance’ from email.  

Having both personal and professional email entering 
one inbox however, meant that she was likely to 
repeatedly see work email. On the one hand this was 
simple to fix, as the work email account could 
effectively be diverted or turned off; indeed she 
removed her work email account from her mobile 
phone. That being said, she still felt a need to stay 
engaged with work whilst on leave. Paper deadlines for 
relevant conferences still happened, fixed in the year as 
they are; she knew that there were opportunities to 
publish, and had felt obliged to continue to engage with 
projects through to publication. As such, there was a 
period of working from home and remaining in dialogue 
with work colleagues via the work email account. This 
dialogue in turn increased her visibility to her 
colleagues, with implications for how she might manage 
their expectations of her ‘being online’ during her leave. 
Also, during this time she was made aware of upcoming 
research funding opportunities via email, which 
prompted reflection and action on work to embrace 
these opportunities.  

The possibilities of virtual presence afforded by email 
countered the physical isolation of Maternity Leave. 
This virtual presence enabled relationships with work 
colleagues to be nurtured, along with one’s professional 
identity within wider academic networks. This 
motivated the first author’s continued engagement with 
work email throughout her Maternity Leave. 

The auto-responder, signaling Maternity Leave, was 
eventually turned off. This was done largely due to a 

concern that research funders seeing the automatic 
response would question the sender’s eligibility for 
involvement in certain activities. However, turning the 
auto-responder off raised new concerns for managing 
others’ expectations about work, whilst trying to 
maintain distance from work to focus on childcare.  

Returning briefly to the notions of ‘fixity’ raised by 
Harper et al [2], what we see here is an inability of 
email, and the auto-responder function in particular, to 
adapt to a variety of complex temporal patterns of use. 
The auto-responder was fixing response (and status) at 
the moment set, with no concern for contingency of 
how one might wish to be seen in future, or 
retrospectively.   

Presented here, this short qualitative account serves to 
raise discussion on Maternity Leave as a distinct period 
in one’s lifespan, and, in turn, raise discussion around 
email as it mediates identity management, with 
complex significance during Maternity Leave. 
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