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Introduction 
Today, in the UK, we are seeing an 
explosion in the number of businesses 
taking steps to support women, and 
increasingly men, who have taken  
an extended career break, return to  
the workplace.  

I anticipate returner programmes will proliferate 
over the next five years as organisations become 
increasingly aware of the need to harness returner 
talent to address skill shortages and maintain 
competitiveness, especially in sectors with 
predicted high growth.

Their attractiveness is enhanced by the need to 
bolster the female pipeline at more senior levels 
which still leaks despite multiple initiatives aimed 
at promoting gender diversity. 

If you are an employer thinking about tapping 
into returner talent it is critical to understand 
how this demographic differs from other “new 
starters.” Many are returning after a considerable 
length of time away from the workplace, and may 
be grappling with a change of role or sector and 
managing family through the change too.

The support an employer offers both in the lead up, 
and the early months of a return is key, and there 
are various approaches an employer can take to 
ensure a successful transition from primary carer to 
working parent.

The objective of this report is to explain what 
returner programmes are and the benefits of 
different ones so employers can create the right 
one for their business and for the applicants. We 
include insight gathered from our new Career 
Returners’ Survey which enables employers to hear 
from returners what support is wanted and what 
employers can do to make their return a success.  

Geraldine Gallacher
Managing Director, Executive Coaching Consultancy
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Career Returners’ Survey
Much has been written about returner programmes from the employer 
perspective. At ECC we know from working with returners that adding their 
experience to the conversation helps employers get the most from the 
support they offer, both for the organisation and the returner. In March 2017, 
ECC commissioned a Career Returners’ Survey to capture the experience 
of aspiring returners and those already returned to the workplace. 

The survey asked questions about public and 
employer branded events. These refer to events 
designed specifically for returners which may 
include some or all of the following support: job 
application and interview skills workshops, coaching 
or seminars to increase self confidence, and the 
opportunity to network. “Employer branded” 
events are those hosted by an Employer or a group 
of employers from the same industry, returners 
often have the opportunity to network with host 
employees and the event is sometimes used as part 
of a job selection process. By contrast, public events 
are typically run by professional bodies i.e. the Law 
Society, ICAEW or Engineering Society, and provide 
the opportunity to brush up on technical knowledge 
and skills but not necessarily to meet employers or 
be assessed for a specific job.

About this survey

An independent researcher designed and 
implemented an online Career Returners’  
Survey, on behalf of the Executive Coaching 
Consultancy. Participants were recruited 
from recruitment partner organisations via 
membership lists as well as LinkedIn groups 
where members had attended an employer 
branded returner conference. 

A total of 203 respondents completed the 
survey, split almost evenly between those 
hoping to return, “aspiring returners” (48%) 
and those who had already returned to the 
workplace, “returned” (52%). While respondents 
came from over 15 industry sectors, 96% were 
female and over 70% were aged between 35-48. 
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Summary of key research findings 

1 Returners value the support provided by employers 
to assist their return to work.  

The same group said employer branded 
returner events were highly effective in 
assisting their return (31%). The lower figure 
for public career returner events (19%) may 
reflect sample bias as respondents were 
recruited via sites that promote employer 
branded events. (Figure 1)

Figure 1: Effectiveness of interventions in supporting career returners  
(showing % of respondents rating ‘high/very high’)    

Public career returners’ event

Employer branded career returners’ event

On-boarding programme/induction

Coaching as part of a group on return

One to one coaching on return

percentage of ‘returned’ respondents rating ‘high/very high’

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

In a separate question we asked 
the same group which route back to 
work is best for returners? Over 73% 
think direct hire to a permanent role 
to be the best route back and 14% 
thought a formal internship for a 
defined period of time (Returnship), 
to be the best route. This response 
may reflect the experience of this 
cohort 86% of whom came back 
via direct hire, most returning to 
a permanent (64%) rather than 
contractor role (22%). Although 
media attention may be focused on 
intern style Returnships, only 13% of 
those that had returned had taken 
this route back to work (Figure 2).

Our research shows that returners value the 
help they receive from employers to assist 
their return to work. Some forms of support 
are seen as being more effective than others: 
three quarters of those that had returned gave 
coaching the highest effectiveness rating (73%) 
and half (54%) rated on-boarding induction 
programmes highly effective. (Figure 1)

Direct hire – permanent.

Direct hire – temporary

Formal internship for a 
defined period of time

Direct hire – permanent.

Direct hire – temporary

Formal internship for a 
defined period of time

Figure 2: Routes back to work

Which route back do you believe to be the best 
for career returners?

percent of respondents

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Which route back to work did you take? 
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3  The practical and emotional obstacles to returning to work are 
foreseeable – and ones that employers can help to address.

2 Among all the support an 
employer might offer, coaching 
has the greatest positive impact 
on returners.

When asked to rank various types of 
employer-led support, nearly three quarters 
(72%) of returners said that coaching – either 
on a one-to-one basis or as a group  
of returners – had the greatest positive 
impact on their return. (Figure 3) 

 

Figure 3: How effective at supporting career 
returners do you believe the following to be?

Not very / 
low

High / very 
high

One-to-one coaching  
on return 11% 73%

Coaching as part of a 
group on return 17% 55%

On-boarding  
programme induction 16% 53%

Employer branded 
returner event 33% 31%

Public career  
returner event 44% 19%

Figure 4: Aspiring returners’ perception of personal/home constraint  
(showing consolidation of high and very high responses)
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care arrangements for their children is a highly 
challenging practical constraint in returning 
to work. On an emotional level this group is 
working out what it means to transition from 
primary carer to working parent. A third (33%) 
feel guilty about having less time for their 
loved ones and 20% say they are struggling 
to integrate their personal and professional 
identities. (Figure 4) 

Across all groups surveyed childcare and 
the ability to balance work with caring 
responsibilities remains the biggest obstacle 
to returning to work with nearly three quarters 
(73%) of all respondents citing childcare as the 
principal reason for leaving employment.

Breaking this issue down by group over half of 
aspiring returners (51%) say finding alternative 
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In a separate question asking the same group 
about their perceptions of professional and work 
constraints, most imagine that once back at 
work they will experience a lack of opportunity 
to work flexibly (76%). While 66% anticipate that 
achieving a work life balance and networking
will be a significant challenge (63%). (Figure 5)
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Figure 5: Aspiring returners’ perception of professional/work constraints 
(showing consolidation of high and very high responses)
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Other concerns include deciding which type  
of role and career to pursue (61%), having a  
gap in their CV / resume (59%), and building 
self-confidence (56%). (Figure 5)  
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Childcare proves to be a practical constraint 
with almost half of those that have returned 
saying it was a challenge to find alternative 
care arrangements for their children (46%).  
(Figure 6)

In a separate question asking about 
experience of professional and work 
constraints, over half (54%) those that have 
returned say striking a comfortable balance 
between home and work responsibilities is a 
big challenge. Home responsibilities challenge 
their availability to participate in networking 

opportunities, (51%) and keep professional 
knowledge up to date (39%). (Figure 7)

The challenge that least concerns this group 
(18%) is technological changes. (Figure 7)

By contrast this group (37%) found the 
opportunity to work flexibly to be less of a 
challenge than aspiring returners perceived 
it might be (76% Figure 7). In a separate 
question asked of this group half said they 
were working fewer hours and the two points 
may be connected. (Figure 7) 

 returned        aspiring returners 

Lack of opportunity to work flexibly

Achieving a sustainable work-life balance

Networking

Building my self-confidence

Updating my professional knowledge

Outdated technology skills

Figure 7: ‘Returned’ experience and ‘aspiring returners’ perception of professional/work 
constraints as challenging (showing consolidation of ‘high/very high’ ratings)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80
percent of respondents rating high/very high

4 Those that have returned say their biggest challenges are childcare, 
low-levels of self-confidence, work-life balance and networking.

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Integrating my personal (i.e. mother/father/ 
carer, etc) and professional identities

Lack of support from partner/ 
family members

Overcoming feeling of guilt associated with  
reducing my availability for partner/children/friends

Finding alternative care arrangements  
for my children/parents/others

Figure 6: ‘Returned’ experience and ‘aspiring returners’ perception of personal 
constraints as challenging (showing consolidated high/very high ratings)

percent of respondents rating high/very high returned        aspiring returners
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5   Returners are returning to roles that offer flexibility

Figure 8: Which industry sector are those returners that changed sector now working in?

Banking
Legal

Insurance
Other financial services

Technology
Professional Services

Engineering and construction
Retail

Pharmaceutical
Healthcare

Media, advertising and marketing
Hospitality & Leisure

Education
Entertainment

Public Sector
Other

0 5 10 15 20
percent of ‘returned’ respondents 

The majority of returners in this sample went 
back to work in a different function before 
taking a career break (60%). Of this sample  
38% changed industry sector.

While this research did not explore why so 
many women changed function and sector, 

59% said their current job offers more flexibility 
than the one they had prior to taking a career 
break. This suggests women are returning 
to roles they perceive to offer the flexibility 
they require to manage work and childcare 
responsibilities. (Figure 8)
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Figure 9: Current job compared to pre-break job

 Less than before        About the same        More than before

6  Those that have returned experience a trade-
off between seniority, pay and flexibility.

The unwritten rules around returning to work appear to be  
that returners return to roles with more flexibility (59%)  
but less remuneration (49%) and seniority (43%) than before. 
(Figure 9)

Although this research did not attempt to correlate job 
satisfaction with these factors it is worth employers noting  
that job satisfaction fell for almost as many returners as it 
stayed the same (36%), by contrast only 28% reported an 
increase in job satisfaction. (Figure 9)
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7  Line managers and immediate team members are 
critical to the success of a return

Proximity of support matters. The most important factors impacting 
successful returns were said, by those that had returned, to be support 
from their line manager (87%), followed closely by family (85%), and 
members of their immediate team (71%). (Figure 10)
 

Figure 10: Importance rating of factors impacting successful return: ‘returned’  
(showing ‘high/very high’ ratings)
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Returner Talent:  
What’s the business case?
While supporting women back to the workplace is the right thing to do,  
there are five drivers that make a compelling business case for doing so.  

3  Growing demands for gender 
diversity across supply chains 

In turn, diverse employers are looking to extend 
competitive gains through the supply chain.   
While some are threatening to cut ties with 
suppliers that can’t meet the gender targets they 
set, others say it will be a differentiating factor 
between suppliers when renewing contracts.  

4 The negative payback associated 
with a lack of diversity

While diverse organisations flourish, those 
with low diversity are left counting the cost.  
Firms that have invested heavily in professional 
training and exams are seeing that investment 
negated as they fail to retain or attract back 
those qualified professionals who have had 
time out when becoming parents. This is often 
because the culture and working patterns are 
incompatible with childcare responsibilities.

  

1  Chronic skills and diversity  
deficits in organisations are 
hampering competitiveness

Industry sectors predicted to drive UK 
economic growth, most notably cyber, data 
and technology security and engineering, have 
reached a critical tipping point. It will not be 
possible to respond to the growing demand for 
these services without rapid talent acquisition. 
Although much of the recruitment challenge 
lies at the early career stages due to the low 
level of female STEM graduates, increasingly 
employers recognise that returners offer a level 
of maturity, experience and commitment that 
compares favourably with graduates thereby 
offering an additional, diverse talent pool. 

2  Gender balanced organisations 
are more effective and have a 
competitive advantage

Gender diversity makes good business sense 
with a growing body of evidence linking it to 
better investment outcomes. Boards with at 
least a third female members make better 
investment decisions, display less risky 
behaviour and achieve higher profit margins 
than rivals with less balanced boards. (2015, 
Women On Boards, Lord Davies) Firms 
with more women in the C-Suite, see a six 
percentage point increase in net profit (2016, 
Peterson Institute for International Economics, 
Noland & Moran). 

Companies in the top quartile for racial and 
ethnic diversity are 35% more likely to have 
financial returns above their respective 
national industry medians. This was a 
key finding from a McKinsey global study 
(2015, Diversity Matters, McKinsey Global 
Institute), highlighting the advantage diverse 
organisations have over competitors. 
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Policy drives for returner 
programmes

Governments across the world are paying attention 
to the business case for supporting returners and 
planning policy to support businesses to do so. 

●● PwC economists calculate the UK economy could 
potentially grow by £1.7 billion if the 427,000 
professional women currently on a career 
break re-entered the workforce. (2016, Women 
returners, PwC.)

●● UK Government acknowledges the structural 
causes creating the gender-pay gap and commits 
to closing it within a generation. (Spring budget 
2017, the Government announced a £5 million 
fund to support Returnships.) 

●● G20 priorities for discussion at the July 2017 
summit include tackling the wide range of 
employment discrimination and workplace 
inequality that women are often subjected to. 
(G20.org Priorities of the 2017 G20 summit.)

5 Changing expectations of 
younger generations

Losing talent around the parental transition 
has until now mainly affected women. For 
the first time, in some sectors, females 
under the age of 25 are earning more than 
their male counterparts. In other sectors, 
the gender gap is closing as more female 
graduates enter the workforce than male. This 
is prompting new parents to divide work and 
care responsibilities on the basis of earning 
potential rather than along traditional gendered 
lines. It may become the norm for parents 
of young children to take time out of their 
careers in order to re-enter at a later stage. 
These career breakers could be either male or 
female. Businesses will need to re-think their 
career models to embrace all new parents.

13



The evolution of support for returners

City Investment Banks 
emerge as pioneers 
of return to work 
programmes. 

2012

Lord Davies report  
“Women on Boards” 
published which gets 
employers thinking 
about how they can 
secure a pipeline of 
female talent.
Image courtesy of Deborah 
Hilderly - Moelis, licensed under 
CC BY-SA 3.0

2012

First programmes 
targeted at supporting 
female employees to 
return after extended 
career breaks emerge  
in the USA.

2004

Goldman Sachs 
trademarks 
“Returnships” 
programme and in 
time programme 
trickles over to UK.

2008

McKinsey Global 
Institute report finds 
$12 trillion could 
be added to global 
GDP by 2025 by 
advancing women’s 
equality at work.

2015

Rapid growth in the 
number of organisations 
offering programmes 
as the idea spreads to 
other industry groups.  
Programmes rise from 
three in 2014 to 23  
in 2016. 

2014-16

Untapped pool of 
talented women 
wanting to return to 
work held back by CV 
gap and lack of direct 
access to employers.  
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Women’s Engineering 
Society estimates 
some 22, 000 
qualified women have 
not returned to work. 

2015

May, Tech UK 
launches two 
day back to work 
programme.

2016

November, PwC report 
“Women returners” 
finds 427,000 female 
professionals, currently on 
an extended break, want 
to return to work, and 
estimates the UK economy 
stands to gain a £1.7 billion 
increase by addressing the 
career break penalty.

2016

The Law Society, 
Women Lawyers 
Division, launches two-
day returners’ course.

2015

March, Jayne-Anne 
Gadhia publishes 
Treasury backed review, 
leading to the launch 
of a Women in Finance 
Charter, committing 
firms to gender balance 
targets. 122 firms have 
signed up to date.
www.cityam.com/263251/culture-
holding-women-back-reaching-top-
financial-services 

April 2017

2016

Returner programmes 
firmly on the corporate 
radar, offered by 37 
organisations across 
the UK*
*(Source: WomenReturners.co.uk 
as at 27.02.17)

2016-17

ICAEW launches 
“Comeback Community”  
to support 3,500 members 
currently on a career  
break back to work. 

Vodafone launches 
ReConnect, the world’s 
largest global returner 
programme, aiming to 
recruit 1000 returners  
over the next three years 
across 26 countries.

2017

An all party 
parliamentary group 
reports to government 
following a year long 
inquiry into Women and 
Work. Recommendations 
suggest firms with 
over 250 staff should 
create paid return to 
work programmes, with 
guaranteed training, 
advice and support.

2017
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What do we mean when we talk about 
returner programmes?
A “returner” is easy to define as a woman or man who has taken an extended 
break (beyond maternity leave) from the workforce, typically to care for family 
(young children, elderly parent, unwell partner), or to pursue studies, or work 
outside the corporate arena, and is ready to return to work.

from a business perspective, and be realistic 
about what form of support will best deliver 
those outcomes.

The quick reference guide below highlights the 
advantages and disadvantages of three of the 
most common types of returner programme 
and why each may or may not be right for your 
business. These can offer varied levels of support 
and be used independently or in combination with 
each other.

The support an employer might offer a returner is 
harder to define in a single sentence. Employers 
differ widely in their motivation for providing 
support and their expectation of what they will 
get back in return. Together these dimensions 
shape the type of support provided. 

Whether you are an employer tapping into 
returner talent for the first time or wishing to 
achieve better value from an existing programme, 
it’s critical to work out what you need to achieve 

Good for:

●● Helping potential returners to decide whether  
a return to work is definitely for them

●● Providing essential skills for returners so they 
don’t hit the interview process cold

●● Creation of a talent pool of ‘ready’ returners

●● Low risk option to build buy-in from senior 
managers who meet returners and get a 
sense of the level of talent, experience and 
commitment on offer

●● Raising profile externally as a CSR activity.

Less good for:

●● Gaining firm commitments from line managers 
to support this population in general

●● Focused recruitment activity if used alone.

Ideally used as:

The first stage of the recruitment process for 
work placements or direct entry returns or purely 
as a standalone CSR activity.

What’s involved?

●● Application and selection of suitable 
participants (typically 40 - 100)

●● Designed to build confidence, skills and 
awareness to help participants plan their 
return to work

●● Focused on the psychological as well as 
practical journey

●● Delivered as an employer branded or public 
returner event, typically over half a day  
to two days

●● Gives the employer the opportunity to ‘sell’ 
their organisation and benefits of joining them 
to potential returners

●● Gives returners the opportunity to network 
with potential employer 

●● Exact job opportunities with the employer 
may not be made explicit at the event but 
attendees may subsequently join a talent pool 
for future vacancies.

Types of returner programmes

1 Making a start - returner conference/seminar
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the fit is right without making a permanent 
commitment upfront

●● Returner has direct access to the employer and 
the opportunity to develop skills and confidence 
in the workplace

●● Returner has support of a small cohort of other 
returners.

Less good for:

●● Organisations where line managers have yet to 
be convinced of the value of supporting returners, 
where it can be easy to go along with a centrally 
funded ‘scheme’ for a few months without truly 
committing to them

●● Line managers who do not understand and 
cannot support the unique needs of returners, 
particularly flexibility 

●● Returners who have had to make arrangements 
for childcare, which may be disrupted again 
if a permanent job isn’t secured at the end of 
the placement. This can be unsettling for their 
children and cripplingly expensive.

Ideally used

Where there is adequate time and a realistic role 
for the returner to try out and be assessed.  
Where the organisation is likely to be able to  
make the commitment to its returners following  
the work placement.

What’s involved?

●● Organisation identifies suitable placements and 
candidates take part in a selection process

●● Successful applicants are assigned to a line 
manager and either work on a discrete project  
or in a real role

●● Lasts for a defined period, typically anywhere 
between 12 weeks to 6 months

●● Managers briefed on how to support the 
process

●● Starts with an on-boarding event to provide a 
refresher on technical and behavioural skills 
such as networking, developing confidence, 
resilience and career management

●● Ideally supported with 1:1 and / or group 
coaching to support the individual throughout 
the placement period

●● If a permanent vacancy is available at the end of 
the placement the line manager may consider 
whether to offer the returner a permanent job 
within their function or the wider organisation.

Good for:

●● Creating a structured approach to identifying 
returners for your organisation

●● Functions as an extended interview as the line 
manager and returner can assess whether 

2 Back to the workplace – temporary work placement 
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3 Building careers – direct entry / permanent roles

Good for:

●● Organisations with clearly identified vacancies

●● Allowing adequate time for returners to adapt, 
thrive and perform successfully

●● Securing commitment from line manager from 
the outset

●● Helping returners to feel fully accepted and 
integrated into the organisation and not feel 
temporary and ‘on trial’

●● Giving the returner a fair opportunity to 
contribute against realistic responsibilities  
and accountabilities

●● Allowing the returner a realistic length of time to 
move through their learning curve. This typically 
takes at least three months (the exact time a 
work placement might come to an end)

●● Helping a returner to fully commit and make 
permanent caring arrangements for their family

●● Organisations willing to consider the emotional 
and practical support a returner is likely to need 
ahead of their appointment

●● Demonstrating the organisation’s credentials 
to the wider workforce as a family-friendly 
employer.

Less good for:

●● Organisation’s first experience of returner 
programmes, as hiring for permanent roles 
without an initiative to engage managers may 
prove difficult

●● Organisations that haven’t considered what 
support a returner might need to minimise the 
risk of them leaving. 

Ideally used

When an organisation has real gaps in their talent 
bank and recognises the value of this group of 
individuals – the ‘lost talent’.  

What about Returnships? 
●● In 2008 Goldman Sachs introduced work 

placements for returners, similar to 
internships offered to graduates, under the 
trademarked name “Returnships” 

●● This fantastically catchy name has become 
shorthand for returner support in the press

●● While it’s great that “Returnships” is 
putting returner support in the media 
spotlight there is a danger it is used as a 
“catch-all” term which serves to confuse as 
it doesn’t cover the optionality as outlined.

What’s involved?

●● Organisation looks at current vacancies to 
identify permanent/contract positions that  
would suit returners 

●● Returners recruited and attend an on-boarding 
programme designed to support a smooth 
transition back to work

●● On-boarding provides a refresher on general 
technical and behavioural skills such as 
networking, building confidence, resilience and 
career management as well as tailored technical 
training where required

●● On-boarding is organised in cohorts where 
possible, to provide a valuable support network

●● Managers briefed on how to support the process

●● Supported with 1:1 and or group coaching to 
support the individual throughout the first six 
months of return

●● May be supplemented with internal mentoring 
scheme and or support network of other 
colleagues who are working parents/carers.
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How to get better value from your 
returner programmes
 
At ECC we have worked with a range of organisations across the world to 
build and deliver their returner programmes. We’ve also heard first hand 
from returners, through our Career Returners’ Survey, about their needs and 
expectations. Based on this experience, here are the key areas organisations 
need to consider when developing a returner programme.

1 Choose an approach that will suit 
your organisation

While three quarters of returners in our survey 
believe direct hire to a permanent job to be 
the best route back for career returners, bear 
in mind it’s a big step up from providing a 
basic on-boarding programme for a normal 
joiner to an employee returning from extended 
leave. Many returners have been on career 
break for a significant period and whether 
they are joining on a work placement, or as a 
direct entry they will need far more support in 
the early days. Be realistic about the level of 
commitment, budget and resource available 
and start with an approach that’s deliverable.

For some organisations even the idea of 
offering a simple skills-based seminar for 
returners will prove hard to sell internally 
because the “CV gap” problem looms 
large. Therefore it’s better to approach the 
introduction of returners as a journey, broken 
into steps that can be built upon and not the 
panacea to gender diversity problems.

2 Set clear objectives 

Work out what you want to achieve both 
for the organisation and the returner. 
What is the key priority, filling a talent gap, 
addressing gender diversity, enhancing CSR 
credentials? What approach culturally fits your 
organisation? Communicate these objectives 
and outcomes to stakeholders. Without 
clear goals you will not be able to effectively 
assess the success of the programme.

Above all else, ensure that you manage the 
expectations of the participants. This returning 

talent pool has become a community and 
reputations are compared by participants. 
Ensure your programme leaves no room for 
negative feedback to spread.

3 Understand the commitment  
you need to make 

Work placement and direct entry programmes 
require considerable investment to set up 
and ongoing support. As a first step it might 
be cost effective to collaborate with other 
employers or buy into support provided by 
industry or professional bodies.  

4  Recognise that returners  
need their own specific model  
of support

A common mistake is to assume returners 
are like any other new joiner, and attempt 
to integrate them through the company’s 
traditional on-boarding programme. 

Paradoxically, as our research shows, even 
the most assured returners battle with a 
confidence gap, worrying about how much has 
changed during their absence and how quickly 
they will get up to speed again. 

Take time to validate their ability to perform 
and their confidence will return quickly and 
grow as they realise that what has changed 
about themselves is often for the better. 
Maturity and experience often enhance one’s 
ability to organise, manage and delegate and 
provide a perspective that younger colleagues 
do not see. 
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5 Don’t limit your programmes 
to top roles at your company 
headquarters 

Think about where the talent gaps are in your 
organisation and where returners can bring real 
value. Bear in mind that one-size might not fit 
all. Your programme might need adapting to 
fit functional or regional perspectives and the 
networking components tend to work better in 
groups of a similar level. 

6  Think carefully about what you  
ask the returner to do 

If you offer a work placement with a view to 
assessing job fit, think carefully about what you 
ask the returner to do. Many organisations set 
project based assignments, when role specific 
work might provide a better assessment of job fit 
and a more realistic experience for the returner.

Check regularly whether your returner feels 
sufficiently challenged by their work and that their 
workload is manageable. On surveying a recent 
cohort of returners, a client was surprised to find 
a third felt over stretched, a third under stretched 
and only a third said the balance was just right.  

Be prepared to review their progress and 
remuneration earlier than normal joiners, you 
might find that you need to fast track them once 
they are over their initial transition as returners 
sometimes undersell themselves during 
recruitment. Once they are back in business and 
over the “CV gap” hurdle, they may feel the need 
to go elsewhere to re-pitch themselves at a level 
that better reflects their previous experience. 

7 Educate and support line managers

As the people who are ultimately funding 
the headcount and investing their time, line 
managers are critical to the success or failure 
of the return. 87% of returners we surveyed 
said their line manager was the most important 
factor in the success of their return to work, 
closely followed by team members (71%).

Provide education and support throughout the 
lifecycle of the programme. Secure their buy-in 
upfront, involve them in candidate selection 
process, help them understand the specific 
challenges faced by returners and develop their 

coaching skills. Those participating managers 
who feel they have nothing to gain by attending 
training up front can turn out to be the less 
effective supporters of returners. Confidence 
in this area does not necessarily translate into 
ability. Prioritise managers who are curious to 
learn more about how it might be different to 
manage a returner rather than someone who 
feels it’s business as usual.

8  Offer flexible ways of working

It’s tempting to imagine that the principal 
advantage of this returner pool of talent is  
that they are now ready to work 24/7 again. 

Returners are most likely still juggling work 
with childcare/eldercare responsibilities and 
appreciate working patterns compatible  
with both.

Employers might consider what adjustments 
need to be made to working patterns as part 
of a general trend towards agile working for all. 
Flexibility is key to success and the organisation 
and returner need to show equal commitment 
to making this work which requires candid 
conversations early on in the process.

9  Adapt and evolve your support

Evaluate success and areas for learning. Get 
feedback from managers, returners and others 
on what has worked, what hasn’t and how can 
you can improve. Embed learning to maximise 
the investment and understand the scope for 
improvement.

One to watch out for is to ensure that the 
energy that goes into launching the programme 
is maintained throughout and the returners feel 
supported, particularly if they do not land jobs 
at the end of the process.

 Take the L-plates off

While Returnships and direct entry are a great 
way for returners to get a foot in the door, be 
sensitive to the fact that, in time, the label may 
feel the equivalent of wearing L-plates. Address 
this head on by helping them work out ways 
to develop and communicate the identity and 
reputation they want, rather than be seen as a 
returner in the eyes of others forever.

10
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Returner programmes in action
At ECC we work with a range of clients across industry sectors to help 
formulate an approach to harnessing returner talent, deliver a range 
of returner support and provide feedback from both returners and the 
business. Here is a snapshot of the different types of programmes we 
have been involved in with three of our clients.

Making a start
Bank of America Merrill Lynch: Returning Talent programme

BofAML has been successfully running returners 
conferences in global locations for the past five 
years. The bank is keen to demonstrate the value 
and importance it places on identifying strong and 
diverse talent across the business.

The programme runs as a conference over 2-3 days 
depending on location and is aimed at exploring the 
changing workplace and the role of the returning 
employee in this office environment. Participants 
hear from guest speakers and join a series of 
workshops designed to support a transition back 
to work; offer practical guidance on focusing and 
managing a career search; provide interview skills 
and insights into balancing work and home lives; 
and give access to executive coaching. There are 

also opportunities for participants to start building 
their professional connections through a series of 
networking opportunities with banking employees.

Over 300 participants have attended the 
programme since it started, many of whom have 
secured roles at the bank or at other firms. BofAML 
is proud to have played a part in their journey back 
to the workplace.

The bank has also established an alumni network 
to enable Returning Talent participants to keep 
in touch, network and share knowledge. In 2015, 
BofAML was awarded the Working Mums, Top 
Employer Award for Career Progression.
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Back to the workplace
Mastercard: Relaunch your career

As part of their efforts towards building a diverse 
and inclusive workforce, Mastercard ran their first 
‘Returnship’ programme this spring.

‘Relaunch your career’ was a 12 week programme 
which gave participants the opportunity 
to work on a strategic and commercially-
focused project, enabling them to build on 
their skills and previous experience.

The programme was designed for experienced people 
who were working at mid-career level before taking a 
break from their careers to re-enter the workplace.

The initiative started with a Line-Manager briefing 
before the programme to ensure they were 

equipped and ready to support their returners. They 
were able to brief their own teams following this 
and ensure they could plan in the right balance of 
stretch and support.

Participants attended an initial 2-day on-boarding 
event and then were supported with on-the-job 
training, a buddy and 1:1 and group coaching.

At the end of the 12 weeks, participants were given 
the opportunity to apply for a permanent role.

Building careers
UBS: Career Comeback programme 

CEO, Sergio Ermotti, first introduced the idea of 
supporting returners as a way to increase the 
number of women in senior positions by a third, and 
remain competitive with other global banks offering 
similar support.  

In addition to running a Returnship programme in the 
US, Carolanne Minashi, UBS Director of Diversity and 
Inclusion, piloted a “permanent entry” programme 
in Zurich. In September 2016, following a rigorous 
selection process, 15 returners, including a man, were 
appointed to full and part time permanent positions. 

Before starting their new role participants attended 
a two-week long on-boarding event introducing 
them to UBS’s strategy and culture and business 
divisions. They attended skills sessions to polish 
their personal strengths, learned how to build 
resilience for the challenges ahead, and were helped 
to think about and proactively manage the impact 
of their return to work on their families to help 
the transition go smoothly. They also completed a 
range of psychometric and profiling questionnaires 
to help them to have productive conversations  
with their future manager about work style  
and effectiveness.

Over the first year returners received a programme 
of support that included a mentor and regular group 
coaching sessions.

Minashi worked with line managers to help them 
understand how a returners confidence, self-
esteem and belief in their abilities may have been 
affected by time away from the workplace.

While it’s early days to assess the effectiveness 
of “permanent entry”, Minashi reports a positive 
response from line managers who say, contrary to 
popular misconceptions, returners are proving to be 
flexible, highly motivated and very much in touch 
with the world of work.

In autumn 2017 she is repeating the programme  
in Zurich and also brings the “permanent entry” 
model to London.
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Which support will best suit the 
needs of your organisation?

Making a start

1-2 day conference

Further 
selection

Further 
selection

Further 
selection

12 to 26 week 
placement 

(Returnship) 

Direct entry  
to permanent/ 
contract role

Back to the workplace Building career

Establish objectives
Advertising

Selecting 



Huckletree Shoreditch, Alphabeta Building, 18 Finsbury Square, London EC2A 1AH

+44 (0)20 7795 6556

www.executive-coaching.co.uk

Follow us:

  twitter.com/ECC_Team
 linkedin.com/company/the-executive-coaching-consultancy

About ECC

ECC launched in 1994 as one of the first dedicated executive 
coaching providers. We work alongside market-leading 

organisations at different points of the career journey to improve 
talent acquisition, retention and diversity strategies.

We have deep expertise in supporting returner talent, having 
coached over 7,000 individuals and their managers through this 

key stage over the last 12 years. We work both nationally and 
internationally, tailoring content through our understanding of 
local markets. Our highly experienced accredited coach team 

bring both professionalism and a passion for developing talent.

http://www.twitter.com/ECC_Team
http://linkedin.com/company/the-executive-coaching-consultancy
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