
Be gentle with yourself

It’s not unusual to dread saying goodbye to your baby when you return to your job, or sob in the car ride to the 

office. It’s also not unusual to be thrilled at the prospect of adult company. Heck, it’s normal to experience both 
of these emotions on the same day. Give yourself space and grace, no matter what feelings bubble up.
Give yourself time

Don’t make any decisions in the first few weeks (or even months) back at your job. It’s a tough transition, and 
while it might look tempting to, say, quit your job or switch to a part-time role, it’s better to make that call 
once you’ve settled into a solid routine.
Seek support

It really does take a village. Find yours. Join local parenting groups in your area. Find parents with similar 
interests online. (Become a Mother Honestly member, and you can join our community of working parents.) At 

work, join your Parenting Employee Resource Group if your company offers one, or seek out other working 
parents who can serve as mentors.
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THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO RETURNING TO 
WORK AFTER MATERNITY LEAVE

If you’re reading this piece, you probably just brought your new baby home. Congrats! In addition to figuring 
out how to care for this delicate little bundle of joy and stress, now you have to figure out how to be a 
working parent. Don’t worry. We’ve created this 6-step guide to help you plan, prepare and adjust to this 
nerve-wracking transition. You’ve got this, mom.
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1.  EXPECT EMOTIONS—LOTS OF THEM

No matter how you brought baby home—birth, surrogacy, adoption or foster care—you’re likely wading 
through a raft of emotions. If you recently gave birth, restarted birth control or are breastfeeding, you might 
be riding a wave of fluctuating hormones. You’re probably also sleep deprived, exhausted and elated, all at 
once. And that’s before you add paid work back into the mix. Here’s how to deal:

2.  PRACTICE YOUR NEW ROUTINE BEFORE THE BIG DAY

It’s easy to fear the unknown, so alleviate your anxiety with a trial run or two. Practice your new routine so it 
feels familiar:

Do a trial run with your child care provider

We don’t recommend starting a new daycare or meeting a new nanny on the same day you’re heading 
back into the office. If you feel comfortable with your child’s caregiver—and crucially, your child feels 
comfortable—it will make for a much-easier drop-off on Day 1 back at work.
Practice your new commute

If you’ll be adding daycare drop-off and/or pick-up to your daily commute, practice it before the big day at 
the time you will normally do it. That way, you can get a feel for traffic and plan your time accordingly.  
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Pack your bags

You’ll be toting around a lot more gear these days. Make sure you don’t forget an essential item by creating 
a checklist and packing your bags the night before—one for your baby and one for you:

Baby’s bag:

Formula, if you aren’t breastfeeding
Bottles, nipples, or any other feeding gear
Diapers, wipes and diaper cream
Sheets or blankets needed for nap time
Snacks, as permitted by your provider
Spare clothes for your baby
Cold and hot weather gear, as needed (gloves, hat, sunscreen)
Pacifier (and a spare)
Bib

Your bag:

If you’re breastfeeding, breast-pump and accessories (with spares, in case a part breaks)
Storage bags for breast milk
Insulated bag for storing pumped breast milk and/or bottles
Spare shirt, in the case of a breast milk leak
Water bottle
Phone charger, since you will likely spend a lot of time on your phone while pumping

3.  CONSIDER A SOFT TRANSITION

Going from full-time caregiving to full-time employment can be jarring. Make it easier on yourself by slowly 
scaling back up to your pre-baby schedule. 

See if your company offers a phase-back program, which allows parents to work part-time schedules when 

they first return from parental leave. At Pinterest, parents who return from leave are fully paid but only 
required to come in once a week, for the first four weeks back. At General Mills, moms can work  a part-time 
schedule during their first two months back at work. (They get full benefits and part-time pay.) Even if your 
company doesn’t offer a formal program, you might be able to work out an unofficial plan with your manager. 
If a part-time return isn’t possible, ask to start on a Thursday, rather than a Monday. Two days away from 
your little one will feel less abrupt than five. (You can also use those first few days of the week to help your baby 
get acclimated to child care and practice your routine.)



We recommend starting a pumping routine at least two weeks before you head back to the office. Think 
slow, sure and stress-free. Start with 7 to 14 pumping sessions per week, so you can begin building a 
small stash, get comfortable with your pump and build your confidence for your return to work. You’ll 
want to have enough frozen breast milk ready to feed your baby on your first day back. Babies under six 
months old will usually need about one ounce per hour when you are apart, while babies over 6 months 
old may need a bit more. (If they have taken really well to solids, one ounce per hour will work as well.)

4.  GET A HANDLE ON BREAST-PUMPING

If you plan to breastfeed when you return to the office, you’ll need to make the transition from exclusively 
nursing to pumping for part of the day. Breast-pumping isn’t without its challenges, but it’s easier than ever 
thanks to innovative new products and more legal protections in the workplace. We asked the experts at 
Willow to answer some of the most common questions about breast-pumping at work. Here, is Willow’s best 
advice for the most common pumping conundrums.

When should I begin breast-pumping?

You can store breast milk in the freezer for up to 6 months in a clean, capped food-grade glass container 
or hard plastic container that's not made with the chemical bisphenol A (BPA). You can also use special 
plastic bags designed for milk collection and storage, like Willow’s. Write the date you expressed the 
milk on the container in permanent ink, along with your baby’s name if your little one goes to a child 
care center. Freshly expressed breast milk can be stored in the back of the refrigerator for up to four 
days, but it’s best to use or freeze the milk within three days.

How should I store my pumped breast milk?

You’ll want to pump as often and for as long as your baby would normally nurse. Generally, it’s a good 
rule of thumb to pump every 3-4 hours for about 15-20 minutes a time. But every woman is different, 
and some may need more or less time depending on how much milk they produce.

How often should I pump at work?

Most employers are required by federal law to provide you a place to pump that isn’t a bathroom, has 
a door that closes and is “free from intrusion from coworkers and the public.” You’re also entitled to 
breaks for pumping, too. Some states have laws requiring additional accommodations. To see the laws 
in your state, and get guidance on how to talk to your boss about your breast-pumping needs, check 
out this handy guide by legal advocacy organization A Better Balance.
The good news is many companies have added comfy lactation rooms for their breast-pumping 
employees. The best ones come with a comfortable chair, outlets for an electric pump, a refrigerator 
for storing breast-milk, a sink for easy clean-up, a locked door, and an online system for reserving the 
room.

Where should I pump at work?
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First, make sure you have your pump and all its parts (including storage bags, if needed), a comfy nursing 
bra, and an insulated storage bag for bringing your milk home. Then, get your game plan ready: Let's say 
that you will be separated from your baby for 10 hours on your first Monday back at work. Your pumping 
goal for the two weeks prior to returning will be to pump 10 ounces so you are covered for Monday.

Sunday evening: Defrost 10 ounces and prepare several bottles.
Monday: Pump at work when you would normally breastfeed (ideally every three hours). Monday's 
pumped milk will feed your baby on Tuesday, Tuesday's will feed your baby on Wednesday, and so 
on.
Friday: Freeze the milk pumped that day, breastfeed all weekend and defrost your oldest milk 
on Sunday night for Monday. This schedule provides your baby with fresh milk every day except 
Monday.t

How should I prepare for my first week back at work?

A double electric breast-pump is the best bet so you can easily pump on both sides at the same time. 
Be sure to think about how you plan to store and transfer your pumped milk. Some systems require 
pumping into a bottle, then transfering into a storage bag, which can be an onerous process. Wearable 
systems like Willow make taking milk home much easier, since milk can be pumped directly into storage 
bags. Wearable systems offer some other prime perks, too: They’re quiet and discreet. They’re easy to 
clean, too, because they typically have fewer parts. (The Willow has a flange and a tube that connects to 
the pump, and that’s it.)

The Affordable Care Act requires that all private health insurers cover breast pumps. Call your 
insurer to find out which models are included in your coverage. If a pump you like isn’t fully covered, 
it’s often possible to get a partial reimbursement. You can also use money in an FSA/HSA to pay for a 
breast-pump.

What kind of pump should I use?

It’s totally normal to experience a drop in your milk supply, which can be caused by everything from 
hormonal changes to stress. The most common problem is not pumping or feeding enough. Since 
milk is produced on a supply and demand basis, not pumping on a frequent schedule will signal to 
your body that it does not need to produce milk. Try adding more pumping sessions and making them 
longer. Make sure your pump flange size is correct, and that you have an efficient breast pump. Foods 
like fenugreek, oatmeal, lean meat, and leafy greens contain various chemical properties that can 
potentially help increase your milk supply. (There are even yummy lactation treats on the market chock 
full of these ingredients.) If you can, take a “nursing vacation.” Schedule up to 3 days where you simply 
nurse as much as possible with your baby. During that time be sure to rest, eat a well-balanced diet, 
and stay hydrated. If all else fails, don’t feel guilty. Many a mom has supplemented with formula and 
raised a happy, healthy baby—and you will too.

What should I do if I’m not producing enough milk?
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ABOUT WILLOW

Founded in 2014, Willow® forever changed the way women pump with the world's first all-in-one, 
in-bra wearable breast pump. The Willow Wearable Breast Pumps feature innovative technology 
which enables total spillproof mobility while pumping, ditching long tubes, cordst and dangling bottles 
so moms can pump wherever their day takes them.

5.  MEET WITH YOUR MANAGER

Schedule a meeting with your boss as soon as you return. Be sure to go over:

Your commitment to the company

We probably don’t have to tell you that there is a real and persistent bias against working parents, and 
especially moms. Research shows that moms who take longer maternity leaves are viewed as less
committed employees, are promoted less often, and make less money. Fight back by pointing to all the work 
you’ve accomplished to date, naming specific achievements, and explicitly state how eager you are to continue 
contributing to your company’s growth. (Bring a list, so you don’t forget anything.)

Any changes that have happened

Ask your boss to bring you up to speed on any updates. Any personnel changes? Any shifts in priorities for the 
department? Any new clients or partnerships?
Your transition plan

If you gave your manager a pretty detailed transition plan before you went on leave—spelling out how your 
work would get accomplished in your absence—be sure to point to its success. If your team continued to to 
achieve top-notch performance because of how well you prepared them, then point to metrics that show 
that’s exactly what happened.
Your priorities

Don’t get bogged down in cleaning out your overflowing email inbox. Identify the most important tasks you 
should be tackling in the first few weeks back.
Your workload

Sometimes managers simply assume new parents won’t be interested in traveling for work or tackling big new 
projects. Don’t let them do that! Spell out precisely what you’re capable of handling. For example: “It will be 

challenging for me to leave town for the next three months, but I’m eager to resume business travel after 
that,” or, “I want to touch base with my current clients for the first few weeks back in the office, but after 
that, I look forward to working with new ones.”
Accommodations you may need

Once you’ve made it clear that you’re still a team player, now’s the time to ask for what you need to maintain 
your excellent performance. Would it help to work from home two days a week? Do you need to bow out of 
early morning meetings when you’re dropping off your baby? It doesn’t hurt to ask, especially since more and 
more companies are offering flexible arrangements to keep up with their competitors.
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6.  MANAGE EXPECTATIONS

It’s simply a fact: You will have less availability now as a parent. You won’t be able to attend meetings 
scheduled during daycare drop-off, and there’s a good chance you’ll be taking more sick leave, too. (Kids 
are not known for their impeccable hygiene.)

Be clear about your working hours

If you’re only available from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., let your colleagues know.
Block your calendar

Drop-off. Pick-up. Pediatrician appointments. Parent-teacher conferences. Add all of these to your work 
calendar, so coworkers can’t schedule meetings when you’re unavailable. If you’re breast-pumping, add the 
sessions to your calendar, too.

Establish an emergency communication method

Let everyone know the best way to reach you if they absolutely must get in touch outside of working hours. 
“I only check texts, not email, after 5 p.m.,” is a good way to ensure time spent bonding with your baby isn’t 
interrupted by constant email notifications.
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