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Foreword 
We at Parents and Carers in Performing Arts (PiPA) are pleased to endorse this important report which 
draws closely on the frst-hand experience of mothers who are performers. It paints a picture that is 
painfully familiar, of an industry that is often not informed enough or sufciently equipped to support the 
needs of the mothers it employs, including its freelancers. And of unafordable childcare services that are 
simply not fexible enough to meet the needs of mothers whose working patterns can be unpredictable and 
who necessarily are performing in the evenings and at weekends. 

The report’s wider conclusions around how to develop childcare provision that meets the needs of parents 
employed in atypical, non-standard and often insecure jobs are timely and vital, including a common-
sense call to co-design solutions with parents themselves. 

We welcome the particular focus on the performing arts and look forward to continuing to work with 
Creative Scotland, the Federation of Scottish Theatre and others across the industry to create and deliver 
employment culture and practice that welcomes and includes parents and carers from every background. 

Sarah Jackson OBE, 
Chair of Trustees and Carers in Performing Arts 
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Executive summary 
Childcare responsibilities are amongst the most commonly identifed drivers of low female participation 
in the labour market and are also often responsible for stalling the careers of women across occupational 
contexts and economic sectors. Childcare costs and childcare availability impact mothers the most as 
they still shoulder the majority of childcare responsibilities. To a large extent, the experiences of ‘mothers-
performers’ – i.e. those whose job (fully or partly) involves performing on stages, in concert halls, on 
radio, or in front of the camera – are similar to those of mothers working in other occupational contexts. 
However, the difculties experienced by mothers-performers seem to be intensifed by highly atypical work 
arrangements, often in the form of self-employment, and with working hours which are often fundamentally 
incompatible with the standard operating hours of childcare provision. Such incompatibility is a key barrier 
for mothers in returning to work and maintaining their careers. 

This report discusses the impact of childcare responsibilities on the work, careers, and livelihoods of 
mothers-performers living and working in Scotland. It proposes a range of policy learning points which it is 
hoped will contribute to the Scottish policy debate in relation to the need for afordable, accessible and 
high-quality childcare provision. 

The lived experience of mothers, as elicited through ten in-depth interviews with mothers-performers 
undertaken in 2022, highlights multiple access barriers to suitably fexible and afordable childcare. The 
report also shines a light on the fragility of female artistic careers in the context of systemic difculties with 
childcare availability. Experiences conveyed by mothers working in the performing arts and entertainment 
sector not only demonstrate the shortcomings of the existing childcare system, but also how little fexibility 
exists in the working patterns within this sector. This lack of fexibility makes it often near impossible to 
reconcile work with the typical operating hours of childcare provision. 

While the work pattern of mothers-performers may be an extreme example of an atypical employment 
arrangement, it provides useful insights into the realities of employment for many other individuals working 
in an increasingly casualised labour market. This report can therefore generate important learning points 
which are relevant to other sectors and employment contexts which also operate outside ‘traditional hours’. 

Key fndings 

• Managing work and childcare is difcult for mothers-performers as they tend to have irregular work 
patterns, often with intense schedules of long-hours, frequent travel or absences from home, and 
unpredictable income. 

• Work and the return to work after childbirth are dependent on fexible and afordable childcare. 
Mothers-performers struggle to fnd suitable childcare solutions particularly when they lack personal 
networks through which unpaid childcare can be provided. 

• Existing childcare provision through nurseries is infexible and incompatible with work patterns in the 
performing arts and entertainment sector. There is also little suitable ‘wrap-around’ childcare outside of 
normal school hours, such as breakfast or after-school clubs. As nursery opening hours rarely align with 
mothers-performers’ work schedules, the statutory state-funded ‘free’ hours of childcare do not fully 
beneft them. 

• Many mothers-performers ‘double pay’ for childcare. This can include paying regular nursery fees, as 
well as the cost of temporary childcare arrangements during periods of performing away from home, 
and costs for ‘childcare top-ups’ such as the childminders needed to extend childcare beyond nursery 
or school hours. 

• Employers can be unaware or inconsiderate of mothers-performers’ needs, and it seems as if a ‘culture 
of silence’ around motherhood and childcare responsibilities prevails in the sector. 

• Little support is available to help mothers-perfomers returning to work and to support them to stay 
in work. Facilities such as creches or breastfeeding rooms at workplaces are insufcient, and family-
friendly workplace policies and practices are limited. 
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Key learning points for policy and practice 

The mothers-performers interviewed for this report have provided valuable insights on the challenges they 
face in relation to accessing childcare and aligning it with their work patterns. These suggests that action 
is needed to develop workable and lasting support solutions for mothers working in the sector, as well as 
parents in paid employment more widely. 

Below are seven learning points for policy and practice, with details provided later in the report. 

1. Increased investment is needed to deliver universal, high-quality, wrap-around childcare in ways that 
make it more afordable for parents to return to paid work and to sustain it. 

2. Improved access is needed to fexible, wrap-around childcare, informed by greater recognition of the 
needs of parents working in non-standard forms of paid employment. 

3. To maximise their impact, childcare solutions should be co-designed and evaluated with parents, 
including those working within non-standard forms of paid employment. 

4. Family-friendly working practices, such as more fexible working hours and access to workplace 
childcare facilities, need to be promoted and championed, particularly within sectors characterised by 
non-standard forms of paid employment, such as the performing arts and entertainment sector. 

5. The caring responsibilities undertaken by those in paid employment, including non-standard forms, 
need to be made more visible and valued within workplaces to help unlock the changes needed to 
better support those who juggle paid work with unpaid care work for children and others. 

6. Robust metrics are needed to drive and transparently track progress in enhancing support to those with 
childcare responsibilities working in the performing arts and entertainment sector. 

7. A new National Outcome to value and invest in care should be introduced within Scotland’s National 
Performance Framework and include robust National Indicators to transparently track the progress 
achieved to improve childcare provision nationally. 
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Introduction 
In high-income countries, female labour market participation rates have considerably increased since the 
1960s (Avellar & Smock, 2004). In the United Kingdom (UK), women between 16 and 64 years make up 52.7 
per cent of the entire workforce and contribute signifcantly to economic productivity (UK Government, 
2023). However, the current UK female labour market participation rate of 72.3 per cent remains lower than 
the average of 75.7 per cent, and 6.7 percentage points lower than the male rate of 79 per cent (House 
of Commons, 2023). In Scotland, the female employment rate reached a record high of 75.6 per cent in 
December 2022 (ONS, 2022). On the whole, the gender employment gap across the UK has consistently 
narrowed since 1970s (Statista, 2023). 

Problematically, despite this trend, employment does not grant as much fnancial security to women as 
it does to men. Analysis suggests that of the one in ten people who are trapped in persistent low pay in 
Scotland, some 72 per cent are women (JRF, 2023). In Scotland, 75 per cent of the part-time workforce is 
female (Close the Gap, 2022). As Close the Gap reports, a great proportion of part-time work is found in 
the low-paid sectors such as cleaning, catering, administration, retail, and care. Women typically earn 
less than men, both in absolute terms and for the same or comparable type of work, leading to a gender 
pay gap of 10 per cent in Scotland (Close the Gap, 2022). Therefore, the positive trajectory of female 
labour market participation in Scotland masks pervasive problems around stereotype-based gender 
discrimination, occupational segregation, inequality, and precarity of female employment characterised 
by underemployment, low pay, low job quality and low job security (EHRC, 2011; STUC, 2016; Close the Gap, 
2018, 2022; Engender, 2017). 

In Scotland’s creative industries – a sector employing 90,000 workers (3.5 per cent of total employment in 
Scotland) and contributing more than £5 billion to the Scottish economy every year – 34.9 per cent of women 
work part-time, compared to 14.1 per cent of men (Generation Equal, 2021). This is connected to challenges 
women face in reconciling paid work and their career aspirations with unpaid care work, and with childcare 
in particular (e.g. PiPA, 2019; Berridge, 2021; PiPA, 2022). Women in the Scottish creative industry sectors earn 
on average £20,954 (gross annual full-time pay). The gross annual pay for full-time male workers in the arts, 
entertainment and recreation sector stood at £23,300 which suggests a full-time median gender pay gap of 
4.1 per cent (Generation Equal, 2021). Importantly, many females will face further fnancial challenges as nearly 
30 per cent of them are self-employed – this is a factor which often means income insecurity for the individual 
(e.g. Rusch-Drutz, 2004; Scharf, 2016; Webb, 2016; Generation Equal, 2021). 

While progress has been made to increase female representation across many areas of work and public life 
in Scotland, the literature continues to document gender inequalities across the span of women’s working 
lives. Regardless of age, for a great proportion of women worldwide, care responsibilities for children, older 
family members and friends result in economic inactivity (understood as not being in paid employment) 
and can – and often do – lead to poverty (Eurofound, 2022). Childcare specifcally is the most signifcant 
work and career-related barrier reported by parents in artistic and creative professions (Creative Scotland, 
2016; PiPA, 2019; Berridge, 2021; PiPA, 2022). Generally, the literature shows that childcare responsibilities 
and childcare costs are common barriers to paid work and career progression of both parents, but in 
particular mothers who still conduct the majority of childcare. The COVID-19 pandemic further illuminated 
how childcare responsibilities still disproportionately fall on mothers working across all sectors and roles 
(Carli, 2020; United Nations, 2020), including in arts and creative sectors (Cohen & Ginsbourg, 2021; IAC, 
2020; PiPA, 2022). In that sense, the COVID-19 pandemic showed how little has changed with respect to the 
gendered organisation of domestic work and family life (Cantillon et al., 2023). 

Aims of this report 
The challenges of juggling care responsibilities with work afect women far more than men. These 
challenges take diferent forms and have diferent intensities, depending on the sector in which 
individuals work, and the specifc workplace. For example, some work may be done remotely while 
other workplaces allow very little fexibility with regards to when and where work is undertaken. This 
is particularly true for the performing arts and entertainment sector, where employment might be 
perceived as ‘fexible’ but where, in fact, work is very often required to be done outside of ‘traditional 
ofce hours’ and across diferent sites and locations. 
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While some employment in performing arts organisations, such as within ballet companies, operas and 
orchestras, ofers full-time roles, a great majority of performers work in a self-employed ‘freelance’ capacity 
without secure long-term contracts. As many as 70 per cent of those employed in the sector work freelance 
(DCMS, 2022). Freelancers who work from project-to-project can experience both extremely busy and very 
quiet periods of work (e.g. McRobbie, 2015; Scharf, 2016; Webb, 2016; Webb, 2021). The irregular nature of 
project work translates into irregular income. Freelancers also are responsible for continuously sourcing and 
securing future work projects themselves. During periods of non-work, performing artists must upkeep their 
practice to remain ‘performance-ready’. Lastly, performing work is sometimes carried out in places far from 
home. It can involve long hours with signifcant travel that requires staying in hotels for extended periods 
of time. In combination, all of this means that many parents in artistic professions – and, given the unequal 
distribution of childcare responsibilities, women in particular – are heavily afected by the incompatibility of 
their atypical working hours with the standard operating hours of childcare providers. For this reason, and 
because of the high cost of childcare, many women with childcare responsibilities are forced to turn down 
work or miss out on important career opportunities (PiPA, 2022). 

Despite the Scottish performing arts sector’s signifcant socio-economic contributions (Scottish 
Government, 2019; Langston, 2022), little research has been conducted on the experiences of female worker 
with childcare responsibilities. This report aims to address this gap by focusing on the group of ‘mothers-
performers’, defned as mothers whose job (fully or partly) involves performing on stages, in concert halls, 
on radio, or in front of the camera. The report will highlight the specifc situation of mothers-performers in 
Scotland, given the non-standard working hours, precarious employment and fnancial insecurities in this 
sector. Doing so is critical if better support is to be made available to these workers. However, the insights 
generated from the experiences of mothers working within the performing arts sectors are also likely to be 
applicable to mothers who work in other kinds of atypical employment. 

This report 
• uses qualitative evidence from the lived experience of mothers-performers to better understand the 

impact of childcare on their work, careers and livelihoods; 

• illustrates the complexities, tensions, dilemmas and sacrifces related to the organisation of childcare 
and work; 

• highlights the performing arts sector as an extreme example of atypical employment arrangements 
and non-standard working hours which characterise increasingly casualised labour markets across 
many sectors; 

• provides key learning points for policy and practice to support mothers-performers and thereby 
contributes to the debate about how those in insecure employment juggling paid work and care 
responsibilities can be prevented from facing personal and fnancial wellbeing problems. 

Mothers in non-traditional, or atypical work patterns, provide a good case study to be considered by 
policy-makers and childcare providers in Scotland with a view to making childcare fairer and more equitable 
for everyone. Their work situation is worth considering, particularly in the context of evaluating the roll-out of 
the recent expansion of Early Learning and Childcare (ELC) (Audit Scotland, 2023). The insights generated by 
this report should inform further childcare expansion and service improvement plans for younger children, as 
pledged by the Scottish Government, and to be accomplished by 2026 (Scottish Government, 2023). 

After a short literature review, the research methodology will be outlined. This will be followed by fndings, 
concluding remarks, and key learning points. The latter hope to stimulate a re-thinking of existing childcare 
policies with a view to reducing access barriers and inequalities across all sectors. The key learnings also 
propose specifc ideas to enhance support mechanisms for mothers working across the performing arts and 
entertainment sector. 
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Literature review 
To contextualise the research, this section outlines a range of key problems experienced by working mothers as 
reported in the academic literature, reports and surveys. In the frst instance, challenges facing mothers more 
generally are described. This is followed by a review of data on mothers working in the arts, entertainment, 
and creative industries. The section fnishes with a short summary of childcare support available to mothers in 
Scotland. 

The situation of working mothers 
A number of studies have mapped out the gap in work participation rates in the UK between women and men 
and between mothers and non-mothers (e.g. Waldfogel, 1995; Machin & Waldfogel, 1994; Avellar & Smock, 
2004; McMunn et al., 2012). Overall, working mothers tend to earn less than other women and considerably 
less than men. Some of the factors explaining the gender pay gap are lower qualifcation levels, less work 
experience, and more frequent employment breaks (Weichselbaumer et al., 2005; Staf & Mortimer, 2012). In 
the past, the gender pay gap was also problematised in relation to the impact of marriage (Khan, 2004), race 
(Borjas, 1983) and socioeconomic segregation (Miller, 1987). While marriage, race and socioeconomic factors still 
matter, more recent research reports that women from all occupational backgrounds continue to experience 
underemployment, gender-based disparities in wages, fractured employment arrangements, and fewer 
opportunities for promotion and career development (Eurofound, 2022; ILO, 2017/2022). In 2019, 24 per cent of 
economically inactive women in the European Union stated that care-related issues were the main reason for 
their inactivity (Eurofound, 2022). 

In 2021, the UK employment rate for mothers with dependent children stood at 75.6 per cent while the 
employment rate for fathers was at 92.1 per cent (ONS, 2022). Mothers in the UK spend more than double 
the time on care than fathers. Men instead spend more time at work (Gracia & Esping-Andersen, 2015). The 
disproportionately high level of unpaid childcare carried out by women afects their ability to enter paid 
employment and their overall long-term participation in the labour market. As mothers spend more time with 
children and less time in paid work, they experience a ‘wage penalty’ (Anderson et al., 2002) and much more 
limited career opportunities, not only in comparison to men but also to women without children (Williams & 
Cooper, 2004). In fact, employers have tended to pay mothers lower starting wages and to give them fewer 
recruitment and developmental opportunities (e.g. Correll et al., 2007). Williams and Cooper (2004) explained 
this situation by highlighting workplace promotion systems that reward presenteeism and long working hours – 
both are more difcult for working mothers. 

At the same time, mothers’ domestic work and unpaid caring responsibilities remain largely ‘undervalued, 
invisible and ignored’ in the UK (UNISON, 2022), Scotland (STUC, 2016; Close the Gap, 2018; SWBG, 2022) and 
internationally (United Nations, 2020; Eurofound, 2022). In fact, globally, Oxfam has demonstrated that 65 per 
cent of women’s working hours are unpaid every week and excluded from ofcial measures of economic activity 
such as gross domestic product (GDP). This is despite unpaid care accounting for 45 per cent of all adults’ 
weekly working hours (Oxfam GB, 2023). 

Childcare responsibilities seem to exacerbate many problems experienced by women in paid employment or 
those seeking paid employment. Even though part-time work is associated with less training and development 
opportunities, lower pay, and poorer job quality, women are driven towards it to help them balance work 
and family. At the same time, the cultural and social value shift towards understandings of motherhood (and 
parenthood) as a solely individual or household responsibility (English, 2022) makes mothers’ return to work 
highly dependent on the availability of afordable childcare and access to fexible work arrangements. A lack 
of afordable childcare can disproportionately afect women’s professional progression and visibility (Follows 
& Kreager, 2016). Close the Gap (2018) and Engender (2017) maintain that a crisis in availability of well-paid 
and good quality part-time work further complicates the situation of mothers, especially when fexible work 
arrangements are still not always recognised as a necessity but rather seen as a mere lifestyle choice. For the 
moment, such fexible arrangements remain largely at the discretion of employers. In the meantime, working 
mothers must fnd ways to organise their work around the availability of informal and formal childcare. 

Many mothers delay their return to work after their child is born or reduce their working hours for a variety of 
reasons. For some mothers, breastfeeding is the frst and primary factor for delaying the return to work (Skafda, 
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2012; Kim et al., 2018). Not surprisingly, statistics show that few women in full-time employment breastfeed their 
infants (Hawkins et al., 2007). While some research suggests that on-site nurseries, where mothers can feed their 
infants and spend their breaks with them, are associated with increased productivity and happiness amongst 
mothers (Connelly et al., 2004), such opportunities are not widely available in the UK. Where they are, they are 
usually limited to very large employers (Simpson, 2016). At the same time, even with the expanded state-funded 
childcare support (UK Government, 2017; Scottish Government, 2018), accessing nursery childcare remains 
unafordable for many families, and remains insufcient to meet all mothers’ needs (Cosslett, 2022; Jarvis et al., 
2023; Pregnant then Screwed, 2022). 

Scotland’s uptake of fexible work arrangements ranks ffth out of twelve UK regions (CIPD, 2022). Options 
such as ‘working from home’ have become more popular since the COVID-19 pandemic. At the same time, 
requests for fexible hours (e.g. part-time or fexi-time) have dropped (CIPD, 2022). However, not all work can be 
performed remotely from home and, importantly, working from home does not remove the need for childcare. 
Lockdowns imposed during the COVID-19 pandemic showed how difcult it is to juggle work and childcare, 
especially for mothers, as nurseries and schools closed and as social interaction with support networks 
became very limited. Although the full gender impact of isolation during the height of the pandemic has not 
been fully assessed yet, fndings so far have shone further light on how childcare responsibilities continue to 
disproportionately fall on mothers (Carli, 2020; United Nations, 2020). In that sense, the COVID-19 pandemic 
showed how little has changed with respect to the gendered organisation of domestic work and family life 
within heterosexual households, despite a stated desire amongst couples for a more even split between men 
and women in who undertakes unpaid care and domestic roles in the household (Cantillon et al., 2023). 

Mothers in the arts, entertainment and creative sectors 
Specifc hardships faced by parents, and particularly mothers, working in the creative industry sector more 
generally, have been highlighted in the academic literature and in industry reports. Many point out to the 
precarious and often low-paid nature of employment in the sector and to the unpredictable pay cycles 
creating fnancial uncertainty and difculties for performing artists (e.g. Rusch-Drutz, 2004; Webb, 2016) and flm 
and TV workers (Raising Films, 2018). A culture of demanding schedules with exhaustingly long and antisocial 
hours frequently spent away from home has been reported in the flm and TV industry (Berridge, 2021) and in 
the worlds of theatre (PiPA, 2019) and music (Scharf, 2016; STUC, 2016; PiPA, 2022). Often, those who work in 
these sectors are self-employed freelancers and therefore lack stable long-term work opportunities, maternity 
benefts, and reliable childcare. The latter is often reported, by parents in artistic and creative professions, as the 
most signifcant work and career-related barrier (Creative Scotland, 2016; PiPA, 2019; Berridge, 2021; PiPA, 2022). 

All of these struggles exist against the backdrop of a discourse that emphasises the supposed important socio-
economic roles of the creative industries – namely that they create employment and wealth in post-industrial 
economies and are a lever for urban regeneration (Howkins, 2001; Florida, 2003; Foord, 2008). Creative industries 
(CIs) can be defned as those ‘supplying goods and services that we broadly associate with cultural, artistic, or 
simply entertainment value’ (Caves, 2000: 1), and that ‘have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent’ 
(DCMS, 1998: 3). This term includes a range of heterogenous sub-sectors which difer substantially in size and 
characteristics: advertising; architecture; the art and antiques market; crafts; design; designer fashion; flm 
and video; interactive leisure software; music; the performing arts; publishing; software and computer games; 
and television and radio. In 2019, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the overall contribution of these industries 
to the UK economy was estimated as £116bn in gross value added and with over two million jobs (PEC, 2022). 
Importantly, 33 per cent of those employed in these industries are freelance workers, and in some sub-sectors – 
such as in music, performing arts and visual arts – the number of freelancers grows to 70 per cent (DCMS, 2022). 

In Scotland, the creative industries have also been identifed as a growth sector, and one that makes a 
signifcant socio-economic contribution (Scottish Government, 2019). A study from 2019 reports that these 
sectors employ about 90,000 workers (3.5 per cent of total employment in Scotland) and contribute more than 
£5 billion to the Scottish economy every year (Generation Equal, 2021). Women comprise a smaller portion 
(35.8 per cent) of the workforce than men. A higher proportion (34.9 per cent) of women in Scotland’s creative 
industries works part-time (compared to 14.1 per cent of men). Of all women working in the sector, 29.4 per cent 
are self-employed. The gross annual pay for full-time male workers in the arts, entertainment and recreation 
sector stood at £23,300 – for full-time female workers it was only £20,954. The full-time median gender pay 
gap in the sector was reported to be at 4.1 per cent, suggesting a narrower gender pay gap in this sector in 
comparison to the Scottish average (Generation Equal, 2021). 



11 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Just like women in non-standard work arrangements in other sectors, women in the arts sector face limited 
availability of fexible and afordable childcare and little fexibility in work arrangements that would allow 
them to address both sets of responsibilities (Public Health Scotland, 2020). Non-standard working hours and 
freelance employment are prevalent in the performing arts sector and can contribute to lives characterised 
by precariousness (McRobbie, 2015; Webb, 2016; Webb, 2021). In combination, this signifcantly compromises 
mothers’ opportunities for developing their careers. In particular, those mothers with a limited personal support 
network struggle and are often forced to turn down work opportunities, take career breaks, or prematurely end 
their careers (Webb, 2016). 

The shortcomings of childcare provision for the performing arts and life entertainment sector’s working parents 
were raised as an urgent issue before the COVID-19 pandemic (Raising Films, 2018; Scharf, 2016). The pandemic 
then severely impacted the performing arts and life entertainment sectors (Webb, 2021). Lost income, fnancial 
instability, job insecurity and deterioration in mental and physical health were the most commonly mentioned 
challenges experience by the Scottish creative industry workforce (Creative Scotland, 2021). The COVID-19 
pandemic has also further exacerbated the gendered problem of reconciling paid work with childcare needs 
(Cohen & Ginsbourg, 2021; IAC, 2020; PiPA, 2022). While the inequalities in parenting remain problematic, some 
positive initiatives can be observed more recently, such as Creative Scotland’s ‘Radical Childcare Project’ 
(Creative Scotland, 2022) and the Parents & Carers in the Performing Arts (PiPA) ‘Best Practice Charter’ that 
champions the uptake of supportive human resources approaches to the problem, as well as equality, diversity 
and inclusion focused policies (PiPA, 2023). These initiatives concentrate on supporting parents and employers 
through innovative actions, fair policies and workplace improvement practices so that a more supportive work 
culture can develop. 

Childcare support 
Parents in Scotland are currently entitled to up to 1,140 hours per year of statutory childcare, free at the point of 
use. The Early Learning and Care (ELC) expansion policy, introduced by the Scottish Government in August 2021 
after a delay of one year, supports parents with up to 30 hours of childcare per week during school term time in 
approved facilities (Audit Scotland, 2023; Scottish Government, 2018). The ELC expansion policy is directed at 
pre-school children, i.e. all three- and four-year-olds. Some younger children may be eligible too, depending 
on local authority approach and socio-economic status of the family. Audit Scotland’s 2023 assessment of 
the service expansion highlighted the fnancial commitment made by the Scottish Government to improve the 
overall childcare infrastructure to meet the demand for the expanded service, while pointing out challenges 
around workforce recruitment and retention, questions about the sustainability of childcare providers, and 
problems with evidence-based decision-making (Audit Scotland, 2023). 

While plans are being formulated by the Scottish Government to evaluate the impact of the expansion policy 
on children and families in more depth, with plans for further expansion of the policy also being made, recent 
research and media headlines suggest that the childcare system across Scotland and beyond is increasingly 
unafordable and in severe crisis (Audit Scotland, 2023; Cosslett, 2022; Jarvie et al., 2023; Pregnant then 
Screwed, 2022). In comparison to other OECD countries, the cost of childcare in Scotland and the UK is very 
high, with the UK having one of the most expensive systems (OECD, 2022) – twelve per cent of parental average 
earnings are spent on childcare in the UK. In Scotland, some suggest that the average annual cost of full-time 
nursery for a child under two equals 35.5 per cent of average full-time pay (BBC, 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic 
and the cost-of-living crisis since 2022 have intensifed the fnancial, social and emotional difculties parents 
face; this has been particularly felt by women who are single parents (OPFS, 2022). 
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Methodology 
The core of this report is based on data from ten in-depth interviews with mothers-performers living in Scotland 
(see Table 1 for details). This term was chosen to describe mothers whose job (fully or partly) involves performing 
on stages, in concert halls, on radio, in front of the camera and in similar contexts. An invitation to participate 
in this research was published via Creative Scotland’s ‘opportunities platform’ in August and September 2022, 
shared via social media, personal contacts of the author and others, and through internal communication 
channels of performing arts unions and other relevant member organisations. In addition, the ‘snowballing 
technique’ (Bryman, 2016) was used by asking participants to extend the invitation to other suitable participants 
from their work and personal networks. The recruitment process proved challenging – in the main because, as 
carers and workers, mothers have little time to spare for ‘being’ research participants. 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted between August and November 2022. All interviews took place 
online via video conferencing software. Interviews were recorded and transcribed. Transcripts were analysed 
thematically using the framework approach (Furber, 2010). The themes identify key challenges commonly 
experienced by mothers-performers and help to make sense of collectively shared and complex realities found 
in individual experiences of motherhood and work. The three key themes that emerged were: ‘expensive and 
infexible childcare’; ‘limited family-friendly workplace policies and practices’; and ‘returning to work/career 
development’. These themes are discussed in the next section and are supported by direct quotes from the 
interviews. 

The project was approved by the ethics committee of the School of Business and Creative Industries at UWS 
and aligns with Oxfam GB’s code of conduct. All participants were briefed about the purpose of the research, 
provided with an information sheet, and were asked to sign a consent form. All interviewees were anonymised 
– with their names used in this report changed – and any data that could have made the identifcation of 
individuals possible was removed. 

At the time of the interviews, all participants were in their 30s and 40s, of self-ascribed white ethnic origin, at 
diferent stages in their careers, and had children ranging from a few months’ old to high-school age. Some 
had worked in the performing arts and entertainment sector for two decades, and some had only recently 
started to work professionally. Among the interviewees were musicians, singers and songwriters, musical theatre 
performers, actresses, performance graduates, music teachers and community artists, broadcasters, presenters 
and producers. The most represented art form was music, with female musicians working across classical, jazz, 
folk and popular music genres. Most of the interviewees worked as freelancers and were holding diferent jobs 
at the same time. For example, many interviewees combined live performance work with teaching at schools, 
colleges, universities and in private settings. 

Most participants were married or in civil partnership; there was one single mother and one who had earlier 
experience of being a single mother at a stage in her life. Six mothers were from households with both parents 
working in performance or entertainment sectors. Only some participants stated they had a local network of 
family and friends they could draw on for help with childcare. Some also had elderly parents who needed care 
support themselves. Collectively, they had used all available childcare options: childminders, nannies, au-pairs 
and baby-sitters, public and private nurseries, and free kinship care provided by family and friends. 
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Table 1: Interviewee details (anonymised) 

Interviewee 1: Lorna 
Performance graduate, two children 

Interviewee 2: Betty 
TV and broadcasting roles, two children 

Interviewee 3: Elsa 
Actress, one child, single mother 

Interviewee 4: Mandy 
Musician, two children 

Interviewee 5: Val 
Musician, two children 

Interviewee 6: Lena 
Musical theatre performer, two children 

Interviewee 7: Shona 
Musician, one child 

Interviewee 8: Mila 
TV/Film production roles, one child, with experience of being a single mother 

Interviewee 9: Mira 
Singer-songwriter, two children 

Interviewee 10: Sarah 
Musician, three children 
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Findings 
In the following, the experiences of female performers with parental responsibilities will be illustrated 
through excerpts from interviews with participants. The sections below narrate, in three themes, common 
aspects of the ways in which having children impacted mothers-performers’ ability to engage with paid 
work and develop their careers. 

Theme 1: Expensive and infexible childcare 
Interviewees said they had made what some called ‘professional sacrifces’ to accommodate the needs of 
their children. Decisions to make these sacrifces were signifcantly infuenced by the cost, availability and 
fexibility of childcare provision which this section discusses in more detail. 

The high cost of childcare 
All interviewees found childcare, in whatever form, to be expensive. They spoke about average daily 
nursery costs of £60, while a childminder would cost them about £10 per hour. Interviewees estimated 
that they paid between £10,000 and £12,500 per child for childcare annually. Considering that childcare 
responsibilities make it more difcult to fnd paid performance work due to ‘unsocial’ working hours and 
given the lack of available childcare options, these costs were signifcant. While childcare costs may 
decrease when children enter school, afternoon and evening hours may still need to be ‘covered’: ‘Once 
the children start school – it’s fantastic! But you still need to organise childcare from three o’clock’, as 
Sarah, who had a stable work contract in place, explained. 

Most interviewees said that they had to use breakfast and after school clubs which they found expensive 
and logistically challenging as not all schools ofer these. In some instances, the cost of childcare 
infuenced the interviewees’ return-to-work decision. Betty said that her income would not justify paying 
for extra childcare hours. Even when she considered herself to have a ‘decent’ personal annual income of 
£30,000, she found that ‘all my money went on childcare.’ To her, it seemed more ‘cost efective’ to stay at 
home with her two children. 

Many interviewees felt frustrated by this situation, especially when they found that less expensive public 
nurseries were oversubscribed, and more costly private nurseries had to be used instead. Mila summed up 
her frustration in this way: 

‘Mothers have to go to work after one, two, four, nine… months, and then it’s just 
hectic… and it’s so expensive to get kids to private nursery. Then you have to work 
more to pay for this nursery, and you are more separated from your child. It’s just 
bonkers!’ 

Because of the cost, all interviewees welcomed the Scottish Government’s expansion of childcare in 2022 
as having made a signifcant fnancial diference to them. Sarah, who had not had the same level of 
support for her older children, recalled the extra ‘free childcare’ with a sense of relief: 

‘My middle child, when he turned three, he got three days a week full time for free. 
On the other two days he did private nursery, which was quite expensive. I think it’s 
ffty-two pounds for a day, but that’s all we paid for him.’ 

But while the quantity of childcare provision mattered to interviewees, so too did the quality of childcare. 
Refecting on her experience with paying a childminder to pursue a work project, Mandy said: 

‘I’m paying for the childminder to come to be with my baby. I know there were 
people I could fnd nearby, but she was just brilliant … So, for my peace of mind, I’m 
paying her petrol, plus the extra hours for her to travel. It’s not cheap, in the frst 
place, because she is really good and experienced. I probably end up paying her 
more than half of what I earn.’ 
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As performance work often requires workers to travel to – and sometimes stay in – a diferent location, 
some young children may accompany their mother who then organises temporary childcare. To minimise 
the cost, but also to overcome issues around the availability of such short-term and ad hoc childcare, 
mothers-performers often organise informal unpaid childcare. This can include bringing along the other 
parent, a member of family, or a friend. For example, Sarah asked a friend living in the US to look after 
her child: ‘I paid her fights to come over to help. We were touring, and he was only ffteen months old… 
too young to leave him behind’. The majority of interviewees relied on their parents, but not all had a 
local support network. Those who did not have this, spoke about bringing their children to rehearsals and 
concerts where informal and unorganised ‘backstage childcare’ would be practised, relying on colleagues 
and venue staf to look after their children. 

Infexibilities in the childcare system 
Many interviewees highlighted that making use of the entitlement to free childcare for children over three, 
as guaranteed by the Scottish Government, could prove frustrating. The problem lies in the fact that 
nursery childcare rarely aligns with interviewees’ ‘after hours’ or weekend work schedules. In practice this 
means that many mothers-performers lose their funded childcare hours. Lena said that ‘we were ofered 
silly hours which you can’t work around’, and Val found that ‘there’s no nursery that’s open, you know, 
until ten o’clock or midnight! The problem for us is that our work isn’t [happening] at the same time as the 
nurseries are working.’ Sarah described how she paid a babysitter in addition to the full-time nursery so 
that her children would be collected from nursery and be looked after until she returned home in the late 
evening. What mothers-performers needed was, as Shona said, ‘childcare that fts around the work of 
artists, rather than us being bound into a childcare model that does not ft our lives.’ 

Where interviewees paid for childcare, they spoke about their frustration over having to pay twice. For 
example, Shona’s young child was not yet eligible for free hours. She recalled situations when she paid 
for temporary childcare whilst being on tour accompanied by her child. At the same time, she continued 
paying regular fees to her nursery even as her child did not actually attend: ‘You have to pay, whether the 
children are in there or not.’ 

While nurseries certainly require a regular income to operate successfully, participants provided insights into 
the fnancial and logistical implications of the standard model of childcare provision, including what they 
described as the ‘unfair’ pre-payment model. As Val said: 

‘You’re on tour and you’re paying one hundred and twenty pounds a week for ten 
days that you’re not using. Then you’ve got the kid there with you, and you’re trying 
to juggle them or try to fnd childcare while you’re on tour. You are paying double.’ 

This situation is most problematic for freelancing mothers-performers who often do not know their precise 
work schedules more than a few weeks in advance so that planning childcare is made more difcult. 
In addition, they are most afected by project cancellations and ad hoc work opportunities which are 
difcult to reject given the competitive nature of the sector. Both these issues impact their income and 
increase fnancial pressures while further complicating childcare arrangements. Even those mothers 
on comparatively stable and long-term contracts with a reputable employer experience irregular and 
changeable work patterns. Occasionally, after a busy spell of work away from their place of residence, 
mothers-performers choose not to send children to nursery so that they can spend some time with them. 
During such periods, nursery childcare for children younger than three still needs to be paid. 

Interviewees mentioned another aspect around the lack of fexibility. Currently, childcare-related fnancial 
support is tied to an approved childcare provider. However, interviewees emphasised they needed more 
freedom in deciding what childcare provider is best for their circumstances. Shona suggested that they 
should receive a fnancial equivalent to the free childcare entitlement when, for example, childcare was 
provided by a member of the household. She explained that this would mean that, when she is away on 
tour, her partner, working in the same sector, could be a paid carer: 

‘For me that would mean that I could give something to my partner for looking after 
our child completely by himself. Because I’m going to be away it means that he can 
still earn something for the week because he won’t be able to go out and do his 
work.’ 
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In summary, childcare provision operating according to a ‘normal’ nine-to-fve schedule in combination 
with a rigid pre-payment structure is seen to disadvantage the interviewees. The limited availability of 
fexible and accommodating childcare provision means that mothers-performers risk ‘double-paying’ for 
childcare. In practice, this results in having to rely on informal unpaid help from friends and family, organise 
other paid childcare, or opt out from work. Neither public nor private nurseries are found, by interviewees, 
to ofer much fexibility. The few exceptions were described, by Sarah, as ‘real saviours!’. She added: ‘I still 
use it one day a week, because they are brilliant, but I think that’s really rare.’ If fexibility is found, then it is 
usually in urban areas and with private childcare provider which, however, are often more expensive than 
local authority nurseries. Because of the incompatibility of work with childcare, arranging ‘childcare on top 
of childcare’, as Sarah described it, appears to be among the few workable solutions that allow mothers-
performers to pursue their profession. 

Theme 2: Family-friendly workplace policies and practices 
As shown, mothers-performers struggle to organise their work around often very infexible nursery hours 
and after school clubs. This situation is worsened by the absence of workplace provisions for childcare and 
other family-friendly practices, and by detrimental attitudes towards motherhood in the sector. The latter 
was described by interviewees as a ‘culture of silence’. These issues will be discussed in turn. 

Insufcient fexible work options and workplace facilities 
Interviewees reported that their work, while often precarious and ad hoc, ofered little fexibility with 
regards to working hours, working part-time, or undertaking the work as a job-share. One mother, Mira, 
reported her experience of trying to balance an intense full-time job that consisted of long days of flming 
and required a four-hour commute with caring for her young child. Although her child was at nursery full-
time, the ‘traditional’ opening hours between 8am and 6pm made work difcult to balance. She asked her 
manager whether a more fexible work arrangement was possible: 

‘When I asked, “Can I go fexi hours?”, the response was “No”. “Can I just do four 
days?”. “No, it’s full time.” It was very black and white, and full time meant you being 
there at ten o’clock, working straight through until the show fnishes late in the 
evening. No lunch, no breaks. I was exhausted!’ 

While freelance work rarely ofers predictable working hours, even work patterns of mothers in full-time 
and comparatively stable employment often seem to fail to accommodate parental needs due to the 
established work culture in the sector. Sarah explained how her long working hours resulted in her using 
more paid childcare and how she felt that employers could undertake greater eforts to be more family-
friendly: 

‘This industry likes to start work midway through the morning, and that makes it really 
tough for parents. That’s okay for ofce staf because they go home at 5.30pm. But 
if you’re a musician? I’ve tried to say this time and time again, but I’m in a minority 
having children.’ 

Workplaces were reported to ofer little in the way of family-friendly facilities and policies, and managers 
were said to lack understanding of the complexity of the issue. One interviewee described how her 
employer initiated a change in working practices in the name of promoting a ‘family-friendly’ work schedule 
for performers working far away from their home. While weekend work was reduced, additional slots of 
evening work mid-week were added. Calling this change ‘disastrous’ because it meant having to fnd 
evening childcare, Sarah said ‘I actually almost quit my job. It was awful.’ 

Overall, interviewees describe their sector as doing little proactively to make work patterns more 
compatible with childcare needs. Instead, the sector expects mothers to ‘be able to just turn up and do the 
work’, as Shona put it. Given that much of the sector’s employment is ad hoc and short-term, and given 
the competitive nature of the sector’s job market, some interviewees said that they shy away from initiating 
a conversation about fexible work in fear of being seen as ‘difcult’ or ‘troublesome’. They said they worried 
about not getting a job as a result of raising these issues. Shona commented that ‘you’re not able to talk 
about it, to be honest. I don’t want to appear like a weak link. I don’t want to appear as a liability on the 
tour, or on the stage.’ 
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There appears to be, according to many interviewees, a ‘culture of silence’ when it comes to the issue 
of childcare. Certainly, employers were described as lacking interest in discussing it: ‘I haven’t had that 
discussion with anybody! That’s never been a subject of a discussion’, said Mila who added that she would 
not ask for fexible or shorter hours of work until she had reached a higher and more secure position in her 
workplace. When asked why the sector appears to be so unaccommodating, she said: 

‘It was always male dominated. There was never even an attempt of making it more 
family friendly. Not intentionally, necessarily, but it’s just because nobody really thinks 
about “if we employ a mother who’s got a child, how are they going to cope as a 
family?”.’ 

Speaking as a mother who works in flm and TV production, where twelve hours shifts over a minimum of fve 
days a week with overnight stays are the norm, Mila expects change to come from the industry itself rather 
than through the provision of more fexible childcare: 

‘If they really want mothers in the industry, they should make it so a mother can take 
her child into school and pick it up at fve o’clock, and have dinner with family, and 
she doesn’t need to stay overnight on location but can come back home. That’s the 
only way. If they want to make it mother-friendly, the working hours cannot be 6am 
to 6pm or even longer.’ 

In addition to a lack of fexible work patterns, some participants spoke about how workplace facilities 
such as on-site creches or breastfeeding rooms were lacking. Val shared experiences around the absence 
of breastfeeding facilities and about what seemed to her like little awareness of the needs of mothers on 
the part of the employer. Once, she said, she was performing at a venue while she was breastfeeding. The 
stage was four foors down from her dressing room: 

‘When I took a break from the rehearsal, my boobs were like basketballs, so I had 
to run upstairs. There is no time for a cup of tea or a drink of water. Then it’s playing 
again, and then the same again at dinner time. You get an hour and a half free and 
that’s enough time to get food, if you have nothing else to do. But if you have to 
pump milk or feed a baby, or even phone the babysitter, or use Facetime [the app] 
to read a story, you have to skip dinner.’ 

Given such experiences, it may be no wonder that many interviewees questioned the idea of a return to 
work after childbirth: ‘How do you go back to work and still feed your child when your child is miles away 
from your work – how can you do this?’, asked Mira. 

‘Emotional roller-coaster’ and ‘mum’s gilt’ 
Interviewees suggested that many barriers and difculties experienced by mothers-performers stem from 
prevailing old-fashioned attitudes, damaging gender stereotypes, and a problematic workplace culture. 
They said that motherhood is little talked about in the arts sector and that they perceive themselves as 
being in a very small minority. But interviewees found the culture of silence most concerning. For example, 
Val said that 

‘people made assumptions that I wouldn’t be able to work and so they didn’t ask if I 
was available. That’s the main thing I noticed. There was one manager who sent an 
email to some of my colleagues. I got to see it, and it was saying “Who are we going 
to get for the next tour because Val is out of action for the foreseeable future?”. He 
never even asked me when the baby was due.’ 

Some of the participants thought that such attitudes are slowly changing due to a new generation of 
woman being more willing to raise issues around motherhood and artistic careers, both at the workplace 
and in public. Yet they were also acutely aware of persisting career inequalities in the sector and how they 
experienced their careers stalling because of motherhood. At the same time, they felt distressed about 
needing to make choices between career and children. The return to work after childbirth was described 
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as an ‘emotional roller-coaster’, exacerbated by feeling guilty about leaving children under the care of 
others whilst pursuing work and career opportunities. Mandy said ‘there’s mum’s guilt as well. You feel really 
bad, like… “Oh, gosh! I should be with them today…. I shouldn’t be doing this thing”.’ To cope with the tension 
between ‘mum’s guilt’ and, as Lena put it, ‘feeling guilty about having career aspirations’, interviewees 
spoke about ‘trying to see things in the long term.’ Val said that 

‘I feel guilty about leaving them at nursery or using my parents too much. But it’s 
all worthwhile in the long term. If I keep going, life will be better for them. A happy 
mother is a better mother! At the moment, I would be very unhappy if I had to stop 
my work.’ 

Theme 3: The realities of working and caring for children 
Interviewees frequently spoke about trying to reconcile their childcare responsibilities with work and career. 
They spoke about the difculties around returning to work and balancing work with childcare, and how the 
COVID-19 pandemic changed their lives at least temporarily. 

Returning to work and balancing work with childcare 
Most of the interviewees said that after childbirth they tried to quickly get back into paid employment 
for pressing fnancial reasons but also because they worried about the competitiveness of the sector 
and about being ‘forgotten’ by former employers and collaborators. Mandy returned to performing when 
her baby was only three months old, and Val did so even earlier. In particular, the freelancers among the 
interviewees felt compelled to return quickly because they were often not entitled to regular Statutory 
Maternity Pay (paid by employers) and were uncertain whether they would qualify for Maternity Allowance 
(paid by the government) or, indeed, were not even aware of their support entitlements. Rules around 
Maternity Allowance can be especially complicated as the recipient needs to be employed or self-
employed for 26 weeks in the 66 weeks before childbirth and have earned at least £30 a week for at least 
13 of those weeks (UK Government, 2023). 

By returning to work soon after childbirth, some interviewees said they had put signifcant pressure on 
themselves whilst also depriving themselves of sufcient time for post-birth recovery and to be with their 
family. 

Lena described how her attempts to return to performing are complicated by the issue of childcare: 

‘When I see an audition, my frst thought is worry. Can I get childcare? And there are 
many, many, many jobs that I can’t even apply for, because I just can’t get childcare. 
Then once I get a job, it’s “How can I fnd the time to be able to practice?”.’ 

While interviewees suggested that returning to paid work in the performance sector is harder for women 
with a longer career break, even those who could draw on substantial professional experience and a wide 
professional network before having children found returning to work challenging. Some worried that having 
children would infuence perceptions of those making employment decisions with regards to the availability, 
reliability, commitment, and ability of mothers-performers. Val worried that ‘people would say, “Oh, she has 
two kids and now she’s not as good. Let’s not book her”.’ 

While performance work often ofers interesting and fulflling opportunities, it can bring about a somewhat 
chaotic and precarious lifestyle. Some participants said that the unpredictability of work patterns and 
fnances associated with employment in the sector had mattered little to them before they became 
mothers. However, motherhood marked a signifcant change in their circumstances. Val explained the 
impact of motherhood on how she envisaged her working life: 

‘Before I had children, I loved freelancing. Every week was diferent. I did like that 
a lot! But I think what I would like now is the security of being able to go to a bank 
and say, “Here is my salary”. Now we need to get a bigger mortgage, and I have the 
childcare to pay for every week, whether I’m working or not.’ 
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Interviewees reported that having children negatively impacted the ability to maintain professional 
activities and networks so important for the development of careers and brought with it the difcult task of 
fnding appropriate childcare that aligned with irregular and sometimes unpredictable working schedules. 
For some, this had proved impossible in the past. For example, Mila said that ‘artistic jobs don’t ofer you 
a routine at all. The only reason why I can do this job now is because my child is older.’ In the interim, 
some participants suspended their career aspirations and found employment in what they described as 
a ‘normal’ working environment. ‘I got a nine-till-fve job so that I could manage childcare demands and 
family fnances and to have more stability’, Mila said. Other participants described how they had to limit 
their professional activities by not taking on work during the evenings, at the weekends and during school 
holidays, and by declining interesting and tempting, but impromptu and last-minute, requests because of 
the cost and availability of childcare. 

Experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic 
The COVID-19 pandemic, at its height in 2020 and 2021, was a specifc challenge to workers in the arts 
and entertainment sectors because of the cancellation of live events. Some interviewees reported that 
the pandemic resulted in serious fnancial pressures as they did not receive any or only limited government 
support. Unlike employees, freelance workers did not qualify for the UK Government’s ‘Coronavirus Job 
Retention Scheme’, commonly known as the ‘furlough scheme’, which paid up to 80 per cent of salaries 
to those whose employers halted operations due to COVID-19 restrictions. For example, Val recalled 
signifcant fnancial strain as all her freelance project work dried up and only online teaching remained. 
With a new-born baby around, this proved challenging: ‘I went back to teaching online because otherwise 
we would have had no money. I had to do it! It was hard.’ 

Other interviewees, such as mother-of-three Sarah, recalled how the pandemic lockdowns drastically 
reduced her childcare costs. Benefting frst from the furlough scheme and latterly by practicing and 
performing online only, she reported saving both on the cost of travel and childcare. She says that the 
family ‘saved about fve thousand pounds just in half a year!’, adding: ‘I was so pleased that we were 
locked down. I don’t know how we would have survived it otherwise.’ 

Some interviewees described the pandemic as ‘a blessing’ because it ofered a much-needed respite 
to mothers-performers – they could not work and were now able to spend time with their family without 
feeling guilty about missing out on opportunities. Mandy said that the pandemic 

‘slowed things down and gave us a lot more time together as a family. When all the 
lockdowns happened, we just stopped for a while, and I was a bit like “This is nice! It’s 
just nice to relax for a while”.’ 

For Shona, this period of not being able to work due to restrictions around COVID-19 was an important 
factor for her successful pregnancy. The pandemic meant that she did not worry about not doing enough 
for her career development so that she was able to take care of her own health and wellbeing and later 
look after her baby. Shona said: ‘I was able to breastfeed because we were home, and that felt great.’ 
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Summary 
Findings presented in this report align with existing research about mothers, work and childcare. They show 
that in many ways, the experiences of mothers-performers are similar to those of mothers working in other 
contexts. Balancing care with work and career aspirations is difcult and means daily logistical struggles. 
There is no doubt that expensive and infexible childcare, which is incompatible with non-standard work 
patterns within the sector, impacts on personal and fnancial wellbeing. In addition, underdeveloped 
family-friendly workplace policies and practices contribute to the challenges and barriers faced by 
mothers-performers who wish to remain in their chosen career path or to return to it after a career break. 

Theme 1: Expensive and infexible childcare 
The interviews show that managing work and childcare is difcult because mothers-performers tend to 
work in non-standard employment where chaotic ad hoc arrangements and unpredictable work schedules 
appear to be the norm. Anti-social and long working hours are often accompanied by travel requirements. 
Employment in this sector does not always generate good pay and, given that employment is often 
precarious, it does not usually allow predictable pay. These factors complicate the setting-up of reliable 
childcare arrangements, in particular because childcare in public and private nurseries is rarely available 
outside ‘normal’ daytime hours. Mothers must therefore rely on friends and family for support or pay 
childminders to cover evening or weekend childcare needs. 

Childcare providers in Scotland largely operate according to hours that beneft those in traditional ‘nine-
till-fve’ employment. As the interviews show, jobs in the performing arts and entertainment sector do not 
usually align with this model. This means, in practice, that funded childcare hours are not always available 
to mothers-performers. This is a situation that mothers consider as unfair as they see themselves losing 
out on support entitlements which are available to others. Also, what interviewees spoke about as ‘double 
pay’ – when parents need to pay regular nursery fees and then additional childcare ‘top-ups’ when, for 
example, they are working away from home or when they need to extend childcare beyond nursery or 
school hours – is a signifcant fnancial problem. 

Theme 2: Family-friendly workplace policies and practices 
The interviews exposed shortcomings in relation to family-friendly work policies and fexible work practices 
available to mothers-performers. The reasons for this may be found in how motherhood is commonly seen 
in the sector. Interviewees described employers as being unaware of – or worse, disinterested in – mothers’ 
needs. There appears to be a ‘culture of silence’ over motherhood and childcare. This results in there being 
little support to mothers who wish to return to work, in terms of access to appropriate facilities at work sites 
and in terms of ofering shorter and more fexible working hours which may align better with the availability 
of childcare provision. Such measures appear to be rarely considered as a necessary lifeline for mothers-
performers. Interviews suggest the sector’s slow uptake of family supporting practices might stem from 
male dominance in managing roles and from a culture that is centred on an unquestionable commitment 
to the individual’s career. 

Theme 3: The realities of working and caring for children 
The interviewees paint a picture of dilemmas and tensions when they speak about motherhood, childcare 
and work within the performing arts and entertainment sector. They reported that the incompatibility 
of childcare and the nature of their work is the greatest obstacle to returning to work and to career 
progression. As a result, interviewees suggested that mothers-performers must carefully weigh up whether 
returning to work in the sector is fnancially benefcial, considering the high cost of childcare during 
evenings and on weekends. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in often signifcant fnancial constraints due to the absence of 
live performance work, it was also a moment of pause which illuminated the complex challenges facing 
mothers working in the sector, including how much juggling they are required to do in ‘normal times’. 
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Key learning points for policy and practice 
The mothers-performers interviewed for this report have provided valuable insights on the challenges they 
face in relation to accessing childcare, as well as the organisation of their work pattern. These suggests 
that action is needed to develop workable and lasting support solutions for mothers working in the sector 
(including those in technical and support roles), as well as parents in paid employment more widely. 
The following learning points seek to stimulate a re-thinking of policies and practice and focus on the 
reduction of childcare-related barriers faced by parents who undertake paid employment, particularly 
those in atypical employment. Given the difculties mothers-performers experience, the learning points are 
focussed both on how childcare is provided and on how employers need to adapt to better accommodate 
the childcare needs of their workers. 

1. Increased investment is needed to deliver universal, high-quality, wrap-around childcare in ways that 
make it more afordable for parents to return to paid work and to sustain it. 
The longer mothers stay economically inactive, the harder it is for them to return to work, especially 
in professions requiring a high level of specialist skills and continuous practice to maintain excellence. 
Afordable childcare is a necessary foundation for economic activity, and early support for mothers is 
crucial in helping them to return to work. As such, the Scottish Government should commit additional 
funding to expand universally available, funded childcare provision to one- and two-year olds, while 
ensuring increased funding for the delivery of wrap-around school age childcare (including pre- and after-
school childcare such as breakfast clubs) to provide much-needed fexibility for parents employed in roles 
with non-standard work patterns. 

2. Improved access is needed to fexible, wrap-around childcare, including greater recognition of the 
needs of parents working in non-standard forms of paid employment. 
The needs of mothers in irregular work patterns which do not easily align with nurseries’ ‘traditional’ opening 
hours seem overlooked within existing policy and practice. The existing model of childcare should be re-
thought to address the realities of non-standard forms of paid employment. These require more fexible 
childcare provision. The Scottish Government should incentivise childcare providers to provide fexible 
solutions that help support all mothers to remain economically active. This should include making access 
to childcare equitable and available to those working atypical hours (e.g. working in the evenings, at night, 
and on weekends). Freelance status should also be looked at as a case for additional support that is 
required when income varies and return to work tends to happen earlier than for employed mothers. 

3. To maximise their impact, childcare solutions should be co-designed and evaluated with parents, 
including those working within non-standard forms of paid employment. 
The Scottish Government should commit to a process of co-design to improve, and not just expand, 
state-funded childcare provision. The Scottish Government’s Early Learning and Childcare Directorate-
led roundtables and working groups should therefore include mothers, fathers, guardians, relevant 
trade unions, the sector’s employers (national and small performing organisation and venues), Creative 
Scotland, Parents and Carers in the Performing Arts (PiPA), the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC), 
local authorities, childcare providers (public and private), and the Scottish Childminding Association (SCA) 
representing childminders and nannies. Particular eforts should be made to meaningfully consult with 
parents working in non-standard forms of paid employment to ensure provision better meets their needs. 
This process of co-design should also encompass participative monitoring and evaluation of impact. 

4. Family-friendly working practices, such as more fexible working hours and access to childcare facilities, 
need to be promoted and championed, particularly within sectors characterised by non-standard forms of 
paid employment, such as in the performance and entertainment sector. 
Creative Scotland, as the national arts and creative industries agency, should work closely with Parents 
and Carers in the Performing Arts (PiPA), the arts and creative sectors’ unions (Musician Union, Equity, 
BECTU), the Federation of Scottish Theatre, and individual employers to fnd ways to actively promote 
changes in work patterns and workplace practices to refect the needs of mothers and parents. Flexible 
work patterns, shorter hours and job shares are all potential solutions to the problem. 
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5. The caring responsibilities undertaken by those in paid employment, including non-standard forms, 
need to be made more visible and valued within workplaces to help unlock the changes needed to better 
support those who juggle paid work with unpaid care work for children and others. 
There is a clearly identifed need to boost understanding amongst employers of the challenges facing 
workers who juggle childcare responsibilities. Crucially, work needs to be done to help arts organisations 
to be supportive employers. It is recommended that Creative Scotland use its position of infuence to 
encourage (for example, by signing PiPA’s Employer Charter), but also to appraise and reward positive 
support initiatives. Furthermore, to foster the development of better workplace policy and practice, relevant 
stakeholders should organise training on how to improve work sites to better support working mothers. 
Support initiatives should be implemented sector-wide; these could include the provision of creches 
on sites of work, childcare hubs, breastfeeding facilities, or other support for mothers both working and 
auditioning for work. 

6. Robust metrics are needed to drive and transparently track progress in enhancing support to those with 
childcare responsibilities working in the performing arts and entertainment sector. 
Robust and transparent monitoring of policies and practices within the performing arts and entertainment 
sector will be crucial to evaluating what works best. It will be important for identifying which support 
initiatives have the biggest potential in helping to change the sector’s culture, while preventing career 
breaks, and reducing the outfow of female artists to diferent industries. Once evaluated, the outcome of 
support initiatives can guide evidence-based funding decisions for new initiatives in the sector, and inform 
other activities focused on improving policies and practices relevant to fair work, the roll-out of family-
friendly practices, and the wider promotion of equality, diversity and inclusion within these workplaces and 
sites of work. 

7. A new National Outcome to value and invest in care should be introduced within Scotland’s National 
Performance Framework and include robust National Indicators to transparently track the progress 
achieved to improve childcare provision nationally. 
The barriers facing mothers working in the performing arts and entertainment sector are indicative of 
the challenges facing all those with unpaid caring responsibilities in Scotland, whether for children or 
those with additional support needs due to illness, disability or age. Therefore, while sectoral change is 
needed within the performing arts and entertainment, transformative change is likely to require concerted 
national action to better value and invest in all forms of care in Scotland. This would be supported by 
the introduction of a dedicated National Outcome to value and invest in care within Scotland’s National 
Performance Framework, with robust indicators to track progress (Maclean et al., 2021; A Scotland that 
Cares, 2023). These indicators should link to appropriate data sets that capture the experiences of those 
with childcare responsibilities who work in non-standard forms of employment, such as the performing arts 
and entertainment sector. 
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