University of

'Sl Kent Academic Repository

Cadden, Gillian, Caltagirone, Claudia, Leigh, Jennifer S and Draper, Emily R.
(2026) Growing Pains. Nature Reviews Chemistry, 10 . pp. 233-234. ISSN 2397-3358.

Downloaded from
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/113411/ The University of Kent's Academic Repository KAR

The version of record is available from
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41570-026-00814-x

This document version
Author's Accepted Manuscript

DOI for this version

Licence for this version
CC BY (Attribution)

Additional information
For the purpose of open access, the author(s) has applied a Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) licence to any Author Accepted
Manuscript version arising.

Versions of research works

Versions of Record
If this version is the version of record, it is the same as the published version available on the publisher's web site.
Cite as the published version.

Author Accepted Manuscripts

If this document is identified as the Author Accepted Manuscript it is the version after peer review but before type
setting, copy editing or publisher branding. Cite as Surname, Initial. (Year) 'Title of article'. To be published in Title
of Journal , Volume and issue numbers [peer-reviewed accepted version]. Available at: DOI or URL (Accessed: date).

Enquiries

If you have questions about this document contact ResearchSupport@kent.ac.uk. Please include the URL of the record
in KAR. If you believe that your, or a third party's rights have been compromised through this document please see

our Take Down policy (available from https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies).



https://kar.kent.ac.uk/113411/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41570-026-00814-x
mailto:ResearchSupport@kent.ac.uk
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies
https://www.kent.ac.uk/guides/kar-the-kent-academic-repository#policies

coONO UL B WN KR

Gillian Cadden, Claudia Caltagirone, Jennifer Leigh* and Emily R. Draper*
Growing Pains

To write this article, the authors, members of the International Women in
Supramolecular Chemistry (WISC) network surveyed colleagues who care for older
children about the challenges of integrating that role with their academic careers.

Making, birthing, and parenting babies (and toddlers) is hard work. New parents are
often reassured that the simultaneously relentless and rewarding ‘first week’, ‘first
month’ and ‘first year’ are the most intense. But when the nappies and bottles (or
boobs) are done the demands on working parents don’t stop— they just change. As
children leave nurseries and become less physically dependent, the challenges and
career impacts are often less visible. We, as part of the Parenting cluster in WISC
[link] want to ask ‘Why?’. Parenting a teen takes as much energy as a toddler (albeit
at different times of day). Why do we think about the impact of parenting in academia
and science less as our children grow up? It can almost feel as though as soon as
our babies aren’t babies anymore we should be working as though we don’t have
children at all.

Debates, legislation, policies and interventions largely focus on parents with a new or
very young child, for example the protection of maternal rights®? and parental leave.?
There are some policies that include the needs of older children, for example, UK
parents do have a statutory right to request flexible working arrangements and take
up to 18 weeks of unpaid parental leave until their child turns 18. They also have a
right to time off for emergencies related to care of a dependent, for example.
childcare falling through, illness, accidents, or getting into trouble at school. In other
countries, Italy for example, parents can take 10 months of partially paid leave
before a child is 14. They get 80% of salary for the first 3 months (if the child is under
6), reducing to 30% though employers can choose to contribute more. Beyond this
limit though parents are required to take unpaid compassionate leave to look after
children.

The parents of school-age children (and older) we spoke to had a lot to say about
their experiences and we quickly identified common patterns around mobility and
support. Opportunities for advancement or to promote one’s work were lost when
support systems weren'’t in place. This lack of opportunities led to concerns that their
careers couldn’t or wouldn'’t progress as easily as those without caring
responsibilities ultimately resulting in dissatisfaction and unhappiness.

Support systems mean help. This help might include access to wrap-around-
childcare (before and/or after school), the availability of nearby family or friends take
on the school run, or someone to look after your child when you can’t. Balancing the
day-to-day pressures of home and work is challenging without support. University
teaching frequently starts earlier and ends later than the school run. Many after-
school activities require someone to physically take children there. On top of that
they still need feeding, homework support... and you never know, they or you might
actually want to spend some time together before bedtime!:
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“Times when grants had hard deadlines that almost always coincided with
exam assembly/marking deadlines, along with other inescapable
responsibilities were the hardest. Children always seemed to fall ill and miss
school during these times. At the time, we were living abroad and thus had no
extended familial support”

“l had a very supportive line-manager and the very best colleagues. | did not
have to take leave, but with this support | was able to transfer some workload
to offset the pressures from home. | will forever be grateful to them for their
support during that time."

A lack of support outside of school makes it much harder to accept opportunities that
help career progression. Invitations to give seminars, talks, or attend international
conferences often require travel and overnight stays. It might be possible to bring a
baby, but in England and Wales parents are fined if kids miss school:

“l have turned down invitations to conferences and meetings especially
internationally and probably don't travel as much because of it.”

Academics are often expected to move for work and career progression.* Mobility is
associated with stronger networks and higher citation rates.> Some Fellowships
require moving from your PhD institution for eligibility. Living in a different city or
country from friends and family makes it harder to find a support system.
Compounding this, having a school-age child makes it harder to be mobile.%’
Otherwise exciting career moves come with a side of guilt:

“l have heard of people turning down a better job offer or a move because
they want to be sure the kids' situation is optimal. Moving for us was definitely
a stress point and the kids were not happy about it — but we were in an
untenable situation in the previous institution."

“It was very painful for him to leave...and this time he was old enough to
understand what he was leaving behind...I have become much more aware
that he needs rooting, and stability in his friendships and school, and that my
work choices have a huge impact on him."

"Recently he asked a couple of times...“mum can you find a job back in
Spain/Switzerland, so that we can all move back there?”

Despite often toxic cultures of overwork, hyperproductivity® and the challenges of
combining academic work and a family,® parents shared many positive and joyful
experiences of seeing their children grow up (see Figure 1 and blog post): The
flexibility to attend every celebration assembly; autonomy; and the ability to give their
families unique experiences:

“We lived in great places across Europe and had good times. | am glad we
took those opportunities”

The toll on an academic or scientific career along with the financial, practical, and
emotional burdens of parenting may continue even when children are fully grown.1°
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Cost-of-living increases and economic downturns mean the numbers of young adults
living with their parents or depending on them financially* are rising'? while
academic pay and job security are not. This is of course exacerbated for anyone
from a group historically underrepresented in science.t3-1°

Funders and institutions need to support academics to balance a family and a
career. Adopting inclusive policies such as flexibility around teaching hours,
meetings within core hours, and enabling hybrid/remote work and conference
attendance would help everyone. We think they need to go further and rethink the
broken research ecosystem along with the ways we measure ‘success’ and reward
scientists completely.
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Figure 1: Parents’ reflections on combining their child-raising responsibilities with
their research careers.



