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Pregnancy and breastfeeding experiences in the workplace 

remain “invisible conversations” 
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How women experience pregnancy and breastfeeding and how they manage their return to 

work after birth remain largely “invisible conversations” in the workplace. In many cases, 

employers expect women to simply leave their aching bodies and caregiving responsibilities 

at the door and carry on with the business of the day.  

However, these experiences follow them into the workplace and naturally affect how they 

show up. Féranaaz Farista’s PhD dissertation in Organisational Psychology at the University 

of Cape Town (UCT), a topic she’s always been passionate about, is dedicated to this 

subject. Farista will graduate for her doctoral degree at the Sarah Baartman Hall on 

Wednesday, 9 September 2026, after a gruelling three years of study.  

A meaningful representation 

https://commerce.uct.ac.za/industrial-organisational-psychology


Farista’s research offers a unique focus: the lived experiences of Muslim breastfeeding 

mothers, some of whom returned to work after the birth of their children. As a Muslim 

woman, she said, it was important to see their experiences represented more meaningfully 

in research. 

She documented the experiences of 36 mothers, from the early weeks after giving birth 

right up to their return to work. Participants were between the ages of 25 and 45, were 

married and had between one and five children. They also worked across various sectors, 

including healthcare, education, finance and technology and their occupations ranged from 

administrative and entry-level positions to managerial and executive roles. 

“My research challenges the idea of a disembodied worker, the assumption that when we 

arrive at work, we can somehow leave our bodies, families, identities and caring 

responsibilities behind,” said Farista. “I think that is what makes my research particularly 

interesting. Breastfeeding provides a very visible example of a much bigger question about 

who our workplaces were designed for, whose needs they recognise, and what forms of 

labour remain invisible.” 

Opposite sides of the spectrum 

Farista’s research found that returning to work after giving birth is multifaceted. 

Breastfeeding mothers need to constantly plan when and where they can express milk, how 

to store it and what their babies will eat when they get home. Managing their changing 

bodies and coming up with ways to continue being “a good mother” and “a committed 

employee” adds an extra layer of complexity to this difficult process.  

The worlds of work and care operate at opposite ends of the spectrum. Workplaces function 

according to fixed linear schedules: meetings are scheduled at set times; deadlines are 

stringent and must be met; and the work day has set hours. 

“But a breastfeeding body and a baby do not necessarily operate according to that clock. So, 

mothers are constantly trying to make the unpredictable rhythms of care and their bodies fit 

into workplaces that were not necessarily designed with those realities in mind,” she said. 

The manager matters 

While South Africa has made progress in supporting new mothers returning to work, more 

needs to be done. Currently, employer support varies depending on where the woman 

works, her relationship with her manager and how much flexibility her job allows, said 

Farista. Workplace policies do not mean mothers feel supported in practice. 

“Supporting mothers better requires us to move beyond simply expecting them to fit back 

into workplaces as though nothing has changed after giving birth,” she said. 

Practical measures matter. These include a clean, private in-office space for expressing and 

storing breast milk; flexibility in working hours, which could include a phased return to work; 

and managers who proactively engage in conversations with their colleagues about their 

needs rather than waiting “for them to struggle or ask”. 

The role of religion 

Of interest is the complex role that religion played in mothers’ overall experiences, said 

Farista. For many mothers, religion was an important source of meaning and motivation for 

breastfeeding and motherhood, and religious practices and expectations around modesty, 

caregiving and motherhood created additional considerations when they returned to work. 



Exhaling with pride 

When she graduates, she will reflect on the many influences who made this degree possible, 

including her supervisors, Professors Ameeta Jagga and Sa’diyya Shaikh; her grandparents 

and extended family; and her research participants. She will also honour her late mother, 

whose teachings and influence continue to shape how she views the world and builds and 

holds relationships. 

“People often describe a PhD as a marathon. But it’s more like starting a race without quite 

knowing what race you have signed up for. It could be a half marathon, it could be a full 

marathon, or could suddenly turn into a triathlon,” she said.  

All of it would have been impossible without her village. Working as a full-time lecturer in 

the Section of Industrial and Organisational Psychology and teaching her students gave 

meaning to the difficult days. The university’s Accelerated Transformation of the Academic 

Programme provided a sense of community and a space to connect with emerging scholars. 

“This degree challenged me; it stretched me and taught me an enormous amount about 

myself on both a personal and academic level,” she said. “I’m grateful for that experience.” 
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