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ABSTRACT The challenges that women in academia face are well documented. However,
there is a dearth of research on the experiences of female academics particularly on job
interviews as expectant or nursing mothers. This study sought to document the experi-
ences of these women. Considering the grueling nature of the academic job interview, do
expectant or nursing mothers ask for accommodations on the interview, and if so, how do
departments respond to their request? We find that women refrain from job interviews as
expectant mothers while others suggest using the “hidden pregnancy phenomenon.” Nurs-
ing mothers had more positive experiences, although experiences were less than desirable.
Based on the findings, we offer a list of recommendations to departments to help improve
this critical step in starting a career in academe.

The challenges that women face in the academy—
and in political science—are well documented in
studies that examine the pipeline, faculty recruit-
ment, retention, publication rates, tenure, promo-
tion, earnings, service responsibilities, and work-

life balance (Ackelsberg et al. 2004; Assendelft et al. 2003; Brandes
et al. 2001; Committee on the Status of Women 1992; Hesli and
Burrell 1995; Mason and Goulden 2002; Sarkees and McGlen 1999;
Stetson et al. 1990; Tolleson-Rinehart and Carroll 2006). Missing
from the discussion, however, is the challenge of the interview
process, a critical step for those in pursuit of an academic position
and one that imposes some unique obstacles for women who are
pregnant or nursing. This study is a first look at the challenges
faced by mothers interviewing for positions in political science.

MOTHERS WHO INTERVIEW

Academic mothers are responsible to two uncooperative and
“greedy institutions,” the academy and the family (Coser 1974;
Grant, Kennelly, and Ward 2000), each demanding undivided loy-
alty and commitment. The literature is replete with academic stud-
ies and reports about the challenges that women face in the
academy (Ackelsberg et al. 2004; Assendelft et al. 2003; Brandes
et al. 2001; Committee on the Status of Women 1992; Hesli and

Burrell 1995; Mason and Goulden 2002; Sarkees and McGlen 1999;
Stetson et al. 1990; Tolleson-Rinehart and Carroll 2006), but the
collision between the two is perhaps most notable and noticeable
in the interview process, one of the most important, necessary,
and stressful first steps in an academic career. In principle, candi-
dates and departments size each other up as they look for the best
fit. In practice—particularly with crowded fields of applicants—
the burden is on candidates who must be adequately prepared
mentally and physically for the interview. In this often first face-
to-face contact the interview is a test of the candidate’s endurance
and stamina for at least one very long day, during which time she
may meet with every faculty member of a department, undergrad-
uate and graduate students, and a dean and provost (Gould and
Keeter 2003); give a research presentation; and teach an under-
graduate class (Carter and Scott 1998). The day(s) are packed with
little or no free time and extend well into the evenings (Gould and
Keeter 2003). And, there is often an extensive amount of time on
one’s feet during presentations, classes, and tours of campus.

The schedule can be grueling for anyone, but is a particular
challenge for those who have difficulty standing or walking for
long periods and distances, and who need frequent and regular
breaks to attend to personal needs. Pregnant women and nursing
mothers are among this group. In contrast to the other stages/
steps of the professional trajectory of female academics, we know
little about how women experience this initial, critical step in the
process of becoming a faculty member. Perhaps the most reveal-
ing discussion about pregnancy and women in the academy is by
Armenti (2004), who coined the phrase “hidden pregnancy phe-
nomenon” to describe the behavior of hiding maternal desires to
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manage the unwritten professional standards in the academy.
Linking the past to the present, Armenti suggests that women
used to opt out of childbirth or attempt to schedule birth at the
end of the academic year, usually in May because it marked
the end of the school year. Scheduling a May birth would cause
the least disruption to their teaching and research schedules and
would pose less of a burden to their colleagues who would have
the responsibility of covering their classes in their absence.

In contrast, women are now less likely to delay their pregnan-
cies, and instead try to conceal their pregnancies from colleagues
and employers at every stage of their professional development
from graduate school, through interviews, and well into the fac-
ulty appointments (see also Wilson 1995). Remembering her grad
school days, one full professor explained how she concealed her
pregnancy from the very beginning. “I had it all very, very, planned
out, because in those days there wasn’t any such thing as mater-
nity leave” (Armenti 2001, 217). She switched her clothes from
day to day, sometimes wearing them tight and other days loose so
that by the time she was showing no one noticed that she was
wearing large clothing. In her view, concealing her pregnancy
might have been the difference between being employed and
unemployed.

Similarly, Armenti’s research includes a story by a now-assistant
professor who also hid her pregnancy while on the job market. In
her words, “It was just at that five-month stage where I could still
get away with not . . . revealing that I was pregnant, but it took a
lot of work. . . . I think it [getting the job] would have been more
difficult. I mean . . . I think they would not have believed that I
was going to finish my dissertation; they would never have believed
that” (Armenti 2001, 220).

The utilization of the hidden pregnancy phenomenon
expressed in these accounts may have been a wise strategy. For
example, research by Cunningham and Macan (2007) demon-
strates a pregnancy effect on interviewer ratings of job candidates
who were recent graduates of midwestern business schools who
applied for computer programmer positions. They found that
despite being rated as equally qualified and fit for the job as their
competitors, “the pregnant applicant received significantly lower
hiring recommendations from both male and female raters (504,
italics added).” In contrast, earlier work by Gueutal, Luciano, and
Michaels (1995) found that pregnancy had a positive impact on
appraisal ratings for women employees, attributable to one of two
factors: either women over-performing to mitigate concerns from
colleagues, or to leniency on the part of the supervisor, or both.

Women who are nursing have different challenges than preg-
nant women. Although it may be easier to conceal whether one is
nursing, there are challenges associated with nursing needs—in
particular, expressing milk—that may be exaggerated in an inter-
view setting. For many women, nursing their baby is not a choice
but a critical part of both pediatric and maternal health (see Amer-
ican Academy of Pediatrics 1997; US Department of Health and
Human Services 2011). Yet, despite the Patient Protection and
Affordable Care Act’s (PPACA) requirement that employers pro-
vide break times and a suitable location in the workplace for milk
expression, women continue to report having to raise the issue
with (potential ) employers and colleagues. Moreover, women also
describe difficulties with managing the work environment to
express milk. A poignant example from a job candidate writing at
the Chronicle of Higher Education’s Academic Job Forum, an online
discussion forum on the job search in higher education, illus-

trates how little progress has been made in the academy. The
mother of a breast-feeding seven-month-old baby who was ready
to interview on multiple campuses over a several week stretch
expressed concern that despite the constant pumping she was
doing in advance of her absence to store milk for her child, she
would still have to pump during her interviews. Not sanguine
about having to share too much personal information in a profes-
sional setting, she wondered how to approach search committees
with a request for time to express milk. Every response to her post
suggested that she not ask for breaks, one suggested she wean the
baby before interviewing, and another suggested that she take
her pump but be very discrete about it (16).” Another woman
explains that despite her efforts to pump in advance, during a
four-day interview trip away from her six-month-old, her supply
dried up and she was unable to continue nursing her child.

Given the stressfulness of an academic job interview—
particularly the formal presentation that tends to be confronta-
tional and adversarial and a test of character and collegiality
(Hassner 2008)—it is reasonable to wonder how a nursing mother
who has not had an opportunity to express milk can stay effec-
tively focused and attentive to others in this setting.

Thus, what are the experiences of expectant and nursing moth-
ers in the political science interview process? The APSA Commit-
tee on the Status of Women in the Profession (CSWP) sought to
document the interviewing experiences of expectant or nursing
women faculty. This article documents the interviewing experi-
ences of female political scientists and suggests some best prac-
tices that could benefit all job candidates.

STUDYING POLITICAL SCIENCE MOTHERS ON THE MARKET

This study captures the experiences of female political science
faculty on the market and shares their stories as a first step toward
thinking about best practices for interviewing in political science.
Female political scientists were invited to participate in an online
survey by e-mail using member lists provided by APSA1 and by
announcement by the Committee on the Status of Women in the
Profession (CWSP) in PS: Political Science and Politics and at the
2010 APSA Annual Meeting. Three hundred and forty-nine women
responded to the call. The majority who identified their race were
Caucasian (269, 87.6%); Asian American women constituted 5.9%
(18) of respondents, African American women 4.2% (13), Latinas
1.6% (5) and American Indians .7% (2). Three-quarters of the
respondents who identified their age were 30–49 years old (235,
75.5%); women under 30 were 5.8% (18) of respondents and women
50 and over were 28.6% (58) of respondents.

The survey instrument asked forced-response and open-ended
questions about women’s interview experiences when pregnant
and/or nursing.2 Nearly a quarter of the female political scientists
in our study indicated that they delayed their decision to become
pregnant to go on the market (66, 23%), and fewer responded that
they were pregnant during their interview(s) (52, 14.9%). Nursing
seems to have been less important in the job market calculus than
pregnancy, with only 4.2% (n �12) of the respondents indicating
they delayed the decision to go on the market because they were
nursing (12, 4.2%); nearly three times as many (40, 11.8%) nursed
at the time of their interview(s).

Although these data may suggest interesting divergences
in the role that motherhood plays in this particular stage of a
female academic’s career, the small number of respondents in
this study limits our ability to draw general conclusions about
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the experiences of women interviewing for political science posi-
tions. However, the anecdotal stories shared by many of the
respondents about their interview experiences provides some basis
for further study and preliminary reflections about how the inter-
view process works for pregnant and nursing women in political
science.3

EXPERIENCES OF INTERVIEWING MOTHERS

Expectant Moms
The expectant women in this study offered interesting insights
into the job market and interview process in political science. Many
of these are negative and mirror the concerns that others have
found in their research, including hiding pregnancy from inter-
viewers and delaying pregnancy to avoid problems during the mar-
ket and interview process. Yet some are positive, suggesting there
may be progress in the ways that mothers-to-be are treated in the
political science interview process.

For some, the most notable feature of interviewing while preg-
nant was how difficult it was physically. One respondent said, “If
at all possible, I would avoid interviewing while pregnant. It was
extremely tiring and difficult, and the concerted stress cannot pos-
sibly be good for the pregnancy.” Another recommended, “Try to
avoid when possible! Simply too exhausting.” And another preg-
nant interviewer went on only one interview while pregnant and
then cancelled the others, “because the interview process was so
exhausting. I wasn’t sure I could make it through another 2-day
gruel.”

For other respondents, the experience demonstrated bias
against expectant mothers. One woman informed her potential
interviewers that she was pregnant in advance of the interview,
and, “They encouraged me to come, but when I arrived, I sensed
that the department was divided and that no offers would be made,
which turned out to be correct. After that, I quit interviewing while
pregnant.” Another respondent who was six months pregnant at
the time of her interview shared, “At one [interview], I was made
to feel uncomfortable,” and the “first question in our private inter-
view was, “Well, what would your husband do if you got the job?”
This respondent also stated how a female faculty member was
shocked to see her belly. This same respondent did have more
positive experiences at other interviews, but in the end, her rec-
ommendation to others was, “The best way to interview is non-
pregnant and ringless. Honestly, I finally got a good job, plus a
spousal accommodation, when I kept everything a secret during
the interview process: my kids and my spouse.”

This type of bias was not only evident from men, but women
as well. “I realized that there was a blatant bias against expectant
faculty, particularly from older male faculty, and tenured female
faculty.” Another respondent provided greater detail about her
experience. After hiding her pregnancy and then negotiating start
date around the baby’s birth, “He [the chair] grudgingly agreed to
a . . . start date and the vibe was awful when I did finally arrive.
Everyone was cold to me (even the women). It took me years of
publishing and generous collegial behavior before I won these
people over. And that goes for the women on the faculty, too.”
This respondent sensed that the university wanted to send a mes-
sage to women faculty to wait for tenure to have a baby.

Several women on the market hid their pregnancy during their
interviews for fear that it would be used against them. As one
respondent said, “It is very difficult to interview while pregnant. I
would not choose to go on the job market visibly pregnant. I did

not disclose my pregnancy during my job interviews; it would
have been a liability. It was my impression that departments were
interested to know whether you were at the beginning of family
life—or had finished having children.” Another explained,

When I interviewed the first time, pregnant, the worries that had led
me to keep it a secret were confirmed. I was asked about my family
life by three different faculty members. I was deeply uncomfort-
able with the entire interview. Further, I doubted my own abilities—I
was exhausted throughout the interview, given the stage of the preg-
nancy; uncomfortable because I could not enjoy a glass of wine at
dinner, and could not tell anyone why I would not drink. I could not
imagine telling them why I was so tired, and why I could not drink.
The entire situation was miserable.

Other women reported delaying pregnancy until after they
interviewed for academic positions. Typical of these responses
were: “Being an academic usually means delaying pregnancy one
way or another,” “It didn’t occur to me to try to start a family
before I had a tenure-track job. I ended up not getting pregnant
until after I was tenured,” and, “I delayed having children until I
was solidly established in an academic job.” Others indicated, “I
never even considered trying to have a child before I had com-
pleted my PhD and secured a job. I don’t think I would have been
able to finish the PhD and be on the market if we had had chil-
dren. The cost of care and health insurance would have been too
high to cover with fellowships/TA funds” and “I specifically timed
my job search and employment to coordinate with our family
plans.” Although these women waited to have a child until after
interviewing and receiving a job offer, others did not and had
positive experiences. Although this respondent did not know she
was pregnant at the time of the interview, she knew when she was
offered the job, stating “When my offer was extended, I knew and
was treated fairly.” And lastly, another respondent in reference to
a job opening stated, “It actually never crossed my mind not to
seek the job because I was pregnant. The dean, when he found out
I was pregnant, was supportive and accommodating as were all
my colleagues.”

Nursing Mothers
Overall, the experience of nursing mothers seemed more positive
than expectant mothers. Although respondents did not intention-
ally hide the fact that they were nursing mothers, many implied
that they did not bring it up. In fact, one respondent stated, “Hid
the fact from interviewers, but secretarial support staff were very
helpful.” Other respondents stated that they had informed the
department that they had a newborn and that they asked for extra
breaks and were granted them. Some nursing mothers also had
their infants accompany them on the interview so they could con-
tinue to nurse despite the interview. Another respondent asked
for childcare during the interview.

Most of the requests for accommodations were for extra breaks
and a private room to pump. A few respondents asked for specific
time breaks of every three or four hours. And another who did not
ask for accommodations from the institution had a one day inter-
view split into two days so she could pump.

There were some negative experiences for nursing moms how-
ever. Two different respondents stated:

I did not ask for accommodations because I did not want to bring
up the fact that I had a new baby and needed accommodations. In
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retrospect this was a mistake because I did not have time to pump,
which was distracting, uncomfortable, and also I ended up leaking
during my job talk (but fortunately only I knew this). It was very
difficult.

A second stated, accommodations given for time, but no room or
place offered to feed. I remember having to sit in toilet stall to feed.
Awkward and did not feel welcoming.

Another stated,

Time for pumping was provided, but it required many uncomfort-
able discussions with many people who did not need to ask about it.
I continue to interview for academic positions. I plan to apply for
positions next job-market season if I do not obtain one this year. I
would also note that the degree of perceived faculty “comfort” with
my status as a nursing mother varied within and across institutions.
Some faculty members, mainly women and men with young chil-
dren, seemed perfectly comfortable. In other cases, it was more awk-
ward. For example, I was asked once by a female to take steps to
hide the pumping from certain faculty members so as not to make
them uncomfortable. A man at another institution asked me how
“pumping works” and then appeared quite embarrassed. Of course,
this variation is to be expected, but it was a constant concern for me
on my interviews. So obvious a signal that I was a mother also
opened me up to many questions about my children, family, and
plans to balance career and family. It seemed that being open with
the fact that I was a nursing mother made people much more com-
fortable asking me personal questions in general. Though many of
these questions were asked with what I assume to be the best of
intentions, they resulted in more attention to nonprofessional mat-
ters during limited interview time. At times, they bordered on inap-
propriate: for example, during one dinner with three senior male
faculty members, I was asked whether I had had my children “natu-
rally.” It was clearly intended as small talk and asked without much
thought, but it clearly would never be asked of my male competition!

The need for nursing mother’s to express milk during the inter-
view process is distracting. Nursing mothers often have to choose
between expressing milk or being late for a scheduled appoint-
ment. Because the interview schedule is often packed with back-
to-back meetings with little time for even restroom breaks, nursing
mothers may end up being in very difficult situations if they do
not ask for accommodations. For example,

At all interviews I did receive the use of a private room and there were
attempts made to create adequate breaks in my schedule. However,
at all interviews, in practice, I ended up having to either skip at least one
scheduled pumping. In most cases this was because the room pro-
vided was far from scheduled meetings, and time was not included for
travel. In some cases, meetings and interviews ran over the allotted
time. In these cases I found myself choosing to skip the pumping rather
than arrive late for appointments or request additional accommoda-
tions. In two interviews I was asked to use the time on the sched-
ule immediately prior to my job talk to pump and told I could “prepare
while pumping.” In one case, I missed a flight home because the
day’s interviews ran late and I simply had to pump before flying—I
had already pushed time between pumpings to the limit.

RECOMMENDATIONS

From the study, it appears there is room for improvement in the
way political scientists treats expectant and nursing mothers on
job interviews. Although as a field, political science has accom-

plished a great deal in gender equity, much work remains. For
example, many respondents had a variety of things to say about
underlying bias and perceptions concerning academic mothers
among both male and female faculty, bias in the way female care-
givers are treated versus how male caregivers are treated, how
women are told that they cannot have children and be academics,
and differences in salaries between male and female faculty. Oth-
ers suggested that we focus on interview tips for graduate stu-
dents like their appearance on an interview and whether to reveal
that they may have interests in researching gender and sexuality.
And finally, more advanced scholars complained that women are
more often queried about their families than men. We recognize
that there is a good deal of progress yet to be made concerning
women in the academy, but our primary objective was to get infor-
mation about the experiences of expectant and nursing mothers
during the very important first step to entering the academy: the
academic job interview. Although the academic job interview vets
potential colleagues, candidates also interview departments. For
departments to make the best first impression, a good starting
point is to always offer accommodations for candidates or at least
have the possibility of breaks built into the schedule. As one
respondent noted, this offer would not be limited to women but
to all candidates. They stated:

Now that I am in a position to hire faculty, I always ask about ac-
commodations we can make, or information we can gather, for
interviewees—not just mothers, but persons with disabilities, per-
sons with partners who might be looking for work, people with
older children who might go to school in the area.

The academic job interview is an important step in a professor’s
career. Based on the survey results, we have compiled a list of
recommendations for institutions and the profession. Some sug-
gestions will benefit all job candidates, while others focus on
improving the overall atmosphere for families. To advance our
discipline and for the benefit of all job candidates we offer these
recommendations:

1. Provide everyone involved in the interview process a list of
appropriate and inappropriate interview questions as well as
information regarding the Pregnancy Discrimination Act
(1978) which requires that employers treat pregnant employ-
ees the same as other employees with temporary disabilities
or limitations (Cunningham and Macan 2007). Those involved
in the interview process should also be made aware of Sec-
tion 7(r) of the Fair Labor Standards Act that contains provi-
sions for nursing mothers. The law requires employers to
provide reasonable break times for nursing mothers and places
for mothers to express milk other than a bathroom that is free
from intrusion.

2. When inviting the candidate for the interview, be open and
accommodating and give the candidate an idea about what
type of schedule they will have for the interview. They should
also be informed of other logistical issues like the amount of
walking and the weather of the local area.

3. Provide at least one meal time a day where the candidate can
be alone.

4. Provide at least two 15–20 minute breaks in a private place
between meetings and presentations. If the interview last
more than eight hours, provide the candidate with at least
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one thirty-minute break. Stay on the schedule and ensure the
candidate takes the breaks provided.

5. If possible, consider transporting candidates by car around
campus or using the campus shuttle to limit walking long
distances.

6. If the candidate asks for accommodations, keep the informa-
tion in confidence. Only the department chair or chair of the
search committee should know about the request.

7. Be sensitive to the candidate’s diet including whether they
decide to drink alcoholic beverages.

8. Provide local information to all candidates about child-care
facilities on and off campus and local schools. However, refrain
from asking whether the candidate has children.

9. Incorporate interview training in APSA’s chairs workshop.
10. Incorporate career and family workshops at annual meetings

for graduate students and faculty. These workshops could focus
on strategies for dealing with personal questions on inter-
views and success stories for female graduate students to help
mitigate the idea that it is impossible to have children and be
a successful professor.

11. Institutionalize support for faculty with children by offering
flexible schedules, tenure extensions, paid maternity leave, and
child-care options.

CONCLUSIONS

The academy has certainly made strides in the development of
family-friendly policies but more work remains. Although the
research presented here focuses exclusively on the interview pro-
cess, the CSWP understands that a variety of additional issues in
women’s careers need to be addressed. However, we were made
aware of the treatment of expectant and nursing mothers while
interviewing, and there is a dearth of research in political science
on the interview process. Therefore, we believed that it was impor-
tant to begin to address how women are treated during the inter-
view process. If women are unsuccessful during the interview
process or are treated with bias, how far have we really come?
Future research should continue to unravel the many intricacies
involved in women navigating the academy. For now making the
interview process more comfortable for all job candidates is a step
in the right direction.
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N O T E S

1. N � 4,102.

2. Please see the appendix for survey instrument.

3. This method is similar to the method utilized by Connelly and Ghodsee 2011.
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APPENDIX: Survey Instrument
When you interviewed for academic jobs, were you pregnant/nursing mother?

How many interviews did you go on as an expectant mother/nursing mother?

Did you try to hide your pregnancy/the fact that you were a nursing mother?

Was your pregnancy apparent to the interviewers?

What year was this interview?

At the time of this interview, approximately how many years of teaching experience did you have?

What was the level of the position for which you were interviewing?

Was this your first interview on the academic job market?

What type of institution provided you with this interview?

In what state was this institution located?

How many faculty members did the institution have in the department for which you interviewed?

How many female faculty did the institution have in the department for which you interviewed?

What were the ranks of the female faculty within the department? How many female faculty members were within the ranks below?

Did you ask for accommodations?

Please list the accommodations (i.e. private rooms, extra breaks between meetings, less walking, special seating) provided by the institution

during your interview. If you did not receive any accommodations, please put none.

Were you offered a position at this institution?

Did you accept the position?

Did any of your experiences while interviewing as a/an expectant mother/nursing mother influence your decision to continue interviewing?

Did you delay your decision to go on the job market because you were pregnant/a nursing mother?

Did you delay your decision to become pregnant because you were planning to go on the job market?

Have you ever received advise from any of those listed below that you should not interview while you are pregnant/nursing mother?

What is your age?

What is your race?
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