
Who do you think you are? Parenthood and Personal Identity.

There are some phrases that, as parents of young children we all hear from time to 
time.  ‘Make sure you make time for yourself’, ‘It’s important when your children are 
young to still spend time as a couple’ and my own personal ‘favourite’ ‘the 
housework can wait, just make sure you sleep when the baby does’.  Well 
intentioned advice for sure and I’m not saying that there is no truth or worth in it.  I 
absolutely agree that all those things are important, essential actually, to bear in 
mind when your children are little. However there is a fundamental problem with the 
doling out of such phrases that is often overlooked by those caring folks who offer 
them.  The way in which you identify with yourself as a parent, what you believe a 
parent is/should be, is key to your willingness and ability to act on such advice.  
What do I mean by this?  Well, take a minute, and be honest with yourself, maybe 
even write down your responses.  What does being a mum or dad mean to you?  
Think about things like ‘how much time should a mum or dad spend playing or 
having quality time with their children?  How cautious should a parent be that their 
child’s environment is clean and secure, free of potential hazards?  What level of 
input and stimulation from a parent is necessary in order for your child to reach their 
full potential? If necessary what else should fall by the wayside so that these things 
can happen?  And if you fall short of your own target what would that mean?  Now 
consider your own answers to these questions.  Reflect on how much of your time 
and energy is spent in pursuit of these goals and you will start to gain a concept of 
how much of your personal identity, who you think you are, is wrapped up in being a 
parent.  I’m sure many of you would agree that, shown as a percentage, the 
proportion of your self concept that is ‘mum’ or ‘dad’ is significant, large even.  
Possibly, for some of you, there may be little else.  This would particularly apply to 
‘stay at home’ parents.  But what inhabited that space before?  Before the kids when 
pregnancy, babies and family life was just something that other people did that you 
were maybe, possibly planning for one day in the distant future.  Who were you 
then?  My intention with this article is not to create nostalgia for those carefree days 
of little responsibility and lots of sleep.  I truly believe that the time we spend as 
parents fulfils something in us in a way that no other achievement could.  But I do 
want to voice a note of caution.  As you are going about your daily parenting duties, 
sometimes finding it a great pleasure, sometimes finding it as arduous as we all 
know it can be, take care to remember that this is not all you are. You are many other 
things too and whatever things those are deserve space in your awareness.  
Inevitably one day, in fact more and moreso each day, our children will not need us.  
Our parenting personas will gradually, even though they will never be obsolete, 
become less and less necessary as a feature in our lives. And when that happens 
you will need to have something left.  So give those other parts of your personality 
room to breathe, grow and continue to exist.  Add into your personal concept of a 
parent the fact that they are also people with their own lives, hopes and dreams and 
needs. And don’t feel guilty for it because if your children see you being happy to be 
yourself and see you knowing yourself well, then that is a gift you are passing onto 



them too.  Maybe I’m preaching to the converted here but if my words help even one 
person who may have been struggling with balancing personal needs with the needs 
of small children then my work here is done ……….

By Rachel Bridgeford BSc.(hons) Dip. Adv. MBACP, Counsellor.  Soul Attention 
Counselling Service

Got something you want to share or need support with?  Email me at 
rachelbridgeford@live.co.uk to arrange one to one confidential counselling sessions  
or to request a response in Time For Tots.  Your initial enquiry does not have to 
contain your name or any other personal details you would rather withhold and will 
not be published at all if that is your preference.  Enquiries may however inform my 
choice of topics for these articles.
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