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Abstract 

This research explores how leave affected ten female same-sex parents’ experience of 

their parental identity. Semi-structured interviews with all participants and semi-

structured two-week diaries (diary-interview method (DIM)) with four participants who 

were currently within their leave arrangements at the time of data collection shed light on 

parental identity experiences within the settings of shared parental leave, maternity leave, 

adoption leave, and ineligibility for leave. The data was analysed via in vivo coding. 

Findings suggest that leave affected participants’ parental identity experience in 

providing focus, physical presence, and time. These leave characteristics benefited 

participants’ visibility as parents to others and themselves. Participants’ shared parental 

identification as mothers highlighted the importance of equality within their parental 

identity experience. While equal leave arrangements facilitated an equal parental identity 

experience, the experience of ineligibility for leave was especially detrimental for one 

participant. 

 

Keywords: parental identity, leave, LGBTQ+ parenting, diary-interview method 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Acknowledgements 

I want to thank my participants for their time, openness, and trust, my supervisor for his patience, 

and my family for their love and support. 

 

 



 

Table of contents 

 

1. Introduction ................................................................................................................................1 

2. Literature review ........................................................................................................................3 

2.1. Parental identity research ...........................................................................................4 

2.2. Defining parental identity ...........................................................................................9 

2.3. Significance ..............................................................................................................14 

3. Research design ........................................................................................................................17 

3.1. Research question .....................................................................................................17 

3.2. Ontology and epistemology .....................................................................................17 

3.3. Sample and recruitment ............................................................................................18 

3.4. Data collection..........................................................................................................20 

3.5. Data analysis ............................................................................................................26 

3.6. Self-positioning ........................................................................................................29 

3.7. Rigour .......................................................................................................................30 

3.8. Ethics ........................................................................................................................31 

4. Analysis ....................................................................................................................................33 

4.1. Findings ....................................................................................................................33 

4.2. Discussion ................................................................................................................48 

5. Conclusion ...............................................................................................................................54 

References ....................................................................................................................................57 

Appendices ...................................................................................................................................67



1 

 

1. Introduction 

Within the UK, leave regulations for the first year after the birth or adoption of a child are shifting. 

On the 1st December 2014 the Shared Parental Leave Regulations, made under the Children and 

Families Act (2014), came into force (The Shared Parental Leave Regulations 2014, 2014). 

Shared Parental Leave (SPL) does not represent additional leave beyond maternity, paternity, or 

adoption leave (IDS, 2015; Macdonald, 2015). Rather, the mother's maternity or adoption leave 

of up to 52 weeks can be cut short and shared with the partner (ibid). Although this reform was 

meant to provide parents with the legal flexibility to discuss and negotiate leave arrangements 

based on the individual (financial) situation as well as parents’ preference and needs, the uptake 

of SPL is low. In order to increase the uptake, the UK government announced in February 2018 

the investment of £1.5 million in the ‘Share the joy’ campaign, which “promotes shared parental 

leave rights for parents” (Government UK, 2018, para. 1). Further, with the promise to extend 

SPL to working grandparents by 2018 (Government UK, 2015), variations on this leave reform 

are currently under debate. 

The consideration of parents’ experience of themselves as parents, mothers, and fathers benefits 

current debates that aim to improve leave regulations in order to support parents better in the 

future. However, the topic of parental identity experience in connection to leave is underexplored. 

This research area has the potential to form an important contribution to informed decision making 

on a personal level (parents’ decisions on leave arrangements) as well as governmental level 

(changes in legislation). In exploring how leave affected ten female same-sex parents’ parental 

identity experience, my research starts to fill this gap. 

The dissertation is structured as follows: A literature review (chapter 2) positions my research 

within the existing body of parental identity research and clarifies the significance of this study. 

The research design chapter (chapter 3) discusses my ontological/epistemological position, 

sampling, data collection and analysis methods, self-positioning, as well as the rigour and ethics 

of my research. My analysis (chapter 4) illustrates my findings and discusses the themes in the 
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light of the reviewed literature. Finally, the conclusion (chapter 5) answers the research question, 

acknowledges limitations, and addresses implications for future research. 
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2. Literature review 

This chapter provides an overview of current parental identity research (chapter 2.1.) with special 

focus on (1) LGBTQ+ parental identity research and (2) parental identity research in connection 

to leave. After outlining the body of literature, ways in which ‘parental identity’ can be understood 

based on empirical literature and selected sociological theories of identity will be addressed 

(chapter 2.2.). Finally, the critical review and identification of gaps within parental identity 

research will clarify the significance (chapter 2.3.) of my research. 

An innovative aspect of this literature review is the inclusion of a graphic overview of the 

reviewed literature. The literature search findings will be illustrated in a literature map, “a visual 

representation of … [my] readings” (Thomson, 2016, para. 4). Additionally, with the scope of the 

dissertation in mind, not all trends and connections can be addressed. The literature map allows 

interested readers to identify further connections and trends themselves. 

The discussed empirical literature is the result of advanced and multi-field searches in (social 

scientific) databases1. In order to ensure high quality of the research to be reviewed, only 

accessible peer-reviewed journal articles and books in the English language were included. Due 

to the limited results and to gain understanding of how parental identity was researched 

(methodology, research topic), literature search findings were not excluded based on their 

publication date or discipline2. However, recent sociological publications were prioritised in the 

review. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Scopus, ProQuest (including databases such as Social Science Premium Collection, Social Science 

Database, Sociology collection, Sociological Abstracts, Sociology Database, Social Services Abstracts, 

International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (IBSS) and Politics Collection), iDiscover, and Google 

Scholar. 
2 Very early in my search I encountered the term parental identity within life scientific contexts such as 

genetics (Branco, Oda, & Reik, 2008) or biology (Burt, Hinch, & Patterson, 2012; Huuskonen, Haakana, 

& Kekäläinen, 2009). Since I am interested in the concept from a social-scientific perspective, I decided to 

exclude these literature findings. 
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2.1. Parental identity research 

Parental identity is a research interest across multiple disciplines. Out of fifty-nine reviewed 

publications that mention parental identity, twenty-five research it specifically and come from 

thirteen disciplines (e.g. sociology, psychology, linguistics, social work, family studies). Their 

publication dates range from 1992 (Robin) - a sociological study - to 2017. As apparent from the 

literature map below (figure 1), these twenty-five pieces of parental identity research can be 

assigned to three areas: publications that researched parental identity with focus on the (1) parent, 

(2) child, and (3) partner. 

Parental identity research focussing on the parent comprises topics such as adoptive parents 

(Willing & Fronek, 2014), gender (e.g. gendered parental identities (Kendall, 2008; Murphy, 

2017) or gender differences in parental identities (Gaunt & Scott, 2017)), and parenting training 

(Bertoni, Donato, Morgano, Iafrate, & Rosnati, 2017) or interventions (Van Nijnatten & Hofstede, 

2003). By contrast, other literature considers the child as relevant for parental identities. Here the 

considerations are school choice (Bloomfield Cucchiara & McNamara Horvat, 2014; Gurney, 

2017; Karlsson, Löfdahl, & Pérez, 2013), child death (O’Connor & Barrera, 2014; Toller, 2008), 

or parenting a mentally ill child (Milliken & Northcott, 2003). Lastly, parental identity is 

researched in connection to the parent’s partner in investigating solo- or co-parent identities in 

form of parenting voices (Stueve & Pleck, 2001) and conjointness (Isacco & Garfield, 2010). This 

research is based on the premise that parenting together with one’s partner shapes parental 

identity. 

Within these twenty-five publications, parental identity was mainly investigated qualitatively 

(sixteen publications) but also quantitatively (five publications), theoretically (three publications), 

and with a mixed-methods design (one publication). The dominance of qualitative research 

designs is visualised in the literature map below (figure 1). The publication year and divisions 

listed in the literature map allows for further independent trend development (e.g. the 

development of parental identity research based on discipline and publication year). My 

qualitative research approach corresponds with the majority of parental identity research. 
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Within the discipline of sociology, research focussed on parental identity in connection to 

children’s school choice (Bloomfield Cucchiara & McNamara Horvat, 2014; Gurney, 2017; 

Karlsson et al., 2013), a topic which was exclusively addressed with a qualitative design. Another 

topic of sociological interest is the mental health of the parent (Robin, 1992) or child (Milliken & 

Northcott, 2003) and its implications for parental identity. Parental identity was further researched 

quantitatively within the topics of gender (Gaunt & Scott, 2017) and work (Gaunt & Scott, 2014). 

Most interesting for this study however, is the focus on lesbian parental identities (Gabb, 2005; 

Nordqvist, 2012; Padavic & Butterfield, 2011) within qualitative sociological research. 

 

LGBTQ+ parental identity research 

Publications on parental identity in connection to LGBTQ+ parents explored the negotiation of a 

(legitimate) parental identity (Bergen, Suter, & Daas, 2006; Gabb, 2001, 2005; Nordqvist, 2012), 

co-parental identity (Padavic & Butterfield, 2011), as well as family identity (Suter, Daas, & 

Bergen, 2008) among lesbian and trans parent families (Petit, Julien, & Chamberland, 2017). 

Further contexts of parental identity within LGBTQ+ parent research were the integration of gay 

fathers’ sexual and parental identity (Petit et al., 2017), fertility preservations in transgender body 

modification (Murphy, 2012), and lastly, same-sex couples’ identity transformation during the 

transition to parenthood (Cao, Mills-Koonce, Wood, & Fine, 2016). 

Although gay parents (L’Archevêque & Julien, 2013), transgender parents (Murphy, 2017; Petit 

et al., 2017), and same-sex parents3 (Cao et al., 2016) were researched, the majority of parental 

identity research in the LGBTQ+ context (Bergen et al., 2006; Gabb, 2005; Nordqvist, 2012; 

Padavic & Butterfield, 2011; Suter et al., 2008) has focussed on lesbian parents, mainly lesbian 

non-biological mothers. This observation leads to three conclusions and areas for critique: (1) an 

unbalanced representation of diverse families and parents, (2) the gender binary-based, 

heteronormative assumption of females in their parental identification as mothers, and (3) the 

misrepresentation of sexual diversity among female LGBTQ+ parents. 

                                                           
3 Due to a lacking definition of ‘same-sex’ it is unclear whether parents identifying as bisexual, transgender, 

or polyamorous, etc., are included in the review. 
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First, gay and transgender parents are underrepresented within parental identity research. The 

representation of bisexual, polyamorous, pansexual, and queer parents - at least in my literature 

search findings - is non-existent. Considering the general underrepresentation of bisexual (Ross 

& Dobinson, 2013), transgender (Downing, 2013), and polyamorous parents (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 

Haydon, & Hunter, 2013) within LGBTQ+ family research, the high proportion of lesbian parents 

researched is not surprising. There is a gap to be filled in order to achieve a more balanced 

representation of diverse families and parents4. 

Second, it is important to consider why lesbian parents are such a popular5 research topic. In 

traditional family roles, the mother has a unique status, and so it is fascinating to investigate how 

parents negotiate the sharing of this role. Focussing on the ‘mother’ who identifies as such but 

does not ‘tick all the boxes’ of what traditionally a ‘mother’ might be6, might explain the heavy 

focus on especially non-biological lesbian mothers. Focussing on the lesbian mother, however, is 

problematic in itself. Most literatures on lesbian parent families assume that lesbian parents 

acquire the gendered parental identification of the mother. This is apparent from my literature 

search findings (Bergen et al., 2006; Gabb, 2001, 2005; Nordqvist, 2012; Suter et al., 2008), as 

well as lesbian parent family research in general7. The assumption that lesbian parents identify as 

mothers re-inscribes the gender binary and heteronormativity (Hunt, 2017; Padavic & Butterfield, 

2011). 

Third, concentrating on female LGBTQ+ parents might be understandable in terms of 

accessibility. Statistics on the number of female- and male identifying LGBTQ+ parents are 

                                                           
4 Pansexual and queer parents must be even further under- or non-represented, considering that they are not 

even listed under ‘overview chapters’ or ‘understudied topics and groups’ within a LGBT-parent families 

introductory book (Goldberg & Allen, 2013). 
5 The ‘popularity’ of lesbian parents and especially lesbian mothers as research subjects is not only apparent 

from my literature search findings but also within the bigger body of literature. In their systematic review 

of lesbian and gay parents in early childhood settings, Averett, Hegde, and Smith (2017) note: “It was very 

evident that although research used “LGBT” or “lesbian and gay,” in actuality most of the samples were 

lesbian mothers” (p. 43). In Manning Fettro, Marshal, and Lamidi’s (2014) review of child well-being in 

same-sex parent families, all studies included lesbian mothers. However, twenty-three out of forty-eight 

reviewed studies exclusively focussed on “lesbian mother families” (p. 490). “Our understanding of same-

sex parent families rests largely on the experiences in lesbian mother families” (p. 497). 
6 For example, lacking a biological bond with the child as well as the act of birth giving and breastfeeding 

(e.g. see Rippey & Falconi 2017). 
7 Research addressed in literature and systematic reviews of lesbian parenthood almost exclusively speak 

of the lesbian mother (Parks, 1998; Fitzgerald, 1999; Manning, Fettro and Lamidi, 2014; Cao et al., 2016; 

Schum, 2016; Averett, Hegde and Smith, 2017). 
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missing. However, it might be easier for female same-sex parents to biologically create families. 

Sperm donations might be easier to acquire than egg donations, which makes less invasive 

reproductive methods such as IUI8 - even carried out by parents themselves – more accessible. 

Furthermore, in the case of at least some female same-sex couples, both might be able to deliver 

a child, which would increase the possibility to biologically9 form a family. If it is easier for 

women to (biologically) form families, there might be more female LGBTQ+ families, which, as 

a result, would make them easier to recruit and research. Thus, the research of female identifying 

LGBTQ+ parents is benefited. Focussing on especially lesbian female parents, however, 

constitutes a misrepresentation of sexual diversity among female LGBTQ+ parents. 

 

Parental identity research in connection to leave 

Despite my thorough literature search, I could not identify a single piece of literature which 

explicitly researched ‘parental identity’ during the time of leave. Two research publications 

mention (but not research) identity variations on ‘parental identity’: Schober (2014) speaks of 

‘parenting identities’ and ‘parents’ identities’ in connection to the parental leave reform in West 

Germany. Almqvist and Duvander (2014) mention parents’ ‘identity as gender equal parent’ as 

well as leave in their study of household and childcare task division among couples. 

Other pieces of research acknowledge gendered forms of parental identity. Doucet (2009), for 

example, speaks of “mothering and fathering as identities” in her research on gender differences 

among parents’ child responsibilities. Pragg and Knoester (2017) mention ‘father identity’ in 

connection to parental leave use. Along those lines, other research that focusses on fathers speaks 

of ‘masculine identity’ (Brandth & Kvande, 2018; Doucet & Merla, 2007; Klinth, 2008; 

Maskalan, 2016), ‘male identity’ (Bosoni, 2014; Klinth, 2008; Maskalan, 2016; Merla, 2008), 

                                                           
8 “[I]ntrauterine insemination (IUI) [is] a procedure for assisting conception in which ... spermatozoa are 

injected into the uterus through the vagina at the time of ovulation” (Martin, 2015, para. 1). 
9 Since families are not exclusively formed through biological ties, statistics on adoption- and foster care 

rates among LGBTQ+ parents are important to consider in the discussion whether there is a higher number 

of female identifying LGBTQ+ families in comparison to male or gender non-binary LGBTQ+ families. 

However, such statistics (for the UK and in general) are lacking. 
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‘breadwinner identity’ (Brandth & Kvande, 2018), and lastly, ‘stay-at-home father identity’ 

(Doucet & Merla, 2007). 

What is apparent is that most research findings only focussed on one aspect, either leave or 

(gendered) parental identities. As an example, the studies that researched leave only mentioned 

predominantly gendered forms of parental identity (Almqvist & Duvander, 2014; Doucet, 2009; 

Doucet & Merla, 2007; Merla, 2008; Schober, 2014). If the research focussed on gendered forms 

of parental identity, leave was only mentioned (Bosoni, 2014). The pieces of research that did 

combine parental identities and leave either focussed on the time after leave (Schober & Zoch, 

2015) or researched gendered forms of parental identities exclusively among fathers (Brandth & 

Kvande, 2018; Klinth, 2008; Maskalan, 2016; Pragg & Knoester, 2017). 

So far, we have seen that parental identity was interdisciplinarily researched within a multitude 

of topics. These topics can be differentiated in focussing on the parent, child, or partner. Within 

the reviewed studies, parental identity was researched in diverse family contexts (e.g. 

heterosexual- and LGBTQ+ parent families, adoptive parents, biological parents, non-biological 

parents). The review of parental identity research in connection to leave demonstrated the 

dominant investigation of gendered forms of parental identity among fathers. The focus on 

parental identity among mothers, on the other hand, appeared to be dominant among LGBTQ+ 

parent research. 

This diversity of research indicates the complexity of parental identity. As a result, being 

transparent how parental identity is understood and researched within this study is crucial. 

 

2.2. Defining parental identity 

This section will address how the reviewed literature defined parental identity and how empirical 

work in addition to selected10 sociological theories of identity informed my understanding and 

thus research of parental identity. 

                                                           
10 As Scott (2015) wrote: “There is (…) no clear concept of identity in modern sociology. It is used widely 

and loosely” (paragraph 10). Thus, the presented theories that informed my literature are selected in order 
to fit my ontological position (see chapter 3.2.). The theories can be considered sociological in a sense that 

the authors are mainly sociologists and were further mentioned within a sociological identity theory 
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Surprisingly, only five (Bertoni et al., 2017; Fadjukoff, Pulkkinen, Lyyra, & Kokko, 2016; 

Maurer, Pleck, & Rane, 2001; Petit et al., 2017; Stueve & Pleck, 2001) of the twenty-five pieces 

of parental identity research discussed above provide a definition of parental identity. Publications 

that fail to define the issue under study can be criticised for limiting the level of transparency in 

communicating their research with the broader audience. With the majority of the reviewed 

parental identity studies lacking a definition, one could ask whether this is due to carelessness or 

whether parental identity is considered an obvious, self-explaining term. Definitions such as the 

following suggest it is the latter: “parental identity is (…) defined as identity as a parent” 

(Fadjukoff et al. 2016, p. 88). However, as we have seen, parental identity is researched through 

a multitude of topics and contexts, and the way in which parental identity is conceptualised 

depends on one's disciplinary and theoretical lens. The particular lens shapes one’s understanding 

of identity in general and how parental identity is positioned within wider theories of identity. As 

an example, researchers who investigated parental identity qualitatively were more interested in 

the construction (Bergen et al., 2006; McGannon, McMahon, & Price, 2017; Van Nijnatten & 

Hofstede, 2003; Willing & Fronek, 2014) and negotiation (Gabb, 2005; Nordqvist, 2012; Padavic 

& Butterfield, 2011; Petit et al., 2017; Suter et al., 2008; Toller, 2008) of parental identities. Their 

view of identity in general and parental identity in particular is informed by the social 

constructivist, symbolic interactionist position that identities are constructed and socially 

negotiated: “Parental identities are thus viewed as socially negotiated and situated in 

conversations” (Karlsson et al. 2013, p. 213). Hence, parental identity can also be defined 

indirectly through the theoretical framework the researchers apply to investigate their topic of 

interests. 

Based on the direct and indirect definitions of parental identity in the empirical literature 

presented above in addition to selected sociological theories, parental identity seems to comprise 

the following aspects: (1) the definition of one’s identification as parent, mother, or father, which 

                                                           
introduction book (Lawler, 2014). Nevertheless, as will become apparent in the discussion of the reviewed 

research in combination with theories, my chosen identity theories are interdisciplinarily applied and thus 

not exclusively sociological. 
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includes domains, responsibilities, and characteristics associated to this identification, (2) 

perceptions of others and oneself of being a parent, and (3) the partner/co-parent with whom 

parental identity is negotiated. 

 

Definition of the (gendered) identification 

For Bertoni et al. (2017) parental identity can be understood through questions such as: “What 

are parents’ responsibilities and the characteristics of the parenting role? What is the ideal parent 

like?” (p. 215). These questions will shape one’s understanding and thus a (conscious or 

unconscious) definition of what a parent is, which will further influence one's parental identity 

when taking on the parental identification for oneself. On a similar note, Stueve and Pleck (2001) 

investigate five ‘subroles’ or ‘parenting domains’ that would reveal participants’ parental identity: 

“(1) caregiving, (2) promoting development, (3) breadwinning, (4) arranging and planning, and 

(5) the parent’s relationship with the child” (p. 695). The authors assumed that participants’ 

experience in these domains would change based on gender and that parental identities would 

thus be influenced by gender. Similarly to Stueve and Pleck, Maurer et al. (2001) define parental 

identity as “the degree to which an individual sees specific parenting domains as important to 

himself/herself (e.g. how important it is to a mother to be a caregiver to her child)” (p. 309) and 

Fadjukoff et al. (2016) state that parental identity “is measured as the firmness of commitment to 

the parenting domain” (p. 88). 

The responsibilities and domains associated with being a parent form a key aspect of parental 

identity. A common assumption is that these responsibilities and domains vary based on gender, 

which implies the gendering of parental identities. To clarify, 'mother' and 'father' are 'gendered 

parental identities' (Kendall, 2008), a concept also researched by Murphy (2017) and McGannon 

et al. (2017). In gendering parental identities, gender as a social category of identity (Lawler, 

2014) intersects with parental identity. As Lawler (2014) puts it: “[I]dentities cross categories (no 

one belongs to only one category)” (p. 7). All the reviewed research on lesbian mothers, gay 

fathers, and transgender parents, represents an intersection of gender-, sexual-, and parental 

identity. Hence, conceptualising parental identity in isolation would be reductionist. 
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These theories informed my research as follows: Since parental identities comprise the parents’ 

understanding of their parental identification, which can be gender-neutral (parent) or gendered 

(mother, father), I probed participants’ definitions of their chosen identification (parent, mother11) 

as well as not12 chosen parental identification (father). My interest in how being a female same-

sex parent shaped leave decisions and parental identity experiences is based on the intersection of 

identity categories such as gender-, sexual-, and parental identity. 

 

Self-perception of being a parent 

According to Petit et al. (2017), parental identity “encompasses one’s self-perception as a parent” 

(p. 282) or, as Bertoni et al. (2017) put it, the question of “Who am I as parent?” (p. 215). Self-

perception is believed to be influenced by the following factors: (1) the comparison to one’s 

‘parent ideal’ (Bertoni et al., 2017), which might comprise parent responsibilities and domains as 

discussed above, (2) the comparison with other parents one knows (Bertoni et al., 2017), and (3) 

the perception of others (children, (ex)partners, and society in form of cultural expectations and 

legal statuses provided by institutions (Petit et al., 2017)). 

As apparent in factors one and two, comparison plays a role in forming parental identity. 

According to Jackson (2005), “our humanness consists both in our identity with others and our 

differences from them” (p. 43). Hence, parents’ identity might be shaped not only by their 

similarities to but also differences from other parents, a self-positioning based on comparison. 

The third factor influencing self-perception of being a parent is how others perceive oneself as 

parent. This is a social constructivist, symbolic interactionist perspective towards parental identity 

that assumes identity is negotiated through interactions with others (Wood, 1994). According to 

this theory that was shaped by William James, George Herbert Mead, as well as Erving Goffman 

and Peter Berger (Scott, 2015), the identification as, for example, a parent “is a process of naming, 

of placing ourselves in socially constructed categories” (paragraph 3). However, we not only refer 

to categories and the meaning attached to these categories ourselves; we are also referred to them 

                                                           
11 All participants identified as parents and mothers and specifically not as fathers. 
12 Letting participants define the categories they do not identify with helps to strengthen the definition of 

the categories they do (see concepts of ‘dis-identification’ or ‘constitutive outside’). 
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(e.g. being called mummy, mother, parent) by others in interactions. This naming and being 

named influences our self-perception and it is through this use of language that “the world gets 

constructed” (Burr 2015, p. 8). The importance of the language of identity construction explains 

the interest in parenting names within parental identity research (Bergen et al., 2006; Gabb, 2001, 

2005; Padavic & Butterfield, 2011) in form of (1) chosen parenting names or (2) names used by 

one’s child for the parent. The child’s naming of the parent also constitutes an external perception 

of oneself as a parent (Petit et al., 2017).  

This social constructivist and symbolic interactionist understanding of parental identity 

influenced my research as follows: To investigate my participants’ self-perception as part of their 

parental identity, I asked questions about their parent ideal, how they would describe themselves 

as parents, how they think others perceive them within their (gendered) parenting role, what 

differences and similarities they see to other parents they know, as well as their preferred 

parenting name and experiences of being called a name with which they felt uncomfortable or 

unhappy. 

 

Parental identity in relation to the partner 

The role of others' perception in the formation of parental identity also includes how one is 

perceived by one's partner (Petit et al., 2017). Research on co-parental identity (Padavic & 

Butterfield, 2011; Stueve & Pleck, 2001), paternal identity conjointness13 (Isacco & Garfield, 

2010), and parenting voices (‘I’ or ‘We’ in parenting narratives) (Stueve & Pleck, 2001) further 

emphasise the importance of considering the partner when researching parental identity. 

According to Stueve and Pleck (2001), parents who ‘co-parent’ with their partners “must 

inevitably negotiate with their partners a balance between individuality and connectedness, 

between uniqueness and conjointness of their parental experience. This active balancing in co-

parents’ ongoing relationship is reflected in their individual parental identities as well” (p. 692). 

In sum, integrating the partner in exploring parental identity is important since parental identity 

                                                           
13 “[P]aternal identity conjointness considers [one’s] … self-views and self-meanings as a father [mother, 

or parent] in light of his [her, or their] co-parental relationship” (Isacco & Garfield 2010, p. 110) 
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is shaped by the parenting arrangement. If the parent is co-parenting, one’s parental identity might 

be shaped in form of a co-parental identity. The partner's perception of oneself, whether as equal 

parent/mother/father and co-parent, is likely to play into parental identity. 

Considering parental identity as negotiated within the parenting arrangement including a co-

parent or partner influenced the recruitment of couples in my research. Researching couples 

improves the understanding of how parental identity experience in connection to leave is shaped 

within the couple dynamic. Having two parents as a form of triangulation allows me to perceive 

a different perspective of the co-parental-relationship, which enriches the data. 

 

This section made transparent how selected literature and theories on parental identity contributed 

to my understanding and thus research of parental identity. However, the addressed theories only 

informed, not determined my endeavor. Based on an interpretivist perspective (see chapter 3.2.), 

I acknowledge mine as well as participants‘ subjective experiences, views, and assumptions of 

parental identity. Thus, it is likely that my participants understand parental identity differently. 

Through careful listening and addressing of (alternative) parental identity definitions, I tried to 

avoid misunderstandings and enforcing my views of parental identity upon my participants. 

 

2.3. Significance 

As discussed, little research investigates parental identity in connection to leave. Most research 

findings only focussed on one aspect, either leave or parental identity. Literature that did combine 

parental identities and leave either focussed on the time after leave or researched gendered forms 

of parental identities exclusively among fathers. Thus, the role of leave on parental identities, 

especially among female identifying parents, constitutes a research gap. Researching parental 

identity in connection to leave, however, is important. A better understanding of how parents 

experience themselves during leave can help to support parents better in the future in contributing 

to informed decision making about leave arrangements on an (1) individual level (decisions on 

leave arrangements by families) as well as, with future research on this topic, (2) on a 
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governmental level. My research aims at addressing this research gap and at enlarging our 

understanding of parental identity experiences shaped by leave. 

Moreover, the entirety of the reviewed literature on parental identity and leave, as well as the 

majority of parental identity research in general, investigated heterosexual parent families14. The 

research focus on LGBTQ+ parents provides a more balanced representation of diverse families 

within parental identity research. Hence, my research contributes to the enrichment of the existing 

research body through the representation of a more heterogeneous group of parents. 

Heterogeneousness is further improved in researching parental identity among parents. Most of 

the reviewed parental identity research either investigated gendered forms of parental identity 

(e.g. maternal or masculine identity) or researched parental identity among mothers or fathers. 

Research which specifically recruits ‘mothers’ or ‘fathers’ can be criticised for excluding gender 

non-conforming parents who, as a result, remain unnoticed. In researching ‘parental identity’ 

among ‘parents’ rather than, for example, ‘maternal identity’ among ‘mothers’, my research 

allowed the inclusion of gender non-conforming parents15 which contributes to parental identity 

exploration among a more heterogeneous participant group. 

Also, my research represents a sample with more diverse sexual identification among participants. 

In contrast to LGBTQ+ parental identity research that mainly focuses on lesbian parents, my 

sample represents diversity within female parent’s sexual identification and explores parental 

identity experiences among lesbian-, bisexual-, pansexual, and gay identifying participants. 

Researching LGBTQ+ parents expands a field dominated by data of heterosexual parents. 

Through challenging heteronormative, restricting understandings of mother- father- and 

parenthood, LGBTQ+ parent research benefits all types of families. As one of my participants 

stated: 

                                                           
14 Either heterosexual families or did not specify. However, considering the benefit of including 

underrepresented LGBTQ+ parents in the research, I assume that if they were included, it would have been 

mentioned. 
15 Although all participants identified as females, my recruitment of LGBTQ+ parents allowed the inclusion 

of gender non-conforming parents. 
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“Compared to heterosexual parents, LGBTQ+ parents have the opportunity to redefine 

what family is. The way that we create our families, we haven't got a stereotype 

necessarily to, to live up to. I think we've got more freedom in how we create our families 

and I think that ultimately that's positive for everybody” (Deana) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



17 

 

3. Research design 

This chapter discusses my ontological/epistemological position, sampling, data collection and 

analysis methods, self-positioning, as well as the rigour and ethics of my research, which aims at 

answering the following research question: 

 

3.1. Research question 

 

 

With this research, I am interested in how leave after the birth or adoption of their first child(ren) 

shapes female same-sex parents’ parental identity experience. 

Leave, considered as (paid) time off work, exists in a variety of forms such as adoption leave, 

(shared) parental leave, maternity leave, and paternity leave. I particularly look at how parents 

experience themselves as such, both when on leave and not on leave. Further, I investigate the 

particular leave constellation (e.g. with shared parental leave, who is on leave for how long). 

Female same-sex refers to participants’ gender identification and can include multiple sexual 

identifications. The term ‘female same-sex’ includes all forms of sexual identification (lesbian, 

bisexual, pansexual, and gay woman) of my participants. 

Parental identity is considered as a parent’s (1) definition of their parental identification 

(domains, responsibilities, characteristics) as well as (2) self-perception of themselves within their 

identification (comparison with parent ideal and other parents). Within this research, parental 

identity is regarded as negotiated and constructed in interactions with others such as the partner 

and child. This definition of parental identity corresponds with social constructivism, an 

ontological position that informs not only my definition of parental identity but also how I 

investigated parental identity experiences in connection to leave. 

 

3.2. Ontology and epistemology 

My research develops out of the ontological position of social constructivism, which considers 

social phenomena such as parental identity as socially constructed (Bryman, 2016). This 

How does leave affect female same-sex parents‘ experience of their parental identity? 
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subjective “reality is fluid and changing” (Grbich, 2013, p. 7), which guides my interest in how 

parental identity is shaped and thus changed through leave. 

Ontology (an understanding of reality (Creswell, 2013)) and epistemology (what counts as 

acceptable scientific knowledge (Bryman, 2016; Corbetta, 2003; Creswell, 2013)) are 

interconnected. Within qualitative research, and the associated epistemological position of 

interpretivism, “knowledge is known … through the subjective experience of people” (Creswell, 

2013, p. 20). I try to access this knowledge (subjective experience/meaning) through close, 

personal contact with my participants and data collection in their worlds (diaries, interviews 

conducted in their homes). Further, my data collection- and analysis methods capture participants’ 

individual (daily) experience as well as their words (diaries, in-vivo coding), and thus their 

subjective meaning attached to parental identity. 

 

3.3. Sample and recruitment 

Time limits my research topic, design, and sample size. The inclusion of ten participants is the 

result of a balancing act between (1) obtaining data sufficient to answer my research question and 

(2) the available time for data collection, analysis, and writing up. 

Since I am interested in subjective experience (which interpretation and memory are likely to alter 

over time) as well as in parental identity change due to leave (comparison of expectations before 

leave with actual parental identity experience on leave), I decided only to include first-time 

parents, who are the closest to the integration of a new identity part: parental identity. This leads 

to the following inclusion criteria: (1) first time (2) LGBTQ+ parents (3) living in the United 

Kingdom (4) who or whose partner is currently on leave. The recruitment of ‘LGBTQ+’ parents 

instead of a more specific sexual identification was one strategy for counterbalancing the 

recruitment of a too small group and thus participant number. Further, researching identity 

requires sensitivity regarding people’s identification, an ethical consideration. Allowing 

participants to sexually identify (or not) reflects this sensitivity. Lastly, as discussed in chapter 

2.1., some groups of the underrepresented LGBTQ+ community within family- (Agars & French, 

2016) and parenting research are more underrepresented than others. Thus, a broad formulation 
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of sexual identification allows the inclusion of underrepresented parent groups within the 

LGBTQ+ community. In the end, however, all participants identified as ‘female’ and ‘same-sex’ 

which allowed the specification of ‘female same-sex parents’. 

Despite these efforts to counteract the recruitment of a too small group, the very specific target 

sample in addition to a time-consuming research design did not lead to enough participants. As a 

result, I decided to further recruit (1) first-time (2) LGBTQ+ parents (3) living in the UK (4) that 

were recently (within the last two years) on leave. Having parents reflect on their experiences 

around leave while no longer on leave might allow a clearer judgement of what leave meant for 

their parental identity. The expansion of my inclusion criteria thus represents a valuable addition 

to the sample. 

When recruiting participants, it is important to be aware which people will be reached by the 

research request based on who sent out the flyers. Many organisations for parents focus on a 

particular type of families (e.g. adoptive parents). In order to recruit a heterogeneous group of 

participants, I reached out to National Childbirth Trust (NCT), “UK's largest charity for parents” 

(“nct Home,” 2018). With 325 branches within the UK (nct, 2016), NCT works together with a 

high number16 of diverse parents in form of antenatal classes, baby groups, and workshops. The 

choice of a big, established charity for all types of families meant my research flyer reached a 

high number of parents regardless their sexual identification, race, age, socioeconomic status17, 

and method of becoming parents (adoption, assisted reproduction, unassisted conception). 

I contacted 119 NCT branches across England, of which 18 agreed to send out my flyer via emails, 

social media (Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter), and newsletters. In addition, LGBTQ+ parent 

organisations and Facebook groups forwarded my research flyer. Prospective participants were 

selected according to their fit to the inclusion criteria and their level of involvement (participation 

in interviews and diaries). Hence, my sample strategy can be considered purposive sampling 

(Punch, 2014). This led to the following group of participants: 

                                                           
16 In the year 2015/16 alone “98,778 people attended an NCT course” (nct, 2016, p. 7). 
17 As a charity not restricted to (wealthier) areas within the UK, NCT is accessible and affordable for a high 

number of parents. 
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All participants are female identifying, middle-class, white parents living around England, with 

one couple having just moved abroad by the time of data collection. During the data collection 

the participants were between 32 and 40 years old and identified as lesbian (four participants), 

gay woman (three participants), bisexual (two participants), and pansexual (one participant). All 

participants were highly educated with at least one university degree. Two couples adopted one 

to two children, and the other three couples formed their family with one partner biologically 

giving birth with the help of IVF or IUI. Assisted reproduction was received in private clinics in 

order to ‘speed up the process’ and/or to have both parents immediately on the birth certificate. 

Three couples were first-time parents currently on leave and two couples had been on leave within 

the last two years. Their leave arrangements were: shared parental leave (two couples), six months 

adoption leave as a couple (one couple), twelve months maternity leave with the other parent 

working/studying (one couple), and, due to a fortunate coincidence with work, twelve months 

maternity leave of the birth giving parent with her partner sent home on full pay for almost the 

entirety of her partner’s leave (one couple). 

 

3.4. Data collection 

Qualitative parental identity research has predominately18 used semi-structured (in-depth) 

interviews. In contrast, my research combines semi-structured interviews with solicited19, semi-

structured diaries. The combination of qualitative diaries and interviews has been used in other 

contexts such as dementia (Bartlett, 2012), sleep (Hislop, Arber, Meadows, & Venn, 2005), 

homosexual identity (Kenten, 2010), or health experience (Elliott, 1997), but is innovative and 

unique within parental identity research. 

This method, also known as the ‘diary-interview method’ (DIM),  has been introduced by 

Zimmerman and Wieder (1977) as an alternative to participant observation. Their “technique … 

emphasizes the role of diaries as an observational log maintained by subjects which can then be 

used as a basis for intensive interviewing” (Zimmerman & Wieder, 1977, p. 481). My use of the 

                                                           
18 Twelve out of the six-teen qualitative studies used semi-structured (in-depth) interviews. 
19 “[D]iaries … people have been asked to keep… for research purposes” (Bartlett & Milligan, 2015, p. 3). 
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DIM modifies this original version to include diaries that not only document behaviour but also 

elicit in-depth description of experiences. Additionally, participants could choose to include 

photos to document their days. These additional foci aim at collecting rich data as well as 

providing prompts for the follow-up interview. 

In accordance with the DIM, an initial interview was conducted where the diary phase was 

discussed (ibid). In contrast to the majority of diary studies, my diaries are highly personalised in 

their format (length, optional sentence completion (see below), optional inclusion of photos) and 

language (preferred parenting name, preferred pronoun, names of partner/child). This 

personalisation aims at “enhance[ing] the diarists’ control over the ways in which they use their 

diaries” (Alaszewski, 2006, p. 78). Further, the individualisation of the diaries increased 

motivation for diary writing and the creation of rich data by considering participants’ preferred 

modes of expression (narratives, sentence completions, emotion smiley, photos). The initial face-

to-face interview was a platform to discuss the diary format/content and to collect personal 

information for language personalisation and individualised questions. The interview further 

helped build a relationship of trust before the diary phase, during which contact was digital. Initial 

face-to-face contact was considered to benefit participant motivation, engagement, and 

completion of the diary. However, in contrast to the DIM, my initial interview was more than 

solely a diary support tool: the interview presented an additional source of data collection upon 

which the follow-up interview was built. 

Regular checking in dates were scheduled throughout the diary phase, where participants provided 

feedback on the format and content of the diaries. Based on their needs (e.g. shortening or 

exclusion of certain diary aspects), the diary was adjusted and re-sent which was possible through 

the use of digital diaries (Microsoft Word). I allowed one week to ‘personally pilot’ the diaries 

and fine-tune a format participants would enjoy and be able to fill out daily. I allowed another 

week of data collection using this optimised version of the diary. Additionally, the checking-in 

dates provided deadlines for the participants to send me their recent diary part. In letting 

participants regularly send parts of the diary, I tried to avoid incomplete diaries or narratives that 
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were created days/weeks later. Also, the constant adjustment of the diaries required the 

submission of the diary in parts. 

Based on the extended diary-interview data collection method with the six parents currently 

within their leave arrangements, I conducted semi-structured interviews with the four parents 

recently around leave. Data from the DIM informed the content of the semi-structured interviews 

with these remaining participants. 

To sum up, my data collection comprised the following stages: an initial interview, a two-week 

diary phase with fixed days of digital contact for diary submission and feedback, and a follow-up 

interview based on the initial interview and diaries with six participants currently around leave. 

Informed but not determined by the data of the DIM, interviews were conducted with four 

participants that were recently on leave. All interviews were semi-structured. Feedback on the 

interview transcripts and analysis provided further occasions for contact with completion of the 

data collection phase. 

 

Semi-structured diaries 

The diaries are semi-structured “to encourage the diarist to write a more detailed temporal 

narrative … around a loosely structured set of themes” (Bartlett & Milligan, 2015, p. 21), which 

generates rich data in the least time consuming way possible20. The diaries included an instruction 

sheet summarising the content of the diary as well as the agreed checking-in dates and describing 

how/when to fill out the diary. In their diary (see appendix 1), participants were able to document 

and reflect on (1) their feelings via creating narratives based on input questions and filling in the 

feeling-smiley21, (2) their overall day for context, (3) “Aha-moments” which are reflections on 

their parental identification, and (4) life situation via sentence completion. Lastly, photos that are 

meaningful (Bartlett & Milligan, 2015) and representative of their parenting experience could be 

attached. 

                                                           
20 First time parents around parental leave will be very busy. Thus, keeping the diary task as economical as 

possible is, next to increased diary completion, also an ethical consideration. 
21 In retrospection, the feeling smiley was unpopular in using digital diaries and being too simplistic. 
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The optional inclusion of photos taken by the participants (photo diaries) allowed an expression 

of parental identity aspects that are taken-for-granted (tacit knowledge) (Alaszewski, 2006) or are 

challenging to articulate (Bartlett & Milligan, 2015). Attached photos were not part of the analysis 

but were reflected on together in the follow-up interview, which probed for further data. 

 

Semi-structured interviews 

The semi-structured interviews explored the participants’ parental identity expectations and 

experiences through questions22 about: family planning (e.g. Can you please tell me about the 

time when you started thinking about becoming a parent?), pregnancy or adoption approval (e.g. 

How did you imagine yourself as a parent? How did you decide on leave?), and being a parent 

(e.g. How is being a parent within your leave arrangement?). Further, the interviews addressed 

the meaning participants attached to parental identity, a meaning that takes form through their 

understanding/definition of their chosen parental identification and self-perception in their 

parental identification. 

The qualitative and thus mainly open-ended (Drever, 2003; Magnusson & Marecek, 2015; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) questions that were informed by the reviewed literature and my 

previous research on lesbian parents’ parenting gender roles (Sandler, 2017), are presented in an 

interview guide. However, the wording and sequence of these questions is flexible (Bryman, 

2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Robson, 2011; Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013), aiming at 

harmonic conversation, dialogue, and flow (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Drever, 2003; Magnusson 

& Marecek, 2015). 

As apparent from the interview guide (see appendix 2), topic headlines cluster sub-topics that 

include boxes with important example questions. Further example questions intended for probing 

or prompting (if the questions in brackets are unclear) are listed below the box. Question-specific 

prompts are occasionally added and indicated in brackets behind questions. In order to apprehend 

the essence of each question and provide orientation, relevant keywords within the questions are 

                                                           
22 For further questions see appendix 2. 
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underlined. Introduction comments, introduction questions, as well as demographic questions, 

closing questions, and finishing comments complete the interview guide. 

In order to evoke feelings and memories (Banks, 2007; Harper, 2002), photo elicitation - the use 

of photographs in semi-structured interviews (Banks, 2007) - was used. Participants were 

encouraged to bring meaningful, representative photos of the time before, during, and, if 

applicable, after the leave arrangement. The photos included in the diaries were used as photo 

elicitation in the follow-up interviews to stimulate questions (Bryman, 2016) and to discuss and 

interpret the photo together (Grbich, 2013). In addition to evoking feelings and memories, the 

photos increased the participants’ agency during the interview. Through showing me photos, 

participants could determine the content and topic order, especially at the beginning which helped 

‘breaking the ice’ and make them feel more comfortable. 

The initial interviews of the DIM further included a sentence completion task. Participants were 

given coloured strips of paper that presented sentence beginnings (see appendix 2) which had to 

be completed in a way meaningful for the participants (Soley & Smith, 2008). To obtain more 

intuitive responses, I turned the method into a game: How many questions can be answered within 

two minutes? In order to make sure the questions were understandable23, I received feedback on 

the questions and piloted the task with female parents. 

Follow-up interviews were created based on the initial interview and diary entries. The following 

aspects informed this second interview guide: (1) Probing of interesting, surprising, unclear data 

from the initial interview and diary, (2) unaddressed questions from the initial interview’s topic 

guide, and (3) discussion of my interpretations and impressions when re-reading the initial 

interview transcript and diary. Further, the follow-up interviews were an opportunity to reflect on 

the diary writing- and entire research process. 

The interviews were conducted in the participants’ homes to save time and travel effort (especially 

with an infant). Further, conducting the interview where parenting mainly happens makes “the 

discussion more realistic” (Drever, 2003, p. 44). The two individual interviews per couple - one 

                                                           
23 This is crucial for this method to work, especially when questions are answered under time pressure. 
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interview with each partner - were conducted on the same day, which allowed for the child being 

taken care of during each interview and for the interviewee’s partner to be out of the room with 

the child. This contributed to a confidential interview setting without interruptions. During the 

interviews, I did my best to listen actively, take notes of observations and ideas for additional 

questions, keep eye contact, and be empathetic, respectful, and sensitive (see chapter 3.8.). The 

interviews were audio-recorded to deliver accurate data and to allow me to “focus on listening, 

probing and following up” (Edwards & Holland, 2013, p. 69). 

Eight of the fourteen interviews were conducted face-to-face, the others via Skype. Originally, all 

interviews were planned to be conducted face-to-face. However, long travel distances (between 

three to six hours per route) and travel costs, as well as the moving abroad of one couple led me 

to conduct six interviews via Skype. Conducting interviews via Skype allowed “greater flexibility 

for both the interviewer and respondent” (Deakin and Wakefield, 2014, p. 608). For the Skype 

interviews, I ensured a confidential interview setting24. Building rapport, often considered as a 

potential challenge in digital interviewing (Iacono, Symonds, & Brown, 2016; Seitz, 2016) was 

fostered by conducting video rather than phone Skype calls (Seitz, 2016) and by allowing 

additional warm-up time in informal talk. However, with four out of six Skype interviewees I had 

already established a (research) relationship through initial face-to-face interviews, the diary 

writing process, and extensive e-mail contact. The other two participants seemed to be very 

comfortable with the Skype interview format and suggested Skype interviews at the recruitment 

stage themselves. 

While qualitative interviews and diaries are both time-consuming research methods (for 

participants (Kenten, 2010) and researcher (Drever, 2003)), and while the use of solicited  diaries 

that are created to be read/analysed by the researcher will impact the data (possible validity 

issues25) (Alaszewski, 2006; Kenten, 2010), this research design helped me answer my research 

questions in the following ways: 

                                                           
24 Being alone in my flat. 
25 Hislop et al (2005) and Bartlett and Milligan (2015) argue against validity issues: The researcher absence 

during data collection would reduce the researcher’s impact and empowers the diarist, who feels less 

judged. 
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My interest in capturing participants’ parental identity formation through parental leave requires 

the collection of data from before as well as during parental leave. Qualitative interviews explore 

the time before parental leave and are particularly effective at obtaining "historical information" 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 191). Qualitative diaries, on the other hand, “offer privileged access to the 

diarist’s perceptions and world” (Alaszewski, 2006, p 42) during the time around leave. Diaries 

further capture rich, natural data over an extended period of time that benefits the exploration of 

everyday life rhythms, revealing the meaning attached to these actions and its 

change/development (Alaszewski, 2006; Bartlett & Milligan, 2015). Moreover, with diaries, data 

is recorded close to its occurrence (Bartlett & Milligan, 2015; Kenten, 2010), which counteracts 

memory problems (Alaszewski, 2006; Bartlett & Milligan, 2015). Thus, diary information can 

provide valuable prompts for follow-up interviews and lessen memory issues. The follow-up 

interview then allowed discussion and clarification of the diary entries (Bartlett & Milligan, 2015) 

to elaborate their significance and meaning (Zimmerman & Wieder, 1977) and to provide 

contextual information (Kenten, 2010). Thus, this method triangulation (diaries, interviews) 

offers unique depth and insight (ibid). 

The data collection phase took place from mid-February to April and resulted in the following 

data: (1) Four completed two-week diaries with narratives and photos for every day and (2) 

fourteen interviews (six initial interviews and four follow-up interviews with parents currently 

within their leave arrangement, four interviews with parents recently around leave). The 

interviews lasted between one to three hours and resulted in a total of approximately twenty-seven 

hours recording material. This data was analysed as follows. 

 

3.5. Data analysis 

In my research, the transcription process is the first step of analysing data (Bailey 2008), followed 

by processes of coding- and code categorisation, theme development, and writing up. 
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Transcription 

My data was transcribed verbatim, including verbal errors, stresses, repetitions of words, pauses 

and followed a standardised transcribing format for all transcriptions. Comprehensive 

transcription was chosen because my data presentation is built around the voices of my 

participants: quotes. Thus, I wanted the transcription to be as precise as possible. In transcribing 

the entire data myself, I avoided common mistakes26 made by external transcribers. Transcribing 

myself further gave me the chance to familiarise myself with the data in depth (Gibbs, 2007). To 

increase the accuracy of the data, all transcriptions were proof-listened to and, in a last additional 

proofreading, checked for spelling mistakes. The final transcripts were sent to my participants to 

be corrected, confirmed, and for participants to re-consent to the data being analysed. 

 

Coding 

In order to make sense of my data (diaries, interview transcripts), I applied in vivo coding. In vivo 

coding “[u]ses words or short phrases from the participant’s own language in the data record as 

codes” (Saldaña 2016, p. 294). Using the voice of participants is a way of expressing sensitiveness 

and alertness to “what is in the data” (Corbin 2004, p. 129). I chose this form of initial coding 

(Saldaña, 2016) to make my participants’ voices heard and - in using their formulations and 

developing categories and themes from that - to represent their experiences as validly as possible. 

Further, being new to the practice of coding, I chose a coding method that allowed me to conduct 

high quality coding with the capabilities and level of experience I had: “In Vivo Coding is 

appropriate … particularly for beginning qualitative researchers learning how to code data” (p. 

106). 

In vivo coding is an analysis practice associated with grounded theory; however, it can be 

implemented individually (Saldaña, 2016). In contrast to the common method in grounded theory, 

I did not use line-by-line coding (Charmaz, 2006), which I find too arbitrary. The coding of text 

segments seems to provide a more coherent form of analysis than line-by-line coding. I consider 

                                                           
26 For example, over- or misinterpretation of words based on a lack of familiarity with the participants’ 

voices and context (McLellan-Lemal, 2008). 
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my form of analysis as thematic analysis, which is the identification and analysis of patterns 

(themes) within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Gray, 2014; Willig, 2014). 

I coded and, in comparison with new emerging codes, constantly re-coded my data via NVivo 

which helped me to colour-code (Grbich, 2013), analyse, manage, and store my qualitative data 

in form of texts (Bartlett & Milligan, 2015). I received training on NVivo before using it.  

While coding I simultaneously created participant profiles that included the background story of 

the couple, leave arrangement, and demographic information. These profiles helped me in my 

further analysis (overview of data, comparing/contrasting participants) and writing up. 

After in vivo coding my data, I had a total of 872 codes that were hierarchically organised and 

summarised into categories. 

 

Code categorisation and theme development 

As suggested by (Saldaña 2016), I initially organised my in vivo codes by “list[ing] them on a 

text editing page and then cut and paste them into outlined clusters that suggest categories of 

belonging” (p. 108). Initially, the codes were grouped thematically based on the usage of same 

word and their main concept. I then repeatedly worked through each category to create hierarchies 

within them (sub-categories) and to establish hierarchies through combining smaller categories 

into bigger ones. As more and more categories were turned into sub-categories, the categories 

grew and, over time, turned into themes. 

After the creation of a manageable code categorisation, I returned to the coded material and 

selected the richest quotes for each code. Topically relevant and rich quotes were added to the 

code categorisation list. Reading through the original data and comparing and contrasting codes, 

categories, and participants, as well as writing up, helped me further develop themes. 

 

Writing up 

Through writing about the themes, categories, and codes, I made further sense of the data. Thus, 

I consider writing as part of the analysis which needs to be made transparent. 
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The themes are presented in the findings section (chapter 4.1.) of the analysis chapter and are 

examined in relation to the reviewed literature in the final discussion (chapter 4.2.). In order to 

make transparent to whom the data pertains, brackets name specific participants. 

My writing style is characterised by using gender sensitive language (e.g. ‘he/she/they’) and the 

use of the first person. Using the first person within the dissertation acknowledges my presence 

and influence on the research process and functions as an additional form of self-positioning 

(addressed in chapter 3.6.) and transparency. Further, writing in qualitative research should be 

engaging but clear (Creswell, 2013). Thus, my quotes are integrated in the main text through 

simple language27. 

 

3.6. Self-positioning 

Qualitative researchers act as a key figure of data collection (Holstein & Gubrium, 2012), form 

relationships with their participants, and make sense of the data themselves rather than relying on 

statistics programmes. Because of this level of involvement in the entire research process, it is 

crucial to be transparent about my background, research interest, (pre)assumptions about the 

research topic, and to reflect on how my research might have been influenced as a result. 

This research is based on my last year’s MSc dissertation (University of Oxford) on parenting 

gender role (re)construction among four lesbian parents. My motivation to continue research on 

LGBTQ+ parenting is of academic nature (the lack of research, especially on parental identity 

experience in connection to leave) but also of personal nature (I myself identify as a member of 

the LGBTQ+ community). As such, my participants and I have several similarities: We are all 

white, middle class, well educated (at least one university degree), LGBTQ+ identifying women 

who have interest and experience in child rearing28. On the one hand, these similarities benefited 

understanding, trust, and instant openness with all participants. On the other hand, being an 

‘insider’ might have allowed unspoken assumptions I am not aware to be at work, a blind spot 

                                                           
27 I use words such as ‘shares’, ‘says’, ‘puts’, or ‘states’. 
28 I am not a parent myself, but was trained as a kindergarten- and after school club teacher. 



30 

 

which might hinder my analysis. Through discussing my data with others, I tried to counteract 

this possible disadvantage. 

My last year’s research (Sandler, 2017) - the research that inspired the current study - suggested 

that leave influences parental identity experience. Thus, I entered the data collection already with 

an idea, an idea I was eager to explore but open to having disproved. Further, I did my best not to 

ask leading questions. When I realised that my questions were directing the participant towards a 

certain answer, I either corrected myself right away in the interview or, if I realised my leading 

after the interview, I considered it as less valid data in the analysis. These techniques are related 

to the rigour of my research. 

 

3.7. Rigour 

Triangulation is an important validation strategy in qualitative research (Creswell, 2013). In my 

study, I have several forms of triangulation. My mixed methods approach (diaries, interviews 

including photo elicitation and sentence completion tasks) confirms data/themes based on 

“several independent sources” (Oliver, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014). This triangulation “adds 

rigour, breadth, complexity, [and] depth” (Bartlett & Milligan, 2015) to my data, which enables 

a thick description of my findings. Researching couples further allowed for a confirmation of 

descriptive data as well as events, and provided two perspectives on a shared leave arrangement. 

Another triangulation strategy is the inclusion of parents who (1) were, (2) are, and (3) are not on 

leave to investigate how leave can affect parental identity experience. 

Next to triangulation, a second validation strategy is member checking (Creswell, 2013) - also 

called respondent validation (Gibbs, 2007) - in form of participants’ feedback on interview 

transcripts and my analysis. This strategy not only increases internal validity by avoiding 

transcription mistakes, misunderstanding, and misinterpretation of the data, but it also has ethical 

implications: Presenting the participants with transcriptions and analysis material makes 

transparent the research process, allows opportunities to re-consent, and, in including participants 

in the data analysis, acknowledges participants’ position as equals - a lessening of power 

dynamics that is characteristic of qualitative research (Creswell, 2013). Moreover, member 
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checking opens up a platform for discussion which can lead to additional rich data. My small 

sample size, which allows for an in-depth exploration of my research topic, further benefits 

internal validity (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014)  

To acknowledge my subjective role as a qualitative researcher (Schutt, 2015) and to be transparent 

about the research process and personal bias I bring to the research, I self-positioned myself in 

chapter 3.6. The ‘sympathetic bias’ which can occur when forming close relationships with the 

participants (Gomm, 2004) was counterbalanced through critical reflections on the data and 

analysis process with my supervisor and fellow students. 

In order to make transparent how my findings are “grounded in the data collected” (Gibbs, 2007, 

p. 97), I use quotes. As such, it is essential that the quotes actually represent the voices of my 

participants. Thus, I conducted transcription checking in form of proof-listening and proof-

reading, which contributes to qualitative reliability (Gibbs, 2007). 

 

3.8. Ethics 

High quality research is ethical. To conduct ethical research I considered (1) informed consent, 

(2) reciprocity, (3) sensitivity, and (4) anonymity of my participants. 

Informed consent, one of the main research ethic principles (David and Sutton, 2004; Gibbs, 2007; 

Oliver et al., 2014; Bryman, 2016), was ensured before the start of data collection and was then 

constantly renegotiated29 (Oliver et al., 2014). 

Reciprocity is another important consideration in research, especially if the researcher-

participant-relationship is based on equality and trust. Reciprocity within this study was not 

achieved in giving money, but in respect and gratitude towards the research participants, careful 

listening to their stories, making their voices heard, and - as a symbol of caring - bringing cakes 

                                                           
29 I directly asked for re-consent to use the data within member checking. Further, in sending all four diary 

parts and making follow-up interviews possible, participants indirectly consented to continue to participate 

in the research. 
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I had made to the interviews. At the end of the data collection process, many participants 

expressed how beneficial30 and enriching the research participation was for them. 

During the data collection, I tried to create a safe surrounding to discuss sensitive topics such as 

sexual identification and intimate relationships (partner, child(ren)). Eating cake before the 

interviews was a good opportunity to get to know each other first before addressing sensitive 

topics in the interview. Further, I was open about my own sexual identification (see chapter 3.6.). 

During the interviews, photo elicitation increased interviewee’s agency to structure the interview 

and choose what they wanted me to know. If interviewees felt uncomfortable with certain 

questions, I did not probe further. 

Working with couples required additional sensitivity: I kept partners’ data (interview, diary, 

emails, talks) confidential and sent transcripts, diaries, and analysis drafts to each partner’s private 

e-mail address. A last consideration regarding sensitivity is the gender- and sexual identification 

of my participants. Participants were given the option to (not) identify and were asked about their 

preferred pronoun for the research process and data presentation. 

In order to protect the participants, names were anonymised and data kept confidential. However, 

in being a lone-researcher collecting data within my participants’ private homes, it was important 

to consider my safety. Only my supervisor Dr Robert Pralat knew my participants’ names, 

address, and individual data collection dates. 

When I had parts of the dissertation proofread by others (participants, proof-reader, colleagues), 

I ensured the data was already anonymised. Confidential data was stored on a USB memory stick 

which was kept at a secure, locked place. At the wish of one participant, the images included in 

their diaries that show their child were deleted by the end of this research. 

Finally, before starting the data collection, my project received ethical approval from the 

University of Cambridge and NCT. 

 

                                                           
30 Participants experienced the research participation as a chance to reflect in-depth on their experiences, 

attitudes, and leave situation. As a result, one couple undertook changes after having realised how 

“detrimental” the original leave arrangement was for them. 
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4. Analysis 

This chapter comprises the presentation of my findings (chapter 4.1.) in form of the following 

four themes: (1) Leave provided participants with focus, presence, and time to initially adjust to 

their new identity part, become confident, and further develop their parental identity. (2) Leave 

enhanced participants’ visibility to themselves as parents and mothers through providing 

parameters to live up to their parental identity definitions. (3) Leave increased opportunities for 

participants to be visible in their parental identity to others, which influenced participants’ 

parental identity experience. (4) The constellation of a female same-sex parent family, where 

couples shared the same parental identification (parent, mother), acted as a framework for leave 

in which parental identity could be experienced through comparison to and a sense of equality 

with one's partner. 

The chapter finishes with a discussion (chapter 4.2.) of these findings in the light of the reviewed 

literature. 

 

4.1. Findings 

Throughout the data, leave has been synonymous31 with or linked to ‘time’. This time - time on 

leave or synonymously time off work - is considered limited (Vanessa, Deana) and as unlikely to 

get back or to have later on (Sue, Vera, Vanessa): “You'll never get these years back”, shares Vera 

in her initial interview. Simultaneously, leave is considered a highly precious time. All 

participants attributed great value to having leave and, in contrast, having less leave than expected 

(Vanessa, Vera) or no leave at all (Emma) evoked strong negative feelings (“jealous”, “envious”, 

“angry”, “pissed off” (Emma); “gutted”, “robbed” (Vera)). 

The data suggests that what distinguishes leave from other times of being a parent that would 

justify it as precious, limited, and unlikely to get back is the focus, presence, time, and visibility 

                                                           
31 As an example, Emma uses ‘time off’ and ‘leave’ synonymously, Vanessa speaks of leave as “initial 

time off”, Deana describes leave as “significant period of time”, and Catherine considers leave as 

“protected time”. 



34 

 

of parents’ parental identity that leave allows. As such, being on leave positively played into 

participants’ ability to experience themselves as parents and mothers. The sense of equality 

arising from a shared parental identification (parent, mother) contributed to each participant 

attributing great value to having an equal leave arrangement. Not being on leave was then 

experienced as particularly detrimental. In the following, these themes will be discussed in detail. 

 

Focus, presence, and time to grow into parental identification 

One aspect that makes leave special to participants is the focus this time allows: to “focus” on 

one’s child and/or family (Vanessa, Deana, Laura, Catherine, Helen, Ruby) and one’s new 

identity or role (Deana, Catherine) without, or with less, competing demands. 

“Leave means having the opportunity to focus specifically on my daughter and being a 

parent without, without significant interruption ... [T]here's always going to be some 

degree of competing demands and you going to have different roles to play, still continue 

to be a daughter, a sister, a friend, all those things, but actually work is such a, a time 

demand that being away from it and having leave is time to just focus on being a parent 

and focus on your child” (Deana) 

In a social system in which one has different identities and roles to play32, having several 

demanding roles that compete with each other leads to competing demands. Deana identifies work 

as a very time demanding role. Thus, being off work through being on leave reduces a highly 

consuming demand which allows the focus on other roles and identity aspects, such as being a 

parent. Sue, for example, experienced it as particularly difficult to get used to being a parent while 

working: “I think at first it was quite difficult for me because I was at work … [I]t's a bit more 

difficult to sort of adjust”. Similarly, Laura acknowledges that there are “many things we are 

micro-managing all the time”. Leave, according to Laura, is “the only time in your entire life as 

                                                           
32 Deana refers to role theory in acknowledging the existence of different roles that can lead to a role conflict 

if roles compete with each other. This reference suggests that further research on parental identity 

experience on leave from the angle of role theory might be beneficial. Since theories on identity rather than 

roles shaped the focus and data collection of this research, role theory is not discussed in chapter 2. 



35 

 

a parent where you get to be just a parent”. It seems likely that getting to focus on (just) being a 

parent benefits parental identity development. Through leave, individuals have ample time to 

concentrate on this identity aspect - being a parent. 

Further, adjusting (Ruby, Vera, Sue, Catherine) to one’s new identity as a parent takes time: 

“[I]t took a good few weeks, we used to call each other 'mum' and it, it felt strange, I 

think that's with all, all parents, isn't it ... It's a new identity, you know, so I've been, you 

know, a partner um a daughter, social worker ... Yeah, but I think that was a new label” 

(Vera) 

I use the term ‘adjustment’ very specifically here. What Vera describes can be considered an 

initial adjustment: getting used to being, being called and being seen as a parent by others and 

oneself, which applies to first-time parents with the birth or adoption of their first child(ren). This 

adaption to one’s new role is often forgotten, says Sue: In addition to the child needing to adapt 

to the parent33, “you have to adapt as well and you forget about that”. Adaption, here, is connected 

to the concept of change.  

“You're become parents for the first time, absolute everything changes and being able to 

have that time out from work where you can just absolutely embrace all of these changes 

and you fit in becoming a parent and having a child into your whole life … has made an, 

an incredible difference, absolutely incredible difference” (Deana) 

Of particular interest is Deana’s reference to leave as an opportunity to “fit in becoming a parent 

and having a child into your whole life”. Echoing Deana, Laura states that leave provides time to 

“get some understanding where your new identity fits with your old one”.  

As well as the initial adjustment of being a parent, what it means (1) to be a parent34 and (2) what 

it means to be the parent of x (child), is subject to change based on the child’s constant change. 

                                                           
33 The importance of the child’s adaption to the parents was particularly present within the narratives of 

adoptive parents such as Catherine, Ruby, Vera, and Sue. 
34 For example, parenting domains and responsibilities as discussed in chapter 2.2. 
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In other words, as the child learns, grows, develops constantly (Amy, Emma, Vanessa), so does 

the parent’s knowledge about the child. Hence, the parent is changing in his/her/their relation to 

the child35. As Emma puts it: “[Y]ou inevitably will become a different person and, and develop 

alongside your child”.  

A requirement for developing alongside one’s child is physical presence over a significant period 

of time in which child specific knowledge can be updated. Through building child specific 

parenting knowledge, participants (Helen, Laura, Vanessa, Deana, Amy, Vera, Ruby) became 

confident in their parental identity: “I think it's important to give you the chance to spend time 

with your child [to] … just understand how to take care of them um and it, it gives you the 

confidence in your parent role”, shares Vanessa. Furthermore, according to Helen, this acquisition 

of parenting knowledge benefits the implementation of one’s parental identity: 

“Because I have been off for such a long time, I know Oliver and he knows me … I know 

what he, what he wants and what he's asking for and what he needs, so I am able to parent 

him better so, to the best of my abilities um because I've been able to spend all that time 

with him learning who he is and learning who we are together ... And that's what a leave 

experience can do. It can, it doesn't make you a parent but it makes you the parent that 

you could be, like a good leave experience makes you the parent that you probably want 

to be” (Helen) 

By contrast, Emma is ineligible for leave. As a result, Emma is missing out and lacking knowledge 

about her daughter Rose, such as how best to put Rose to bed, settle, entertain or bottle feed her 

(Amy, Emma). Emma’s wife Amy then shares knowledge she has acquired while on leave: “I'm 

learning things about Rose second-hand through Amy’s experience”. This missing knowledge 

and experience in parenting Rose that follows from missing out on time and physical presence 

with Rose lessens Emma’s confidence in her parental identity: “I feel like mother in name only, 

really … Like I might get a band or a T-shirt but then it's not um validated through experience”. 

In this context, Emma speaks of not feeling as a “genuine mother”. 

                                                           
35 Considering that the role of a parent is mainly characterised by his/her/their relation to a child. 
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I specified this presence as physical presence. Parents can be emotionally present without being 

physically present. Based on this premise, physical presence is not linked to being a parent or 

mother for some participants (Vanessa, Deana, Helen, Catherine). However, Emma’s narratives 

indicate that first-hand knowledge comes from parenting experience, through spending time with 

one’s child and physically being there. 

So far, we have discussed participants’ initial adjustment, identity integration, further 

development, and confidence in their parental identity. These processes, which can be 

summarised as forms of ‘growing into one’s parental identity’, were benefited by leave's provision 

of focus, presence, and time. Being on leave gave Ruby the opportunity to “adapt” and “grow into 

the role” of a mother. Or as Deana says, leave as a “significant period of time lets you get 

established”, helps you in “finding your feet”, and to “develop as a parent”. 

In sum, the (1) initial adjustment to participants’ parental identification, (2) integration of 

participants’ new identity part (parental identity) into previous identities, (3) further development 

alongside their child, and (4) development of confidence through the acquisition of parenting 

knowledge, requires time, focus, and physical presence. Through allowing parents to be 

physically present, focus on, and spend time with their child(ren), leave benefited participants’ 

parental identity growth and experience. 

 

Visibility as a parent to oneself 

Leave also provided participants with opportunities to grow into their parental identity because 

the focus, physical presence, and time allowed by leave benefited participants’ experience of 

themselves as a parent and mother. This parental identity experience requires visibility to oneself 

in being a parent. Visibility was achieved through engaging in tasks associated to their parental 

identity. 

As an example, for Vanessa, ‘going to parent groups’ is a parenting task associated with being a 

parent: “I think it's just, just one of those things you just see parents doing so it, it's just a thing 

that you think you should do”. Vanessa refers here to other parents (“you just see parents doing”), 

which informed her understanding of being a parent (parents on leave go to parent groups). In 
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going to parent groups while being on leave, Vanessa conforms to her parental identity definition 

of being a parent and thus, experiences herself as a parent. Sue, as another example, felt more of 

a parent when on leave because she was engaging in parenting tasks “on a full-time basis”: 

“[T]he leave process has helped me … become sort of I think more, more of a parent, 

really. More, cause before you, you're a parent but until you're actually doing everything, 

every day, getting up with her and putting her to sleep and feeding her and play with her 

and doing everything, it's, it's, it's different” (Sue) 

In engaging in tasks that are associated with being a parent, participants became visible to 

themselves as parents. This visibility was enhanced through being on leave, through constantly 

engaging in these tasks. Due to not being on leave, Emma is less visible as a mother to herself. 

Emma’s leave arrangement hinders her in living up to her definition and understanding of what it 

is to be a mother: 

“[I]n terms of myself not being on leave, I feel I'm missing out on a lot of things, not only 

time with Rose but missing out on opportunities to feel like a mother and do things that I 

imagine a mother to do” (Emma) 

However, the degree to which one experiences oneself as parent or mother, and the role (not) 

being on leave then plays for shaping the experience of visibility as a parent to oneself, is based 

on the tasks, parenting domains and responsibilities (see chapter 2.2.) associated with parenthood: 

the parental identity definition. A closer look at Emma's parental identity experience within her 

particular leave arrangement provides clarification. 

Living on Amy’s maternity pay for the duration of the one year leave is financially challenging 

for Emma and Amy. As a university student, however, Emma does not qualify for additional 

financial support such as unemployment benefit. Thus, Emma started working on a zero-hour 

contract which provides her the flexible working times she needs to finish her degree. Due to this 

contract, Emma is ineligible for any paid leave. Dependent on the income from this contract, 

Emma finds herself within a dilemma: feeling guilty being off work for not earning money to 
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support her family36 and feeling guilty at work for “not spending enough time with Rose”. In 

addition, Emma feels “guilty” and “regretful” towards her partner Amy for not being able to help 

and support her to the degree Emma wants, Amy needs, and Emma imagines a co-parent to be 

capable of: 

“I'm not there as much as I feel I should be in terms of my own imaginings of, of what a 

parent's responsibilities are and so then that makes me feel guilty. So um, you know, … 

as a couple we should share tasks, we should be there to support one another and 

especially during the night I feel like I'm not always supporting Amy as much as, as I 

should be” (Emma) 

In not being able to live up to her definition as a parent (being there for one‘s child and partner) 

due to the leave arrangement, Emma feels like a “failure as a parent”. On the other hand, 

supporting her family financially is an additional dimension to her definition of a parent. As such, 

being at work and finishing her degree “validates” her as a parent, says Emma. Guilt also evolves 

out of Emma not being at work or university, because to her this means she is not living up to the 

parental identity definition of providing for her family. Emma’s parental identity experience as a 

parent is shaped by her “conflicting views” (Emma) of what and how a parent is. These 

contradictory definitions lead to a guilt dilemma due to Emma’s leave arrangement. Interestingly, 

Emma’s definition of what it is to be a mother leads to an even more drastic implication of her 

leave arrangement - not being on leave - for her parental identity experience as a mother. 

“I've kind of had this realisation through during the, the diaries that I feel like and maybe 

again it's linked with those stereotypes I've kind of grown up with that, that mothers are 

they're maternal, nurturing want to be at home, the, they're emotional available and 

physically available there for the child and so I feel like, I don't feel like I am that because 

I'm not there to fulfil those ah those aspects” (Emma) 

                                                           
36 “[B]ecause of the nature of the zero-hour-contract ..., if I'm not in work, I don't get paid” (Emma). 
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Parental identity definitions also influenced the parental identity experience of other participants. 

To name some examples, leave gave Ruby “the opportunity to connect with [her] identity as a 

mother” based on the definition of a mother as “somebody … who's there, who always shows up, 

who is emotionally available and creates you know, a safe, loving environment for children um 

and teaches them things and plays and, you know, has fun”. Other participants defined a parent 

as “someone that cares [f]or … their child” (Amy) or “ensures that your child is cared for” 

(Deana). In the context of such a definition, being on leave provides abundant opportunities to 

undertake what it means to be a parent - caring for one’s child - which increases one’s visibility 

as a parent to oneself. As Amy says, leave impacts “your view of yourself as a parent” based on 

“what sort of parent you’d like to be”. Amy wanted to see her daughter Rose develop: “The leave 

arrangement for myself is letting me do that”. Leave, then, was important for Amy to implement 

what kind of parent she wanted to be - her parental identity definition. This implementation 

changed her view of herself as a parent. 

Through sufficiently experiencing themselves within their parental identity, participants 

(Vanessa, Deana, Ruby, Catherine, Laura) felt secure in their parental identity when returning to 

work. Leave allowed these participants to build a “foundation” (Deana, Helen) or “bedrock” 

(Ruby) for their parental identity, a theory some37 of the data supports. As Catherine says: 

 “I think the first six months were really important for ... feeling like I took on this role 

fully. I could immerse myself, you know, for the first six months. … I bonded the best I 

could ... and that's very important, then to go back to work and feel like "I am a parent"” 

(Catherine) 

Being on leave helped Catherine to feel she “took on this role fully” or, in other words, to live up 

to her definition of a parent. When she then returned to work, Catherine felt secure in being a 

parent. 

                                                           
37 I encountered this thought when analysing the data. Therefore, I could not ask other participants who did 

not bring it up themselves whether this theory applies to them. Future research could address this matter. 
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To sum up, for most participants being on leave provided opportunities to engage in tasks, 

domains, and responsibilities associated to being a parent and/or mother. Through experiencing 

themselves doing what they consider parents and mothers to do, participants’ parental identity 

definitions were implemented and lived up to. As a result, participants were visible as a parent 

and mother to themselves. Thus, based on their parental identity definition, leave positively 

played into participants’ parental identity visibility and experience. In contrast, Emma, the only 

parent ineligible for leave, experienced her parental identity as a parent partly lessened and her 

experience as a mother restricted through not being on leave. Ineligibility for leave left Emma 

feeling as though her opportunities to experience herself as a mother were reduced through 

missing out on tasks she imagines mothers to do, which then reduced her visibility to herself as a 

mother. 

 

Visibility as a parent to others 

Leave also provides opportunities to be viewed as a parent by others, which has the potential to 

positively play into one’s parental identity visibility and thus parental identity experience. As 

documented in their diaries, being on leave increased participants’ interactions with others as a 

parent and mother. For example, since Vanessa gave birth to their daughter Nickie, Deana and 

Vanessa are in daily digital contact (WhatsApp group chat, phone calls) with Deana’s wider 

family regarding parenting Nickie. Depending on who is currently on their shared parental leave 

period, this parent has more time to take and send photos and generally update the family and 

partner about parenting Nickie. The parent on leave is then present to the family members in her 

parental identity. Further forms of interaction with others within their parental identity are 

doctor/health visitor appointments for the child (Laura, Helen, Deana) and participants’ meetups 

with family members (Vanessa, Deana, Emma, Amy), friends (Laura, Helen) or other parents 

such as in parenting groups (Amy, Emma, Vanessa, Deana, Vera), where the child is brought 

along and thus parented in the presence of others. 

However, this form of visibility does not require the confirmed knowledge of others about 

participants’ status as a parent. Parental identities were often assumed by strangers, based on 
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participants’ visibility, especially as mothers. This ‘visibility’ to strangers functions via the 

assumption that a female with a child is this child’s mother, as in the experience of Emma, 

Vanessa, Helen, Deana, and Vera. When alone with their child in public, it was more likely they 

were assumed to be their child's mother. In contrast, when in public as a family, strangers often 

did not recognise both parents as the child’s parent or mother. Thus, visibility as a mother is 

connected with the heteronormative assumption that there is only one mother. Emma and Amy 

describe scenarios where they were mistaken as siblings, or a friend, carer or child minder in 

Laura and Helen’s case. The act of outing the partner and one’s family constellation is then 

necessary in order to be both visible and to feel acknowledged within their roles, according to 

Helen and Laura’s experience. This act of outing is perceived as annoying by some (Amy, 

Vanessa) or, on the contrary, as a chance to widen exposure, positive experience, and visibility of 

diverse families for others (Deana, Laura). 

Deana further noticed that she was approached by strangers more when alone with her daughter 

Nickie in public. In her diary, Deana reflects: “I was approached by four different people who 

spoke to me and also Nickie directly. I realized [sic] that this happened more frequently when I 

was separated from Vanessa”. 

When approached and asked questions about their child (Emma, Deana, Laura), parents are seen 

in and engage in their identity as a parent. These interactions draw attention to parents’ parental 

identity to themselves. This attention towards their parental identity benefits parents’ visibility of 

themselves as parents. Visibility to others can enhance the experience of visibility to oneself as a 

parent/mother. 

Visibility as a parent to one's partner also plays a key role. In texting, phoning, and updating their 

partners about their child while being on leave, participants (Vanessa, Deana, Amy, Helen) 

engaged in their parental identity and were visible to their partners as co-parents. Co-parental 

visibility in form of equally parenting their child was particularly benefited when on leave 

together. Participants on leave together (Laura, Helen, Catherine, Ruby) or with overlapping 

shared parental leave periods (Amy, Vanessa, Sue, Vera) were able to achieve equality as parents 

through: (1) sharing tasks (Laura) and responsibilities (Vanessa), (2) having a shared parenting 
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experience (Helen, Deana, Vanessa), (3) helping and supporting one another (Deana, Helen, 

Catherine, Laura), and (4) being able to make parenting decisions together (Amy, Helen). 

In being on leave together, these parents were visible to themselves as well as to their partner as 

equally engaged co-parents. Simultaneously, leave arrangements which allowed an equal 

parenting and thus a parental identity experience of being not just a parent/mother but also an 

equal co-parent, acted as a bold statement to others (Deana, Laura): “[T]he fact that I'm taking 

shared parental leave and that we're taking it in the proportions that we are doing, I think that that 

gives a clear message of me being ... an equal caregiver”, says Deana. 

Lastly, participants were visible as parents to their child, even if the child's understanding is 

limited. Out of all discussed perceivers of participants’ visibility, the child’s feedback indicating 

participants' visibility as a parent to the child seemed to have the biggest influence for participants’ 

visibility as parents to themselves. 

To name some examples, the child’s positive reaction upon seeing or being reunited with the 

parent (“happy” (Vanessa, Amy, Deana, Emma); “joyful”, “pleased”, “smiling” (Emma)) was 

commonly mentioned among participants in all research diaries. Emma and Amy further use their 

child’s equal reaction when seeing the parent as evidence that they are equal parents. Similarly, 

Laura, Sue, and Helen consider their interchangeability in parenting tasks, responsibilities, and 

domains as an indication of their equality as parents and mothers. As Laura says: 

“I do think because of the amount of time we've had off, we are far more equal in Oliver’s 

eyes as parents. … [W]e're fairly substitutable. Like he doesn't mind which of us, either 

can feed him, either can read him bedtime stories, either - he has a preference weirdly - 

… but they're equally weighted” (Laura) 

Laura’s impression of her child’s perception of her and her wife Helen as equal parents (“we are 

far more equal in Oliver’s eyes”) comes from Oliver’s tolerance of having his needs met by either 

parent/mother. 

Sue and Vera’s parental identity experience as equal co-parents corresponds to Laura’s experience 

with Oliver. When Sue’s wife Vera was on leave with their adoptive daughter Lilly, Lilly “was 
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very much drawn to Vera”. Lilly’s preference of Vera for meeting her needs made Sue feel 

rejected as a parent: “[W]hen ... Lilly sort of was very much like "I need Vera to meet my needs” 

… it was at that point that I realised that actually, I don't think I'm overly attached”. Being on 

leave helped Sue to “develop that relationship” and bond with her daughter. Through parenting 

Lilly full-time on leave, Lilly’s bond with Sue strengthened. Their established bond was visible 

in Lilly’s feedback towards Sue: 

“You do feel like a, a parent I suppose when you, when she needs you. It might be 

something like, she, you know, she … might fall over ... [T]here's all little different things 

that, that are all really focussing around needing something from you that make you feel 

like "Actually ... I'm a mum", you know. Cause she didn't go to my friend that sat next to 

me, you know, she came to me” (Sue) 

In approaching Sue to have her needs met, Lilly expresses her bond with Sue and, indirectly, Sue's 

visibility to her as her mother. This feedback helped Sue bond38 and to become visible to herself 

as a ‘mum’ (“make[s] you feel like ‘Actually ... I'm a mum’”). Lilly’s expression of Sue as her 

parent through needing Sue corresponds with Sue’s following sentence completion: "I feel most 

as a parent when, when Lilly needs me”. 

In short, participants’ interactions with others (partner, friends, family members, other parents, 

health practitioners, strangers) within their role as a parent draws attention to their identity as a 

parent. Based on the assumption that a female with a child is this child’s mother, being on leave 

increases parents’ visibility as a mother in parenting and spending time with their child on “a full-

time basis” (Sue). However, this assumption is heteronormative in expecting only one mother. 

Being on leave together can then lessen both parents’ visibility as parents and mothers to 

strangers. On the other hand, being on leave as a couple can strengthen parents’ co-parental 

identity experience in being visible as (equal) parents to each other. Lastly, being visible to their 

child was important for participants’ parental identity experience. Visibility as (equal) parents to 

                                                           
38 Further research could explore parental identity in connection to bonding. 
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their child was interpreted in the child’s feedback in form of non-verbal gestures (e.g. smiling), 

parent preference, and approaching the parent to have needs met. The data suggests that through 

spending a considerable amount of time together, the parent-child relationship can be deepened. 

A close relationship is necessary for the child to provide feedback on the parents’ position as a 

parent/mother through behaviour such as gestures or parent preference. 

 

Female same-sex parent family constellation 

Participants’ family constellation - being a female same-sex parent family - further influenced 

parental identity experience in connection to leave. One unique aspect of participants’ parental 

identity experience within their leave arrangements is their shared parental identification39 as not 

only parents but mothers. This similarity encourages comparison. 

For example, because both identify as mothers, Emma ends up comparing her and Amy’s parental 

identity experience, a comparison heightened by their high degree of similarity. 

“[W)e're both women, we're both trying to be mothers to Rose and it should be equal. I 

feel I can't help but making comparison whereas if we were a heterosexual couple we'd 

obviously fulfilling very different roles and so you couldn't really directly compare one 

and another … [I]n this situation where, you know, certain variables are the same - we 

live in the same house, we've both, you know, known Rose since she was born ah but the, 

the leave arrangement is the, is the fluctuating variable above it, … it's the variable that 

differentiates I think us in our different roles” (Emma) 

Emma refers to gender (“we’re both women”) and to her and Amy’s gendered parental identity 

(“we’re both trying to be mothers” ), and this identification as the same gender as well as gender 

parenting role creates a fertile ground for comparison. Her argument for such a comparison, 

however, is based on a gendered definition of parental identity, in which fathers and mothers 

differ in their parenting domains, responsibilities, and characteristics (“if we were a heterosexual 

                                                           
39 I use the term ‘parental identification’ rather than ‘parental identity’ since different definitions and self-

perception of oneself within this role changes the partner’s parental identity although they identify both as 

mothers. 



46 

 

couple we’d obviously fulfilling very different roles”). Based on her comparison, Emma comes 

to the conclusion that the difference between her and Amy in their “different roles” - or rather 

different experience of the same role/identification - is caused by the leave arrangement (being 

on leave vs. not being on leave). 

Due to the high level of similarity, Emma finds unequal parental identity experiences as 

challenging to accept (“it should be equal”) and deal with (envy and jealousy due to feeling 

unequal40). In seeing Amy’s experience of being a parent and mother, Emma is constantly 

reminded what parental identity experience she could have had and thus, what she is missing out 

through not being on leave. 

Other participants who had a more equal leave arrangement compared themselves less to their 

partners. However, they did encounter others making such comparisons based on assumptions 

about their shared parental identification. 

Laura, for example, shares in her interview: “[W]e read a lot of lesbian parenting blogs and they 

are all about the other mum, the non-bio mum that, there is many names for her but she always 

has an adjective to her mumness that makes her less”. For Laura, this differentiation of the couples 

as mothers is a form of “othering”. Similarly, Deana reflects: 

“I think the difference with being same-sex, there is that risk of that of people viewing 

that you're both competing for the same role whereas we aren't. The fact that we're both 

mums doesn't detract from each other um but I think that, I think other people might think 

it does. I think that, yeah, and I think that there is that risk of being 'mum' and 'other 

mum'” (Deana) 

Laura and Helen started to look into shared parental leave in order to not have Helen ‘othered’. 

Further, as already discussed above, Deana as well as Laura consider their equal leave 

                                                           
40 [I]f I'm jealous or envious it obviously, Amy has something that I don't um so by that sense we're not 

equal ah whether that's, you know, um time or an experience that she's had that I haven't so it, yeah, I feel 

unequal” (Emma). 
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arrangements as statements for their equality as parents and mothers. A differentiation in their 

parental identification as mothers was lessened as a result: 

“[A]ll those jokes about "Oh you're babysitting" … just didn't apply. You know, that kind 

of idea where people say to dads "Oh, were you babysitting?". We were like: It's not 

babysitting, it's parenting, like, you don't babysit your own child. Yeah, so if people say 

those kind of comments to Helen, she was like: I'm home with him all the time, like, we 

literally do everything together” (Laura) 

To conclude, both parents' identification as mothers increased participants’ sense of equality and 

thus the wish for a parental identity experience as co-parents and equal mothers/parents. Apparent 

throughout the data for all participants is the importance of equality. In order to implement this 

equality and become visible in their co-parental identity to others and themselves, leave was 

considered as essential. Thus, participants’ family constellation (female same-sex parent family) 

shaped the leave arrangement preference (shared parental leave41) and increased the importance 

of leave for their parental identity experience as equals. 

The data suggests that a shared gendered parental identification in same-sex parent families can 

encourage an increased sense of equality among the couple. The importance of being as equal as 

possible can then influence the leave arrangement and how, based on the importance of leave, 

parental identity is experienced when being and not being on leave. 

 

At the beginning of the findings chapter (chapter 2.2.), I described participants’ views on leave 

as a highly precious, limited time that they are unlikely to get back or have later on. The four 

themes shed light on why leave was experienced as such: In providing focus, physical presence, 

time, and visibility of participants’ parental identity, being on leave facilitated opportunities for 

participants to experience themselves as a parent and mother. A shared parental identification as 

mother resulted in all participants attributing a high value to having leave. Leave was considered 

                                                           
41 All participants would have preferred to take shared parental leave. Some were able to implement this 

leave arrangement preference (Deana, Vanessa, Vera, Sue), others were not eligible (Emma, Amy, 

Catherine, Ruby) or did not need it in the end through a fortunate work arrangement (Laura, Helen). 
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important to implement participants’ increased sense of equality based on shared identifications. 

Not being on leave was experienced as particularly detrimental for the experience of being an 

equal parent/mother. Thus, participants’ family constellation acted as a framework for leave (e.g. 

leave constellation, (co-)parental identity experience within the leave arrangement) in which 

(equal) parental identifications could be experienced. 

These findings will be now brought into a dialogue with the reviewed literature. 

 

4.2. Discussion 

In this section, I will examine my findings in relation to the reviewed literature. In bringing 

previous and recent findings into a dialogue, the contribution of my research towards the existing 

body of literature can be discerned. 

As addressed in the literature review, parental identity was either researched with focus on the 

parent, child, or partner. These foci imply specific understandings and thus definitions of parental 

identity (see chapter 2.2.). Based on the reviewed literature and theories, three parental identity 

aspects were identified: (1) definition of the (gendered) parent identification, (2) self-perception 

of being a parent, and (3) parental identity in relation to the co-parent/partner. 

The themes presented in the findings section above partly correspond with and partly develop 

these parental identity aspects further. My contribution, then, lies within either supporting already 

existing parental identity theories with my data, or developing these theories further. The main 

contribution of this research, however, lies in the exploration of parental identity experience 

within the setting of leave.   

Regarding this topic, the most important findings are: (1) the influence of participants’ shared 

parental identification on the leave arrangement and its role in parental experience, (2) the 

relevance of the parental identity definition for participants’ parental identity experience, (3) 

visibility as an important aspect of participants’ parental identity experience which is enhanced 

through leave, and (4) the focus, presence, and time leave allows for participants’ parental identity 

experience. These findings will be located within (reviewed) scholarly debates. 
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Shared parental identification 

All participants had the same gender (female) and parental identifications (parent, mother). 

Although participants’ family constellation (female same-sex parent family) are likely to involve 

shared parental identifications42, participants’ identification as mothers cannot and should not be 

assumed (Padavic & Butterfield, 2011). However, whether it is based on an assumption or the 

actual identification of parents, sharing an especially gendered parental identification encourages 

comparison. Among my participants, comparison was either experienced by oneself (Emma) or 

encountered by others (Deana, Laura). As acknowledged by Deana and Laura, in the comparison 

and differentiation of same-sex mothers, one mother is typically ‘othered’. Reviewed research on 

non-biological lesbian parents (Bergen et al., 2006; Gabb, 2001, 2005; Padavic & Butterfield, 

2011) provide good examples of the comparison and ‘othering’ of one parent based on the missing 

biological relation to the child. In order to avoid being ‘othered’ and to implement their high sense 

of equality which is encouraged through shared parental identifications, participants tried to make 

possible an equal parental experience through their leave arrangements. Shared parental leave was 

the preferred leave arrangement among all participants. 

Participants’ shared parental identification as mothers further represents an intersection of gender-

, sexual-, and parental identity, as posited in the theory of intersecting identity categories (Lawler, 

2014). However, most participants’ parental identity was not dominated by their sexual identity 

in form of being a same-sex parent. If participants revealed themselves or their partner as same-

sex parents to strangers, this outing was mainly motivated by the wish for being equally 

recognised and visible as parents and mothers. The act of outing, then, is a reaction to the 

heteronormative assumption of the existence of only one mother within a family. 

Most narratives discussed in the findings section above do not reveal the participants’ sexual 

identification. First and foremost, same-sex parents are parents, and in this sharing of the same 

identity (Jackson, 2005) with other parents, experiences will be similar. As an example, 

sometimes feeling rejected by one’s child (Sue, Vera) is a parental experience that is not exclusive 

                                                           
42 Gendered parental identifications (mothers, fathers) can be considered the societal norm. 
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to same-sex parents. Additionally, the similarity of my participants’ experienced parental identity 

to that of heterosexual parents indicates the relative equality enjoyed by LGBTQ+ parents in the 

UK. Participants encountered heteronormativity (e.g. in their lessened visibility as parents when 

in public as a family), but less discrimination and stigmatisation compared with reviewed 

LGBTQ+ research (Bergen et al., 2006; Gabb, 2005; Padavic & Butterfield, 2011; Petit et al., 

2017). 

Lastly, the idea of same-sex parents’ increased sense of equality based on their shared gender- 

and parental identification has been widely addressed and supported by research (Bos, van Balen, 

& van den Boom, 2007; Ciano-Boyce & Shelley-Sireci, 2002; Farr & Patterson, 2013; Goldberg, 

Smith, & Perry-Jenkins, 2012; Patterson, Sutfin, & Fulcher, 2004). My findings contribute to this 

body of literature in illustrating how parental identity as an equal parent/mother influences leave 

decisions and the experience of this parental identity within the leave arrangement. 

 

Parental identity definition 

Another important finding of my research is that the definition of the chosen parental 

identification as a ‘parent’ or ‘mother’ had a profound effect on participants’ parental identity 

experience within their leave arrangements. The importance of these definitions for parents’ 

parental identity was already identified in the reviewed literature (chapter 2.2.), and my research 

additionally suggests that parental identity definitions determine how much influence parameters 

such as leave have on the implementation of participants’ parental identity definition. 

Emma’s definition of a mother as someone who is physically available attached meaning to leave 

in such a way that leave became essential for her identity experience as a mother. Not being 

eligible for any form of paid leave and financially dependent on an additional income, Emma 

experienced frustration, anger, regret, guilt in being a (co-)parent and identity struggle regarding 

being a mother. 

Similarly to Emma, other parents such as Amy, Deana, and Ruby also defined their parental 

identification in a way that attached importance to leave in order to live up to their definition. In 

providing focus, presence, and time, leave allowed these parents to engage in tasks they 
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considered parents or mothers to do (e.g. caring for their child, going to parenting classes, 

supporting their partner). Engaging in tasks that coincided with their definition of a parent or 

mother led to visibility as parents or mothers to themselves. In this way, participants’ parental 

identity definition and visibility are interconnected. 

 

Visibility as parent 

Being on leave allowed participants to live up to their parental identity definition in providing 

opportunities to engage in tasks, responsibilities, and parenting domains associated with being a 

parent. By engaging in such ‘characteristics’ of their parental identity definition (Bertoni et al., 

2017), participants became visible as parent to themselves, recognised themselves within this role, 

and felt as a parent or mother. 

The claim that visibility is part of one’s parental identity is linked to the second reviewed parental 

identity aspect: Self-perception as a parent. As reviewed in chapter 2.2., self-perception is 

believed to be influenced by the (1) comparison to the parent ideal, (2) comparison with others, 

and (3) the perception of others. 

Parent ideal: According to Bertoni et al. (2017), one aspect of parents’ self-perception is parents’ 

comparison of themselves to their ‘parent ideal’. I argue that this ‘parent ideal’ is reflected in the 

parental identity definition: How one wants to be as parent depends on how a (ideal) parent is 

considered to be. The relatedness of the parent ideal and the parental identity definition illustrates 

the interconnection of two parental identity aspects that were reviewed in chapter 2.2.: (1) 

Definition of the (gendered) parent identification and (2) self-perception of being a parent. The 

definition of a parent/mother influences how one wants to be as parent/mother and thus, how 

being a parent/mother is experienced. 

Comparison with others: Based on the reviewed studies, parents’ self-perception is further 

considered to be influenced by comparison with other parents. In my research, this comparison 

was expanded towards participants’ partners. Emma actively compared herself to her wife Amy. 

Other participants (Catherine, Helen, Laura, Ruby, Deana, Vanessa) who emphasise equality 
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between their partner and themself indirectly compared themselves to their partner in order to 

make a judgment on their equality. 

In addition, my findings suggest that comparisons with other parents influenced participants’ 

parental identity definition. For example, Vanessa associated attending parenting groups with 

being a parent based on a comparison with other parents: “[I]t's just, just one of those things you 

just see parents doing so it, it's just a thing that you think you should do”. 

My data supports the claim that comparison with other parents plays into parents’ parental 

identity. However, in researching female same-sex parents who shared the parental identification 

with their partner, my research suggests an intensification of this comparison to their partner. 

Perception of others: A last factor believed to influence parents’ self-perception of themselves as 

parents is the perception of others on their parental identification. In my data, this form of 

feedback was provided by (1) strangers assuming participants’ mother role, primarily when alone 

with the child, (2) the partner, many opportunities for which were provided when on leave 

together, and (3) the child in form of smiles and parent preference in order to have their needs 

met. Thus, my findings correspond to and support the claim of other people’s perception of the 

parent forms part of parents’ parental identity experience. 

Data on the child’s non-verbal feedback as constituting a form of parental visibility contributes 

to the body of literature in suggesting the consideration of not only verbal, but also non-verbal 

feedback. Only a few studies (Gabb, 2005; Petit et al., 2017) considered the child’s perception in 

the investigation of parental identity. These studies focussed on the linguistic level of the child’s 

feedback to the parent in form of parenting names. In contrast to these studies, participants of this 

study were perceived within their role and given feedback on their status as parents through non-

verbal communication of their infant (e.g. smiling, being approached by the child, child’s 

preference to have their needs met). My findings contribute to an understanding of the child's 

feedback as a parental identity aspect through expanding the form of feedback from a verbal 

(parenting names) to a non-verbal form. 

As demonstrated above, my findings confirm and develop parental identity aspects that were 

derived from the reviewed body of literature. The main contribution of this research, however, is 
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the consideration of leave regarding parents’ parental identity experience, a topic that has not yet 

been sufficiently covered in research. 

One of my key findings and contributions of this study is the suggestion that leave encourages 

visibility and self-perception. Based on considering self-perception in form of visibility as part of 

parental identity, one could claim that leave positively plays into parents’ parental identity 

experience in increasing visibility to others and to themselves as parents/mothers. The way in 

which leave facilitates opportunities for visibility is similar to the way leave provides a platform 

for parents to implement their parental identity definition: through providing focus, presence, and 

time. 

 

Leave provides focus, presence, and time 

Leave increased participants’ visibility. Visibility for others and themselves was benefited 

through parenting on “a full-time basis” (Sue) and experiencing themselves predominantly within 

their identity as parent, mother, and - if being on leave together - as co-parent. Participants’ 

visibility to themselves was facilitated through living up to their parental identity definitions. 

Being on leave allowed more time and focus to implement parental definition characteristics that 

mostly required physical presence (e.g. caring for one’s child or being physically and emotionally 

available). Simply put, in providing focus, presence, and time, leave allowed participants to live 

up to their parental identity definitions and to become visible to others and themselves as parents 

and mothers. 

The finding that parental identity experience benefited from focus, presence, and time provides 

context for how parental identity experience in form of ‘visibility’ or ‘parental identity definition’ 

is embedded within the context of leave. This represents the main contribution of my research to 

the existing body of parental identity literature: My research illustrates how focus, presence, and 

time as characteristics of leave create a framework in which parental identity can be experienced, 

developed, and strengthened. 
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5. Conclusion 

To shed light on the underexplored topic of female same-sex parents’ parental identity experience 

in connection to leave, this research investigated the following research question: How does leave 

affect female same-sex parents‘ experience of their parental identity? 

Leave affected participants’ parental identity experience in providing focus, physical presence, 

and time, which benefitted engagement in tasks that were associated with being a parent/mother. 

In living up to their definitions through engaging in these tasks, participants became visible to 

themselves as parents/mothers and experienced themselves within their parental identity. Based 

on their parental identity definitions, participants attached meaning to leave such that leave 

became important for the implementation, visibility, and thus experience of their parental identity. 

Further, through parenting on a full-time basis when being on leave, participants were given 

abundant opportunities to engage with friends, family members, doctors, other parents, and 

strangers within their parental identity, thus becoming visible to others as parents/mothers. Such 

interactions formed an important context in which participants experienced themselves as 

parents/mothers. 

Participants’ shared parental identification as mothers increased the importance of equality within 

their parental identity experience. This focus on equality influenced leave arrangement 

preferences (shared parental leave), an arrangement allowing participants a more equal experience 

of their parental identity. By contrast, the experience of ineligibility for leave was especially 

detrimental for one participant. Being on leave together allowed participants to experience 

themselves as co-parents in being visible to themselves, their partner and to others as equal 

parents. 

These findings support and develop parental identity literature: Parental identity 

definitions/parent ideals and parents' self-perception (through comparison with other parents and 

others' perceptions) are important for their parental identity experience. Most importantly, 

however, my research contributes to the existing body of literature through exploring how these 

parental identity aspects were experienced within the setting of leave. By illustrating female same-
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sex parents’ experiences, my research further contributes to a more homogenous pool of parents 

from which insights on parental identity can be gained. As discussed in the literature review, the 

entirety of the reviewed literature on parental identity and leave, as well as the majority of parental 

identity research in general, investigated heterosexual parent families. In addition, most research 

which investigated identity among parents focussed on fathers. Parental identity research among 

LGBTQ+ parents focussed on mothers but did not research parental identity in the setting of leave. 

Thus, in combining several research areas that have been explored separately (parental identity, 

LGBTQ+ parents, female parents, leave), my research begins to fill a gap. 

One limitation of this research is the homogeneity of an overall heterogeneous group. All 

participants were well-educated, white, privileged (level of education, professions, private 

assisted reproduction) parents. Further, the small sample means that findings cannot be 

generalised - my research can only suggest trends. These limitations, in addition to my findings, 

represent a fertile ground for future research. 

For example, it would be interesting to explore parental identity experience in less privileged 

leave arrangements (not all parents qualify for shared parental leave or can afford a long period 

of leave). Parental identity research in connection to leave could be further expanded to gay-, 

trans-, poly-, and bisexual parents, who were not covered within my sample and are generally 

underrepresented within research. A bigger sample of parents could also contribute to a better 

understanding of how particular leave arrangements affect parental identity experience. Lastly, 

all participants preferred shared parental leave in order to implement their high sense of equality. 

Future research could investigate whether shared parental leave uptake is connected to (1) shared 

parental identifications (e.g. LGBTQ+ parents that end up sharing their identification (this cannot 

be assumed)) or (2) increased sense of equality (e.g. parents who share parental identity 

definitions in form of associated parenting tasks, responsibilities, and domains regardless their 

gender identification). 

The debate on leave arrangements in the UK has not yet been informed by research on parental 

identity in connection to leave. The richness of my findings indicates that further research of this 
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topic is important, so that parents can be supported in making informed decisions around leave. 

However, as Emma and Amy’s narratives demonstrate, leave arrangements are not always a 

matter of choice. Emma’s restricted parental identity experience and struggles were caused by 

something beyond her influence: laws. Further investigation of the role leave plays in parental 

identity experience can raise awareness about the importance of leave and can contribute to 

informed decisions on a governmental level. Because - to finish with what we began - “I can't be 

a parent if I'm not there” (Emma). 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Diary example 
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Appendix 2: Interview guide example (shortened initial interview of DIM) 

 

 

Interview Guide 

LGBTQ+ parental identity and leave 

 

Thank you so much for bringing along photos and taking your time for the interview / As we have already 

discussed, I want to find out more about your parental identity experiences before and during leave / I 

am excited about seeing the photos you brought: They will help me getting further insight into your life 

and will help you recalling experiences/stories from your past / Do you have any questions before we 

start? / Can I now switch the recorder on, so that we can begin the interview? 

 

 

Introduction questions & photo elicitation 

 

- What do you think is important for me to know about you (as a parent)? 

- Shall we have a look at your photos? 

o Why did you pick these photos? 

o How do you feel when seeing these photos? / What do these photos make you feel? 

o In which way are they representative of this time – what do they represent? 

o What is meaningful about them? 

 

 

Expectations & experiences 

Family planning 

 

- When did you first start thinking about having a family/being a parent (generally/with partner)? 

- Which forms of starting a family did you consider? (PROMPTS: adoption, assisted reproduction 

e.g. IUI, IVF) / What were the reasons for choosing … ? 

… 

 

 

Pregnancy & adoption approval 

 

 

 

 

 

Can you please tell me about the time when you started thinking about becoming a parent? 

How did you imagine yourself as a parent? 

- imagined parenting with partner (PROMPTS: task allocations, attitudes, behaviour, 

parenting styles, equal parenting roles?) 

- imagined situations, interactions, dreams with child/partner when being a parent 

How did you decide on leave? (PROMPTS: leave form, who goes, how long, if shared: how long 

each partner, together, who first) 

So, tell me a bit more about yourself! 
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- How was it when you found out about the pregnancy/adoption approval? / What did you feel 

when finding out that you would become a parent/parents? 

- When did you first realise you would become a parent? 

… 

 

 

Being a parent & leave 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- When did you first feel like a parent/realise you are a parent? How did you feel differently? 

Was it/did you feel as you imagined it to be? 

- You said, you imagined you and __ (wife/partner) being equal/unequal in your parenting roles. 

How does the leave situation affect your (expected) parenting constellation? 

… 

 

 

 

Sentence completion task 

- To me, a mother is … 

- To me, a father is …                      definition/meaning of (gendered) identity categories 

- To me, a parent is …                                     

- The hardest thing about being a parent is … 

- The best thing about being a parent is …                                                        attitudes/meaning 

- As a parent, I want to be …                                                                                of being a parent 

- I feel most as a parent when …                                                                         themselves 

- When in public, strangers recognise me as a parent when/through …       

- Until being a parent myself, I had always thought … 

- Since being a parent … 

- I wished I had known earlier…                                                  

- What has surprised me most about being a parent is …   before vs. during leave 

- Since being on leave / Since my partner is on leave … 

- I experience leave as … 

- Being an LGBTQ+ parent is …                                                           

- Compared to heterosexual parents, LGBTQ+ parents …           LGBTQ+ parental identity 

 

 

 

 

In retrospection, how different were your expectations of being a parent from reality?  

How is being a parent within your leave arrangement? 

- Are you happy with the arrangement? 

- Is parenting within the leave arrangement as you thought it would be? 

- What do you like/dislike about __ (leave arrangement: e.g. being on leave, partner being on 

leave, having been on leave and now partner on leave)? 

In which way does the leave arrangement enable or hinder you in being a parent/ __ (parental 

identification e.g. mum/dad/neutral)? (Examples?) 
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Meaning of parental identity 

Self-identification& identity/role understanding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- What do you want to be called by others? (PROMPTS: doctors, future teachers, family, friends) 

/ What do others call you? / Do you remember a situation when you were called something 

different? / How do you feel when others call you differently? / What do you associate with this 

other name that makes you (dis)like being called like it? 

- How important is it being considered a LGBTQ+ parent to you? Do you feel “seen” as an 

LGBTQ+ parent in public? / Can you give some examples that make you think that? / Is it of 

importance for you being seen as an LGBTQ+ parent? / If so, how do you make yourself seen? 

… 

 

Self-identification and -perception as a parent 

 

 

 

 

- How would you like to be as a parent? / Is there a difference between how you would like to be 

as a parent and how you experience yourself parent? / In which ways would you like to be 

different as a parent? 

- Do you behave differently as a parent in an open vs. a private space? / In which way? / How do 

you differentiate between open and private space? 

- How do other people recognise you as a parent in an open space? / What would they say about 

you as a parent? / Would you be happy with such a description? 

… 

 

Demographic information 

 

What do you call yourself as a parent? (PROMPTS: mother, father, parent, others) 

- What is a/How would you define a __? 

- What do you associate with this particular parental identity role? / Imagine a __; what do 

you see? 

- What is a good __? / What is important to you as a __ ? 

- How does a __  behave? / How could you tell if a stranger is a __ ? 

- Who can be a __? 

- Who defines/says what a (good) __ is? 

- Has your understanding of __ changed since you are a parent/leave? 

- In comparison, how would you define __ (mother, father, parent)? 

Do other people share this understanding of a __? / Have you ever experienced discrepancies, 

misunderstandings, or expectations regarding your parenting role/name from other people? / How 

did it make you feel?  

 

How would you describe yourself as a parent? (Doucet, 2007)(PROMPTS: behaviour, 

characteristics, parenting style, attitudes) 

Can you remember a situation where you felt misunderstood/described or perceived 

incorrectly in your parenting role? / How did you feel/react? 

How do you want to be perceived/seen as a parent by others? 

 

Age, pronoun, sexual/gender identification 
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- Age: When were you born? / At which age did you and __ (wife/partner) meet? / How old were 

you when you started the family planning process? 

- Pronoun: What is your preferred pronoun? / How should I refer to you in my research? 

- Sexual/gender identification:  If you identify in a certain way and feel comfortable sharing it 

with me, may I ask you about your sexual and gender identification? (PROMPTS: gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, queer, … / man, woman, non-binary)? (Sexual/gender orientation can influence 

parental identity. This information will help me comparing and contrasting stories/cases) 

 

Closure questions 

 

- What would you like to add? 

- “What are your feelings about this interview and all that we have covered?” (Atkinson, 1998, p. 

53) 

 

Thank you so much for this experience and your trust! … (Say how it was for me) / I will send you the 

interview transcript so you can read it through and change information if necessary. 

 

“Is there anything that we’ve left out [that might be relevant for you as being a parent]?” (Atkinson, 1998, p. 53) 


