
My husband Nils and I work in the 
biological and environmental 
sciences department at the Univer-
sity of Stirling, UK, and we had our 
first baby in May 2018. Before our 

son Euan was born, we decided to make use of 
the United Kingdom’s shared parental leave 
(SPL) policy. This scheme allows parents who 
meet certain eligibility criteria to share up to 
50 weeks of leave, of which 37 are paid, in their 
child’s first year of life. Our decision placed us 
among the 1% of all eligible couples nationwide 
who actually take the leave.

We had a loose plan: Nils would take two 
months’ leave when our son was ten months 
old, at which point I would go back to full-
time work. Because this would be in the final 
three months of our allotted leave, which in 
the United Kingdom are unpaid, and because 
my husband earns more than I do, it would 

involve a bigger salary loss than if I took those 
months off. However, we were able to take the 
financial hit, and although we reasoned that 
it might be difficult because Nils manages a 
large research group (mine, focused on ecol-
ogy, is much smaller), we decided that it would 
be worth it for the time he would get to spend 
with our baby. 

Fast-forward through the six life-chang-
ing months following Euan’s birth, and it was 
becoming apparent that my mental health 
might benefit from my returning to work a 
little bit earlier than planned. Also, we were 
both concerned that Nils leaving his group to 

manage itself for two months might be asking 
too much — so we changed our plan. Under the 
policy, shared leave can be discontinuous, so 
we decided to split up the final three months of 
leave. One of us would work one week, while the 
other took leave — and the next week, we would 
switch. To minimize disruption to our depart-
ments, Nils committed to all of his teaching and 
administration during these three months. The 
leave was approved, and we were all set. Nils 
was excited about the time ‘off’ (I did try to tell 
him that a day with a baby is not really time off), 
and I was excited about activating parts of my 
brain that had been dormant for a while. 

This worked perfectly for some time, but in 
the third week of our ‘one week on–one week 
off’ cycle, trouble started to brew. Euan didn’t 
nap, so Nils’s Skype meeting with a collaborator 
couldn’t happen. Students started knocking 
on my office door, asking why my husband 
hadn’t replied to their e-mails. Nils read man-
uscripts in the evening once the baby was in 
bed. Assignment marking started to roll in. And 
things further unravelled from there. Although 
Nils continued to enjoy his time with Euan, he 
became increasingly anxious about work as 
he squeezed in e-mails and Skype calls when-
ever he could. He was not able to fully switch 
off his work brain and completely engage with 
the baby.

After a few more weeks, we adjusted our 
schedules so that we were both working part-
time each week. This did alleviate some stress, 
and Nils stayed more on top of his responsi-
bilities — but it was hard for me, having just 
returned to work, to get into any kind of 
rhythm. We were both exhausted and sleep-
walking through our lives at work and home.

Many countries don’t have policies similar 
to the United Kingdom’s SPL, but here is our 
advice to academic couples who are in a posi-
tion to make use of such benefits in the United 
Kingdom and elsewhere.

Top tips
Make use of SPL. We affectionately call our SPL 
a ‘car crash’, but for Nils, Euan and I, the crash 
was totally worth it. Nils has a much better 
appreciation of what a day with a baby is like, 
the two had lots of fun together and the baby 
is totally happy at home with either me or my 
husband.

Actively put measures in place to ensure that 
the partner at home with the baby can be fully 
engaged with being at home. In hindsight, we 
agree that Nils should have made sure that all of 
his research students had alternative supervi-
sion during his leave, and he should have more 
clearly communicated to his research group 
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YOU ARE NOT  
AN IMPOSTOR 
Ways to control the voice in your head that insists 
you’re not good enough. By Desiree Dickerson

As I sit down to write this piece, a voice 
in my head tells me: “You can’t do 
this,” and “Who do you think you are?” 
Tension grows. Writing about well-be-
ing starts to stress me out. “This needs 

to be perfect,” the voice continues.
This voice is not unique to me; we all have 

one. It is a product of our beliefs and our mind-
set. It influences how we perceive the world, 
our position in it and how we think, feel, act and 
interact. 

It has driven many of us to academic acco-
lades and career advancement — both measures 
of success according to most social standards. 

But for some of us, this voice can denounce us 
as ‘impostors’ in academia and demand that we 
work twice as hard. Gradually, every day begins 
to feel like the morning of an examination. New 
ideas are dismissed with negative thoughts such 
as: “If I thought it, then it must be obvious.” We 
read and reread to see how others have said 
what we want to say, because surely they said 
it better and more clearly. We silence our curi-
osity and don’t speak up in lectures or meetings, 
missing invaluable learning opportunities.

The pursuit of excellence might have driven 
us to get high marks at university, but this per-
fectionism has become so ingrained that it fuels 
our need to forfeit rest as we work through the 
weekend. It underlies our tendency to amplify 
the criticism over the praise. We drag out dead-
lines as we search for something ‘better’ or 
‘more perfect’. Academia might benefit from 
this imbalance, but often our health as scientists 
does not.

Looking back, I can see that this voice played a 
large part in my departure from academia. Now 
that I run well-being and resilience workshops 
for academic institutions across Europe, and 
work one-to-one with academics as an academ-
ic-resilience coach, I know I am not alone. 

After leaving academia, I decided to apply 
my skills as a clinical psychologist to change the 
narrative. First, I needed to dial down the fear 
and self-doubt that were so easily evoked in me.

To do that, I had to recognize the voice for 
what it was — a negative influence that I was 
allowing to make big life choices for me. I had 
to challenge the internal dialogue telling me 
I wasn’t good enough, and to equip my new 
voice with arguments that recognized my 
strengths rather than magnified my fears. I real-
ized that I had to develop a voice that could be 

compassionate in the face of setbacks — that 
would talk to me as I would talk to a good friend. 

And, crucially, I needed to challenge the 
behaviours — avoidance, procrastination — that 
were empowering that voice and maintaining 
the cycle of self-doubt. These behaviours, of 
course, made me think that my old voice was 
right, that “I clearly wasn’t good enough.”

Writing a new script for the voice in my head 
is an ongoing process. I can’t say I’ve killed off 
the character entirely, but it no longer plays 
the lead part. To complement the cognitive 
behavioural techniques that I used to rewrite 
my voice, certain specific, learnable exercises 
have helped me to gain more control. 

I started practising mindfulness meditation 
to gain more control over where and how often 
my mind wanders. It helps me to be less emo-
tionally reactive to things like criticism and 
feedback, less preoccupied by the progress of 
others and better able to focus on what I want 
to bring to the table. If you’re interested, Mark 
Williams and Danny Penman’s Mindfulness: An 
Eight-Week Plan for Finding Peace in a Frantic 
World (2011) was a good starting point for me.

I restructured my day to prioritize activities 
that make me most productive. I rate my sleep 
above all things and I exercise, no matter the 
deadlines, because I know it helps me to man-
age stress better, think more clearly and focus 
for longer (and it just makes me a much nicer 
human — to myself and to others). 

By muting parts of that inner voice — the ones 
centred on perfection, worry, fear and guilt — 
you too can create space. Mental space and 
energy can be freed up to think, create, be pres-
ent, ask questions, learn and relax. Imagine your 
life without that weight, without that constant 
pre-exam tension. Imagine academia without it.

Desiree Dickerson is a neuroscientist 
and a clinical psychologist 
(www.desireedickerson.com).

and network of collaborators that he was taking 
time off. He should also have declined at least 
50% of requests for peer review and for help 
administering PhD-thesis defences. When the 
workplace does not support the parent on SPL 
fully, the other parent, usually mum, is also left 
unsupported and is unable to return to work 
as effectively.

Fight for appropriate coverage at work 
while taking SPL. Nils was on (unpaid) leave 
for 6 weeks over 3 months, but we estimate 
that he was working for about 80% of his ‘nor-
mal’ full-time hours rather than the 50% he 
was paid for during that period. Of course, this 
is partly due to his own conscientiousness — 
many scientists work far beyond their sala-
ried hours, especially if they have a group that 
they feel responsible for. You might think that 
cover is not needed for such a short period — 
however, it absolutely is. That 6 weeks (or 30 
days) of work needed to be done by someone. 
Our institution’s policy is that time should be 
split 40:40:20 between research, teaching and 
admin. Assuming cover is required only for 
teaching and admin, we needed assistance 
for 18 days, either from someone inside the 

institution or from an external short-term 
contract worker. We suggest approaching 
human resources, the head of your depart-
ment or your institution’s equality and diver-
sity committee before your leave begins in 
order to request this assistance. 

We can’t be sure, but we think that one period 
of continuous leave might have helped mat-
ters. Our colleagues and Nils’s research group 
might have found support elsewhere when they 
needed it, and it might have been easier for him 
to really switch off and be a stay-at-home dad 
for a short while.

Don’t be too hard on yourself in the first few 
months with the baby. And once you’re back at 
work, it takes a while to catch up with research 
— so enjoy having that time to think about 
non-baby subjects, get up to speed with new 
research and spend time with your colleagues. 
If you’ve implemented the tips above, you can 
be relaxed in the knowledge that your baby is 
at home having a ball. 

Euan, now almost one and a half years old, 
is in a nursery three days per week, Nils is back 
to full-time work and I am adjusting to working 
part-time. Really, the challenge of navigating 
this new normal is just beginning. We’ll not have 
a chance to relive our baby’s first year, so we’re 
hopeful that this post and our advice will help 
other new parents to get the most out of SPL. 

Lynsey Bunnefeld is a lecturer in ecology and 
evolution at the University of Stirling, UK.
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