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Growing up in a house full of women and going to a
high school for girls gave me a sense of worth that
perhaps I wouldn’t have felt in any other environment.
The mantra that we were capable of anything we set
our mind to was something that I still feel to this day,
many years since leaving a school which I considered
to be my second home. I never considered my gender
as something that would hold me back or see me
treated any differently in my career but with
experience in life comes challenges. 

Fast-forward a number of years, and I found myself
pregnant and pressing through my degree without
pausing for thought. Running round university with a
breast pump and spare nappies in my bag alongside
dissertation and portfolio notes and nursery on speed
dial, had me used to juggling the chaos of family life
before I had even passed my finals. And again, in my
pre-registration year, pacing up and down the wards
with morning sickness and a bump under my desk
as I sat my qualifying exam, were only testament to
my determination to have it all; I wanted both
motherhood and a career and at the time, nothing
could have got in my way. Failure was never an option.

When I interviewed for my first job as a pharmacist, I
was pregnant and unsure whether revealing my
pregnancy would affect my chances of securing a role.
I was unsuccessful and although disappointed at the
time, realised that life had other plans for me. My next
interviews were different; I took my new baby son into
one interview and my mum sat outside in my car with
both my children for another. These interviews were
very flexible but had one thing in common; they
asked me how my husband and I would manage our
childcare arrangements given we were both
pharmacists. 

We moved 100 miles to new roles and co-managed
pharmacies for three years. As a mum of two and a
pharmacist, I often felt myself divided in two. The

hours we worked weren’t childcare friendly and
having no family support nearby, had to employ a
childminder to collect our children from nursery on the
days we both worked. We moved into a 100-hour
pharmacy and divided our time, my husband and I
splitting shifts to balance workload and family life,
and it became a routine of swapping children for
controlled drugs keys after doing the school run,
during my afternoon break. 

Our patients were fascinated that we worked together,
and it was great to have a mutual understanding of the
work, trust in each other’s capability and support with
clinical decision making. We understood each other
more than perhaps any two pharmacists could but at
times I found myself treated with perhaps less respect
from both patients and colleagues in non-pharmacy
departments alike. He was widely known as the
pharmacist and I ‘the pharmacist’s wife’, which was
both frustrating and a knock to my confidence. 

Finding time to attend training sessions, develop our
skills, and prepare for new services was a challenge
and I was increasingly feeling guilty for noticing the
pressure of bringing up two children under four and
working full time as a pharmacy manager. I wanted to
give everything to both roles but exhausting myself
doing hours that the role demanded meant that I
began to realise my own limitations. I was no longer
the student surviving on three hours sleep and then
sitting a finals exam; I was running a family and a
pharmacy, and something had to give. 

The inflexibility of pharmacy hours, the lack of flexible
access to many learning opportunities, the difficulty
with finding locum cover when time off was needed
for dependents, were issues we found. We were no
strangers to patching up cover between ourselves to
keep the pharmacies open, but it was not an easy way
to live.
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When I started expressing my views on social media
and writing blogs, I finally felt I had found something
for me that wasn’t time at work or time parenting.
It was work I could do while my children slept and
a genuine pleasure to be recognised as a healthcare
professional in my own right. I had opinions of my own
and there was no request for a second opinion from
‘the pharmacist in the back of the shop’. It was
refreshing to feel like I had a voice that people wanted
to listen to and a platform to share my experiences as
both a mother and a pharmacist. 

But while my writing grew popular and I moved into a
role in primary care, my confidence waned. The
continuous feeling of not being successful enough,
knowledgeable enough, decisive enough or enough of
a leader, was something I found hard to shake. I
worried about defending any decisions I made and
began doubting whether I was cut out for my role as a
pharmacist. This feeling leaked into my perceptions of
my abilities as a mother and I found myself regularly
challenging negative thoughts about my capability
to parent. 

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020, the
challenge of attempting to work from home in a new
role with two children was something neither of us
could have foreseen. Given only my role could be done
remotely, I found myself juggling again, dreading
calling patients and anxious about calls from school
to ask how we had been getting on with home-
schooling. ‘We haven’t been getting on at all!’ I wanted
to yell, and it seemed critically unfair to find myself a
keyworker and yet still juggling home-schooling,
working full-time and studying for a course. 

With no ‘childcare bubble’ to help us, the mounting
frustration of feeling doubly inadequate as both
parent and pharmacist was another hit to my
confidence and even when childcare resumed for us,
there were times where we had to self-isolate and the
frustration returned with a vengeance. I realised there
were others in far worse situations but a seemingly
unending pandemic was enough to provide a negative
undercurrent of feeling that I could not shake off. 

And despite a run of success in my writing career, my
day job still felt a challenge and it was only when I
reached out to colleagues that I realised I was not alone;

it had taken time to work up the courage to speak out
about how I had been feeling and I admit to having
feared that I would appear weak in asking for support.

Often but not always, women are the primary
caregivers in the family and the impact of juggling
this with a career in pharmacy should not be
underestimated. The fear of being held back by
having children, the continuous juggling of childcare,
school homework, extra-curricular activities, work
timetables, training and personal time are what
makes it difficult and at times seemingly impossible
to achieve personal goals. 

I once described being a woman and a pharmacist as
a ‘double-whammy predisposition for underselling
oneself’ and I stand by this today. I genuinely feel that
as women, we lack confidence in driving ourselves
forward for more senior roles, we hold back from
speaking up because we lack confidence and we
perhaps don’t communicate enough with each other
about the challenges we face in juggling our lives as
women in pharmacy. 

The reality of being women in pharmacy is that we do
have skills of our own to offer, ideas to share and use
in leadership, as well as a determination to succeed
and develop the pharmacy profession for the years to
come. As a relatively young pharmacist with ideas of
my own of what leadership should look like, I believe it
is important for us to feel connected, empowered and
supported in our careers because we are the future of
pharmacy and our voices should be heard equally. 

At times when my finger hovers uncertainly over the
mouse as I prepare to press send on an email
containing a blog I wrote, I think back to my days in
high school when I felt like anything was possible. I
remind myself that if I can have the confidence to
speak freely about the issues all pharmacists face in
healthcare, then perhaps others too will speak up and
eventually there will be positive change and progress
for the profession. Women in pharmacy have a voice
and should be encouraged and supported to use it. 
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