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ABSTRACT 

My previous research around mothers that work and study, showed that many of 

their everyday, emotional experiences could be regarded as “unseen” in that they 

were routine, invisible and unnoticed and were often played out in private.  For 

those experiences that could be regarded as emotionally painful, their “unseen” 

nature was further complicated as tendencies toward denial, withdrawal, and 

self-isolation were common reactions to deeply felt emotional pain.  Thus, these 

experiences were frequently concealed in two ways as they were both “unseen” 

and hidden. 

A fundamental principle of feminist research is to liberate by exposing, that which 

is concealed and suppressed and to make feminine lived experiences visible. 

Modern, feminist research uses a wide range of research methods and in recent 

years, arts-based and narrative research have emerged as disciplines from within 

the broader field of qualitative research.  Feminist scholars have found visual, 

narrative inquiry methods to be useful tools in obtaining rich data from 

traditionally marginalised perspectives and have stressed the transformative 

opportunities for the development of continuities between the “unseen” and the 

“seen” through potential to reveal and expose hidden oppression, promote 

empathetic understanding of the ways in which people experience their worlds 

and present new opportunities for communication, protest and campaign  

I believe that artists and ethnographers often share strong, emancipatory 

affinities through their research intentions and so could productively collaborate 

and learn from each others’ practices.  An artist-practitioner and mother myself, I 

also had responsibility for leading the postgraduate teacher training provision in a 



 
 

local university full-time and studying for a doctorate and I became interested in 

the potential of using arts-based, ethnographic research to investigate and tell 

the stories of other working/studying parents.  I was particularly interested in 

findings from previous research which had identified that whilst all parents 

routinely reported similar issues around practical issues of balancing multiple 

roles; the painful, emotional aspects of managing life as a working/studying 

mother were exclusively female territory and had been described by almost every 

female participant as pernicious, significant and disempowering aspects of their 

lived experiences. 

I set up The Plastic Ceiling Project with the intention of developing an arts-based 

research methodology unequivocally and explicitly grounded in emancipatory 

feminist principles.  My initial research question was simply; “why do mothers 

that work and study often report painful emotions such as guilt, shame, 

frustration, anger, and loneliness?”  

This work is an exploration of The Plastic Ceiling Project and its effectiveness in 

realising these challenges. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introducing the Plastic Ceiling Project 

 

The “Unseen” (Hidden) Pain of Mothers That Work and Study  

Mothering has long occupied a central place when considering women’s positions 

in society (Silva, 1996) and has been acknowledged to bring about major changes 

for women’s relationship and lifestyles, potentially resulting in reduced wellbeing 

(Umberson, Pudrovska and Reczek, 2010; Pettigrew et al, 2016).  Feminist 

researchers such as Badinter (2010), Bramhall, (2013) and O’Donahoe (2014), 

have argued that the decision to mother has often served to constrain, regulate 

and dominate women. Arendell (2000) attributes this in part to the fact that dis-

junctures commonly prevail between accepted ideologies of motherhood and the 

lived experiences of real women.   

Motherhood is “unseen” as it is usually experienced in private, everyday life, 

which Pink (2012) has described as mundane, routine and unnoticed.  The 

everyday; the space where we make our worlds and are made by them, has often 

been acknowledged as the site of much hidden women’s oppression and has 

commonly been a fruitful area for feminist researchers, seeking to understand 

how women in particular, are both defined and define themselves culturally, 

sociologically and economically (Moran & Tegano, 2005; Casey & Martens, 2007 

and Shove, 2007). 

In opposition to the everyday, Pink (2012) has cited opportunities for activism, as 

public, explicit and usually more commonly associated with the masculine 
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experience, contending that traditionally, a dichotomy or separation has existed 

between the two.  Lopez (2009) has exemplified this in her study of mothers’ 

experiences, comparing the perceived low-level status of female journals and 

diaries with much higher status of male autobiographies written by those in the 

academy.   

Due to the private nature of lived experiences, where every-day routines have 

traditionally occurred within the domestic sphere (Pink, 2012) mothers, have 

traditionally remained isolated, and have been afforded little opportunity to 

compare and contrast difficulties, problems and challenges in order to more 

clearly rationalise ideology and actuality in terms of cultural expectations of 

mothering.  This essential need has been cited as both vital and lacking by 

mothers in research that considers experiences of modern motherhood (Lopez, 

2009, McDaniel et al, 2012; Pettigrew et al, 2016).  

The perceived inability to reconcile the tension between dual identities as 

mothers and workers is a well-documented source of emotional pain 

(Christopher, 2012).  Correlations have been strongly established between work-

family conflict and high degrees of anxiety, irritability, depression and poor 

mental health (Bennett et al, 2012; Berkman et al, 2015).  Pressures to conform to 

culturally prescribed models of parenting requiring huge amounts of time, energy 

and emotional input (Shiffrin et al, 2014) allied to a neoliberal agenda that links 

“good” parenting to high levels of financial expenditure (Orgrad and De 

Benedictus, 2015) have presented conflicting messages to mothers who struggle 

to reconcile the two.   
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The very concept of work-family balance is limited in itself because it fails to take 

account of the impact of other roles that individuals may play outside of these 

two spheres.  Lachance (2003) has noted for example, the emergence of the 

concept of “work/life-style integration”, to account for the fact that working 

mothers usually balance further roles for example that of student, giving them 

ever more sources of stress.   

Importantly it would seem, that as well as experiences of mothers being 

“unseen”, they are also often intentionally hidden.  Seltzer (2011) claims that a 

common and natural reaction to emotional pain would be denial, withdrawal, and 

self-isolation particularly when motivated by fear of scrutiny, judgement and 

discipline.  Given a cultural agenda that argues that “good” mothers must find 

childcare only sacred, delightful and fulfilling (Schiffrin et al, 2014), there is no 

room left for complaint from a mother that wants to regard herself and to be 

regarded as “good”, so any emotional experiences that may be viewed as 

negative must be concealed and denied.  Throughout the research, I have 

referred to mothers’ pain then as both unintentionally invisible due to its private 

nature; “unseen” and intentionally concealed; (hidden) to denote two different 

but equally important aspects of invisibility. 

Changes in how we live modern lives, have resulted in the development of new 

opportunities to forge continuities between the private and the public.  Research 

spaces with user-generated content where knowledge can be co-constructed, 

present complicated but rich investigative environments, constituting the next 

frontier in qualitative human-subjects research (Morrow et al, 2015).  In blurring 

these boundaries, they offer new potential to make the “unseen”, “seen” through 
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their ability to politicise seemingly personal everyday practices, and memorialise 

the mundane (Shaw, 2011; Maddrell, 2012). 

In recent years, arts-based research and narrative inquiry have also emerged as 

disciplines from within the broader field of qualitative research (Eaves, 2014; 

Mattern et al, 2015; Oliveira, 2016).  In particular, they have been found by some 

feminist scholars to be useful tools in obtaining rich data from traditionally 

marginalised perspectives (Schneider and Wright, 2013; Liebenberg et al, 2014; 

Racadio et al, 2014) and have offered transformative opportunities for the 

development of continuities between the “unseen” and the “seen” in their 

potential to reveal and expose veiled oppression (Moran and Tegano, 2005), 

promote empathetic understanding of the ways in which other people experience 

their worlds (Rose, 2010; Mannay, 2013) and present new opportunities for 

communication, protest and campaign (Oliveira and Vearey, 2015; Oliveira, 2016).  

In discussing visual narrative inquiry, Schneider & Wright (2013) have made the 

case that artists and anthropologists often share strong affinities in their research 

intentions and could productively collaborate and learn from each other’s 

practices, particularly when conducting ethnographic research.  As an artist-

practitioner who aims to tell stories through my art, I was keen to develop 

research methodologies that combined the visual with the narrative and to apply 

them to my own research to investigate the experiences of other parents who 

worked and studied.  

At the start of this project, as well as being mother to two young children, I had 

responsibility for leading the postgraduate teacher training provision in a local 

university, working full-time whist studying for a doctorate.  I was particularly 
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inspired by findings from my previous research which had identified that whilst all 

parents routinely reported similar issues around practical issues of balancing 

multiple roles, the painful, emotional aspects of having to balance the role of 

mother with other commitments, were exclusively female territory and seemed 

to be described by almost every participant as pernicious, significant and 

disempowering aspects of their lived feminine experiences. 
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The Plastic Ceiling Project  

Inspired by these ideas I began to develop The Plastic Ceiling Project with the 

intention of combining arts-based research methods and (auto)ethnographic 

narrative inquiry to openly investigate the question; “why do working mothers 

that study often suffer pain from emotions such as guilt, shame, frustration, 

anger, and loneliness?” These emotionally painful experiences converge with my 

own experiences as a working, studying mother and so I describe The Plastic 

Ceiling Project as both an ethnographic and an autoethnographic study referring 

to it as (auto)ethnographic, and using the brackets, in an attempt to define it as 

both (this will be explained more fully later in this chapter).   

The Plastic Ceiling Project was grounded in research that I had undertaken over 

several years prior to its inception and which had been inspired by my role in 

teacher training.  This initial research had sought to investigate and help me to 

understand perceived challenges for trainee teachers who were balancing their 

training with caring for children of their own.  Whilst carrying out this research, I 

had become increasingly aware that many of the issues cited around balancing 

parenting responsibilities, work and study were similar for both male and female 

trainees.  However, by coding existing data I found that whilst male participants’ 

reports overwhelmingly took a more pragmatic, less emotional approach to 

having to balance childcare with other responsibilities; emotional challenges such 

as guilt, shame, frustration, isolation, judgement, resentment and exhaustion 

were habitually and uniquely cited as barriers to success by female participants.  

The Plastic Ceiling Project was an exploration of exclusively mothers’ experiences.  

I define mothers here as women that take on responsibility for bringing up 
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children whether they are the biological mothers or not.  Although interesting for 

future research, I did not include male perspectives, as in this project I wished to 

understand the specific cultural experiences of women and not men and I believe 

them to be broadly different.  I did not include women without children, not 

because I believe in any way that their voices are less worthy, but because this 

particular project was specifically about the experiences of women who have 

responsibility for bringing up children and may struggle to combine this with 

other obligations.   

Similarly, it was only an exploration of a certain type of women; those that 

mother, work and study.  This is not because I have any set beliefs that mothers 

should work or stay at home; I have done it both ways and believe that there are 

equal but different joys and challenges with either path.  I also acknowledge that 

many women do not have a choice to make in the matter, perhaps they work 

because their money is needed to pay the bills, perhaps they stay at home 

because their jobs do not fit in with the childcare options that are available to 

them or it would not make financial sense to pay for the childcare.  

All the mothers in this research were also involved in studying, as well as working 

and this inevitably limits participants to those who in general are working hard to 

improve their position in some way (termed in this study as “aspirational”).  I have 

preferred to use this term in this research rather than referring to “class” as I 

believe that “class” is often associated with affluence and although I accept that 

aspiration and affluence are very often linked, they are not the same and one can 

exist without the other in some situations and did in this research.  I recognise 

that by confining mothers in the research to those that both work and study and 
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who are therefore by their nature “aspirational” mothers, there is a liability to 

give a specific and particular perspective to the data, but as stated, this work is 

(auto)ethnographic and is an attempt to make visible and to understand the 

experiences of a particular and specific group of mothers who like me have taken 

on the extra responsibility of studying as well as managing responsibilities for 

mothering and paid employment, often at great personal, emotional and financial 

cost, in order to improve their situations in some way. 
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What I Wanted to Do and Why I Wanted to Do It  

In developing The Plastic Ceiling Project, I had three main intentions for the 

research; 

• To make the “unseen” (hidden) pain of mothers that work and study, 

“seen” with the specific intention of revealing oppression. 

• To find a way to promote an empathetic understanding of the way in which 

a certain group of people (mothers that work and study) experience their 

worlds. 

• To develop new opportunities for communication, protest and campaign. 

I knew that developing an understanding of everyday social routines such as 

mothering was likely to be particularly challenging in so much as, many practices 

would be; mundane and taken for granted and therefore difficult to articulate or 

recall, take place in the private domestic sphere and would therefore not be 

easily visible to others and would often be consciously or subconsciously hidden, 

concealed or denied, often out of a sense of fear.  

Lopez (2009: 744) contends that we “are beginning to expand our notion of 

motherhood . . . [by] in this sense, showing the ugly side of motherhood [which] 

has the potential to be liberating and beneficial for all women”.  I believed that 

rendering the private, public through discussion and conversation could be 

regarded as the first stage of activism in terms of making the “unseen” 

experiences of a marginalised group (mothers), “seen”.  In discussing similar isues 

in her work about mothers that blog, Van Cleaf (2015) has argued that developing 
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opportunities for communication is a political act as it reveals the impossibility of 

the expectations of the “good” mother.   

Adrienne Rich (1986: 16) has claimed that; 

“Only the willingness to share private and sometimes painful experience 

can enable women to create a collective description of the world which will 

be truly ours.” 

In the context of my research, I would argue that Rich is calling for mothers to 

recognise that the “unseen” and hidden nature of their experiences as this reveals 

a major part of their pain and by shining a light onto this experience; revealing 

and talking this through, it will become increasingly less powerful as a source of 

fear and shame and thus of oppression. 

In the past, feminist researchers have often called for ‘giving women a voice’ (Van 

Cleaf, 2015; Weil, 2016) with researchers such as Ardener (2005) developing the 

concept of “muted group theory” a critical theory that rationalises how the 

muting of voices of marginalised groups of people has led to further oppression. 

Kramarae (2005) for example has proposed that linguistic communication has 

been initiated and controlled by men (in the ridiculing of women’s related lexicon, 

reinforcing family hierarchies and censoring women’s voices).   

Weil (2016) has argued that whilst volubility can only be used heuristically in 

relation to groups of people, the metaphor of visibility can also be applied to 

individual and specific “unseen” or hidden consequences of human behaviour, 

agency or constraint and is able to call attention at a micro-level to the powerful 

impact of gender in the social ordering of relationships. 
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It is argued that feminist research which values more equal relationships between 

the researcher and the participants is emancipatory in its intentions, politicising 

everyday life in new ways by giving voice to the silenced, making the private 

public, and memorialising the mundane (Shaw, 2011; Somolu, 2007; Maddrell, 

2012). The existing work and vision, of feminist activists, scholars, and 

researchers, has provided a valuable legacy of emancipatory research, praxis, and 

activism, that opens up intellectual and emotional spaces for women to articulate 

their relations to one another and the wider society; transforming the personal 

into the political.  

In her text, Interviewing Women: A Contradiction in Terms? (1981), Ann Oakley 

explored the notion that much established methodology does not uphold feminist 

values, arguing that a feminist researcher would find traditional interviewing 

techniques for instance, morally indefensible, as the key objective; that of finding 

out about people is best achieved with a non-heirarchical relationship between 

participant and researcher and where the researcher is prepared to invest his or 

her own personal identity in the relationship (Oakley, 1981: 41). This call for 

equality, support and non-exploitation in research resonates strongly with my 

own values and perception of my identity as feminist researcher. However, it is 

also worth noting that Oakley acknowledged the difficulty in really achieving this, 

documenting in other work for example tensions within the 'sisterhood' between 

co-operation and competitiveness, (Oakley and Mitchell, 1976).  

As Orme’s (2003) article points out there has been an assumption in feminist 

literature that research carried out by women, about women must be feminist 

research.  I contend that this is an overly simplistic claim.  In her seminal text 
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Getting Lost (2007), Patti Lather takes up this point and problemetises the 

traditional masculinist role of the researcher (male or female) as that of 

authoritarian expert, suggesting an alternative of researcher as participant, 

someone who is actually exploring specific concepts in a quest to uncover new 

knowledge.  Fotheringham (2013) applies Lather’s ideas to Wilson’s (2008) 

ethnographic study into indigenous peoples citing that “research is all about 

unanswered questions, but it also reveals our unquestioned answers” Wilson 

(2008:6).  Whilst Lather and Wilson both champion new epistemological 

paradigms, where the “researcher” as expert does not exist and as a result, new 

forms of knowledge are unearthed, Fotheringham contends that whilst Lather 

argues for a repositioning of the researcher as witness, Williams relocates the 

researcher as storyteller.  An intention that is directly in line with my intentions in 

this research. 

In her book Troubling the Angels (1995) which explored new ways of research 

with women who were HIV positive, Lather also makes the important point that  

too often participants may be subject to harm in terms of being “offered up for 

consumption and voyeurism” (Lather; 1995: 35). Her aim here was not to better 

represent the women who participated, but to examine how feminist researchers 

could be more accountable by repositioning themselves away from the role of 

expert and instead becoming part of the research process. 

Bhavnani and Phoenix (1993) suggest that the accountability of feminist research 

is not simply to its participants but also to the overarching principles of feminism 

stating that; “Any study whose main agent is a woman / women and which claims 

a feminist framework should not reproduce the researched in ways in which they 
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are represented in dominant society” (Bhavnani and Phoenix 1993: 29) in other 

words the research should make a self-conscious effort to ensure that established 

inequalities are not re-inscribed in the representations of the participants.  I 

believed then that The Plastic Ceiling Project should clearly and transparently 

embrace principles that I held dear and interpreted as feminist in nature in that 

thay aimed to value the voice of all participants and ensure an equality in the 

relationship between participants and researcher that was empowering rather 

than disempowering for all concerned.   

In considering the intentions of The Plastic Ceiling Project I developed my own 

framework of values that I believed to be central to the aims of the project and 

that could also be identifiable as feminist in their intentions.  I started out with a 

collection of random ideals that could be broadly termed emancipatory and 

eventually condensed these down to five over-arching principles, drawn from a 

wide range of studies that had considered what made research feminist in nature.   

These values were: 

• An intention to focus on and honour participants’ individual stories within 

the research (Page, 2017; Smele et al, 2017; Vaccaro, 2017). 

• The creation of opportunities to raise consciousness of perceived 

oppression through the research methodology (Page, 2017; Leurs, 2017). 

• Development of a methodology that supported greater equality through 

the rejection of “subject” and “object” within the research. (Buskens, 

2016). 



14 
 

• The need to ensure a fundamental concern with ethics of care and 

accountability. (Leurs, 2017). 

• Maintaining an explicit intention to empower women and to change power 

relations and inequality (Wright, 2017). 

Leurs (2017) has robustly argued that, whilst quantitative, positivist ‘discovery’, 

an ideology that commonly reflects cultural attributes of masculinist, middle-

class, Western-centric, able-bodied, heteronormative domination, has 

traditionally been promoted as superior to small-scale, in-depth, non-

generalisable, qualitative research, this would not be an appropriate goal for 

research that would aim to be explore individual lived experience as the 

complexity of everyday life cannot always be fully captured in patterns or neat 

categories.  

The consideration of ethical power relations and acknowledgment of 

dependencies and authority surrounding the qualitative research process is also a 

strong feature of feminist scholarship (Edwards and Mauthner, 2012; Nagy and 

Hesse-Biber, 2012) A feminist ethics of care involves practices in which we engage 

‘to maintain, contain and repair our ‘‘world’’ so that we can live in it as well as 

possible’, based on attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness 

(Tronto, 1994).  This aspect was also something that I wanted to be a central 

concern to my research. 
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How I Did It  

Overview of the Five Phases of the Methodology 

Phase One: When I first set up The Plastic Ceiling Project I created a website 

which set out the aims and intentions of the research.  The image below is a 

screenshot of the website.  This included a discussion tab which allowed me to 

incorporate an initial blog.   

 

 

 

The initial blog directed participants to post stories which exemplified times that 

they perceived the balancing of their multiple roles as mothers, workers and 

students caused them emotional pain.  I was then able to consider the stories and 

to decide whether I felt that could make them into good images. 
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Phase Two: In my art I use digital photographs to tell stories.  In this case, I used 

the initial stories posted in phase one to inspire images to depict the stories told.  

I selected the stories based on whether I felt that I could make them into good 

images. 

 

The characters portrayed in the images were Barbie dolls and although I began 

the project with the intention of building dioramas to keep the scale between the 

characters and the backgrounds correct, I actually ended up photographing the 

Barbies in real-life settings, as I felt that the difference in scale between the 

characters and the settings emphasised the overwhelming responsibilities of the 

mothers depicted in the stories and added to the humour. 
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Phase Three: In the next phase I presented the images via a blog over the course 

of a week so that participants could comment on them.  One image was posted 

per day and there were two online week-long exhibitions over the course of the 

project; Barbie and the Seven Sins of Motherhood and Barbie and the Mummy 

Guilt Trip.   

In the following image; “Deadlines”, from the second exhibition “Barbie and the 

Mummy Guilt Trip” for example, Abigail described having to sit on the end of the 

bath with her laptop balanced on her knee while her children were having their 

bath so that she could get all her emails sent for the day as well as getting her 

children bathed and ready for bed. 

I photographed the image in the bathroom, perching the doll’s bath onto the 

actual sink and used the toothbrush mug to play about with the idea of scale and 

bring out the watery colours of the mother’s skirt and the bath. 

The children are slightly hidden behind the laptop to show that the work is taking 

priority. 

The image elicited the following comment from Amanda;  

“This looks very familiar...I've lost track of the number of times I would be 

doing something with my kids, but my mind was completely elsewhere and 

with hindsight, I feel really sad about this”. 
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Phase Four: In the next phase, participants were encouraged to respond to the 

images on the blog with further stories or comments elicited by the image.  It was 

made clear that there was no expectation regarding the type of comment, 

participants were invited to respond as they saw fit.  An email was sent out each 

day to participants to remind them that an image had been posted.  The image 

below shows how participants were able to respond to the image posted by 

leaving their thoughts. 
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Phase five: In this final phase, participants’ stories were collected as data and 

were coded to reveal themes.   

New opportunities to blur the boundaries between the private and the public 

experience have presented rich and exciting opportunities for researchers 

(Morrow et al, 2015; Maddrell, 2012) these include the potential for developing 

research spaces with user-generated content which allow for the development of 

co-constructed knowledge.  In this way, narrative inquiry has been found by some 

feminist scholars to be a useful ethnographic tool (Schneider and Wright, 2013) to 

obtain rich data from traditionally marginalised perspectives (Busanich et al, 

2016; Oliveira, 2016; Mattern et al, 2015;) thus offering transformative 

opportunities for the development of continuities between the “unseen” and the 

“seen”. 

Narrative Inquiry uses stories, photos and life-experiences to research and 

understand the way in which people create meaning in their lives through 

narrative.  Famously, Joan Didion wrote simply yet powerfully that, “We tell 

ourselves stories in order to live” (Didion, 2006).  I believe that storytelling has the 

power to transform and to empower so that we can evolve and grow in order to 

live better: more reflective, more meaningful lives.  As an artist-practitioner, I 

produce images that tell stories of lived experiences and I was keen to develop 

research methodologies that combined the visual with the narrative and to apply 

them to my own research.   

To facilitate the telling of these stories, The Plastic Ceiling Project combined visual 

images to elicit stories from the participants (photo-elicitation) and a weblog 

(blog) to collect and display the stories.  Visual images can evoke emphatic 
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understanding of how other people experience their world (Mannay, 2013) and 

the main purpose of photo-elicitation is to record how subjects respond to the 

images presented, ascribing their personal and social meanings and values 

(Bignante, 2010).  In the project, the images were created using digital 

photography to visually represent the participants’ stories.  Blogs can be 

described as a form of easy-to-manage, personal websites with posted content 

presented in reverse chronological order (Schiano, et al, 2004).  Bloggers can post 

a piece of text or an image and invite comments (posts) in response to the initial 

posts from others.   

As described previously, my first undertaking was to collect stories from 

participants about times when they found managing work, life and study painful.   

This was important to me as I wanted the project to be a co-construction of 

knowledge and so the input from participants, right at the start was fundamental 

to this.  I used these stories to inspire and create images for the photo-elicitation 

part of the project picking the stories that I felt could be most easily recreated 

into images.  These were then exhibited in an online exhibition (one image per 

day) via a blogpost and participants were encouraged to interact with the images 

by posting a comment. 
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My Story to Tell? 

  

 

I have always loved Barbie dolls and they have never lost their appeal for me.  My 

own daughter shares the obsession and the first image (above) is of me at the age 

of eight in 1979 with a much loved (and much requested) doll finally given to me 

reluctantly by my own mother following a tenacious campaign of persuasion.  For 

me at that time, Barbie was a representation of “womanhood” whereas my other 

dolls were “babies”.  I sometimes enjoyed looking after the baby dolls, bathing 

them, feeding them and putting them to bed, but Barbie, with her car and house 

and clothes gave me the opportunity to play at being a grown up and to imagine 

different possibilities for the life I wanted to someday live and the woman that I 
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hoped to be.  This difference is important and is explained in the work of Wright 

(2003: 2) who claims that, “Barbie functions as a tool for self-imagining”. The 

focus of play then, was on self development rather than care for others 

something which I have only recently realised the significance of in my own work. 

One of the most noticeable trends to come out of post-structural research is an 

increased focus on the importance of reflexivity in the research process (Pillow, 

2010) and the acceptance that in all social research the researcher is not just a 

neutral observer Pink (2012).  In referring to photo-elicitation, Rose contends that 

only; “A non-reflexive researcher does not acknowledge that the visual data that 

they generate is inevitably shaped by their subjectivity and photographic 

practice” (Rose, 2012:13).  In this (auto)ethnographic work I claim to be both the 

researcher and the researched as the work is about women like me; mothers who 

work and study and is a co-production of knowledge through the stories of the 

participants and the interpretation of their stories by me.   

Ethnography is a qualitative research method that sets out to co create 

knowledge through the telling of stories.  Autoethnography extends that practice 

to include the researcher’s own stories.  According to Bochner and Ellis (2016: 

111), an autoethnographer is "first and foremost a communicator and a 

storyteller".  Adams, Jones, and Ellis (2014) contend that autoethnography is 

typically concerned with the human struggle to overcome everyday adversity and;  

"Uses a researcher's personal experience to describe and critique cultural 

beliefs, practices, and experiences. Acknowledges and values a researcher's 

relationships with others. . .Shows 'people in the process of figuring out 
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what to do, how to live, and the meaning of their struggles'" (Adams, 

2015:111). 

Both these definitions align with my research intentions.  My experiences now, 

and those in the past have suggested that my research interests have all had their 

origin in deeply personal experiences.  The Plastic Ceiling Project draws on 

elements of analytic autoethnographic principles as defined by Anderson (2006), 

which refer to work in which the researcher acknowledges themselves as a full, 

visible member of the research, committed to a research agenda focused on 

improving understandings of a social phenomenon, not just to provide an insiders' 

perspective or evoke an emotional response but also to gain insight into a 

broader set of social phenomena. 

In taking an analytic autoethnographic approach to the designing of The Plastic 

Ceiling Project, I was able to draw connections between my own personal life and 

the lives described by others, “weaving intricate connections among life and art, 

experience and theory, evocation and explanation” (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994: 

208).  I regarded my own experience as paramount to the exploration of why 

balancing motherhood, work and study should be the source of feminine 

emotional pain, but I aimed to use an approach as described by Chang (2008); not 

just in focusing on self alone, but, “searching for understanding of others’ cultures 

and society through self. Self is a subject to look into and a lens to look through to 

gain an understanding of a societal culture” (Chang, 2008, p. 49). 

I acknowledge that this approach is not without weaknesses.  Butler (1990) draws 

on postmodern theories to argue against the viability of the category of "woman" 

also concerned that, despite the fact that gender was promoted by feminism 
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precisely to reject and criticise traditional efforts to define women's nature 

through "biological" attributes this attempt to describe shared experience 

according to gender has a “normalising effect” reinforcing a binary opposition 

between men and women and serves to speak for or in the name of someone.  

Spelman (1988), shows definitively the mistake in any attempt to uncover hidden 

experiences that women may have in common by isolating gender from other 

attributes such as ethnicity, race, age, class, religion, culture, sexuality etc.  

Spelman argues, that at the level of individual identity there is no way to 

distinguish the "gender part" from any other part.  Each person's identity is 

unique and dependant on her personal experiences, the meaning she makes, her 

communicative interactions etc.  No individual woman's identity can be seen as 

separate from gender, but how gender forms part of her identity is personal to 

her alone.   

I must also acknowledge that the assumption that women form a single group 

with common experiences, has often served to favour privileged points of view by 

unwittingly taking the experience of white middle-class heterosexual women, lik 

myself, as representative of all women (Bordo, 1989). I am a working, studying 

mother who feels emotional pain and I research other working, studying mothers 

who feel emotional pain and in this way my work is certainly (auto)ethnographic 

in its approach.  However, I accept that my identity is also situated as a certain 

“type” of mother.  This is clearly illustrated in Reid’s (1983) analysis of Ann 

Oakley’s important work; Becoming a Mother (1979) where she critiques the idea 

that becoming a mother can be emotionally traumatic due to a range of factors 

including; the need to adjust to a new role as mother with no training, loss of 
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status, loss of career and having to live on much less money and lack of social 

support certainly all aspects that I very much identified with as a new mother and 

which I hadn’t considered would be so shocking to me.   

Reid makes the point that theses experiences were closely linked to expectations 

and class; in other research, where women had close, established extended family 

ties for example (more common in working class communites), this reality shock 

was muted as they were well-aware of the reality of having to care for a small 

baby.  Similarly, she argues, women who had not worked in full-time employment 

before the birth, had already established good patterns of social contact (often 

with family) and had already experienced low employment status and insecurity 

of income so the arrival of a baby was merely one further factor to be fitted into 

the broader equation.  As Reid points out, women from different social classes or 

ethnic groups, may have varied expectations about what they can achieve in the 

first place and they can only talk about emotional pain in relation to the 

framework of their lives. 

Iris Marion Young (1994) picks up on the difficulties and dangers of 

conceptualising women as a single group arguing that searching for common 

characteristics of women or of women's oppression ultimately leads to exclusions 

and normalisation. She does, however, concede though that there may also be 

pragmatic reasons for considering female shared experiences acknowledging that 

when women group, it is not just the fact that they are women that brings them 

together there will also be other similarities.  Young suggests that 

reconceptualising a way of thinking about women as a social grouping which she 

terms a “social collective” aiming to represent women as a collective who may 
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share commonalities without “identifying these as common attributes that all 

women have or implying that all women have a common identity” (Young, 1994: 

714) 

Some autothnographic practice is concerned primarily with autobiography 

(Dashper, 2015), placing the researcher at the centre of the research.  This was 

not my intention here though.  Although I want to acknowledge my own 

positionality as both the researcher and the researched, I aimed for my 

experiences to be just a part of the data not the main part as I wanted the stories 

of the participants to be equally important and never intentionally less important 

than my own in the research.  Perhaps this is because of my desire to create a 

supportive community of mothers through the work that I do.  I have signified 

this, through the use of brackets in writing (auto)ethnography, to show that 

overall experiences described, represent a collective work, but as personal 

experiences cannot be homogenised, each story must be viewed separately and 

so the work is both ethnographic and autoethnographic; (auto)ethnographic. 

Whilst some academics have criticised the self-reflective nature of 

autoethnographic research as self-indulgent (Pillow, 2010) and undermining the 

conditions necessary for emancipatory research (Patai, 1994; Kemmis, 1995), 

many feminist researchers (Clough, 1992; Fonow & Cook, 1991; Davies and 

Gannon 2012) have situated the issue of reflexivity as fundamental to feminist 

research both in terms of illuminating the potentially exploitative power relations 

embedded in much research and in a determination to rethink traditional, 

established research methods that have been condemned as being grounded in 

privileging traditionally masculine concepts. 
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Increasingly, feminist scholars have critiqued positivist scientific methods that 

have reduced lived experiences to a series of disconnected variables unable to do 

justice to the complexities of social life. (Chang, 2016; Hughes and Pennington, 

2016; Henderson et al 2015).  Bochner (2000) and Clough and Corbett (2000) have 

both expressed concerns that too much emphasis on criteria will move us back to 

methodological policing and take us away from a focus on imagination, ethical 

issues in autographic work, and creating better ways of living, they also claim that 

research that draws on autoethnographic approaches needs to be closely aligned 

with theoretical reflection to ensure that it stands up as a robust, full-bodied 

research methodology distinguishable from hearsay and gossip.   

This story then, is intended as both my story and the story of others like me that 

have acknowledged that they suffer real emotional pain every day in trying to be 

“good” mothers, providing for our families and working to secure and improve 

our hard-won positions in society.  Because I suffer and have experienced similar 

suffering in other women that I love and care about I am passionate about 

exposing this hidden oppression, promoting empathetic understanding of under-

discussed experiences and in doing so creating new opportunities for building 

communities of practice and developing opportunities for collective protest and 

campaign. 
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Overview of Chapters 

This chapter has aimed to provide an introduction, to the aims of The Plastic 

Ceiling Project by discussing the unseen and hidden pain of mothers that study, 

discussing what I aimed to do, why I wanted to do it, how I did it and why I was 

the right person to do it. 

In chapter two; A Background to the Plastic Ceiling Project: The Painful Concept of 

the “Good” Mother, I will give context to The Plastic Ceiling Project firstly by 

considering the views of key feminist thinkers and concepts of patriarchy, then 

discussing the construction of the “good” mother in neoliberal times and then by 

considering why this construction may cause modern mothers pain. In part one; 

Constructing a Good Mother for Modern Times, I will be arguing that the twin 

forces of intense cultural fear and the accountability that is integral to a 

neoliberal agenda have conspired to create a particularly demanding and 

profoundly classed and gendered parenting ideology in the form of Intensive 

Mothering (which can itself be defined by the three principles of essentialism, 

sacrifice and vocation).  I will also aim to explain how this ideology has been 

culturally enforced and reinforced by drawing on Foucauldian ideas of 

surveillance and bio-power. 

In part two; The Pain I will discuss why this accepted ideology of the “good” 

mother can lead to great emotional pain for women who parent, work and study, 

reflecting on why that pain might be “unseen” not just because of its private and 

domestic nature but also, and perhaps more insidiously because it is intentionally 

hidden by mothers, before going on to argue that exposing this pain may 
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represent significant progress in improving the situation of modern 

working/studying mothers.    

In chapter three; The Design of The Plastic Ceiling Project, I will be justifying how 

methodology used aimed to make the “unseen” and hidden, “seen”.  I will be 

discussing the perceived value in using feminist qualitative research methods 

grounded in arts-based research and narrative inquiry to achieve my research 

intentions and considering the (auto)ethnographic aspects of the research before 

considering how central the methodology can be regarded to the data collected.  

This chapter will also include a critique of the use of Barbie and to what extent 

she should be considered an anti-feminist icon. 

In chapter four; The Stories from the Plastic Ceiling Project, I will be exploring the 

participants’ stories of maternal pain using the seven themes which presented 

themselves in the data; exhaustion, fear, frustration, guilt, loneliness, resentment 

and shame.  Within each theme I will be retelling stories as disclosed by the 

participants considering both why the experiences might be considered 

emotionally painful given the context discussed in chapter two and examining 

why the pain that has been described might be regarded either as “unseen” or 

hidden. 

Chapter five; Linking the Stories from The Plastic Ceiling Project to the Ideology of 

the “Good” Mother will return to the ideology of Intensive Mothering.  In 

critiquing this ideology, I will consider the three defining themes of essentialism, 

vocation and sacrifice, in order to consider whether there is evidence to show 

that the concept of the “good” mother as defined by this particular and dominant 
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modern mothering ideology can be regarded as central to the participants’ 

experiences of pain.   

Finally, chapter six; How Successful Was The Plastic Ceiling Project? will be a 

discussion of how well The Plastic Ceiling Project could be viewed as being aligned 

to its feminist values and how successful it could be regarded to be in terms of 

achieving its research intentions; making the “unseen” (hidden), “seen”, 

promoting empathetic understanding of the lived experiences of its participants 

and creating opportunities for development of community and thus collective 

protest and campaign.   
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CHAPTER 2 

A Background to the Plastic Ceiling Project: The Painful  

Concept of the “Good” Mother 

Feminist Responses to the Concept of Mother 

One of the most important contributions that feminist scholars have made is to 

question how far the concept of mothering as a female activity is rooted in 

biology and nature and how far it is socially constructed.  In her pivotal work The 

Second Sex, (1949) Simone de Beauvoir paved the way for modern feminist 

debate around gender (and mothering as a gendered practice) by famously asking 

the question; “Are there women?” (1949: 35)   

By raising this challenge, De Beauvoir opened up the argument around whether 

existence could precede essence; in other words, is one born a woman or made a 

woman according to the expectations of the culture in which she lives.  De 

Beauvoir argues that far from being a fixed concept, the question of what makes a 

“woman” and equally what makes a “mother” can have many answers and thus 

can never be just one thing but is multifaceted and changing.   

In traditional terms women have often been regarded as “natural mothers” 

(essentialism) due to the belief that they are bestowed with more nurturing, 

caring and person-centred characteristics (while men have been identified more 

competitive and work orientated). Hansen (1997:5) notes that feminist thinking 

about mothering since the 1960s can be regarded as a “drama in three acts”; an 

initial rejection of essentialism by early second wave feminists such as Simone De 
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Beauvoir, followed by an attempt to reclaim and recharacterise motherhood in 

the mid seventies by feminists such as Chodorow, Ruddick and Irigaray and more 

recently a concern to extend and challenge earlier though which Hansen 

characterises as an “impasse”: 

“Many (but by no means all) women wish to refuse motherhood on the old 

terms…[but] the fear that no-one will take care of our children if we don’t, 

makes it difficult to go forward” (1997:6) 

De Beauvoir’s views of maternity as an inevitably negative experience can be 

described as resting on essentialism in that she views biology as inherently 

oppressive for all women thereby ignoring differences between individual 

women.  For De Beauvoir, the maternal experience cannot be improved, it must 

be side-stepped.  She does not propose a new view of maternity rather an escape 

from it by virtue of education and employment. 

In The Second Sex (1949), De Beauvoir discusses the experiences of mothering 

chronologically, focusing on the physical characteristics of the female body 

through conception, pregnancy and childbirth and noting a previous lack of free 

contraception.  She acknowledges that to some extent female bodies force 

women into the role of mothers simply by virtue of their biology, positioning 

woman as man’s other.  However, she goes on to reject the argument that 

women are natural beings incapable of transcendence and to contend that it is 

not the situation that we find ourselves in but our reactions to these experiences 

that allow us to transcend our biologically assigned roles, urging women to 

consciously choose the meanings that they give to their lives.   
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Existentialist arguments such as this, value transcendence over immanence with 

transcendence being the possibility of living freely and authentically and 

immanence being stagnation or staying in the same place.  De Beauvoir cherished 

opportunities for transcendence and projects that might lead to indefinite 

freedoms and new horizons.  It might seem that a woman’s ability to create and 

nurture new life could be regarded as the ultimate transcendence.  However, De 

Beauvoir did not regard it in this way, and instead is generally viewed as having 

based her feminism around a rejection of motherhood regarding it as inevitable 

suppression leading to a loss of freedom and agency. 

De Beauvoir was never a mother herself and made many assertions that led to an 

assumption that she was anti-motherhood, for example, when interviewed by 

Friedan (1976: 396) and asked whether the state should pay wages to stay at 

home mothers, she argued that the state should do what it could to discourage 

women from choosing full-time motherhood at all.  In this way she seems not to 

acknowledge the joy that motherhood affords some women.  According to 

Schwarzer (1984), De Beauvoir later clarified that it was not motherhood that she 

was against but the way in which it had been organised in our society which was 

tantamount to slavery; with mothers expected to devote themselves entirely to 

motherhood and regard it as their sole fulfilment. 

From De Beauvoir’s viewpoint there is no transcendence associated with the act 

of mothering, as once women are mothers, they are not free to self create and 

remould their own circumstances.  She argues that mothers may either feel 

enslaved to the child and its demands in which case they are faced with the 

choice to either be submerged by maternal devotion and martyrdom or resist.  
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She also states that whilst they may see an opportunity for their own 

transcendence through the domination of the child, this option as well as hurting 

the child is doomed to failure as the child is bound to grow and leave.  For De 

Beauvoir the act of motherhood will result in immanence as the mother passively 

allows her situation to supply goals to her. 

De Beauvoir never seemd to be able to fully reconcile the biological determinism 

of the women with the femaleness of the role of mother, condemning Western 

culture for positioning women with second-class status because of it.  She argued 

that women should look outside of motherhood for fulfilment; that the child, 

“ought not to be the limit of his mother’s horizon” (De Beauvoir 1949: 582) and 

that men should co-parent more equitably.  However, while much contemporary 

literature now refers to parents and families rather than mothers, there is 

compelling evidence to suggest that the role of mothering is still overwhelmingly 

carried out by women.   

Later feminist versions of motherhood, in what Hansen terms the “second act” 

(1997: 5) can also be regarded as conflicted.  Adrienne Rich’s view of motherhood 

in Of Women Born (1976) for example, was conceived as a breakthrough in that it 

viewed motherhood as an “institution” from which women could actually choose 

to break free and reinvent their experiences.  Rich’s account, whilst 

groundbreaking, does however continue to rely on the notion of patriarchy as an 

unmoveable, monolithic entity something which later feminist thought does 

highlight as problematic.  Chodorow’s Reproduction of Mothering (1978), while 

influential in considering the relationship between motherhood and ideology also 
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tends towards essentialism in that she continues to present the role of mother as 

outside of culture, thus rendering her silent and powerless. 

A shift from essentialism to post-structuralism is characterised by the argument 

that in attempting to define, characterise or speak for women, feminist writers 

are fundamentally reproducing existing misogynistic tactics.  Spellman (1988) 

takes up this argument stating that; 

‘It might be thought that as feminists, our motivation for thinking, talking, 

and writing about any particular woman is that she is a woman; at the same 

time, the point is not to talk only about one woman, but about women […] 

the apparent logic of feminist inquiry directs me to disregard what 

differentiates one woman from another, to see beyond what is peculiar to a 

woman or to a group of women who can also be identified as middle-class 

or working class, or Jewish or Catholic, or white or Black, or lesbian or 

heterosexual.’ (1988: 3) 

As an alternative, feminist writers seek to reconsider previously accepted 

concepts of positionality, arguing that the very idea of “woman” as a fixed 

concept is in itself a fiction, as human beings are “made”, as they are reflexive and 

formed by their personal interactions and experiences, meaning that the practice 

of childcare, as an entirely feminine concept is a nonsense and the term 

motherhood (as a noun) should be thought of as an action. 

Post-structural and existentialist advocates such as Lacan, Derrida and Foucault 

for example, “deconstruct” the subject as having no essential identity arguing that 

there is an inherent instability in the social constructs that are borne out of the 
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complexity of human nature. The dilemma facing modern day feminists is in an 

accepted self-definition grounded in a concept of “woman” as an identifiable 

construct, set up in opposition to a global institution of male supremacy - 

patriarchy. 

For many feminists this concept is troubling:  much feminist theory is predicated 

on the idea of “woman”, yet it is a concept that is indeterminable and impossible 

to accurately define.  In her 1977 essay “Women on the Market” for example Luce 

Irigaray draws on Marxist principles to contend that women are exchanged 

between men in the same way as any other commodity and that, whether or not 

a woman is a mother, her identity is always defined according to that role.  As 

such, women can be seen to have “use” as commodities for men in their role as 

mothers.  Whilst some postfeminist critics (Zimmerman, 2016) have argued that 

Irigaray’s standpoint provides a useful tools in understanding the mechanisms by 

which capitalism and patriarchy intersect to allow the structural subordination of 

mothers, an uneasiness has also been identified in terms of binary expressions of 

the masculine and feminine, that serves to preserve a patriarchal hierarchy (Sokal 

and Bricmont, 1998).   

Chodorow (1978) argued that while fathers’ greater participation in child-care 

would be able to deliver an escape from the oppression of gendered mothering, 

and in her later writing acknowledged that economic changes leading to the 

development of shared parenting had served to challenge a traditional mothering 

role,  she also acknowledged that mothering continues to be overwhelmingly 

considered in terms of an essentialising of the child’s needs: that the child needs 

its mother before anyone else, and that the promotion of the “truth” of the bond 
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between mother and child ensures a guarantee of the meeting of the child’s 

needs by women, providing little space for a radical consideration either of the 

“need” or of the mothering in terms of meeting the need. 

Walkerdine takes up this argument contending that although there is certainly an 

ongoing “struggle for meaning” (1987: 54) and that changes in the family form 

and the definition of mother may have led to uncertainty about what the family 

or mother is, there is no corresponding uncertainty about what mothering is and 

that the concept of the “good” mother (one that responds to the needs of her 

child/ren) remains at the very heart of social and political debate. So far as 

children are concerned, their very nature is often constituted in terms of their 

needs which are discursively constructed as more or less fixed (Walkerdine and 

Lucey, 1989).  Lawler (2000) argues that although “wants” can be met or not, 

“needs” must be met, or dire consequences will ensue.  Hence, once children are 

defined in terms of “needs” mothers, in their socially constructed roles must 

respond.  If mothering then is in its very definition constituted in response to the 

category of child, concepts of mothering must rest on how best to respond to the 

(largely fixed) physical and psychological needs of the child. 

Most modern analyses of motherhood, especially feminist analyses, assume a 

level of social construction of the role of mother arguing that as this role is 

created, it is therefore subject to change and could be argued to have been 

increasingly destabilised in recent times.  New breakthroughs in reproductive 

technologies have disrupted previous understandings of what a “mother” might 

be (Stanworth, 1987) and the proliferation of accepted “types” of families for 

example (blended families etc.) certainly suggest that the nuclear family is 
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increasingly devalued.  At the same time, there may appear to be a wider 

acceptance of a plurality of approaches to child raising with no one correct 

doctrine being touted and the concept of the “expert” in mothering practices has 

been undermined with childcare advice being offered and accepted from an 

extensive range of sources such as for example, celebrities who may publish 

books on childrearing based solely on their experiences of having babies of their 

own. 

In the second volume of The Second Sex, De Beauvoir argues controversially that 

there is no such thing as a maternal instinct; that mothering is learned and that 

the experiences of real mothers are therefore completely variable and assigned 

meaning in very different ways. She acknowledges that girls and women are 

subjected to micropolitics and often learn very quickly how to conform to a 

patriarchal ideology of mothering but takes an anti-naturalistic stance.  

 Risman (1986, 1987) agrees, challenging these assumptions by conducting 

“micro-structural” research around males who had assumed primary parental 

responsibility on a daily basis.  Her study examined how immediate variables can 

not only challenge existing assumptions but create gender, showing that far from 

being programmed to “internal, psychic pre-dispositions” (Risman, 1987:7), men 

who “mother” begin the think and behave in many similar ways to women who 

mother. 

Silverstein (1996) also argues that good parenting is not gender specific and that 

although nurturing has traditionally been associated with women, fathers can 

carry out this role just as effectively and that biological explanations of gender are 

inadequate; “Too many people seem to cross over: there are biological males 
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with feminine structure and biological females with masculine structure” 

(Silverstein, 1996: 54).  For Risman, and Silverstein concepts of mothering should 

be categorised according to the role undertaken rather than the gender of the 

person who is carrying out the role. 

Whilst some feminist thinkers (Chodorow, 1978; Ruddick, 1990) have discussed 

the link between the role of mother and gender identity, proposing equal 

parenting between men and women, Woollett and Phoenix (1991) have indicated 

that mothering continues as a gendered activity because in a patriarchal society, 

the characteristics of the “good” mother are also “feminine” characteristics.  

Women’s greater involvement in childcare is part of a general pattern in which 

women do more emotional as well as practical work in the home.  Gieve 

comments, “It is because the quality of motherhood mirrors so exactly the role of 

women and the idea of femininity not only at home but elsewhere that is so 

difficult to deal with” (1987: 44) 

In the publication of Gender Trouble (1990) and Bodies That Matter (1993), Judith 

Butler also reveals gender as a social construction but through her theory of 

performativity argues that gender is performed then re-enforced through 

repetitions. Butler argues that gender is simply a hegemonic fiction and that its 

creation involves a manufacture of self through, “a stylised repetition of acts 

sedimented through ritualised repetitions of conduct” (1990: 191).  In other 

words, gender norms are powerful because they are first established and then 

repeated.  Butler refers to this repeated performativity as compulsive, arguing 

that individuals seek to conform as they are unable to break free completely from 

social structures. 
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Jeremiah (2006) contends that more recent thinking about maternity has drawn 

on Butler’s notion of “gender performativity”.  Butler understands gender as “a 

doing” rather than “being”, a performative presentation rather than essential to 

one’s body.  Viewed in the light of Butler’s work, motherhood is a series of 

performative acts, a constantly constructed performance which gives agency to 

the performer.  To quote Butler, “To be a mother is to enact mothering” (1998: 

273).  It is the variation of the practices that enact gender that constitute agency 

ultimately refuting the notion of the naturally selfless mother, who is imagined as 

existing prior to culture.  Butler’s view is inspiring within a Western, traditional 

context which positions the mother as passive, as to see mothering as 

performative, is to conceive of it as an active practice, that may also be subversive 

and potentially empowering to mothers.     

Despite the changes in family structures, mothers continue to be given great 

responsibility in terms of creating a secure, harmonious social order through their 

child-rearing practices.  As Walkerdine and Lucey put it, the “good” mother 

remains, “the guarantor of the liberal [democratic] order (1989:15). The mother’s 

task is to produce the self-disciplined, well managed adult who will uphold social 

order and positively contribute to society.  This vision also relies on the othering 

of certain mothers deemed to pose a threat to this nirvana.  Hence, the “bad” 

mother is characterized in opposition to the “good” mother and pathologized as 

disruptive, abhorrent, excessive and undisciplined and charged with producing 

unsettled, troublesome, even anarchic children who will grow up to disrupt social 

harmony through due to the inadequacy of the mother’s nurture. 
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Although power systems may commonly be regarded as an oppressive, 

prohibitive, denying force working outside of the true person, Foucault has 

argued that in reality, power works productively, creating truths and categories of 

normality. This idea is taken up by De Beauvoir and Butler in considering why 

some women “buy into” patriarchal structures.  De Beauvoir argues that 

established structures feel safe to humans whereas infinite freedom is 

frightening.  She argues that the act of devoting oneself to one’s children results 

in maternal ambiguity; self-deception, resentment, hostility and disappointment 

and contends that because of this, it is important to step outside of this comfort 

zone and embrace wider possibilities as this will lead to transcendence rather 

than the inevitable immanence that comes with an acceptance of the status quo.  

Butler also argues that the “buy in” is coercive and almost impossible to break 

gree from entitrely. 

Foucault’s work has been widely criticised by feminist thinkers due to a general 

lack of acknowledgement of gender issues (Ramazanoglu, 1993), however, his 

insights into the ways in which power is deployed through practice and then 

enforced through surveillance is an extremely useful lens through which to 

analyse the establishment of mothering practices within patriachies.  According to 

Foucault, normalisation operates by setting up a base to which individuals must 

conform.  Individuals are judged according to how closely they conform to the 

desired norm and any individual behavior that falls outside what has been defined 

and valued as normal is marginalized and deemed in need of correction and 

sanction.   
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Lawler (2000) argues that in this way, the preferred mechanism for social 

management is through the modelling of “normalised” practices, encouragement 

to adopt and maintain these practices, surveillance (often self-surveillance) to 

regulate these practices and coercion to adhere to these practices in order to 

assure the social order.  Oakley (1986) relates these ideas to motherhood, arguing 

that women who mother could potentially represent a great threat to the system.  

In the interests of capitalism and patriarchy women should not find a sense of 

activism in the act of mothering embracing immanence rather than 

transcendence. Through the way in which she raises her children, the mother is 

positioned as the guarantor of social order.  The task of the “good” mother is to 

raise the “good” citizen (Walkerdine and Lucey, 1989).   

This system is perfectly exemplified in the modelling of “good” mothering 

practices such as Intensive Mothering.  Fundamental practices such as 

essentialism, sacrifice and vocation are presented as “normal” practices form 

mothers and continued vigour in the scrutiny, monitoring, surveillance and self-

surveillance of mothers through e.g. healthcare, social care and education 

professionals ensures that the practice of Intensive Mothering persists.  Mothers 

who invest in these discourses do so by engaging in practices of self-regulation 

and in teaching their children to regulate themselves.  Lawler (2000) argues that it 

is impossible for mothers to be “good” mothers without regulating their children 

as not to do so would be marked as deviant and points out that in the case of 

non-compliance, there is also recourse to modern legal mechanisms such as The 

Children’s Act (1989), predicated on the responsibilities of the parents which 

demonstrates the symbiotic relationship between the law and normalisation.    
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Walkerdine and Lucey (1989) have associated the construction of the norms of 

“good” mothering with class, and in particular, the pathologisation of working-

class women as other.  They argue that that working-class mothers are likely to be 

more aware of the overt workings of power and regulation; “They know that you 

cannot have what you want” (1989: 138) and therefore more likely to be 

compliant. Contrary to this, Walkerdine (1990) argues that many middle-class 

women work in the caring professions and are able therefore to easily access and 

draw on progressive theories of child development which are represented as 

“truths” and normalised as “good” mothering.  In this way middle-class mothers 

are better able to participate in the construction of themselves as better able to 

respond to their child/ren’s needs.  Rose (1996) agrees arguing that middle class 

women are more likely to enjoy an easy familiarity with such knowledge through 

education and training whilst working class women might relate their own 

upbringings to these “truths” and recognise that these were lacking as “other”.   

Thoughts on Patriarchy 

The concept of patriarchy is generally understood as a social construction; where 

society is organised around accepted dominant male authority figures. It implies 

established institutions of male rule and privilege and is dependent on the 

subordination and oppression of females, and (of particular importance in this 

research) those who take on traditionally feminine roles such as child-care and 

parenting. 

For feminist thinkers, patriarchy is a much-contested notion; while some feminists 

have proposed that patriarchy is deeply rooted within the fabric of our society 
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and the central cause of continued subjugation, some post-feminists have 

challenged the fundamentalism of this viewpoint. 

In her seminal work, The Second Sex (1949), De Beauvoir contends that the 

patriarchal ideology serves the interests of men, at the expense of women, 

positioning women as dependent on men.  Ann Oakley takes up this idea and 

applies it to motherhood and the family.  In Taking it Like a Woman (1984) Oakley 

argues that irreconcilable tensions between the interests of the family and the 

interests of women as individuals has been rising for some two centuries as male-

dominated culture has designated the role of parenting to the female parent; the 

mother meaning that women’s sense of identity is always bound up with the 

identities of others. 

Luce Irigaray has argued that the woman’s position can be regarded as only 

existing in opposition to that of the man; “Many women, and men for that 

matter, still do not believe that woman can be anything other than the 

complement to man” (1990: 63).   Here, Irigaray appears to take an essentialist 

view, arguing that systems of parole, discourse and logic are not universal and 

neutral but set up and maintained to serve male interests and alleges that whilst 

women can become subjects to male subjectivity, a separate subject position for 

women does not exist.  Many feminists have criticised the perceived essentialist 

positions of Luce Irigaray due to her attention to sexual difference.  However, 

there is much debate as to whether Irigaray’s standpoint is an essentialist one. In I 

Love To You (1990) Irigaray defended arguments made in her earlier work 

Speculum: Of the Other Woman (1974) clarifying that she did not want to speak of 

woman as the other and contending that in considering women’s stories there is a 
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plurality that seems to elude the definition of woman as a unified term.  Irigaray 

expressed a concern at the idea that there can be no female generic arguing that 

women’s liberation depends on this definition in order to; “Get away from a 

model of hierarchical submission to male identity” (1996: 65) 

Denfeld (2009), opposes the feminist perception of an existing male bias rooted in 

patriarchy refuting the cultural feminist idea that men and women are vastly 

different and challenging the idea of patriarchy as a fundamental, unquestionable 

truth; 

“Following the widely accepted characterisation of patriarchy”, today’s 

feminists have created sweeping theories that effectively lump men 

together in one undifferentiated class” (Denfeld, 2009) 

Some post-feminists such Dorothy Chunn (1990) have argued that “patriarchy” is 

now a redundant term which undermines feminists as gender equality has already 

been achieved. Based upon the evidence of study, I aim to broadly disagree.  If we 

are to consider patriarchy as a social organisations of our living and working 

arrangements that systematically disadvantages those with parenting 

responsibilities this study finds plenty of evidence that patriarchy is endemic and 

problematic for participants within the family, within the university and within the 

workplace as will be discussed. 

Edwards (1993) however makes the point that the concept of gender roles is 

flawed in terms of post-structuralism and therefore subject to failure as it does 

not allow for variations, complexities or individual experience.  I have much 

sympathy with this concern.  If we are to understand (and change) oppressive 
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systems within our society; an aim of Emancipatory research, then we must aim 

to understand individual stories rather than accepting generalisations as truth.  

However, Edwards also says that we will continue to use terms such as “role 

theory” and “gender difference” in the absence of alternatives and as a practical 

way of making sense of hugely diverse data, this point is valid. 

Thrughout his work, Foucault consistently rejected concepts of patriarchy 

questioning the way in which men have held dominance over women.  Sawicki 

(1999:26) argues that Foucault’s rejection of a traditional revolutionary theory is 

rooted in his questioning of the juridico-discursive model which involves three 

basic assumptions; 

• Power is possessed 

• Power flows from a centralised source (top to bottom) 

• Power is repressive 

Foucault challenges all of these assumptions by arguing that; 

• Power is exercised rather than possessed 

• Power flows from the local (bottom up)  

• Power is not primarily repressive but productive 

These ideas serve as a major challenge to the concept of patriarchy as a dominant 

oppressive structure that is imposed by those holding the power to subordinate 

the weak.   

Foucault’s argument; that power should be reconceived as productive rather than 

oppressive, also causes considerable discomfort for feminists who have 

traditionally regarded the obvious disparity of power between the sexes as 

problematic and whose primary aim is to redistribute that power more evenly. 
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Foucault argues for a suspension of value judgements around power relations.  I 

must then consider the implications for our understanding of patriarchal 

structures, the existence of which, surely rely on such value judgements.   
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Part One: Constructing a “Good” Mother for Modern Times 

The Concept of Intensive Mothering 

In this section, I will argue that in line with De Beauvoir’s vision, far from being a 

natural function of biology, motherhood is a constructed, cultural and politicised 

practice (an ideology) that is bound to change dependant on prevalent economic 

and societal factors.  I will also contend that the most dominant accepted 

mothering ideology in late twentieth and early twenty-first century Britain is that 

of Intensive Mothering and discuss its three main philosophies: essentialism, 

sacrifice and vocation. 

Becoming a mother is often a highly anticipated event in a woman’s life with 

Almond (2010: xiv) describing it as a “highly invested phenomenon both as a 

concept and as an experience”. Although previously widely presented, portrayed 

and accepted as a natural function of female biology which is both transcultural 

and ahistorical, Adrienne Rich in her ground-breaking work “Of Woman Born” 

(1986), famously defined motherhood as an explicitly and profoundly cultural 

practice or “an institution” subject to continuous redesign in response to 

changing economic and societal factors.  There is now a robust body of work 

(Butler, 2011; Bramhall, 2013; O’Donahoe, 2014) that argues that in a modern 

capitalist, patriarchal society, this institution has often served to constrain, 

regulate and dominate women.   

Ruddick (1993) has claimed that within this institution of motherhood, women are 

inevitably polarised into opposites; “good” mothers and “bad” mothers; “bogies 

which punish women and divide mothers from each other” (Ruddick, 1993: 5).  
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Society has constructed many ideal images of motherhood, giving women 

impossible standards to achieve.  There is no doubt that there are great tensions 

for women in terms of achieving greater equality in their lives and in committing 

to motherhood in a culture where mothers are constantly subjected to 

“uncontested myths” of the characterisations of “good” mothers (Johnston & 

Swanson, 2003; Douglas & Michaels, 2004).  

According to Rich (1986), myths surrounding motherhood have become the basis 

on which femininity itself is measured, with women perceived either as potential 

mothers, actual mothers or failed mothers (Asher, 2011) and women who choose 

not to have children regarded as emotionally defective or selfish.  The work of 

being a woman then, is often inextricably allied to the work of being a mother 

(Snitow, 1992; Arendell, 2000; Day, 2015) and those women who do become 

mothers are inevitably subjected to a regressive model of motherhood that often 

serves to undermine work done by feminists so far and makes equality of the 

sexes impossible (Badinter, 2010).  Because being a successful mother is often 

regarded, as akin to being a successful woman, mothers who fail to achieve the 

status of “good” mother are doubly stigmatised both as bad mothers and failed 

women.  

Alongside changing trends in what is perceived as “good” mothering, philosophies 

and ideologies have developed which have served as accepted guidelines or as a 

moderating framework for women to aspire to and pit their own mothering 

practices against.  There is a broad consensus that mothering has intensified in 

recent times (Villalobos, 2014) and many feminist writers (Christopher, 2012; 
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Rizzo et al, 2013; Schiffrin et al, 2014) have identified the practice of Intensive 

Mothering as the dominant parenting ideology of modern, Western child-rearing.   

Hays (1996) was the first to define Intensive Mothering as an ideology, outlining 

three defining principles; the belief that mothers are inherently better parents 

and should be the central caregivers of children (essentialism), that ideal 

caregiving should be child-centred, time-intensive and emotionally engrossing 

(sacrifice) and that children should be considered sacred, delightful and fulfilling 

to parents (vocation) (Wall, 2010; Christopher, 2012; Rizzo et al, 2012).  These 

three principles can be regarded as fundamental to the aims of Intensive 

Mothering and as such a reflection of modern, cultural expectations of the “good” 

mother. 

In this way, the three principles of essentialism, sacrifice and vocation can be seen 

to represent the ideology of the “good” mother under Intensive Mothering.  They 

will be described in greater detail and will also be referred back to in chapter five, 

where I will aim to discuss whether there is evidence in the research to show that 

these expectations can be linked in any way to the emotional pain suffered by the 

working/studying mothers in the research and why this might be. 
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Principle One: Essentialism  

The first defining aspect of Intensive Mothering is that of essentialism; the belief 

that the child absolutely requires consistent nurture by a single primary caregiver 

and that the mother is the best person for the job (Hallstein, 2011).  This is clearly 

in line with traditional interpretations of the “good” mother.  For example, 

Chodorow (1976) famously hypothesized that in a society where mothers provide 

nearly exclusive care and certainly the most meaningful relationship to the infant, 

the infant develops its sense of self mainly in relation to her (p 78.). In her 

following book (Chodorow, 1989) she begins with the axiom; ''All children have 

the basic experience of being raised primarily by women.'' Arguing that just 

because women were generally the primary caretakers of children doesn’t mean 

that it had to be that way. 

However, despite all the developments in women’s lives, Asher (2011) argues that 

in a modern British culture, there is still a general acceptance that it is mothers 

that are expected to take primary responsibility for their children.  One study of 

employed mothers describing themselves as having egalitarian beliefs, found that 

the women still did 70% of the cooking, 72% of the cleaning, and 64% of the child-

care (Claffley and Mickelson, 2009).   

Research has suggested that although men and women may advocate equality in 

theory, in practice the mother will still often take on the majority of the childcare 

responsibility (George, 1998; Stone and McKee, 2000; Zhou, 2006; Coltrane, 2010; 

Shiffrin et al, 2014). Butler argues convincingly that mothering is performed and 

that concepts of what a “good” mother should be are established initially through 

performance and then re-established through repetition.  For Butler, Intensive 
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Parenting itself may be an example of this where parents have internalised 

Intensive Parenting attitudes around what constitutes a “good” mother such as 

essentialism (Arendell, 2000; Johnston and Swanson, 2006; Shiffrin et al, 2014) 

performed these roles and then this monset has become re-enforced over time 

through repetition. 

As well as placing the burden of care and responsibility for raising the child 

squarely at the feet of the mother, essentialist principles also maintain a 

gendered approach to any other childcare, arguing that after the biological 

mother, other women are naturally the best primary caregivers of children so that 

in cases when the mother is unavailable (e.g. she is at work or college), it is other 

women who should serve as temporary substitutes (Hallstein, 2011).  This 

strengthens the myth of the “natural mother” a belief system that maintains that 

caregiving is innate and instinctive for women. 

Due to a persisting, widespread acceptance of the Intensive Mothering model, a 

culture of essentialism persists leading to what Gaunt (2008) has described as 

maternal gatekeeping.  Allen and Hawkins (1999; 200) initially defined this as a 

“collection of beliefs and behaviours that ultimately inhibit a collaborative effort 

between men and women in family work by limiting men's opportunities for 

childcare” and this is often seen as a practice where mothers limit help and 

support from others, feeling that both as mothers and women they should be 

able to fulfil this role single-handedly.  

 Findings from McBride et al’s research (2005) argue that it is sometimes mothers 

who play the more active role in deciding how much others may share in the 

childcare.  Geary (2000) has argued that gender perspectives on maternal 
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gatekeeping could be explained from an evolutionary perspective with mothers 

being more invested in parenting and fathers more invested in mating. This would 

suggest that maternal gatekeeping activities could stem from mothers’ efforts to 

protect their offspring which would be congruent with essentialism. 

This creates a particularly challenging problem for the increasing numbers of 

British women who work outside the home (in 2017 4.9 million women or 75% of 

mothers with dependent children, ONS, 2017) and must rely on childcare.  Many 

women believe that childcare is a weak substitute and that even if they could 

afford such a luxury, a nanny or au pair simply could not be paid enough to satisfy 

the needs of their children that (they feel) only a parent could provide.  

Rubin and Wooten (2007) have argued that adopting the essentialist aspects of 

Intensive Mothering may naturally result in a desire to stay at home with children, 

rather than to work in order to be a “good” mother and be better able to guide 

and influence their development on a daily basis.  However, not all mothers are in 

a position or choose to do this.  Although it would seem logical that working 

mothers would have the most to gain by redefining motherhood to rely on a less 

intensive mothering ideology, Hays (1996) found that they generally did not 

respond in this way.  Instead, employed mothers often embraced essentialism to 

the same degree as non-working mothers but interpreted its demands differently 

contending that the high cost of allowing “baby to lead” mothers toward their 

needs (including designer clothes and toys) dictated a need for them to work to 

supply the necessary economic resources and to enable them to provide their 

children with the best child care, educational and extra-curricular opportunities 

(Liss et al, 2013).  
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Principle Two: Sacrifice 

The second principle of Intensive Mothering as defined by Hays (1996) is that it 

should be child-centred, expert-guided, time-intensive, intellectually stimulating 

and emotionally engrossing (Halstein, 2011).  To be a “good” mother, the 

Intensive Mothering model demands that a woman must devote her entire 

physical, psychological, emotional and intellectual well-being, 24/7, to her 

children (Douglas and Michaels, 2004) or as Williams (2000:30) put it; “the belief 

that mothers should have all the time and love in the world to give”.   

Raddon (2002) argues that the most dominant discourse of mothering has long 

been that of the “selfless mother”.  Henderson, Harman & Houser (2010) and 

Douglas & Michaels (2004) state that although feminism has allowed us a chance 

to change who we are and to choose our identities.  To a great extent this is 

essentially a façade because; 

“the only truly enlightened choice to make as a woman, the one that 

proves, first, that you are a ‘real’ woman, and second, that you are a 

decent, worthy one, is to become a ‘mom’ and to bring to child rearing a 

combination of selflessness and professionalism that would involve the 

cross cloning of Mother Teresa with Donna Shalala” (Douglas & Michaels 

2004: 5). 

The Intensive Mothering model is an expensive, time-consuming endeavour.  It 

could be considered more labour-intensive and tiring than professions of very 

high responsibility (Liss et al, 2013). For mothers that work and study this model 
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requires impossibly high levels of self-sacrifice as they will be expected to make 

up whatever lack of nurturing their time engaged in other pursuits resulted in. 

While employed, studying mothers may nevertheless embrace Intensive 

Mothering, doing so may lead to guilt (Guendouzi 2006; Sutherland 2010). 

Guendouzi (2006) found that working mothers often felt guilty that they were not 

giving more time, energy and resources to their children and Dillaway and Pare 

(2008) suggested that working mothers, may actually feel even more pressure 

than non-working mothers to make up for time spent at work and prove their 

“good” mother status by engaging in intensive or extreme parenting behaviours. 
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Principle Three: Vocation 

The third principle of Intensive Mothering as set out by Hays (1996) is that 

mothering should be regarded as a calling or a “work of heart”, that children 

should be considered sacred, delightful and fulfilling to their mothers and that no 

woman can be regarded as “complete” unless she has children.  Moran (2011) 

flags up that; “No one has ever claimed for a moment that childless men have 

missed out on a vital aspect of their existence, or were made poorer and crippled 

by it” (Moran, 2011:17). 

Because motherhood is presented within this context as the ultimate fulfilment 

for a woman, it has been argued that motherhood has become commonly 

accepted as and expected to be regarded as a vocation (Sellers et al, 2005; 

Arendell, 2000; Donohoe, 2010). Society’s unspoken message to mothers then is 

that if a mother’s experiences of caring for her child are perceived as challenging, 

demanding or not satisfying this is due to the deficiency of the mother and is 

unnatural for the woman.   

However, Mead (1962) did much anthropological research to disprove the theory 

that there is a natural connection between conditions of human gestation and 

delivery and appropriate cultural practices which lead to individual mothers 

taking full responsibility for raising children, contending instead that this is down 

to cultural patterning (Mead, 1962; 54).  Mead argued that in 186 contemporary 

cultures studied, individual mothers are the primary caretakers in just 20% with 

most common patterns relying on communities of women to raise their young.   
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Donohoe (2010) has argued that in his phenomenological work, Husserl has 

described our ethical commitments in terms of what he calls the “absolute 

ought”.  This can be understood as being called to a vocation and is that which 

gives us value as a human being.  Donohoe has used Husserl’s ideas of vocation to 

explore constructions of motherhood arguing that women are expected to 

prioritise their role as mothers to the exclusion of all else, making life choices 

based predominantly on the welfare of their child / children.   

Donohoe also raises the question of how Husserl might deal with the idea of 

multiple vocations in relation to motherhood, for example, when a mother also 

enjoys a career or is a scholar or both.  She argues that Husserl, claims that any 

vocation requires absolute love or commitment so that where there is more than 

one true vocation, a hierarchy of commitment cannot exist leading to a clash with 

sacrifices to be endured.  As society demands motherhood to be the absolute 

vocation any sacrifice of the maternal vocation in favour of a competing vocation 

is likely to result not only in personal conflict but in societal conflict as well. 

For mothers that either must, or choose to work and study as well as mothering, 

it would seem, that Intensive Mothering is calling them out as “unnatural” 

mothers if they are faced with any situation where they are unable or choose not 

to put the needs and desires of their children first.  For example, if a woman 

wants to be at her child’s sports day but is unable to get time off work she may 

make the decision that she has to go to work (or potentially face losing her job) 

but this would make her a “bad” mother according to the principles of Intensive 

Mothering. 
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Critique of Intensive Mothering 

Motherhood has been a much-discussed area of scholarly debate, particularly 

since second-wave feminists sought to abolish the reproductive essentialism of 

women’s roles (Drury, 2016).  Hays’ concept of Intensive Mothering provides us 

with a useful exploration of how social roles can impact on our understanding of 

identity and, like other theorists, she argues that women’s constructed identities 

tend to force a choice between being nurturing stay-at-home mothers, or selfish 

career women who work for pay resulting in internalised guilt for mothers who 

work due to a belief that they should be the sole caregiver for their child/ren. 

(Hays, 1998:3)  

In 2019, 71.4% of British women aged from 16 to 64 years were in work, the 

highest employment rate for women since comparable estimates began in 1971 

(Office for National Statistics Report; February, 2019) with over two million 

women identified as the “maternal breadwinner” (defined as mothers of 

dependent children who bring in 50 per cent or more of total household earnings) 

(Cory and Stirling, 2015).  Not only are more women working, women have also 

increased the amount of time spent at work (Bianchi et al. 2006) and increasingly 

want and expect to contribute to the family’s household income (Moen and 

Roehling 2005).  

In their Report for the IPPR; Childmind the Gap, Ben-Galim and Thompson (2014) 

have argued that maternal employment has been positively linked to child 

development, and to parents' health and wellbeing and that childcare reforms are 

needed to support affordable childcare.  Other research has shown that parents' 

overinvolvement (helicoptering) relates detrimentally to children’s psychological 
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well‐being (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011; Segrin et al. 2013).  Whilst this may 

appear to be directly at odds with the ideas of Intensive Mothering, drastic 

increases in the time which modern mothers spend with their children, almost 

doubled from 54 minutes a day in 1965 to 104 minutes a day in 2012 (Sani and 

Treas, 2012) with Milkie and Nomogochu (2015) finding that modern working 

mothers are spending as much time with their children as stay-at-home mothers 

did in the early 1970s. 

Despite trends, that show that mothers’ contribution to the workforce is growing 

the increase in the decision to spend more time with children appears to be tied 

to the rise of intensive mothering (Bianchi et al. 2012), where children's time with 

mothers is regarded as more important than time spent with any other adult 

(Miles‐McLean and Erchull, 2013).  Milkie and Nomaguchi (2015) state that 

Intensive mothering beliefs that have ratcheted up the standards for what it takes 

to be considered a good mother with an acceptance of the idea that mothers’ 

time with children is “irreplaceable” and “sacred,” leading to mothers cutting 

back on sleep and time to themselves.   

Hays acknowledges that Intensive Mothering is neither a choice women make nor 

a symbol of love; it is “an indication of the power of men, whites, the upper 

classes, capitalists, and state leaders to impose a particular form of family life on 

those less powerful than themselves” (Hays, 1998:153).  The tension between 

increased workforce participation and increased mothering standards has 

resulted in an unbearable tension for women with those who work accused of 

neglecting their children, those who don’t regarded and unproductive and selfish 

and women who have no children depicted as cold, (Williams 2000). Faced with 
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competing obligations towards work and family and subjected to powerful 

cultural schemas that define “what makes a meaningful and worthwhile life”– 

women’s work‐family decisions cannot ever fully satisfy these twin demands 

(Blair‐Loy 2003, p4) 

Sara Ruddick’s body of work on motherhood contends that one of the reasons 

that mothers’ roles are so hard to change is that they are not always oppressive; 

as many women do not feel their maternal role victimises them (Ruddick, 

1989:29). This is in line with De Beauvoir’s argument that many women prefer the 

safety  of clearly constructed social roles in opposition to the freedom of infinite 

choice and responsibility and as such choose immanence by accepting the status 

quo rather than transcendence by creating their own choices which would involve 

embracing the fear and pain of change. 

However, she also acknowledges that oppression (or emotional pain) can be 

experienced when ideological constructions of motherhood romanticise the role 

and claim that mothering is a natural, innate act.  In contrast to Hays, Ruddick 

gives the option for women to find motherhood empowering by embracing a 

more Foucauldian approach.  Where Foucault argues that discourse has no power 

unless it is continually being acted out within an understanding that it should be 

acted in this way (Foucault, 1972), mothers can create their own version of 

motherhood (and achieve transcendence) rather than accepting the potentially 

limiting role that society constructs on their behalf (immanence). 

Butler (1986) takes up this point, arguing that gendered constructions such as the 

role of mother have always existed through patriarchal ideas that equate sex with 

gender.  Although dominant discourses may persuade women that they have 
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particular roles in society, such as becoming mothers and mothering intensively, it 

is the action of performing these maternal roles, this is strengthened and power is 

maintained, as these gender roles become normalised through repetition. 

Hays’ ideas around Intensive Mothering, also contribute to Foucault’s theory of 

Panopticism, as women have learned to surveil each other’s roles. This is 

significant as Hays acknowledges that whilst women are not punished directly for 

working, the “essentialism” discourse; that women should be the primary 

caregivers to their children, is so deeply engrained in gendered identities that 

women police each other in this role.  This illustrates how hard cultural change 

can be when women involved in the same sub-group (that of mothers) are subject 

to the influences of a larger dominant discourse. 

 

Intensive Mothering as a Response to Neoliberal Agendas of Responsibility 

Security and Accountability 

In this section I will argue that the twin forces of cultural fear and neoliberalism 

have created a specific and contemporary set of tensions requiring new strategies 

in relation to ideologies of motherhood and that this state has effectively 

produced the perfect storm situation for ideologies encapsulated in Intensive 

Mothering to thrive and flourish. I will claim that greater awareness of conditions 

of increasing economic insecurity, financial insecurity, political instability, 

concerns over terrorism, nuclear war, crime, sickness, and safeguarding have 

collided and conjoined with entrenched neoliberal values which demand that 
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modern mothers take exclusive responsibility for the security, wellbeing, 

happiness and outcomes of their children.  

Villalobos (2014) conceived the term “motherload” to define the fall out when 

modern women’s attempts to mitigate perceived threats and to improve security 

for their families, backfire resulting in intensified exhaustion and stress. In 

general, parents and nonparents alike tend to fear the things they can't control 

but it has been argued that in recent years, the motherload has increased as the 

perception of threat has intensified 

Mothers have been charged with forging a bastion of emotional security in an 

insecure world (Vandenberg-Daves 2014; Myers, 2017).  In her work 

“Motherload” (2014), Villalobos argues that Intensive Mothering is motivated and 

driven by insecurity.  In her discussion she talks about two types of security.  The 

first is described as an objective security; safety from outside influences such as 

accidents, illness, child-abduction etc.  The second is described as a subjective 

security (from influences that may be foreseen and controlled); the need to 

protect children from changing situations such as undependable or violent 

partners and the necessity of maintaining and protecting reliable, solid incomes. 

The global financial crisis of the late 2000s, was considered by many economists 

in terms of overall impact to have been the worst financial crisis since the Great 

Depression of the 1930s (IMF, 2009).  In 2008 the current government confirmed 

that the United Kingdom was entering a “Great Recession”.  The UK was in 

recession for longer than the other G7 economies and the last to exit (Allen, 

2010).  Following six consecutive quarters of negative growth, the UK economy 

officially moved out of recession in the last quarter of 2009 (Allen, 2010).  
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However, in 2010 the coalition (lib-con) government announced a programme of 

austerity predicted in the Chancellor’s Autumn Statement 2014 to last until at 

least 2018. 

Despite claims that “we’re all in it together,” (David Cameron’s 2009 Conservative 

Conference Speech) the impact of austerity has not been experienced equally and 

the consequences for mothering during the aftermath of this recession have 

attracted much attention (Barnes & Power, 2012; Jensen & Tyler, 2012; Bramhall, 

2013).  A mixture of declining maternity rights, low paid work, public sector job 

losses (where women make up the majority of employees, increasingly casual 

(even zero hours) contracts and reduced welfare payments have impacted much 

more on women than on men (Allen, 2010; The Fawcett Society 2012).  As the 

economy has weakened, women’s desires for independence as a response to 

financial insecurity have increased and research showed that at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century financial independence was women’s top-rated financial 

goal (Villalobos, 2010). 

Furedi (2006) has argued that in addition to economic instability, other sources of 

fear have become an ever-intensifying aspect of life in the twenty-first century 

with people living in dread of disease, abuse, stranger danger, environmental 

devastation and terrorist attacks every day.  Glassner (2010) has gone so far as to 

argue that our modern culture is defined by fear, with three out of four 

participants in his study saying that they feel more fearful today than they did 

twenty years ago.  Glassner also argues that neoliberalism is instrumental in 

allowing people and organisations to profit from this fear including advocacy 
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groups that raise money by exaggerating fear about disease and politicians who 

benefit from increasing public concerns about terrorism. 

Villabolos (2014) has argued that although a failure to provide adequate 

education, nutrition, housing, parenting, medical services, and child care over the 

past couple of decades has done the nation’s children immense harm; in a culture 

of fear, where safeguarding is given such high status, we are more likely to project 

our fear for our children’s safety onto child abductors and paedophiles, displacing 

fear from the failings of a poorly organised society to the crimes of a few deviant 

individuals within that society.   

While a rational estimate of fear would predict that problems, affecting many 

more people over a much longer time would cause more alarm, it is the latter, 

that provoked a greater emotional reaction. Glassner (2010) explains that this is 

because spontaneous one-time-event risks (such as terrorism and nuclear 

disaster) arouse more fear than ongoing conscious risks (such as driving, smoking, 

or poorly funded social benefit programmes), even though the voluntary risks 

generally involve a much greater probability of harm.  This hype and pseudo-

danger de-politicises our shared insecurities keeping us from acknowledging any 

poor choices that society has made in terms of collective responsibility for the 

welfare of our children and placing the risk back in the laps of the parents. 

In an online poll held by BabyCenter (2015) the top two fears listed were not 

surprisingly, around fears of physical harm; the fear that someone will hurt or 

attack the child and the fear that the child will be injured in an accident.  

However, the remaining three fears; that the child will not receive enough 

education and opportunities to reach his or her potential, that the child won’t fit 
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in socially or will get picked on and that child will have weight problems such as 

obesity or anorexia are all linked to the child’s ability to thrive in an environment 

established, organised and controlled by the mother.  In other words, they are 

regarded by modern society as the mother’s responsibility. 

Thomas, Stanford and Sarnecka (2016) have developed the concept of the 

“availability heuristic” which works on the premise that the easier it is for 

someone to think of an example of something happening, the more frequently it 

is perceived to happen (whether it does or not). For example, although child 

abduction by strangers is incredibly rare (and there is no data to suggest that it 

has increased in recent times) when it does, for example, in the case of Madeline 

McCann a young girl who was abducted whilst on holiday with her family in 2007, 

it is covered on the news twenty four hours a day so that every parent can 

immediately bring the incident to mind and assumes that it is more prevalent 

than it is. 

This type of increased coverage by the media has contributed to an intensification 

of a modern culture of fear.  Thomas, Stanford and Sarnecka (2016) state that 

statistics from the National Crime Victimisation Survey, suggest that violent crime 

rates have actually decreased since the 1970s when many parents were children 

themselves but that safeguarding concerns are much more at the forefront of 

people’s mind.  This is exemplified by a recent British study which found that one 

in five children in England born during the 2009–2010 fiscal year were the subject 

of a call to Child Protective Services before reaching the age of five (Bilson & 

Martin, 2016). 
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Other commentators (Featherstone, 2006; Parton, 2006; Vandenbroeck et al, 

2009) have also argued that early twenty-first century Western societies are 

experiencing a huge transformation in relations between children, parents and 

governments, in response to neoliberal policies that regard children as social 

investment (Lister, 2007: 697) and the “future citizens of tomorrow” (Tisdall, 

2006: 115) who can and must participate in society (Moran-Ellis and Sunker, 

2008).   

Bambra and Schrecker (2015) argue that neoliberal policies have resulted in a 

social crisis in the twenty-first century with a huge reduction of social mobility 

meaning that your parents’ income, job and education now determines your own 

future social position and health to a greater degree than at any point since the 

Second World War, education and the NHS increasingly subject to the rules of the 

market with tax payers’ money going to private profit rather than to patients and 

our public services run down and unfit for purpose and the UK ranking amongst 

the worst in Europe in terms of child poverty, with over a fifth of under 16s living 

in households below the poverty line.  

This crisis has occurred, not coincidentally at the same time as the welfare state 

has shifted to a social investment state (Dermott & Yamashita, 2013). Romagnoli 

and Wall (2012) have argued that unlike in previous times, the impact of 

neoliberalism places great importance on individual responsibility for security and 

well-being and minimises the value of collective action. Its impact can be clearly 

seen in the philosophies of Intensive Mothering that place a premium on 

individual maternal action and ignore the impact of the family and “the village.”  

The ideological roots of what currently equates to a good mother have shifted 
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towards a neoliberal focus on social investment, self-determinism and individual 

responsibility with parents increasingly held responsible for risk management and 

life planning. 

There is much qualitative research that depicts that many women feel that they 

must devote themselves entirely to their children and take complete 

responsibility for their children’s development, in order to fulfil the role of “good” 

mother (Seagram and Daniluk 2002; Sutherland 2010; Wall 2010).  Jensen (2010) 

argues that in this context where parents are expected to prioritise their 

children’s development and to take sole responsibility for protecting them from 

harm, the basic principles of Intensive Mothering (essentialism, sacrifice and 

vocation) would prove seductive as they appear to offer; “a guarantee of future 

happiness and success if parents have the time, resources and knowledge to 

make the correct inputs” (Wall, 2010: 258).  However, it is mothers rather than 

parents that are held accountable by the ideology of Intensive Mothering 

(Dermott, 2008, 2009; Hays, 1996) and whereas a woman might traditionally have 

turned to her partner or her community for emotional and financial grounding 

social networks have declined significantly in recent times (Putnam, 2000).   

Marriage is no longer seen as a refuge either, with fewer and fewer couples 

choosing to get married and over half of those that do ending in divorce. The 

media amplify these everyday forms of insecurity as well. Villalobos (2014) gives 

statistics of an archival search of the number of articles about divorce published 

in a set of mainstream magazines such as Time and Newsweek, which reveal an 

average of 51.3 such articles per year in the 1980s, 68.1 in the 1990s, and 75.0 

during the first seven years of the 2000s with failed celebrity relationships on the 
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cover of pretty much every weekly magazine aimed at women. Villalobos (2014) 

has argued that research shows that against this background, women are bound 

to begin to view marriage as, yet another potential insecurity.   

With economic volatility and job insecurity increasing, the growing 

unpredictability of marriage and the decline of community support, there is 

plenty of evidence of declining bases of security in the UK of the early twenty first 

century. The rise of a culture of perceived fear as well as material worldwide 

political and ecological threats make for a background of colossal insecurity. 

When an individual feels she has a genuine dread of economic loss, 

homelessness, crime, or disaster and that she cannot count on her employer, 

partner, or community to support her this will inevitably shape her parenting 

choices.  Given a buy in to parental determinism, alongside a lack of 

environmental confidence, it is unsurprising that women may adopt an Intensive 

approach to mothering as a strategy to alleviate risk (Fox, 2009; Hoffman, 2010) 

Even though all women are disciplined to some extent by the ideology of 

Intensive Mothering (Hallstein, 2011), it is important to note that some maternal 

scholars (Edwards, 2004; O'Reilly, 2004; Thomas, 2004) argue that Intensive 

Mothering is Eurocentric and privileges white, upper middle-class women.  It 

could be argued that to date the most convincing arguments for Intensive 

Mothering (defined by Hays, 1996) as the self-consciously articulated model of 

white, native-born, middle-class notions) is as an adaptive response to the 

insecurity of our times, because; “those with the greater resources can better 

protect themselves” (Villalobos, 2014:7) 
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Villalobos (2014) argues that the most well-established contributor to Intensive 

Mothering is that of anxiety among the privileged stating that it is resource-rich 

mothers that often feel the most insecure. This increasing insecurity and the 

orientation toward risk management and self-investment are emblematic of the 

neoliberal state where citizens are expected to invest in their own human capital 

and that of their children and professional women have been able to respond by 

embracing a commitment to high-earning labour, education and Intensive 

Mothering as a means of managing this uncertainty.   

Lareau (2003), Nelson (2010) and Harman and Cappelini (2015) have identified an 

influence of social class on mothering approaches showing how mothers may 

attempt to mitigate anxieties around a fear of downward mobility not only by 

throwing themselves into Intensive Mothering ideologies such constant 

monitoring, risk management, and high levels of emotional intimacy (Nelson, 

2010) but also through improving educational outcomes through “concerted 

cultivation” Lareau (2003) hiring tutors and involving children in enrichment 

activities and display. 

Like mothering ideologies, modern education policies are driven by fear and 

neoliberal agendas and as such, may not seek to promote education as a means 

to increase security, control and agency.  However, it would seem that many 

mothers do choose to study to improve their own situations, give themselves 

more job security, increased prospects and model a work-ethic to their children.  

Lyonette (2015) has argued that most mothers study to improve outcomes for 

themselves and their families which would correlate with the findings of this 

research.  Osborne et al (2004) found that almost all applicants to higher 
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education with parenting responsibilities, were motivated by the prospect of 

getting a better job and that many student-mothers discussed enjoying the 

financial benefits of working as this allowed them to pay for tuition, music lessons 

and holidays for their families.  

There is scarce information on why mothers may choose to study as well as to 

work but increased opportunities to improve their situation, agency and security 

were recurrent themes both in available literature (Sweet and Moen, 2007; 

Wilsey, 2013; Van Rhijn et al, 2016) and in this research and many researchers, 

both in the UK and elsewhere, have demonstrated that becoming a role model for 

children is an important factor in parents choosing to study (Marandet and 

Wainwright, 2009, 2010; Wisley, 2013; Lyonette et al, 2015). 

Set within this context, many feminist writers (Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Liss et 

al, 2013; Schiffrin et al, 2014) have identified Intensive Mothering as both the 

dominant parenting ideology of modern, Western, middle-class child-rearing and 

the solution.  Romagnoli and Wall (2012) argue that this ideology is particularly 

based on middle-class ideals with its appeal to self-determinism and individual 

responsibility and is therefore particularly entrenched in the values of middle 

class, educated women, which would include the majority of participants in this 

study.   

The premise of section then is that people, when fearful and under threat, will 

seek ways to become or at least to feel secure. Beck argues that in response to 

insecurities a process of individualisation has occurred which means that people 

are able to break free of structures and organisations and to create their own 

solutions.  Mothers, as with anyone else, may work to achieve security by 
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prioritising their own and their children’s independence and resilience, 

developing resources for to cultivate advantage and ensure survival in a world of 

uncertainty and flux and by creating a more intense mother-child connection, to 

ensure protection and stability in an ever-shifting world. 
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Societal Enforcement of the “Good” Mother Ideology 

So far, I have argued that motherhood is a cultural construction and that Intensive 

Mothering is widely accepted as the most dominant current construction of 

motherhood.  I have also contended that Intensive Mothering has arisen, 

developed and been widely embraced in response both to cultural insecurity 

(fear) and to the values and needs associated with a late twentieth and early 

twenty-first century British society (defined through neoliberalism) and that fear 

and neoliberalism feed off one another.  I have attempted to investigate why 

Intensive Mothering might have developed as an ideology but not how its values 

have become so widely established and entrenched in the everyday experience of 

mothering. 

In this section I will look at how modern mothers may be persuaded to buy into 

the ideology of Intensive Mothering, to feel and be seen as “good” mothers.  I 

also discuss some of the ways in which this ideology supports a neoliberal agenda 

aimed at convincing parents to commit to expensive lifestyle choices and fuel a 

capitalist economy.  In doing so they are in a twin bind: the philosophies of 

Intensive Mothering (essentialism, sacrifice and vocation) would lead mothers to 

devote all their time, emotion and energy to bringing up their children (not 

compatible with employment) yet as I aim to show Intensive Mothering requires 

considerable financial resources (not compatible with non-employment). 

In this section I will draw on Foucault’s concepts of surveillance and biopower to 

show how pressures are exerted on mothers to conform to societal expectations.  

Biopower comprises two aspects; discipline and regulation. Discipline in this 

context is differentiated from force or violence. It is imposed by creating desires 
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and identities against which people are both judged and judge themselves. 

Regulation can be seen in terms of policies, rules, accepted behaviours and state 

interventions that enforce these power relations.  

The carrot (discipline) depicts the way in which someone might be tempted to 

buy into the ideology of the “good” mother as an aspiration; e.g. through the 

construction of fantasy figures and aspirational lifestyles, whilst the stick 

(regulation) comprises ways in which mothers may be held to account or 

punished as “bad” mothers if they do not conform, e.g. through judgement, 

abjection and the construction of folk devils.  Surveillance is the way in which 

society, is able to watch to check whether mothers are conforming or not through 

observation, scrutiny and regulation. I contend that Intensive Mothering as an 

ideology is enforced through a combination of the two approaches. 

In recent times, neoliberal values have been applied to organise, control and 

legitimise certain behaviours and to marginalise others (Biressi & Nunn, 2013; 

Allen et al, 2015; Bramhall, 2013).  The values imposed by Intensive Mothering 

which have been referred to by Hays (1996) as hyper-materialism can be seen as a 

perfect example of this, as they have been used to persuade women that 

expensive lifestyle choices are synonymous with “good” mothering and that given 

enough purchasing power mothers can buy their way out of the fear and 

insecurity inherent in modern day life. (Bramhall, 2013; Allen et al, 2015) 

Foucault claimed that in the twentieth century punishments became post-

structuralist and social institutions were no longer needed to enforce control over 

people’s behaviours as they have become self-disciplining (Henderson et al, 

2010).  Jackson and Mannix (2004) have used this theory and applied it to 
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mothers, suggesting that their behaviours and actions are subject to scrutiny in 

ways that do not occur for men and fathers as mothers surveil one another 

through interpersonal communication and scrutiny with the mother operating 

both as a subject exercising the disciplinary gaze, and as an object of the gaze.  

Henderson et al (2010) claim that in this way women are permanently subjected 

to control through pressure to be seen as “perfect mothers”.  This constant state 

of surveillance perpetuates the standards of perfection for “good” mothers 

demanded by Intensive Mothering. 

Recent literature on motherhood highlights the importance of presenting oneself 

publicly as a good mother (O’Donohoe et al, 2014; Dermott & Seymour, 2014; 

Finch, 2007) and sociologists have highlighted that presenting oneself as a “good 

mother” requires a certain amount of “display” (James & Curtis, 2010; Dermott & 

Seymour, 2011). This idea of display or performativity is commonly attributed to 

Judith Butler who argues that through interactions and the constructions of 

narratives, people communicate to their audience that their relationships adhere 

to prevailing social norms (Almack, 2011; Heaphy, 2011) by performing and then 

repeating these performances until they become established norms. 

May (2008) argues that practices of mothering are supported by reward in the 

case of compliance, or sanctions in the case of violation and refers to Jeremy 

Bentham’s Panoptican (1995) a circular prison design where guards were able to 

watch the prisoners at all times.  Because the prisoners knew that they were 

being watched there was a heightened self-awareness and paranoia amongst 

them which led them to monitor and control their own behaviours.  In the same 

way, modern day mothers know that they are being watched and judged.  This 
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particularly leads aspirational mothers to display accepted concepts of “good” 

mothering to a high standard in the public arena. 

One example which demonstrates that motherhood is unquestionably on display 

or as Butler attests is “performed” is in terms of what mothers give their children 

to eat (Harman and Cappellini, 2015).  This is particularly public in the case of 

school lunchboxes where mothers can display their “good” mothering by 

representing their higher social status through food.  Studies which relate food 

consumption to affluence and aspiration (Lupton, 1996; Harman and Cappellini, 

2015) have argued that middle class taste is associated with wide gastronomic 

knowledge and the promotion of health and nutrition as the responsibility of the 

parent.  Wills (2011) has argued that less affluent parents have a more functional 

relationship with food and Donner (2006) has maintained that middle class taste 

is associated with disregarding and avoiding food associated with lower social 

class (largely pre-packaged, convenience and junk foods).   

Opting to send children in to school with a packed lunch rather than a school 

dinner is an opportunity to showcase and perform “good” parenting where 

packed lunches are often equated with care, providing food that simultaneously 

appeals to the child, improves his social capital and provides nourishing 

sustenance.  Harman and Cappallini (2015) argue that lunchboxes are cultural 

artefacts influenced by classed notions of “good” mothering.   

The stereotype of the “bad” mother was documented absolutely in the Channel 4 

documentary Jamie’s School Dinners and was connected to social class, with 

working class mothers displayed shoving junk food through the railings at a school 

in protest at celebrity chef Jamie Oliver’s attempts to give their children nutritious 
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lunches. In discussing the programme and its surrounding media and political 

coverage, Hollows and Jones (2010) make the point that although feeding 

children is a fundamental aspect of mothering permeated with discourses of good 

and bad practice, mothers’ perspectives were largely absent from a debate 

dominated by male politicians and celebrity chefs.  

Allen et al (2015) have referred to the promotion of “Fantasy Figures and Folk 

Devils” or role models within our society. Films, magazines, books, advertising and 

more recently social media all play a part in the construction of motherhood and 

offer stereotypical maternal texts. (Johnston and Swanson, 2003; Voice Group, 

2010; Clarke, 2013).  The role of the media in social constructions is important, for 

it presents images of motherhood as something to either aspire to or to scorn 

(Littler, 2013). 

In the late twentieth century the perfect embodiment of neoliberal values 

emerged in the form of a particular brand of fantasy “good” mother often 

referred to as a “Yummy Mummy”.  This term developed to describe young, 

attractive, affluent women who appeared to effortlessly balance carefree, 

glamorous working lives whilst simultaneously embracing the values of Intensive 

Mothering and became the embodiment of the “good” mother (Negra, 2009). 

Jensen and Tyler (2012) have argued that in contemporary accounts of austerity 

there is a focus on constructions of motherhood as the solution to socioeconomic 

crises. The average spending in the UK on a child in its first year at the height of 

the recession (2010) was £9,610 (Cost of a Child Survey, 2010).  Without such a 

disposable budget for the accessories that are deemed essential, to “good” 

mothering, mothers are judged more harshly in times of austerity (McRobbie, 
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2006; Orgad & De Benedictus, 2015). The Yummy Mummy functions as the 

“good” mother, presented to all mothers as a figure to aim for and aspire to, but 

also described by Littler (2013) as “profoundly classed” with the ability not only to 

withstand the recession but to afford to consume (baby paraphernalia, beauty 

treatments and new clothes) impacting substantially and favourably on the 

economy by reinvigorating potentially stagnant markets. 

Malatzky (2017) has made links between the “Yummy Mummy” and societal 

pressure to remain slim and disciplined, informed by neoliberal rationalities that 

interpret “fat” as a “personal inadequacy” or “lack of will”.  One example of this is 

the way in which celebrity mothers’ postpartum weight loss is often used in the 

media to assess competency of motherhood (O'Brien, and Hallstein, 2011; Bedor 

& Atsushi, 2012).  McRobbie (2006) has argued that the characterisation of the 

“good” mother has even linked postpartum bodies to affluence, with “posh” 

mothers required to get back into their pre-pregnancy jeans as soon as possible. 

Dubbed by the media as “too posh to push”, high-profile affluent women have 

been reported as requesting delivery by elective cesarean, with an option for 

reconstructive surgery at the same time and with hiring chefs and personal 

trainers masking structural inequality within neo-liberalism by presenting 

motherhood as an economically privileged experience (Ringrose and Walkerdine, 

2008) 

Celebrity mothers such as Liz Hurley, Victoria Beckham and Angelina Jolie (Pitt, 

2008) have been hailed in the media as the women to aspire to, women who 

really managed to have it all, achieving a successful working life and looking great 

whilst mindfully, caringly raising a family.   As well as saturating visual culture, the 
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“Yummy Mummy” is often represented in the press, celebrity gossip magazines 

and “chic- lit” such as The Yummy Mummy Manifesto (Johnson, 2009) and The 

Yummy Mummy Kitchen (Delio, 2013).  In these texts, motherhood, is symbolically 

represented as a glamorous and aspirational ‘lifestyle choice’ for all women (O 

Donahoe, 2008) although in reality it can only be achieved through access to 

considerable capital, incontrovertibly linking affluence with being regarded a 

“good” mother. 

In stark contrast the celebrity “bad” mother provides a model of motherhood to 

avoid.  Tyler & Bennett (2010) show how certain celebrities are often portrayed as 

tasteless, immoral and contemptible despite their wealth, a representation which 

helps to maintain class distinctions and reveals much about accepted wider 

attitudes towards social class. Celebrity “bad” mother Katie Price for example was 

described by a columnist as a “knicker-flashing, sex-mad, balloon-breasted, drunk 

and disorderly, great She-Chav mother-of-three” (Moir, 2009), Media 

constructions of Katie Price are often negative in tone and centre on a lack of 

cultural capital, vulgarity and perceived lack of good taste (Coy & Garner, 2010), 

exemplified in the Daily Mail headline: “It’s official! Katie Price has the worst taste 

in Britain” (Arthurs, 2013) as well as condemning her poor mothering skills; “Wild 

Jordan parties until 10am as a distressed Peter André takes care of the children” 

(Daily Mail, 2009). 

A key feature of neoliberalism is the shaming of those deemed to be work-shy 

(Jensen, 2013; Burrell, 2016) depicted, in reality-television (dubbed poverty porn 

by Burrell) vilifying those who are regarded as failing to contribute financially to 

society.  Again, this narrative involves class and has been used to frame ideals of 
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“good” and “bad” mothers.  Programmes about welfare recipients such as 

Benefits Street (Channel 4, 2014) and The Big Benefits Handout (Channel 5, 2016) 

are frequently used by politicians to criticise those mothers who are unable to 

survive without welfare handouts.  Few mothers want to find themselves locked 

into cycles of poverty and welfare dependency (McRobbbie, 2006) and so the 

denigrated, unrespectable status of “bad” mother works well as an effective 

deterrent.  

Rare personal accounts detailing the challenges of mothering by middle-class 

authors such as those by Rebecca Asher (2011) and Rachel Cusk (2015) have been 

controversial.  Subjective experiences questioning Intensive Mothering principles 

such as that of vocation have been subject to harsh criticism due to their 

revelations of dissatisfaction, confusion and disillusionment with the “institution” 

of motherhood (Quiney, 2007).  Books such as these document the pressure and 

difficulties experienced by self-regulating mothers in their attempts to pursue 

perfection and were subject to a storm of criticism as “good” mothers must not 

mention barriers or constraints, reduced options for balancing work and childcare 

or resent the emotional, physical and financial investment necessary to raise a 

child (O’Reilly, 2004).   

Lee et al, (2010) have argued that although both Intensive Mothering and 

neoliberalism require mothers to solely ensure their children’s safety and 

wellbeing they are also frequently portrayed as inadequate risk-managers who 

and are urged to rely on expert guidance.  Critics have argued that this 

undermines confidence for mothers who are simultaneously positioned as 
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ultimately responsible but also incapable of ensuring their child’s optimal 

advancement (Ehrenreich and English, 2005; Fox, 2009; Asher, 2011). 

Asher (2011) claims that research is an essential part of a modern mother’s role 

but the informational load of pregnancy and childrearing advice coming from 

friends and family, books, websites, blogs, midwives, television parenting 

programmes and professed experts such as the National Childbirth Trust, World 

Healthcare organisation and the Children’s Society is both disempowering and 

alluring (Quiney, 2007). Internet phenomenon Mumsnet is visited by over one 

million people every month (Mumsnet Census, 2009) with the name emphasising 

the idea of women as the primary parent.  

Furedi (2001, 2002) has identified how childrearing has become a veritable 

obsession for policymakers, arguing that in a neo-liberal society, problems that 

were once associated with the failures of society are increasingly blamed on 

parents. In what Furedi has dubbed the creeping ‘professionalisation’ of 

childrearing, the government has introduced a range of measures to ensure that 

parents are ‘supported’ to fulfil their responsibilities. These have included setting 

up the National Family and Parenting Institute to act as a ‘centre of expertise’, 

providing information and ‘authoritative’ advice on parenting ‘good practice’, and 

the creation of the Parenting Fund, which will distribute £25 million to 

organisations promoting parent support services. (Gillies, 2005)  

Recent government’s use of the word support refers primarily to guidance and 

education and has become a common shorthand description for parenting classes 

(Gillies, 2005).  The Parenting Early Intervention Programme (PEIP, 2008-11) 

provided government funding to all 150 local authorities in England to deliver a 
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range of selected parenting programmes. Lindsay & Cullen (2010) state that the 

parents participating in PEIP mainly originated from economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds making the point that in a culture of middle-class parenting, 

working-class mothers, are seen as the excluded outsiders who need to be 

“fixed”. 

Parenting ‘support’ initiatives may be promoted as being relevant to all parents 

regardless of their circumstances, but this concern to regulate childrearing 

practices is for the most part directed at those families defined as socially 

excluded. For example, Sure Start, the government’s flagship parenting support 

programme, described as a cornerstone of the government’s drive to tackle child 

poverty and social exclusion, was concentrated in areas of high economic 

deprivation.  The message communicated by the government is clear, less 

wealthy mothers are considered to be less equipped, to raise their children 

according to the social model. 

It is evident through extensive policy and government advice that motherhood 

has become a site of intervention and there is an extensive amount of state 

involvement in the form of parenting support, advice and policy.  Neoliberal and 

middle-class values encourage or coerce mothers to take up economic and moral 

responsibilities in relation to their parenting (parental determinism) (Furedi, 

2002) seeking to impose standards of motherhood through education, legislation 

etc. such as the ability to prosecute parents for leaving their children unattended 

or taking them out of school for holidays.   

One such example of this is the change in policy regarding breastfeeding.  

Breastfeeding in the Western world was discouraged by medical practitioners and 
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declined significantly from the late 1800s to the 1960s (Nathoo & Ostrey, 

2009). By the 1950s, the predominant attitude to breastfeeding was that it was 

something practiced by those who could not afford formula milk. Breastfeeding is 

now widely acknowledged to have health benefits for mothers and infants. 

However, because it is gender-specific, it also challenges the feminist principle of 

gender-neutral childrearing.  Shirani and Henwood (2011) and Badinter (2013) 

make the point that on-demand breast feeding until at least the age of two (as 

recommended the world health organisation) is incompatible with women 

maintaining employment out of the home. 

Normalisation discourses (again often associated with Foucault’s work) involve 

the construction of an idealised norm of conduct.  A normalising discourse in 

relation to breastfeeding would argue that “good” mothers would breastfeed. 

This belief is then validated within society for example through the recent online 

craze of "brelfies" (breastfeeding selfies) which makes it seem to the non-

breastfeeding mother that she is the only one who is not breastfeeding and is 

therefore a “bad” mother.  Normalising discourses are then substantiated by 

either rewarding or punishing individuals for conforming to or deviating from the 

discourse, such as the publication of research evidence published in the British 

Medical Journal which appeared to show direct casual evidence of a 

“breastfeeding effect” on people’s chances of social advancement (Bingham, 

2013).  Badinter (2010) charged the La Leche group with the shaming, vilifying and 

stigmatising of women who do no breastfeed.   

In a neo-liberal society, purchase decisions must also take into account, the health 

and well-being of the child as this is now expected to be the mother’s 
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responsibility, and this comes at a price (Clarke, 2013).  Asher (2011) has argued 

that decisions are no longer limited to practical considerations such as 

affordability or which buggy will fold easily to fit in the car, modern mothers must 

also consider their child’s development.  For example, according to government 

body the National Literacy Trust traditional outward facing buggies are 

contributing to poor language and communication skills.  An inward facing pram 

encourages interaction with the mother, but this comes at an inflated price which 

few mothers can afford (Zeedyk, 2008). 

With the majority, of day to day spending decisions remaining with women 

(Mitskavets, 2012), Orgrad and De Benedictus (2015) argue that motherhood has 

become increasingly capitalised, commodified and expolitative.  Marketing and 

consumer culture construct particular images of; what mothers are, what they 

should care about and how they should behave.  Women’s use of consumer 

goods and services shape how they mother as well as how they are seen and 

judged by others. Thau (2012) claims that even when it has been proved that an 

expensive brand offers no significant advantage over less expensive options, 

many mothers are inclined to opt for the over-priced item to prove their status as 

a “good” mother.   

The pre-occupation with upward mobility is profoundly linked both to the 

demands of Intensive Mothering and to neoliberalism.  Lareau (2002) identifies 

the process of “concerted cultivation” (hot-housing) by aspirational parents.  

Based on Bourdieu’s writings about the importance of capital (particularly cultural 

capital) Lareau argues that whilst working-class parents in her study typically 

believed that, as long as they provide the basics of child-rearing (love, food and 
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safety) their children will grow and thrive, middle class parents typically enrolled 

their children in full programmes of organised activities designed to increase life 

skills and opportunities.  For example, in terms of the concerted cultivation of 

their children with John Bingham (2014) writing in The Telegraph argued that 

affluent mothers are driving themselves to exhaustion by trying to ensure that 

their children attend extra-curricular activities every day of the week.   

Vincent and Ball (2007) contend that by giving children certain skills, more 

affluent parents aim to define them within class boundaries as well as giving them 

opportunities for progression.  In their study they give the example of music 

lessons as a typically class-based preoccupation.  Bourdieu (1986: 28) specifically 

discusses the role of music as a classificatory practice suggesting that ‘nothing 

more clearly affirms one’s class more than tastes in music’.  Vincent and Ball 

(2007) also argue that there is a class-based heirarchy within extra-curricular 

activities with ballet and violin for example viewed as more middle-class pursuits 

that street dance and guitar lessons. 

There is robust evidence to demonstrate that affluent women are more likely to 

carry out the expectations of Intensive Mothering and can thus be regarded as 

“good” mothers: they spend more time with their children (Guryan, Hurst & 

Kearney 2008; England & Srivastava 2013), timetable more organized activities for 

their children (Bradley et al. 2001; Lareau, 2008), and are more involved in their 

children’s schooling (Hutchinson, 2012).  Poor and working-class parents 

meanwhile lack the finances to practice Intensive Mothering (Bennett, Lutz, and 

Jayaram 2012). According to Romagnoli & Wall (2012), a lack of resources means 

that less affluent women are often vilified as “bad” mothers.   
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As the socioeconomic and cultural expectations of what constitutes a “good” 

mother become increasingly narrow and exclusionary and mothers are held to be 

responsible for the actions, behaviour, health and wellbeing of their children 

(Henderson et al, 2010), mothers are often demonised and stigmatised for all that 

is perceived to go “wrong” in their children’s lives.  Modern feminist scholars have 

identified this phenomenon as mother-blame” (Jackson and Mannix, 2004; 

Douglas and Michaels, 2004; Reimer and Sahaian, 2016)  

Mother blame has resulted in an increasing focus from policymakers, academics 

and journalists on mothers as the source of their child's anti-social behaviour both 

in and outside of the formal school setting. Peters (2010) gives an example of the 

parenting order which she argues is really a “mothering order” as it is mothers, 

not fathers, who are overwhelmingly prosecuted for their children’s school 

truancy, (making up three-fifths of those convicted), with mothers three times 

more likely than fathers to be jailed for it. 

Jackson and Minnix (2004) suggest that mother-blame has a powerful impact on 

mothers’ feeling of self-worth and adequacy.  Ladd-Taylor and Umansky (1998) 

argue that mothers have been blamed for a host of problems, from 

homosexuality (attributed to "smothering" mothers) to welfare dependency and 

crime (single mothers).  In discussing mother-blame in the cases of boys with 

ADHD, Singh (2004) states that mothers frequently talked about their feelings of 

personal responsibility and inadequacy, referring to themselves as “bad” mothers 

despite robust biological research to prove that the tendency to associate ADHD 

symptoms in children with poor parenting is not only unfair but also inaccurate.  
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Walkerdine et al. (2001) identify a particularly powerful fear of failure among 

aspirational mothers due to a huge pressure to display themselves as the perfect 

mother.  Placing a great deal of importance on their children’s academic success, 

a child with special needs is an anathema to a “good” mother’s self-

representation.  Singh (2004) argues that unlike their less affluent counterparts, 

middle-class parents, are able to mobilise considerable resources in an attempt to 

“solve the problem”.  Examples of this include utilising their cultural capital to 

cultivate relationships with teachers, monitoring and helping with homework, 

employing private tutors and drawing on personal contacts with specific 

educational knowledge for advice or practical help.  

Singh (2004) also argues that in cases where behavioural problems could not be 

solved, aspirational parents were more likely to re-construct their children’s 

issues at school, medicalising these difficulties as special needs. Medicalisation, 

the process by which problematic human behaviours come to be defined and 

treated as medical conditions is highlighted as a commonality in Singh’s work 

where she argues that middle class British mothers now increasingly turn to a pill 

to improve their children’s behaviour and performance at school, absolving 

themselves of personal blame. 
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Part Two: Theorising The Pain 

Why the “Good” Mother Ideal Can be Painful for Mothers that Work and Study 

In this section I will argue that cultural expectations of “good” mothering as set 

out in the philosophies of Intensive Mothering require mothers to achieve the 

impossible by being both constantly available, self-sacrificing and fulfilled by their 

roles as mothers yet having the financial means to contribute robustly to a 

capitalist economy, offering their children access to economic, social and cultural 

capital through a wide range of rewarding experiences, extra-curricular activities 

and mod cons (Crum, 2005).  Whilst the desire to feel that they are “good” 

mothers is strong, the actuality of achieving it is impossible for most women 

leading to painful emotions such as guilt, shame and exhaustion. 

Self-discrepancy theory describes how one’s actual self or self-concept compares 

either to the image of the ideal person that an individual thinks he or she ought to 

be (Liss et al, 2013) or to the ideal expected by others.  When a perceived 

discrepancy occurs between the two then there is typically a disappointment or 

disenchantment followed by a negative emotional reaction; most commonly guilt 

or shame (Elvin-Nowak, 1999; Guendouzi, 2006; Sutherland, 2010).  For many 

mothers the balancing of domestic and working roles results in stress and feelings 

of guilt and shame arising from perceived discrepancies between the two 

(Guendouzi, 2006, Liss et al, 2013). Rotkirch (2009) identifies the ‘‘motherhood 

myth’’ as one of the primary sources of pain felt by mothers, because of the 

inability to live up to either their own or societal expectations for high maternal 

investment in their children. 
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Implicit in cultural narrative around “good” and “bad” mothers, is the concept 

that “good” mothers must be affluent (so either be independently wealthy, 

enabled by their husbands’ productivity or earning money through working 

outside the home) but also constantly available to their children through well-

paid but flexible jobs (Garey 1999).  For many parents, this is not even a remote 

possibility.  Commentators such as Kuperberg and Stone (2008) and Badinter 

(2010) have found that the portrayal of the modern day “good mother” adheres 

to traditional patriarchal notions of femininity and whilst promoted as 

autonomous and empowered women will actually need to continue to secure the 

terms of submission fought against by two generations of feminist activists before 

them in order to achieve “good” mother status.   

In contemporary society, the ideology of the “good” mother is based on the ideal 

standards of middle-class mothering and mothers who reside outside of the 

narrow constraints of this group, such as single mothers, young teen moms, and 

mothers who are of lower socio-economic status are grouped into the “bad” 

mothers category (Arendell 2000). Mothers who are not privileged by the 

dominant culture are set up for failure according to the social expectations of 

good mothering.  In contrast to women who are grouped into the category of 

“bad” mothers, those women who are able to engage in the ideology of Intensive 

Mothering and meet the requirements that Intensive Mothering demands are 

defined as “good” mothers and positioned in opposition to mothers who do not 

fulfill the obligations of Intensive Mothering.  

Employment and motherhood have been at the forefront of popular and political 

debates in the UK over recent years (Armstrong, 2006) and many feminist writers 
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have addressed aspects of this tension; for example, the ways that legal 

institutions penalise women as mothers is discussed in Unbending Gender 

(Williams, 2000); the anger, frustration, and confusion many women feel once 

they become mothers are central concerns in The Bitch in the House (Hanauer, 

2002); how women can achieve both a family and a career given the structure of 

professional institutions is the topic of Creating a Life (Hewlett, 2003) the 

economic costs women pay as a result of being the primary parent in most 

families is the focus of The Price of Motherhood (Crittenden, 2001) and 

commentators such as Buxton (1998) have talked about a “Mother War” 

documenting the way in which stereotypical characterisations of the 

“Superwoman” (the cold working mother) are pitted against the “Earth Mother” 

(the loving stay-at-home mother) with each camp justifying its own ideology.  

The cultural contradictions between mothering and the working world has a long 

history.  According to Dillaway and Pare (2008) women’s decisions about paid 

work and mothering are increasingly dichotomised with women depicted as 

either work-oriented (working mothers) or family-oriented (stay-at-home 

mothers) meaning that women who choose to have children must make a 

decision between making mothering their sole role or whether to work for pay.   

However, with a rise in the cost of living and higher expectations around lifestyle 

choices the decision to opt out of paid work is no longer a reality for most 

mothers. In the United Kingdom, the widespread movement of women into paid 

labour has not been mirrored by an equivalent movement of men into domestic 

labour, leaving working mothers to cover double or triple shifts of paid, domestic, 

and child-rearing labour (England, 2010; Bianchi, 2011; Bianchi et al, 2012).  
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Perceived struggles in reconciling the tensions between dual identities as mothers 

and workers are well-documented sources of emotional pain (Christopher, 2012) 

with strong correlations reported between work-family conflict and poor mental 

health (Berkman et al, 2015).  The very concept of work-family balance is limited 

in itself because it fails to take account of the impact of other roles that 

individuals play outside of these two spheres and many authors (Tajlili, 2014; 

Araujo, 2015; Williams et al, 2016) are now developing the concept of “work/life-

style integration” as initially conceived by Lachance (2003), to account for the fact 

that boundaries are commonly blurred for working mothers between family life 

and work life, balance is increasingly regarded as an unachievable ideal 

(Slaughter, 2012) and that they must often manage further roles potentially giving 

them more sources of stress.   

A common additional role for working mothers, is that of academic study and 

several qualitative studies have described negative consequences for the well-

being of mothers who chose to take on workload additional to childcare such as 

study (Johnston and Swanson, 2006; Tummala-Nara, 2009; Sutherland, 2010) 

previous research around female students with dependent children has also 

indicated that the suffering of painful emotions such as guilt are frequently 

reported by this group (Longhurst et al, 2012; Brooks, 2012, 2013, 2015; Moreau 

and Kerner, 2015) primarily because they believed that by taking time away to 

study, they were not caring adequately for their children, and were continually 

juggling multiple demands. (Brooks, 2015).   

Moreau (2016) has argued that both mothering and academic work, can be seen 

as “greedy institutions” (Hinton-Smith, 2012) due to the “bottomless” nature of 
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their demands and that mothers that study must reconcile the seemingly 

irreconcilable.   Brown and Watson (2010) found that being a mother had 

profound implications for doctoral-level study. Academic and parenting 

responsibilities conflicted, and the demands of balancing home and academic life 

was cited as a source of great stress, with women being torn between their roles 

as wife/mother and student. Smith’s, 1996 study, reported that ‘patriarchal 

values towards women’s role in the family’ created a situation where women 

‘expected to receive little emotional support [and] had to judge their 

husbands/partners’ moods before broaching the subject of returning to study’ 

(1996: 70) 

Smith (2016) argues that many students with mothering responsibilities claimed 

that they had attempted to limit the impact that their studies had on their 

families by attempting to hide their study.  Others have also noted in the 

literature (Haynes et al., 2012; Lynch, 2008) that although women often study 

based on a belief that their qualifications will bring a better life for both 

themselves and their children, they also experienced guilt regarding time and 

energy spent away from the parenting role and discussed confining study-related 

activities to times and places outside of their mothering commitment by working 

late at night or the early hours of the morning in an attempt to achieve what 

Lyonette et al (2015) have dubbed ‘academic invisibility’ and inevitably leading to 

exhaustion. 

The combination of perceived threats and the widely shared belief that it is 

entirely the way in which a child is mothered that affects the child’s outcomes can 

conspire to create anxious and desperate need to practice “correct mothering” 
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(Villalobos, 2014).  Adams (2015) argues that although motherhood is a highly 

anticipated and positive event for most women, impossibly high standards 

constructed societally often set women up for disappointment resulting in 

emotions of guilt, fear and shame.  Commentators such as Green (2011) and O’ 

Reilly (2004) write about the experiences of new mothers who have described 

their situations as being sometimes oppressive and restrictive due to expectations 

placed on them to conform to and replicate an ideal of motherhood that 

prescribes very particular behaviours. 

The pressure to conform to the dominant model of motherhood and the 

consequences for non-compliance are very real (Green, 2011).  Being labelled as 

“bad” or “deviant” for either choosing not to or being unable to adopt the 

idealised standard of motherhood means living with painful consequences.  In her 

work on Feminist Mothers for example, Green (2011) discusses participants who 

spoke of feeling subjected to external pressure to behave in a certain way and 

feeling punished when they did not comply as well as suffering from long-term 

feelings of inadequacy and guilt when they were not able to meet impossibly high 

standards and expectations that set them up to fail. 

Given this situation and remembering that Intensive Mothering is, a fairly recent 

child rearing ideology, it would seem logical then that women would take an 

increasingly practical approach to the conflict of childcare and work and that a 

rational self-interest would lead them to move towards a simple, more 

straightforward child-rearing model.  A more logical marketplace driven solution 

for example may well have been a revolution to make domestic labour and child-
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care a purely commercial and rationalised enterprise where neither the father nor 

the mother needs to be personally involved.   

Although working mothers would have the most to gain by redefining 

motherhood to rely on less intensive methods, Hays (1996) found that curiously 

they did not.  According to Hays and other research such as Nelson, 2010; 

Sutherland, 2010; Bianchi, 2011, working mothers typically described feeling 

guilty that they had not done enough for their children whilst continuing to 

strongly embrace the commitment to a time intensive, emotionally demanding, 

all-consuming model of Intensive Mothering despite the fact that working 

mothers typically spend a higher proportion of time actively engaged with their 

children than their stay at home counterparts past or present (Villalobos, 2014).   

Practically speaking, mothers who work in the competitive, materialistic, 

efficiency minded, paid labour force may seem to be acting irrationally when they 

dedicate so much time and energy to such a physically and emotionally draining 

strategy of child-rearing.  However, women who work outside the home and 

enjoy their role as a wage-earner, must also reconcile the advantages of being 

employed with feelings of failure regarding cultural expectations of the “good” 

mother (Garey 1999).  

As previously discussed, Villalobos (2014) has persuasively argued that in a culture 

of fear as pervasive as it is in twenty-first Britain, mothers frequently rely on and 

invest in the one thing that seems sure to them: the mother-child relationship and 

that the best way they know to do that is to buy into the dominant parenting 

ideology; that of Intensive Mothering.  Liss et al (2012) argue that while parental 

involvement in a child’s upbringing is overwhelmingly a positive (with links made 
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with improved mental and physical health in children as well as better school 

achievement) there is also a point where parental involvement can be too 

extensive moving towards what Warner (2006) calls ‘‘too-muchness’’ (p.4) for the 

parent who may develop a “parental anxiety” where they feel responsible for 

every aspect of that child’s development.  

Hays (1996) claimed that mothers who bought in to Intensive Mothering 

ideologies commonly expressed difficulty in selecting an alternate caregiver 

because they felt that no one else (including the child’s father) would be able to 

provide the same degree of love, commitment and skill.  This practice was 

identified by Allen and Hawkins (1999) and later others (Puhlman and Pasley, 

2013; Pedersen & Kilzer, 2014 and Radcliffe and Cassell, 2015) as maternal 

gatekeeping a practice where mothers intentionally (or subconsciously) limit help 

and support from others. 

Studies such as Rizzo et al (2012) and Tummala-Narra (2009) have associated this 

greater sense of responsibility, associated with essentialist beliefs, with higher 

levels of stress and lower levels of life satisfaction as women focus more on caring 

for their children rather than themselves.  Wall (2010) interviewed women with 

preschool-aged children, revealing that mothers were prepared to regularly 

sacrifice their own sleep, and personal relaxation to ensure that their children had 

appropriate engaging and stimulating activities, believing that adhering to 

Intensive Mothering methods could ensure their children’s success.  Sutherland 

(2010) has argued that mothers, who have bought into the Intensive Mothering 

model are even willing to sacrifice their own mental health to enhance their 

children’s cognitive and socio-emotional outcomes, despite the fact, that children 
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of women with poor mental health (e.g., depression) are at higher risk for 

negative outcomes (Bayer et al. 2006).  

Although people often report wanting to have children because they think it will 

make them happier, research in both qualitative and quantitative studies such as 

Evenson and Simon (2005), Guendouzi (2005) and Rizzo et al (2012) suggest that 

becoming a mother and particularly a commitment to Intensive Mothering is 

actually associated with decreased well-being and negative mental health 

outcomes such as higher levels of depression, with women reporting that taking 

care of their children is more stressful than being at work.  This has been dubbed 

the parenting paradox by Baumeister (1991).  

In this way, feminist hopes have not become reality and the working mother is 

often depicted negatively as a woman concerned more with her own success and 

financial benefits than the well-being of her children (Johnston and Swanson, 

2003).  Hays (1996) interviewed both working and nonworking mothers and found 

that both groups embraced Intensive Mothering ideologies with stay-at-home 

mothers justifying their choice not to work by arguing that the consistent 

presence of the mother was good for their children and employed mothers 

pointing out that the extra income would provide the financial resources to give 

children all they need as the Intensive Mothering model, with its requirements for 

funding extra-curricular, expert-led development opportunities is an expensive 

model to fund without an extra salary.   

One final and rarely discussed idea around the pain that mothers may feel is the 

cultural idea that “good” mothers should not feel certain human emotions.  In 

Western contemporary societies, mothers are not generally thought of as 
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exhibiting emotions such as hostility or anger, even though mothers have in fact 

been found to be angrier than fathers in the family environment (Ross and 

Willigen, 1996). Guilt following aggression is enhanced in a society where even 

slapping a child is prohibited by law and a study looking into maternal anger 

found that mental or physical aggression towards the child was the most 

frequently mentioned source of guilt in her research (Rotkirch, 2009). 
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Why the Pain is Often “Unseen” (Hidden) 

Much of mother’s pain is “unseen” due to the private nature of their lived 

experiences (Pink, 2012; Valtchanov et al, 2016).  A dichotomy between the 

private and the public conventionally separates spheres of activity to closely 

associate women with home, care, and family, constructing mothers’ experiences 

as less visible, less socially relevant, and confined within private spaces 

(Valtchanov et al, 2016). 

However, complicating this is the idea that a common reaction to deeply felt 

emotional pain is a tendency toward denial, withdrawal, and self-isolation (Selzer, 

2011). Painful emotions are frequently associated with motherhood (Calogero 

and Watson, 2009; Sutherland, 2010; Liss et al, 2013), with the concept of guilt 

associated to mothering as being common enough to be identified and widely 

recognised in our society as “maternal guilt”, a notion so pervasive and 

inescapable within our culture “as to be considered a natural component of 

motherhood” (Seagram and Daniluk, 2002; LeBeau, 2017).   

Modern theorists in social psychology have generally maintained that, in many 

respects, it is the socialisation process and formation of identity in women 

aspiring to be “good” mothers, that is intended to encourage feelings of pain, in 

order to control and maintain order (Elvin-Nowak, 1999). 

Seltzer (2011) has also suggested that the hiding of painful emotions is often 

motivated by fear.  This could potentially be the fear of being judged and found 

wanting as a mother (Liss et al, 2013).  For example, in two separate studies on 

how mothering is discussed in everyday interactions Guendouzi (2001 and 2005) 
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found that mothers who talk about their employment are judged negatively by 

other mothers and so take care to monitor what they share (they hide their 

feelings). 

Whilst former US National Security Advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski argued that the 

use of the term “War on Terror” was intended to generate a culture of fear 

deliberately, because it; "obscures reason, intensifies emotions and makes it 

easier for demagogic politicians to mobilise the public on behalf of the policies 

they want to pursue” (Brzezinski, 2007).  Shirani et al (2012) have applied this 

argument to modern motherhood contending that a culture of fear has also been 

deliberately exaggerated, to control, subordinate and exploit mothers.  This has 

been demonstrated through New Labour and Conservative philosophies which 

have emphasised self-management, control and individual (rather than collective) 

responsibility for future success with a focus on reducing risk, all of which place 

responsibility for their children’s outcomes back with the mothers.   

Women are acutely conscious of the way in which their performance as mothers 

is monitored (Miller, 2005; Bowcock, 2007; Shirani et al, 2012) making it difficult 

for them to admit any challenges they may be experiencing, which could lead to a 

silencing around difficult aspects of motherhood in relation to dominant cultural 

scripts (Miller, 2005).  When mothers feel surveilled and fear discipline, they are 

likely to hide emotions that don’t correlate with expected standards of behaviour.  

Under a regime of Intensive Mothering, mothers are expected to be entirely self-

sacrificing and always put their children first, so they are unable to complain 

about any experiences that might involve them having their own separate needs. 
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In hiding their experiences, mothers are unable to have a voice and share their 

pain.  This leads to their marginalisation. Freire (1972) has been critical of what he 

called “cultures of silence” maintaining the need to develop pedagogies to find 

ways to give voice to marginalised and oppressed groups (make the unseen, 

seen). In the past, feminist sociologists have called for ‘giving women a voice’ 

(Weil, 2016). Here, I call for making the “unseen”, “pain” of mothers that work 

and study seen, to make it visible and study its characteristics. 
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Justifications for Representing the “Unseen” (Hidden) Pain, to Make it “Seen”. 

A fundamental principle of feminist research is to liberate by exposing that which 

is concealed and suppressed and to make feminine lived experiences visible. 

Modern, feminist research has used a wide range of research methods to do this 

and in recent years, visual narrative inquiry has emerged as a discipline from 

within the broader field of qualitative research (Mattern et al, 2015; Busanich et 

al, 2016; Oliveira, 2016).   

Feminist scholars have found visual, narrative inquiry methods to be useful tools 

in obtaining rich data and “giving voice” to those from traditionally marginalised 

perspectives (Lopez, 2009; Schneider & Wright, 2013; Liebenberg et al, 2014), and 

have stressed the transformative opportunities for the development of 

continuities between the “unseen” and the “seen” through its potential to reveal 

and expose hidden oppression (Lopez, 2009; Moran and Tegano, 2005), promote 

empathetic understanding of the ways in which other people experience their 

worlds (Pink, 2007; Rose, 2010; Mannay, 2013) and present new opportunities for 

communication, protest and campaign (McDaniel et al, 2012; Oliveira, 2016; 

Pettigrew et al. 2016).  

Pink (2007) and Van Auken (2010) maintain that visual methodologies invoke 

stories of life as it is lived and are rooted in disciplines such as anthropology and 

sociology (Harper, 2002). In discussing arts-based research, Schneider & Wright 

(2013) and Leavy (2015) have made the case that artists and anthropologists 

often share strong, emancipatory affinities in their research intentions as both 

may want to illuminate, build understanding and challenge assumptions.  In this 
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way it is contended that they could productively collaborate and learn from one 

others’ practices, particularly when conducting (auto) ethnographic research.   

An artist-practitioner with a passion for telling stories through photographs 

myself, I was naturally drawn to photo elicitation as an exciting method to use in 

conjunction with narrative inquiry.  In this way, the blog acted as a vehicle for 

data collection.  Everybody can access a blog for free, as long as they have access 

to a computer, phone etc. and they are able to “try it out” by seeing what others 

write in order to make a decision about whether to participate.  Exhibiting the 

images via a blog has the potential to give participants the space and 

empowerment to tell their own stories and share those of others building up a 

bank of stories and experiences which could be used as a resource for future 

mothers. 
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CHAPTER 3 

The Design of the Plastic Ceiling Project 

Part One: The Project Design 

Overview of Methods Used 

I regard The Plastic Ceiling Project as an arts-based investigation grounded in 

feminist research aims which uses visual and narrative methods to inspire, 

present, generate and report data.  Or more simply, a feminist research project 

that combines images and storytelling in an attempt, to make the “unseen” and 

hidden, “seen”.   

It has two main aspects to its methodology: 

1. Photo elicitation (photographic images are created which are inspired by 

the stories of participants) [arts-based / visual research] 

2. Weblog (blog) (participants inspire image production through the telling of 

stories > images are displayed via a blog > participants respond to the 

images by telling new stories) [narrative aspect] 

As will be discussed, the visual (arts-based) aspect is fundamental to the project, 

with digital photography used to create images.  The photographs were first 

inspired by stories of maternal pain as shared by participants via a blog and were 

then created, displayed and used to generate further data (photo-elicitation) from 

participants.  Photo-elicitation has been clearly described by Harper (2002:13) as; 

“the simple idea of inserting a photograph into a research interview”.  It is an arts-
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based research method where photographs or other visual mediums (either 

created by the participants or the researcher) are actively included as part of the 

research process and used to stimulate further discussion to create knowledge 

and collect data by asking participants to comment on the images used (Rose, 

2012; Glaw et al, 2017; Burton, Hughes and Dempsey, 2017)  

The blog was also an important practical aspect of the methodology and was used 

both to display the images via an online exhibition where a new image was posted 

each day and in the collection of participants’ stories; initially to inspire the 

images, then later to collect responses to the images.  Crucially, blogs are 

interactive (Warlick, 2007), providing opportunities for participants to coexist in 

the same virtual space, “meet” and interact with one another; learning about and 

responding to others’ experiences or just sharing their own thoughts and feelings.  

This aspect of online community was a significant feature of the research project 

as it allowed for a sharing of experiences through increased opportunities to voice 

knowledges, referred to by Clough (2002) as “turning up the volume” and 

providing opportunities for the building of understanding and empathy between 

communities of people. 

Harricharana & Bhopal (2013) note that in an increasingly busy and technologised 

world, some researchers have advocated the use of private group blogs as a more 

appropriate contemporary replacement for traditional qualitative research 

methods.  The use of online environments in ethnographic research is a method 

of increasing interest to researchers, largely because of the increasing importance 

such spaces now play in everyday life (Horst and Miller, 2013; Barratt and 

Maddox, 2016 and Gehl, 2016) 
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Despite the increasing interest in online ethnographies, blogs remain 

fundamentally understudied as ethnographic texts in the qualitative approach to 

online research (Kurtz et al, 2017).  Nardi et al (2004) claim that blogs are imbued 

with a strong sense of the author’s personality and position and that should be, 

taken into account, in the research, but blogs are also written with an audience in 

mind and designed to elicit feedback and social networking (de Laat, 2008; 

Karlsson, 2007; Wilson and Milne, 2015). 

In recent years the use of blogging as a means of fulfilling needs for 

communication and human interaction and managing parenting stress amongst 

mothers has been identified by researchers (McDaniel et al, 2012; Bartholomew 

et al, 2012; Jang and Dworkin, 2014).   In Pettigrew et al’s (2016) work on 

mothers’ motivations for blogging, the ability to interact with other people was 

the most commonly cited reason given, and a large majority of participants 

discussed a desire to make contact with like-minded others, with whom they 

could share their thoughts and feelings strongly suggesting a lack of opportunity 

for interaction in other areas of life.   

Lopez’s study (2009) on mothers that blogged, also identified motivation for 

blogging both as a way to achieve solidarity with other mothers and as a means to 

reframe unrealistic notions of motherhood in the context of actual lived realities 

in order to provide an alternative to the perceived notions of the idealised “good 

mother”. There was strong alignment in The Plastic Ceiling Project between these 

identified needs and an intention to develop a platform that would allow for 

communication, improve volubility amongst participants and shine a light on 
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discrepancies between the actual lived experiences of “real” mothers and 

idealised expectations of “good” mothers in dominant mothering ideologies. 

Unlike a focus group or interview, a blog allows participants to comment at a time 

that is convenient to them encouraging rich reflection (Scott & Morrison, 2006; 

Buckingham, 2009).  This aspect is deemed particularly useful for these 

participants who are usually time-poor due to their heavy commitments.  In The 

Plastic Ceiling Project they were able to take their time, write and redraft and 

come back to their answers before posting them if that is what they wanted to 

do, something that would not be open to participants in an interview situation. 

Although participants could contribute to a blog at the times that suited them, it 

was also acknowledged that reflecting on an image and writing a post may have 

taken a lot of time as participants may feel like they, have to perfect the post 

before they could share it with others.   

An inevitable objective and a specified intention of using a blog in this research 

project is to make the private public which has both advantages and 

disadvantages in terms of ethics.  Snodgrass commenting in Bernard and Gravlee 

(2014) has made clear the different ethical considerations of public (free access) 

and private (limited access) blogs.  Due to its sensitive nature, with participants 

anticipated to be disclosing personal and difficult stories it was decided that the 

blog in The Plastic Ceiling Project should be private as it was determined to 

provide greater care and increased safety for participants.   
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Representing the Mother in the Plastic Ceiling Project 

When creating The Plastic Ceiling Project, I knew that I did not want to recreate 

the scenarios in the photos using human actors as the characters.  This was for 

several reasons: The first was practical; I would need to find (and possibly pay) 

characters that would be prepared to pose in the images. Secondly, in using real 

actors, participants were likely to respond to the characters rather than to the 

scenarios and I felt it important that the images be intentionally generalised in 

order that should represent all working mothers, not a “particular” working 

mother.  Finally, there would be potential endangerments to those actors in that 

the images would provide a permanent record of an experience that might be 

attributed specifically to the actor rather than the character.   

Barbie: An Anti-Feminist Icon 

Especially since the publication of Butler’s highly influential Gender Trouble 

(1990) it has become more usual to think of gender not as something one “has” 

but as something one “constructs” through performance.  There has been much 

concern about the use of media images of women in the construction of 

dominant feminine stereotypes, (Motz, 1983; Owen, 2007; Thomas-Banks, 2003). 

Toffoletti (2007) for example, makes the point that for early feminists writing 

about the visual depiction of women in areas like film, art and pornography, many 

images were considered ‘bad’ representations because they constructed a ‘false’ 

reality that did not reflect what ‘real’ women were like.    

However, this has been problematic with the constructed stereotype presumed to 

be false in opposition to the more truthful “real woman”.   The category “real 

woman” does not refer to a homogenous social grouping either and is in effect 
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simply a different, “kind of mechanism by which the protagonists of fiction 

articulate with reality” (Hall & Nixon, 2013:342).  Toffoletti (2007) writes that one 

of the strategies proposed by feminism to remedy this issue was to create 

positive depictions of women by women in order to create their own more 

truthful, and realistic reflections of female experience. Another idea, typified by 

Mary Kelly’s multimedia artwork PostPartum Document (1973–9), was to refuse 

to depict women altogether (Kelly, 1983).  However, Tofoletti (2007) also points 

out that all of these “solutions” continue to enforce the idea that images can only 

be only understood as references for reality and that in this case we obscure their 

role ingenerating our reality as the viewer. 

In this project I had a problem in that I did not want to present the scenarios using 

real characters.  This was for several reasons. The first was practical; I would need 

to find characters that would be prepared to pose in the images.  The second was 

that although I knew I could use myself and persuade friends to act as the 

characters there were certain inherent endangerments in that these images 

would provide a permanent record of an experience that might be attributed 

specifically to the person rather than the character out of context, for example by 

their own children.  Finally, I wanted the images to be generalised – to represent 

working mothers not a “particular” working mother.  

Mattel has been widely criticised for achieving success by selling millions of a doll 

that has been recognised as; “an icon – perhaps the icon – of true white 

womanhood and femininity” (DuCille 1994: 50) or as a ‘perfect icon of late 

capitalist constructions of femininity’ (Urla and Swedlund, 1995: 281).  However, 

other commentators such as Rand (1998) and Spigel (2001) would argue that 
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consumers that are situated differently (perhaps according to age, gender, sexual 

orientation, social class, ethnicity) would consume and construct various 

meanings of Barbie with Rand (1995) exposing the limitations of interpreting 

Barbie as an ideological tool of white patriarchy in her study of Barbie 

consumption by gay men and women and  Spigel (2001) considering the actions 

of Barbie collectors, both heterosexual womenand gay men, and suggesting that 

the ‘value’ of Barbie shifts according to the various groups who ascribe her with 

meaning (Spigel 2001: 321).  Mattel can be seen to have strategised its marketing 

to incorporate a wider range of consumers e.g. through a range of skin colours as 

included in the images in the Plastic Ceiling Project.  

Rogers argues that despite this, Barbie’s largely fixed physical characteristics and 

facial expressions (despite its multicultural campaign) can also be seen to erase 

the category of woman by being hyper-feminine or emphatically feminine, 

revealing nothing about real women and existing as an “unbound signifier” 

(Rogers, 1999: 112). Tofoletti (2007) similarly contends that Barbie can be what 

you want her to be, referring to her character as a “posthuman prototype…who 

embodies the potential for identity to be mutable and unfixed” (Tofoletti, 

2007:59).  In this way I used Barbie is representative of feminity or what Connell 

(1987) has termed “emphasised femininity” and Rogers (1999) has termed 

“emphatic femininity” to represent a broad category that cannot be 

homogenously represented visually but is bound together through an entirely 

female experience, that of the mother. 

The plasticity of Barbie also seemed like a great visual medium for the messages 

that I wanted to portray in the images.  Rogers (1999) contends that Barbie is 
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plastic in both form and in the hegemonic meanings that are constructed around 

her.  Barbie may be perceived for example as “the plastic body” indicative of the 

endless transformations and eternal youth, manifested via the consumption of 

cosmetic surgery as critiqued by Bordo (1996) as symptomatic of the postmodern 

tendency toward homogenisation and normalisation.   In many ways, plastic itself 

can be regarded as the definitive symbol of the mid-twentieth century, a period 

characterised by ‘artificiality, disposability, and synthesis’ (Fenichell 1996: 5) but is 

also a period of time where feminists were beginning to question the artificiality 

of the created identity of the “good” mother.   

Although (or because) Barbie has been decried as an anti-feminist icon, the list of 

artists who have used Barbie and what she represented for them in their work is 

long and includes Andy Warhol, Mariel Clayton, Peter Max, Kenny Scharf, Peter 

Engelhardt and many others.  Botz-Bornstein has stated that what is striking is 

that Barbie’s frozen smile persists and describes her as; “an optimistic, positive 

spirit that is neither against nor in favour of progressive feminism or conservative 

motherhood values but simply exists beyond both” (Botz-Bornstein, 2012: 36).  

This is interesting to me in terms of the way that many mothers will hide the 

pressure that they feel from their children, adopting a fixed smile just like Barbie. 

Van der Hoort et al (2011) have also argued that A classic psychological question 

is whether the sense of one's body influences how one visually perceives the 

world.  When I first set out on this project, I had intended to scale the size of the 

environments to match Barbie.  However, I soon discovered that by 

photographing Barbie in a life-sized room she appeared small, insignificant and 

overwhelmed, characteristics described often by participants in the project.  Van 
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der Hoort et al (2011) concluded that the world appears larger to a small observer 

not just physically but also psychologically.  This seemed a perfect way to visually 

represent these emotions visually. 

Using Barbies as the characters in my project solved several issues. Firstly a 

practical one; the characters were easy to procure and manipulate, secondly 

Barbie was able to represent the feminine and as such every woman and thirdly I 

felt that subverting my overtly feminist research with an anti-feminist icon gave 

the project some humour and made it more appealing and enjoyable for the 

participants when it could have been rather intense.  
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Participants 

Overview of Participants 

Pseudonym Description 

Abigail In her late twenties, Abigail was a trainee social worker and yoga 

teacher and had two children under five with her partner.  Aimed 

to practice attachment mothering but found this difficult to do 

whilst on placment and studying for a Masters’ degree. 

Amanda In her early thirties, a full-time teacher in a small country school 

completing part-time qualifications that would allow her to apply 

for a senior management-role.  Amanda was married and had 

two children aged 1 and 3 at the beginning of the project. 

Ana Full-time primary teacher, married, with two children aged ten 

and twelve.  Ana was in her early forties, studying part-time for a 

Masters’ qualification and was hoping to set up her own business 

as an education consultant and gradually reduce her hours as a 

teacher to give her more flexibility with childcare. 

Angie Married to a farmer and they had three children together.  Her 

youngest child was now at primary school and she had taken this 

opportunity to train to be a teacher.  This meant both studying 

and working on placement at a local primary school. 
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Becky Becky was in her early thirties.  She worked as an ambulance 

technician and studying to become a paramedic and was a fully 

qualified paramedic by the end of the project.  She had three 

young children and a husband who suffered from mental health 

issues and wasn’t always able to support her fully. 

Betty Betty was in her fifties and was a single mother to a recently 

adopted eight-year old boy who was suffering from severe 

emotional issues after having been removed from his birth 

mother.  There was no partner involved.  Betty was a full-time 

academic who had not originally planned on having a child of her 

own and was struggling to balance work and study with 

becoming a single mother later in life. 

Cally Married with two children aged nine and twelve, Cally had 

worked for a chain of opticians as a sales assistant and had been 

offered the opportunity to train as an audiologist by the 

company.  During the project she continued to work in her 

previous role whilst studying part-time with a view to taking on 

the audiology franchise. 

Carol Married with a ten-year old daughter.  She worked full time as a 

senior lecturer and was the first in her family to go to university. 

Carrine Married mother of five in her early forties.  Had her first child 

whilst still in her teens.  Did a law degree whilst her children 
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were younger.  Now working as a lawyer in Nottingham and 

considering starting a PhD. 

Cath Worked in marketing and was married with a son and daughter.  

She was studying part-timeto become a yoga teacher and reiki 

practitioner which she hoped would bring her more fulfilment. 

Ellen A nurse working in a busy accident and emergency department.  

Her husband was a stay at home father studying for a PhD. They 

had a ten-month daughter and a six-yearold son together. 

Eve Mother of three and grandmother of two.  Eve worked part-time 

as a university lecturer and had brought her children up alone 

after her divorce. 

Fay Married mother of two children aged 6 and 11.  Took on the role 

of main breadwinner, worked as a junior doctor. 

Flick Worked as a science teacher and had been seconded to a role as 

a lecturer in a local university for a day a week.  She also had her 

own photography business and was studying for a Masters’ 

degree part time.  She was married and she and her husband had 

taken full responsibility for his daughter from his first marriage 

(aged eight at the start of the project). 

Gemma Married mother of a five-year old daughter and was the vicar in 

the local community. 
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Hannah Married mother of two working full time as a university 

professor. 

Helena Working four days a week as a counsellor, Helena had an eleven-

year son and was studying for her PhD.  During the project she 

split with her husband although they continued to co-parent. 

Holly Full-time community artist, mother of one child, in a same-sex 

relationship at the time of the project.  Studying community art 

certificate. 

Jane Jane was in her mid forties and lived in Liverpool.  She was a 

single mother of ten-year old twin boys and their father had 

them every second weekend.  She worked full time in an art 

gallery as a curator and art educator. At the beginning of the 

project she was studying for a PhD but by the end had given this 

up saying that she felt it was impossible to parent, study and 

mother and keep “anything like sane”.  

Jenny Jenny was in her thirties and was a married mother to two 

children under ten.  She had begun work as an administrator in 

her home town straight after graduating from university with a 

history degree and after being promoted through the company 

was studying part time for a Masters’ in Business Administration 

which was being funded by her company. 
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Jess Was in her mid twenties, working part-time as a social worker 

and studying part-time for a Masters’ degree in social work.  She 

had a partner, a son aged eighteen months and was pregnant 

with her second child by the end of the project. 

Jo Mother to a son and daughter aged 18 and 20 who were both 

away at university.  Jo originally worked as a teaching assistant 

and had her children early in life.  Now that they were grown she 

was working as an unqualified teacher and studying part-time in 

order to become a qualified teacher with better career prospects 

and pay. 

Juliette Originally from London, Juliette trained and worked as an 

architect in a big city firm before marrying a doctor, moving to 

the country and giving up work to have her two girls in her late 

thirties.  When the youngest was eight she returned to work full-

time as a planning officer in a small local town. 

Karen Married mother of two, working part-time as a care assistant 

(during the weekends) whilst training to be a secondary school 

maths teacher. 

Kate  Worked full-time as a midwife at the local hospital.  Married with 

an eleven-year old daughter. 

Kay  Was in her late forties, married and had five children (the last 

four with her current partner).  The youngest was three and the 



119 
 

oldest in his twenties.  She was a trained teacher and lawyer and 

worked for a charity committed to reducing homelessness.  

Several years before her middle child had been diagnosed with 

Asperger’s Syndrom and soon after so was she.  She was 

undertaking a distance learning course about Autism Spectrum 

Disoredr at the time of the study in order to best support herself 

and her son. 

Kelly Married mother of two primary-aged children.  Working as a 

buyer for a health food company. 

Kerry A personal assistant to the Dean of a university.  Kerry was 

married with a nine-year old son.  She was studying for an MBA. 

Leanne Had two young children anged 6 and 7 with her long-term 

partner. 

Lissa Was a deputy head in a large primary school.  Her husband 

worked weekends and some night shifts as a musician and they 

had a ten year old son together. 

Lorna Married, teacher and senior leader at a local secondary school.  

Mother of two boys aged 8 and 12. Studying for an NPQH to train 

her to be a head teacher. 

Lou Worked as a hairdresser four days a week.  Her company were 

paying for her to study part-time so that she could become a 

senior stylist and earn more money.  She hoped to have her own 
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salon at some point.  She had a partner and they had two young 

children. 

Lydia Had two grown up children and two grand-children.  When her 

children were young, she had set up a design business with her 

husband and had studied accounting and book-keeping at night 

class. 

Margot Married, working mother of a six-year old daughter.  She was in 

her forties and studing for an EdD. 

Mary Ran her own business as a knitwear designer and has a (now 

grown-up) son.  After splitting with his father when he was two 

she raised him as a single mother whilst doing a degree and then 

a Masters’ degree in Art History, selling her designs at craft 

markets and making ends meet with various part-time cleaning 

and telesales jobs. 

Mazzy Married mother of a teenage son, had worked for many years as 

a retail merchandiser but during the project was working for a 

large commercial law firm as a trainee solicitor. 

Rosie Working studying mother to one daughter.  Married and working 

as a cook in a local secondary school.  Studying cake decoration 

with a view to starting her own business. 

Sally Ran an internet business from home with her husband and they 

had three primary aged children.  She was in her thirties and had 
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split with her husband just before the project started although 

they continued to work together and to share childcare. 

Sam Was married to a policeman and working as a nurse.  Had three 

children under the age of ten and both worked shifts which 

meant that they were forced to rely heavily on family members 

for support with childcare. 

Selena Originally worked as a human rights lawyer for Amnesty 

International and was married to a journalist.  At the time of the 

project she was working part-time as a university lecturer and 

they had four children between the ages of 4 and 16.  She was 

studying for a PhD. 

Sue  

 

Primary teacher.  When her son was a baby her relationship with 

his father broke up and she applied for a job teaching with the 

armed services which took them out to Belize.  At the time of the 

project she had recently married and returned to the UK where 

her son was at university.  She was teaching part time and 

studying for a Masters’ in Education 

Suzanne Originally trained in interior design before meeting her partner 

and becoming pregnant “almost immediately” with a daughter.  

She then had twin girls fifteen months after the birth of her first 

child.  Her partner left her shortly after that.  When the twins 

were four, she began working as a teaching assistant at their 

school and during the project (when the girls were 14 and 16) 
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she was also doing a part-time degree and hoping to become a 

teacher. 

Victoria Mother of three children, worked as a civil servant and studied 

part time at university 

Viv Mother of two children, married, working for an educational 

software and services provider in a senior position and studying 

for a doctorate. 

Wendy A mother of four, Wendy was working as a university lecturer 

and studying for a Masters’ degree.  Wendy became a single 

mother when her children were aged between 8 and 14 and 

their father did not have contact or contribute financially after 

that point. 

 

At the beginning of the project I read that at best, around 30% of those invited to 

take part in email surveys, actually participate (Nulty, 2008).  Although my project 

was not an email survey this data was all that I had so I contacted 50 women 

thinking that 15 people would be a reasonable and manageable number that 

would be feasible for a small-scale project such as The Plastic Ceiling Project.  

Palinkas et al (2015) have discussed the strategy of purposeful sampling which 

involves identifying and selecting individuals or groups of individuals that are 

especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest 

(Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011) and has often been promoted as a solution for 

pragmatic constraints of time, resources and expertise (Hannes and Lockwood, 
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2011; Suri, 2011). This strategy was employed because participants who were 

chosen met “predetermined criterion of importance” (Patton, 2002: 176); they 

were all working, mothers of dependent children and were also studying.  

Palinkas et al (2015) have also noted the importance of availability and inclination 

to participate, and the ability to communicate experiences and opinions in a 

reflective, expressive, and articulate manner which can be addressed through 

purposeful sampling.  

In this research, all of the original 50 participants were women that I knew or 

knew of, or who knew me or both although none were close friends, family 

members or students (which would have been regarded as a clear conflict of 

interest).  Emotional detachment and distance have been conventionally 

preferred to collect unbiased, value-free data, and for a “necessary” balance 

between insider-outsider status (Nason and Golding, 1998).  However, the 

primary concerns of ethnographic and autoethnographic research are to uncover 

and explicate the ways in which people understand and make sense of their world 

and aligned beliefs and the building of trust with participants are increasingly 

understood to aid data collection. Jain (2017) for example, contends that in 

autoethnographic research, interactions grounded in interdependent personal, 

social, and emotional relationships between the researcher and participants is 

inevitable and can be a rewarding and valuable aspect of the research approach.  

Many commentators are now claiming that despite and even because of an 

acknowledgment of bias, reflexive, autoethnographic accounts have been proven 

to be of academic value, not just as a means to an end, but as scholarly 

contributions themselves (Prasad, 2014; Gilmore and Kenny, 2015; Jain, 2017).   
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Yassour-Borochowitz (2012) has also argued that power-relationships in this type 

of research do not inevitably privilege the researcher but that the self-conscious 

blurring in of boundaries in relationships between the researcher and the 

researched can allow for the capture of deeper, richer data.  It is acknowledged 

that prior relationships between myself and the participants is likely to have 

impacted on data collection and co-construction of knowledge to a large extent, 

but I contend that the data can nevertheless be regarded as valuable and 

significant.   

45 of the 50 women approached replied and said that they would be keen to be 

involved; a much higher number than I expected and more still contacted me and 

asked to join the project as time went on because they had heard about it 

through for example, discussions with colleagues and were curious, keen to 

become involved in a like-minded community or wanted to support the aims of 

the project.  In the final count there were 56 participants who had been made 

aware of the aims of The Plastic Ceiling Project and had signed informed consent 

forms and therefore had full access to the blog and all of these were invited to 

participate in posting.  Of these I have used the stories of 45 of these participants 

(listed above), some more than once.  It is reasonable to suppose that not all 

participants felt comfortable contributing as given the subject matter and the 

cultural fear experienced by mothers, it is likely to have been difficult for 

participants to put their thoughts ‘out there’ for feedback and possibly criticism 

and there was no pressure to do so.  Not all posted but some posted regularly.   

In the initial email to the 50 participants I stated clearly that I was restricting my 

research to women that had responsibility for the care of dependent children and 
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were both working and studying. Of the 56 final participants, 52 identified as 

biological mothers with one mother describing herself as having childcare 

responsibilities for her husband’s eight-year old daughter from a previous 

relationship who lived with them full time and one mother describing herself as 

mother to a recently adopted eight-year old son.  Interestingly, two female 

participants did not have children at all (one identified as a “fun aunt” and one 

said that she was eager to be involved as she was contemplating becoming a 

mother in the near-future) but had heard about the project and were keen to 

participate and to bring a different perspective.  Their comments (where 

identifiable) were interesting and valuable and I am hoping to make them the 

subject of a further project, but I have not included them in this data. I did have 

one father ask to join the group to give a male perspective, but I felt that this 

would be inappropriate given the nature of the private and gendered disclosures 

anticipated and could be regarded by participants as making the space “less safe”.  

Again though, this is potential research that I would like to come back to in future 

years.  

44 of the 56 mothers described themselves in permanent relationships (one same 

sex) and one of the mothers separated from her partner during the project which 

was reflected in some of her comments and interestingly in high levels of support 

given from other participants. Shirani et al (2012) Rushing and Powell (2015) and 

Myers (2017) have all commented on the importance of fathers input in 

maintaining intensive parenting but again this will be considered in future 

research.  Three participants identified as non-British (one Israeli, one Spanish 

and one from the USA), however all were living full time and long-term in the UK 

and their children had been born and were being raised here. 
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All participants worked, in a variety of jobs.  Most (34) worked in education 

(schools or universities) in different capacities including teaching assistants, 

teachers, lecturers in further and higher education and two university professors. 

This is reflective of my own role in education as it was through work that I had 

knowledge of the participants in the first place.  Six worked in healthcare in a 

range of jobs including doctor, nurse in A and E, midwife, paramedic.  The rest 

worked in a variety of roles including human rights lawyer, audiologist, vicar, civil 

servant, community artists and business roles (both self-employed and 

employed).  The vast-majority were working in well (higher than average) paid 

roles that required at least a degree-level qualification and could be loosely 

considered as “middle-class” or “aspirational”.  This is viewed as particularly 

important given that Intensive Mothering is thought to be a fundamentally 

classed approach to parenting (see Chapter 2). 

Mann and Stewart (2000) found that anonymous online contributions had the 

potential to create richer and deeper thought than face-to-face conversations. 

The anonymity provided by the internet has also been shown in some studies to 

reduce anxieties about feeling judged and can increase self-disclosure motivating 

deeper introspection and reflection (Joinson, 2001; Bargh, McKenna & Fitzsimons, 

2002; Tidwell & Walther, 2002).  I was careful to make all participants aware that 

they were able to use either their own name or a pseudonym.  However, I was 

aware that sometimes participants used their own names.  One referred to this in 

her blogpost, stating that she valued the chance to be frank and honest about her 

feelings and experiences and for her part of this was “owning” the posts by giving 

her real name.  All names have been changed in the write up. 
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In this project there were no obviously vulnerable participants, although when 

researching emotional pain in marginalised groups a case could be made that all 

participants have a level of vulnerability due to the context of the research and 

the type of discussions that might arise. All women stated without any coercion 

that they were willing to take part with some even asking to be invited in, yet I am 

aware that despite making it as clear as possible that there was no pressure to 

contribute, people may have wanted to please particularly given pre-existing 

relationships.   

In that sense I also had to consider my own role as researcher in that I was keen 

both to be faithful to the (auto)ethnographic aims of being both the researcher 

and the researched and play my part rather than just “lurking” (a commonly used 

term for when an individual reads a message board without posting or engaging 

with the community).  I was also mindful that by commenting on the blog I could 

be regarded as steering the conversations to conform to my own agenda.  In the 

end I decided not to comment on the blog (other than to post images) but to add 

my own experiences to the data during the write up phase (post coding).  This 

allowed me to still maintain my role in the research but still allowed the 

participants to control the online discussion.  This decision was communicated 

and explained to the participants before the research took place. 

As the moderator of the blog I was able to remove any inappropriate or 

potentially hurtful comments for example should any “trolling” (posting of 

offensive, divisive and controversial comments) occur.  Due to the private nature 

of the blog and the participants involved it was not anticipated that this would be 

a problem and it wasn’t.  I never moderated any comments. 
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A final important ethical aspect in most academic research is the participant’s 

right to withdraw from the project at any time.  However, when using a blog, 

although it is certainly possible to decide not to contribute anymore, it is not 

possible to withdraw a comment once it is posted.  If a participant were to regret 

sharing a private matter publicly there is no way to delete that comment and 

although they could make a request to the blog moderator (myself) and it could 

be removed from view, the “virtual footprint” (the trail, traces or "footprints" that 

all people who post using the internet leave online) will remain in the public 

sphere indefinitely.  This was made clear in participant information, on consent 

forms and also on The Plastic Ceiling website, which housed the blog.  

 

Part Two: Justification for the Design 

Justification for Use of Narrative Inquiry 

Narrative inquiry is a research methodology or approach to inquiry that builds 

upon people’s natural impulse to tell stories about their lived experiences 

(Creswell, 2009), using personal accounts, photos and life experiences to research 

and understand the way in which people create meaning in their lives.  In making 

the “unseen” (hidden), “seen” in The Plastic Ceiling Project the stories of the 

participants were important in themselves but were also used to inform the art 

and were in turn inspired by it, taking a central and intrinsic position in the 

research design.  Clandinin & Connelly’s (2000) definition embraces narrative as 

“both the method and the phenomena of study, and surmises that it 

characteristically begins with the researcher’s autobiographically oriented 
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narrative associated with the research puzzle” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000: 63) as 

it does in this research. 

Story-telling has been used for centuries as a powerful vehicle for cultural 

communication.  In patriarchal cultures the greatest and most privileged stories 

have tended to be about the heroic quest (Pink, 2012) and Pink has related 

activism to the heroic describing it as public and explicit, contrasting it with 

everyday life where, particularly mothers, make their worlds. In general, life’s 

lessons are not learned in the OMG moments but in the mundane and the 

everyday and the everyday has been identified as the site of much of their 

oppression (Lindgren and Heikinnen, 2004).  Under patriarchy the stories of the 

everyday have not been told and consequently women’s voices have been lost, 

silenced and effaced. 

The everyday is a fertile area for researchers seeking to understand how mothers’ 

experiences are defined culturally, sociologically and economically (Moran and 

Tegano, 2005; Casey and Martens, 2007 and Shove, 2007) so it was important for 

me to develop a platform which encouraged women’s stories of mothering to be 

told and shared.  However, although we live in the everyday it remains elusive, as 

it is dynamic and may be experienced differently by each individual and even by 

the same individual at different times. The challenge then, was to find a 

methodology that has the ability, to capture organic, constantly shifting 

experiences of everyday life.  Narrative research is useful here as its approach 

values the individual experience and celebrates the personal allowing for new 

learning by reflecting on and comparing stories told, helping us to understand our 

practices and experiences and to expand them (Coia and Taylor, 2007)  
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Telling stories for me is, and always has been, a hugely worthy pursuit. My early 

experiences of research were largely positivist and male dominated.  I felt 

abjected from and alienated by cold, hard data.  Coming from an Arts background 

that valued words and pictures, my lived experiences seemed too trivial and 

mundane for research. Narrative inquiry allows those previously silenced in this 

way, a different way in.  It allows women to share feminine wisdom through their 

experiences of mothering, to know that their experiences are valuable and valued 

and to create a legacy for future generations.  I believe that the sharing of stories 

has the potential for great power; power to transform, power to transcend, 

power to educate, power to release and most importantly of all…the power to 

empower.   

Jackson (2003) identifies various stages in the representation of women’s voices 

in feminist research noting how notions of ‘authentic’ voice, and ‘giving voice’ to 

silenced groups have given way to voice itself as a concept.  One of the most 

noticeable trends to come out of post-structural research is an increased focus on 

the importance of reflexivity in the research process (Pillow, 2010).   

It is argued that sharing stories for example, through blogs can often stimulate 

feelings of community among group members making it easier for participants to 

lose their inhibitions (Gumbrecht, 2004; Hookway, 2008).  Blogging on personal 

issues such as mothering is especially popular among women, which has been 

attributed to the sense of empowerment and community that can be obtained 

(Chen, 2012; Pettigrew et al, 2016).  While mothers have always shared 

knowledge amongst themselves, one of the most common and efficient ways to 
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do this in contemporary Western society is online (Lupton, 2015; Pedersen, & 

Thomas, 2016).   

The identification of a need to regard oneself as part of a community was given as 

a primary motivation for blogging in both McDaniel et al.’s (2012) and Pettigrew 

et al.’s (2016) research.  Both studies found a positive association between 

blogging activity and lower levels of maternal depression, which was claimed to 

be attributed to the emotional support achieved through opportunities for social 

interaction provided by blogging. 

While some researchers have claimed that blogs, may actually result in more 

emotional pain (for example through perceived time wasting or depressed mood) 

(Sagioglou and Greitemeyer, 2014) or offer up accounts of perfect parenting, 

acting as sources of pressure to mirror and comply with culturally specified 

definitions of the “good” mother (Friedman, 2010), participants in their research 

did not highlight this as an issue.  Instead, they valued the blogging process for 

opportunities to share their concerns, problems and pain.  

It was important to me to have a forum where participants, were able to interact 

and possibly influence the feelings and behaviours of other contributors as I 

believe that a sharing of experiences could and should promote understanding 

and build empathy between communities of people.  At the end of the project for 

example, Lydia commented; “Really enjoyed reading all the comments and I feel 

as if I joined a group of like-minded people for a week”.  As the week passed it 

was also interesting to note that participants began to comment on each other’s 

posts, even empathising with one another’s situations.  For example, on Tuesday 

“The School Run (Isolation)” Val made a comment at 12.11pm arguing that non-



132 
 

members of the school run can also feel isolated by not having children.  This was 

responded to by Maggie at 12.38pm; “Well said Val. I agree that isolation comes 

from 'clubs' where you are either in or out and the baby club is the biggest 
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The Place of Arts-Based / Visual Research Within Narrative Inquiry  

As discussed, narrative inquiry uses personal accounts, photos and life 

experiences to research and understand the way in which people create meaning 

in their lives.  While relatively new and emergent at the academic level, arts-

based research, has gained recognition in recent years, as a valid and valuable 

methodological approach (Eaves, 2014).  Hernández-Hernández and Fendler 

(2013) contend that Arts production constitutes an authentic experience that 

“becomes research when practices are articulated as inquiry”, in other words art 

becomes art-based research when art is used to stimulate data.  In this way it has 

been a fundamental aspect of The Plastic Ceiling Project as the images produced 

have been used, in order to generate further data. 

Arts-based research has been described variously as; a set of methodological tools 

used during all the phases of the research process (Leavy, 2015), a “process that 

uses the expressive qualities of form to convey meaning” to enlarge human 

understanding (Barone & Eisner 2012, p.xii), combine intuitive thought with logic 

(Vallack, 2005), disrupt and reconcile (Estrella & Forinash, 2007) and develop an 

empathetic participation (Ewing 2013).  All these aspects are fundamental to the 

aims of The Plastic Ceiling Project. 

Knowles and Cole (2008) have offered a general definition of arts-based research 

as; 

"the systematic use of the artistic process, the actual making of artistic 

expressions in all of the different forms of the arts, as a primary way of 
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understanding and examining experience by both researchers and the 

people that they involve in their studies" (p. 29) 

In The Plastic Ceiling Project the use of art in the form of the images created is 

essential, intrinsic and fundamental to the aims of the research project.  The art 

produced in the form of the images acts as a vehicle to tell the participants’ 

stories visually and then inspires new reflections and musings by those that 

respond to the images to consider and reconsider their own stories. 

The Plastic Ceiling Project aimed to use contemporary methodologies as they 

were thought to be more appropriate for an exploration of modern issues.  

Images are prevalent in today’s world, fundamental to the way that “real-life” is 

negotiated, experienced, constructed and re-shaped and inseparable from our 

identities and narratives, with Schroeder (2003) describing the camera lens as a 

defining technology of our age.  In an era where photographic images have been 

widely valued for their ability to carry lots of easily accessible information, 

including the sensory element of an experience (Grady, 2004; Latham, 2004; 

Tinkler, 2013) people are understanding their world more and more through 

images.  

The difference between conventional interviews and photo elicitation lies in the 

way participants respond to the symbolic representations in the photographs. 

Many researchers now attest to the value of incorporating images in the research 

process, arguing that they facilitate the production of responses and memories, 

bringing greater depth to topics discussed, and enhancing the quality of data 

collected (Gloor and Meier, 2000; Pink, 2001 and Daniels, 2002).  
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Tinkler (2013) has argued that images can be integral to research in three ways; 

firstly, by generating visual data in themselves, secondly, as a tool for generating 

data and thirdly as an aide memoir to be incorporated into the research.  In my 

research the images needed to both generate visual data, (as they were 

representations of the scenarios described by the participants) and also act a tool 

for generating further data.  For me, it was important that the images were a 

primary data source and formed an integral part of the project design facilitating 

an active process of seeking meanings and revealing understanding rather than 

just a visual image to illustrate understanding arrived at through other means. 

(Bolton et al 2001; Drew, 2010).  

There is much research that claims that visual methods such as photo elicitation 

add to traditional approaches by capturing more and different data than verbal 

and written methods (Mah, 2015; Balmer, Griffiths, & Dunn, 2015; Glaw et al, 

2017) and can disrupt and challenge attempts to define culture in purely linguistic 

terms (Mirzoeff, 1998), while using words uses less of the brain’s capacity than 

processing visual images (Harper, 2002). Harper (2002) has argued that this 

means that visual images induce deeper parts of human consciousness than 

words do.  In evolutionary terms, the parts of the brain that process visual 

information are older than the parts of the brain that process verbal information.  

Previous research relied on verbal methods, but not everyone has highly 

developed verbal skills and even people who do can still find it hard to articulate 

what they want to say. Using photography allows the researcher to elicit new 

information not captured previously. 
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Because images are argued to be visual illustrations of subjective experiences, 

rather than objective statements, the exploration of visual meanings not only 

helps us ‘see’, to make the “unseen”, “seen”, but also asks us to deliberate and 

ruminate, to contemplate not only what it is we are seeing, but what it is we don’t 

see, and why (Grimshaw, 2001; Pink, 2001).  The use of visual images in research 

can be seen to transcend pre-conceived notions of life, reflecting greater 

representation and contextual knowledge (Liebenberg, 2014). Combined with 

other qualitative research, visual methods provide an opportunity to reconsider 

some of today’s most complex problems from a new perspective; researchers 

may discover and demonstrate elements of community lives that may be subtle 

or easily overlooked. 

Opportunities to move away from the limitations of talk-based methods such as 

focus groups or interviews (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006; Buckingham, 2009) 

towards visual methods such as photo-elicitation would appear to be a logical 

development in social science research (Schneider & Wright, 2013; Pink, 2009; 

Mannay, 2013).  Gauntlett & Holzwarth (2006) contend that visual methods give 

participants a “different way in” and allow them to overcome the rational, logo-

centric tendencies required by verbalisation, in order to access regions in the 

brain that are evolutionarily and developmentally older, broadening the scope of 

data access and offering insights into authentic information that are less self-

conscious and more complex and insightful.  

Visual methodologies can also produce a different kind of information by evoking 

feelings, memories, and information (Harper, 2002) and can enrich the intensity 

of available research data by uncovering deeper layers of meaning, adding 
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legitimacy, and creating knowledge.  In this way, visual methods give participants 

a “different way in” broadening the scope of data access and offering insights into 

authentic information that are less self-conscious and more complex and 

insightful (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006; Buckingham 2009) as such they can be 

regarded as more egalitarian as they rely on a less elitist visual language and not 

all experience is best expressed through words (e.g. pain) (Guillemin, 2004) 

Also advantageous to my research was the contention that images can portray 

the intimate dimensions of the social family or workplace and as such may be 

helpful in exploring ordinary, everyday, immersive, experiences such as those that 

occur within the experiences of mothering.  Pink (2007) and Van Auken (2010) 

contend that visual methodologies have a strength in their ability to invoke life as 

it is lived portraying the intimate dimensions of family or workplace dynamics.  

For me this was key, as it allowed participants to reflect on their everyday 

activities allowing space to consider, articulate and make explicit that which is 

normally implicit (Liebenberg, 2009; Mannay, 2013; Rose; 2012). 

Arts-based research such as photo-elicitation has also been celebrated for 

providing opportunities for participants to confront difficult emotions which is 

important in The Plastic Ceiling Project as its aim is to consider “unseen” and 

(hidden) pain.  Researchers across various disciplines have employed participatory 

visual and narrative approaches to examine a range of sensitive issues including 

post-natal depression (Guillemin and Westall, 2008) homelessness (Bukowski and 

Buetow, 2011), the lives of migrant and asylum-seeking women (Haaken and 

O’Neill, 2014) and childhood and belonging (Wilson and Milne, 2015).   
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Various studies have endorsed the value of incorporating visual methods into 

research with marginalised groups, where communication may be difficult, and 

images were used to express a sense of vulnerability that they could not put into 

words.  (Alldred, 1998; Young and Barrett, 2001; Blackbeard and Lindegger, 2007).  

Prosser & Schwartz (1998) claim that this method is useful in exploring 

participant’s beliefs and attitudes by triggering supressed memories and 

understanding of social systems through the evocative power of images and 

catalysing effect of context-specific photographs.   

Inequalities are inherent in any research but are particularly likely to be a problem 

with previously marginalised groups. Traditionally researchers have held the 

dominant role and Bolton et al (2001) contend that this can often lead to a 

communication impasse.  Stewart & Floyd (2004) described a “crisis of 

representation” where the production of knowledge has been monopolised by 

the academic vanguard, reinforcing accepted “truths” from a narrow perspective.   

Photographs have no meaning in and of themselves; they take up meaning from 

the contexts in which they are inscribed or which we inscribe to them. How 

images are seen and read, is shaped by the values, beliefs, assumptions, and 

experiences that both the image creator and the viewer bring with them 

(Edwards, 2002; Dicks et al, 2006).  In this way they can be seen to shift the focus 

from the research interview to the image which has the potential to inspire more 

“truthful” data with more integrity as the participants can come up with their own 

responses to the images without the input of the interviewer. 
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However, photo elicitation has successfully been used in a range of studies within 

marginalised communities because it allows for the empowerment of participants 

(Jupp, 2006) emphasising a clear and central role and allowing them to become 

the “expert” in the interview (Joanou, 2009; Packard, 2008; Rose 2012). Oliveira 

(2016) has argued that participatory visual research is often about ‘empowering 

disenfranchised and marginalised groups to take action to transform their lives’ 

by gaining knowledge using a ‘bottom-up’ approach that focuses on a process of 

‘sequential reflection and action carried out with and by people rather than on 

them.   

As previously contended this group of participants were used to hiding their 

emotions and were unlikely to be confident in discussing them.  In addition to this 

it is reasonable to suggest that many feared judgement, from others which is 

likely to have impacted in their ability to communicate fluently without a stimulus 

that allowed them to ponder and deliberate. 
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The Importance of a Collaborative Approach 

In recent years there has been a growing emphasis on collaborative production 

and the participant’s role in the creation of knowledge (Samuels, 2007).  

Throughout the project, I was adamant that there should be a strong sense of 

collaboration as I regarded it as a democratic process with myself and the all the 

participants as co-creators of new knowledge.  In many traditional research 

methods, the researcher has held the dominant role.  However, arts-based, 

narrative methods require a large amount of collaboration between the 

researcher and the participants (Liebenburg, 2009; Mannay, 2010; Rose, 2012) 

encouraging the primacy of the participants’ voice in the research process. 

I aimed for the research to be participatory and concerned with the co-creation of 

knowledge (even though, this knowledge may be experienced differently by each 

individual).  This would not just be my story but would be the story of all the 

participants in order to represent a community of mothers.  My aim was that the 

project would facilitate a resource for other women who were walking the same 

path and might get some comfort from knowing that others were doing so and 

trying to shine a light for them. 

This aim was also regarded as true to the emancipatory values of feminist 

research in blurring the boundaries between the researcher and the researched. 

As researcher and participant become collaborators in the construction of 

accounts and meanings, both personal and theoretical understandings of cultural 

realities are magnified (Harper, 2003) 
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Pink (2003) asserts that ethical use of visual methods requires of researchers to 

engage in a collaborative process with participants. I was able to collaborate with 

others in the research process by interpreting their ideas into my images and 

although I made the images and would have brought my own context and 

understanding the stories were theirs. Harper (1998) discusses this arguing that 

collaboration such as this in the research process reformulates the relationship 

between participant and researcher into a shared initiative rather than a 

hierarchical, one-way flow of communication, reducing power inequalities within 

the research context (Harper, 2002; Pink, 2001).  

The (auto)ethnographic approach to The Plastic Ceiling Project is also regarded as 

collaborative as both as the images and the blogposts combined explore cultural 

phenomena from the viewpoint of community “insiders.” Coia and Taylor (2007) 

have argued that the main value in autoethnographic narrative research is that 

through telling our stories to one another, our understanding of ourselves and 

others can and will be enhanced and further insights will then be gained. They 

contend that rather than telling stories because we already have insight to 

impart, meaning is made, and insight is gained in the retelling of the story to one 

another.  Denzin (2000) has argued that this insight is invaluable in its possibility 

to change the world and make it a better place. 

Autoethnography is not just about telling the stories of others but reflecting on 

our own lived experiences as co-creators of knowledge as the author explores 

their personal experience and connects this to wider cultural, political, and social 

meanings and understanding.  Auto-ethnographers look through an ethnographic 

wide-angle lens; “focusing outward on social aspects of personal experience; then 
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inward, exposing a vulnerable self, refracting cultural interpretations” (Ellis and 

Bochner, 2000: 739).  In this way, autoethnography strives to “bridge that 

mythical divide between insider and outsider, researcher and researched” 

because as Weston (1996: 275) reflects, “I am neither, in any simple way, and yet 

I am both”.  

Taking an autoethnographic approach was also intended to uphold feminist 

values.  Within traditional research traditions, personal experience and 

storytelling have been considered feminine and “unpredictable” and criticised as 

a barrier to producing rational, objective and generalisable research.  Some 

academics have criticised the self-reflective nature of including the researchers 

own stories within the research as self-indulgent and narcissistic (Pillow, 2010) 

and in doing so, undermining the conditions necessary for emancipatory research 

(Patai, 1994; Kemmis, 1995).  Others however, (Clough, 1992; Fonow & Cook, 

1991; Davies and Gannon 2012) have situated the issue of reflexivity as 

fundamental to feminist research both in terms of illuminating the potentially 

exploitative power relations embedded in much research and in a determination 

to rethink traditional, established (often quantitative) positivist research methods 

that have been criticised as being grounded in patriarchy and privileging 

traditionally masculine concepts.  

Stories of human lives and how they are lived, and in particular, women’s lives 

and how they are lived, are not rational or objective instead they are highly 

subjective, rich, messy, vibrant, uncertain, emotional experiences.  Adams (2015) 

argues that they are not less important for this.  Adams et al (2014) have claimed 

that autoethnographic research is typically concerned with overcoming everyday 
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adversity by acknowledging the researcher's personal experience in describing 

and critique cultural beliefs, practices, and experiences.  This is the approach that 

I have aimed to adopt as this description aligns with the values of The Plastic 

Ceiling Project.    

In ethnographic research, where ‘authorities’ and outside ‘experts’ rather than 

participants have the final say in the validity of indigenous claims to cultural 

beliefs, values, and ways of knowing, there may be important implications 

(Nsamenang, 2002; Blackstock and Trocmé, 2005) such as unintentionally 

reinforcing discriminatory and oppressive practices that ultimately silence and 

continue to make invisible the presence of marginalised groups (Bernard and 

Este, 2005; Blackstock and Trocmé, 2005).   

Oliveira (2016) has pointed out that the production and constructing of 

knowledge about marginalised groups of people could potentially be perceived as 

an exercise of assumed power.  Participatory research that involves work with 

those that may have been subject to oppression, often means that participants 

are likely to share personal accounts of pain and suffering which may be 

distressing to themselves or others. Beltran and Begun (2014) suggest that while 

the telling of stories and opportunities to share traumatic experiences can often 

be a healing process, there is also the possibility for the triggering of negative 

memories and/or emotions for all concerned including researchers 

Ramazanoglu and Holland (2002) have observed that autoethnographic 

researchers can suffer from a “delusion of alliance”, if they assume common 

interests in woman-to-woman research’.  Whilst Young (1997: 52) notes that, “we 

often think that understanding another person’s point of view or situation 
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involves finding things in common between us”.  Patai (1994) has criticised 

reflexive research methods such as autoethnography, for promoting a desire to 

be close to the subject, in an attempt to affirm belonging.   

In The Plastic Ceiling Project I aimed to minimalise this issue by making the 

participants’ stories fundamental to the research, inspiring the images produced 

and further stories in response to the images.  Throughout this project I felt that 

my position gave me an advantage in terms of co-constructing knowledge.  

Participants knew immediately that my situation had congruence with theirs and I 

think felt more inclined to write frankly and less fearfully trusting that I would 

have empathy for their experiences and would therefore be less likely to be 

judgemental.   

Research undertaken by Bhavnani (1993) has investigated how feminist research 

could ensure validity, suggesting three principles: 

• that feminist research be accountable  

• that it should be cognisant of power relations and positioning  

• that it should be aware of difference 

Accountability 

Bhavnani (1993) suggests that the accountability of feminist research is not simply 

to its participants but also to the overarching principles of feminism stating that; 

“Any study whose main agent is a woman / women and which claims a feminist 

framework should not reproduce the researched in ways in which they are 

represented in dominant society” (Bhavnani 1993:29) in other words the research 
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should make a self-conscious effort to ensure that established inequalities are not 

re-inscribed in the representations of the participants.   

Bhavnani’s claim that to be feminist in its aims it must also be emancipatory by 

representing participants in ways which do not reinforce negative stereotypes of 

women as without agency.  In using autoethnography I have attempted to 

produce research that is “done with” rather than “done to” participants, in an 

attempt to co-produce knowledge and make that which has been previously 

unseen, seen.  Participants are purposely placed at the centre of the research and 

their experiences are valued.  In this was I am not presenting the participants as 

victims who have been historically silenced but providing a platform for mothers 

to tell their stories and have those experiences validated.  The broader aim of 

using this narrative approach was to write research which had the power to 

resonate with others in similar positions which reflects Berger and Quinney’s 

(2005: 9) claim that in considering people’s stories, “the measure of the “truth” is 

judged not by conventional scientific standards of validity and reliability but by 

the power of stories to evoke the vividness of lived experience’. 

Power Relations 

Secondly Bhavnani suggests that relationships of subordination and dominance 

are made transparent in the research.  Autoethnography may go some way to 

bridging the gulf between the dominant researcher and in the subordinate 

participants as it blurs the boundaries between the two.  However, researchers 

have noted, that being part of the community or having commonalities with the 

subjects of your research does not automatically yield the research egalitarian 
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(Villenas, 1996; Handforth and Taylor, 2016) as the researcher remains privileged 

in terms of the researched.  

Mazzei and Jackson (2012) discuss the need in feminist research to develop 

methodological practices which allow for ‘complicating voice’ arguing for a need 

to move away from a naïve supposition that by including participants’ voices in 

research accounts, researchers will somehow be able gain access to the essence 

of that authentic person.  As Goodall contends there is no real way around this; 

“The best we can do is accept that our representations…are always partial and 

never complete”. (Goodall 2008, 24).  In my research I have attempted to come to 

terms with this problem by being clear about the fact that although the 

participant’s stories are present it is inevitably my voice that you hear telling 

them. 

Difference / Partiality (Bias) 

Finally, Bhavnani discusses partiality in relation to being aware of difference as 

well as similarity.  In discussing reflexivity of self, Pillow (2010) argues that 

autoethnographic methods firstly invoke the Cartesian belief in an essential self 

that is knowable and secondly require an invested ideology that the researcher 

can be honest about her(him)self, particularly in relation to another.  Ropers-

Huilman (1999) however has noted that as researchers we will never know all the 

reasons for our own actions and interactions, yet our stories are nevertheless 

powerful in a post-structural world for they depose ideas of “truth”. 

In my own research this is something of which I am very aware: as already 

discussed I have held a fascination for people’s stories. How patterns in their 
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experiences, compare and contrast with mine.  Ropers-Huilman (1999:24) states 

that notwithstanding this, “as witnesses, there is a sense that our knowledge from 

participation in a research situation is useful . . . that our constructed meanings 

might be worth listening to as we seek to improve our worlds”. 
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CHAPTER 4 

The Stories from the Plastic Ceiling Project 

Stories of the “Unseen” (Hidden) Pain 

As has been discussed throughout, there are two aspects to the invisibility of the 

emotional pain of mothers that work and study.  Firstly, many of the everyday 

experiences of mothers (some of them emotionally painful) happen within the 

private sphere and so remain “unseen”.  Secondly and complicating this, 

tendencies toward denial, withdrawal, and self-isolation are common in reaction 

to deeply felt emotional pain and fear of judgement, meaning that these common 

and everyday experiences are also intentionally or subconsciously (hidden) by 

those that feel them. 

In analysing the stories of the mothers in this study, I used thematic analysis as 

initially developed by Braun and Clarke (2006) and discussed in the work of 

Pettigrew et al (2016) 

Thematic analysis is concerned with pinpointing, examining, and recording 

defined patterns (or "themes") within data that are associated to a specific 

research question. Data is coded to compare theme frequencies, identify theme 

co-occurrence, and graphically display relationships between different themes 

(Guest, 2012).  Thematic analysis was chosen for its emphasis on the subjective 

human experience, prioritising of participants' perceptions, feelings and 

experiences as the principal object of study and its intention to give voice to the 
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"other"(Guest, 2012) values which I felt were strongly aligned to my research 

intentions.  

When coding the data, it emerged that seven separate painful emotions were 

regularly mentioned by participants in their stories.  These were: 

• Exhaustion 

• Fear 

• Frustration 

• Guilt 

• Loneliness 

• Resentment 

• Shame 

Participants also frequently discussed their efforts to conceal these emotions 

from others for a variety of reasons.   

In this chapter I will be considering each of the seven emotions separately, giving 

examples of individual stories where these emotions were prominent and 

discussing why the participants may have worked to hide them from others.  Each 

section begins with an image that exemplifies the emotion cited and an 

explanation of the story that inspired the image.  As all emotions are regarded as 

equally significant to the experiences of the mothers in the research, they are 

listed and discussed alphabetically.   
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Exhaustion  

The business of being a modern mother is time consuming, intensive and 

absorbing, particularly if the mother favours an intensive parenting style.  For 

working mothers, particularly those that also study, this is at odds with the ideal 

worker model which requires that workers put in as many hours of work as their 

employer deems necessary, regardless of family demands (Christopher, 2012).   

Almost every participant discussed profound, perpetual, routine tiredness as an 

inevitable part of managing their multiple roles as mother, worker and student.  

Chronic fatigue has been a common theme in the research around Intensive 

Mothering (Wall, 2010; Giallo et al, 2013; Roskam et al, 2017) with the Telegraph 

(2014) claiming that the “professionalisation” of mothers (a reference to Intensive 

Mothering) was driving modern mothers to exhaustion.  The image above was 

inspired by Jane’s story in which she described feeling the need to hide her own 

desire to study by working late at night when her children were asleep as she 

feared it might impact on her family responsibilities which she stated, “must 

come first”. 

Jane blogged about her “weekday routine” stating that she would come home 

around five thirty pm after an eight-hour day at work to begin the usual schedule 

of making the tea, helping with homework, bathing the children, washing up, 

listening to accounts of everyone’s day and reading bedtime stories, all before she 

could begin her own doctoral study.  She talked about the sheer exhaustion and 

despair that she sometimes felt at finally settling down at ten thirty pm to study 

for a few hours knowing that she would have to get up again at six am to make 

breakfast, pack lunchboxes and embark on the school run through rush hour 
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traffic to two separate primary and secondary schools before getting into work 

herself for nine am.    

Her “weekend” routine did not seem to be much more relaxed with Saturdays 

dominated by “ferrying the children” to extra-curricular activities such as maths 

tuition and football and visiting family and Sundays being the; “housework, 

washing and ironing and supermarket shopping day”.  She said that she worked 

hard to help the children with their homework during the week just so that Friday 

evenings were free but that this was not always possible.  Jane described herself 

as having been, “more or less permanently exhausted for the last ten years” 

joking that she; “spent a fortune on makeup and had ironically just discovered a 

foundation by Marc Jacobs called Shameless Youthful Look!” adding’ “Don’t tell!  

It’s sooo expensive!”   

Jane also described herself as secretly medicating with anti-depressants 

prescribed by the doctor, “Everyone I know takes Citalopram!” and secretly “self-

medicating” with alcohol, coffee, energy drinks and cigarettes confiding that she 

smoked in the garden when the children were asleep using mints and mouthwash 

to hide the smell of the cigarette smoke and stating that she would be devastated 

if they ever thought that smoking was OK.  She also talked of “weeping silently” at 

night while she worked, terrified that any noise would wake the children and 

reveal her attempts to carve out a small amount of time for her own study.   

Jane clearly worked hard to hide both her exhaustion and her coping strategies 

from others, using makeup to look less tired and hiding her use of prescription 

drugs, cigarettes etc. to help her to function on an everyday level.  Roskam et al 

(2017) argue that many modern mothers are so exhausted by their 
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responsibilities that the term “burnout” is appropriate.  Several key qualitative 

studies have described dire negative consequences for the wellbeing of mothers 

who chose to take on workload additional to childcare such as study (Johnston 

and Swanson, 2006; Tummala-Nara, 2009; Sutherland, 2010).  Many of the 

mothers in the research described having to develop survival strategies such as 

Jane’s to cope with states of permanent exhaustion and to enable them to 

function effectively in other areas of their lives.   

Throughout the research project, participants, like Jane, regularly cited instances 

where having “too much to do”, required them to make a choice between the 

fulfilment of their own physical and emotional needs and those of others in their 

care. Elvin-Nowak (1999) discusses this in her study contending that the self-

image mothers live with is based on the idea of being completely responsible for 

the welfare of those that they love, and that life presents them with situations in 

which responsibility for oneself and one’s own needs conflict with opposing 

demands that others be put before oneself.   

Betty discussed this, stating that she tried to hide the fact that she was working to 

the point of exhaustion, from her loved ones as she couldn’t face taking on the 

guilt for making them worried as well as dealing with her own issues.  In her story 

she described how she had adopted a six-year old boy “later on in life”, stating 

that she had always wanted to be a mother but that having reached her early 

fifties and finding that she was still not in a stable relationship had realised that 

motherhood would not happen for her naturally. 

Betty was an academic and felt that having worked hard for many years to 

establish and secure her place in the academy she wasn’t prepared to risk losing it 
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as this came with fear of not being able to provide well enough for either of them.  

This meant balancing her role as programme leader in a university with 

developing a portfolio of published work and studying for a doctorate, in order to 

secure her place as a senior lecturer and establish a permanent position within 

her institution. 

Betty describes the early years of the relationship between herself and her son, “I 

had taken him on, he was vulnerable and scared, and I had to make him feel 

safe”.  She talks about the difficulties that she had in reconciling his need to feel 

safe, which she rationalised as rebuilding his trust in knowing that “this mother” 

would always be there for him, and actually making him safe which she saw as the 

need to create financial stability through securing her position in the workplace 

through study.   

Within a UK context, Quinn (2003) has contended that student-mothers often 

prefer to separate spaces of study from those of home but as a single parent this 

wasn’t available to Betty and she talked about having to complete academic 

writing late at night or early in the morning, at home, before her son woke up. 

She also admitted to seriously compromising her own wellbeing in fitting in time 

for work stating that in finding a way to squeeze her work into the time when her 

son was at school, (to be fully available to him at home) her normal workday was 

confined to working between nine thirty and two.  

Betty admitted that she never got a lunch break (or even a loo break) at work and 

sometimes had to miss important meetings or leave part way through which 

made her feel ashamed and uncomfortable as she feared judgement from other 

colleagues.  She also admitted that at times she had had to rely too much on her 
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own elderly mother or feign medical appointments or illness as she felt that this 

was seen to be a more acceptable reason to leave work than childcare, joking that 

it wasn’t usually a lie as during this time she was ill most of the time due to sheer 

exhaustion.  In one post Betty wrote; 

“I have lost count how many times on a Friday evening after a full week and 

a nine-six full teaching day, I have sat down to watch Midsummer Murders 

and never saw who did it, as I was fast asleep! No matter how much you 

organise yourself there is never enough time in the day and you juggle 

work, home life and social life. I have found myself hiding doing work at 

home because I know it upsets the family. I wake up early to work and work 

late at night, just to try to keep on top and to avoid upsetting my family 

who are just worried. Their worry and concern causes me more anxiety. 

The net result is exhaustion. I just think that is life in the UK at present.” 

Studies such as Guendouzi (2006) in discussing the idea of the exhaustion of 

working mothers have argued that gruelling as it might be to balance both roles, 

for some women, the workplace, may actually provide a less stressful 

environment than the home and in her book The Time Bind, Hochschild, (1997) 

suggested that many mothers felt more rewarded and valued in their jobs than at 

home.  Jenny took up this theme and described “hiding” by manufacturing late 

meetings at work sometimes so that she could legitimise returning home after the 

children were in bed as sometimes “she just couldn’t face” carrying out the 

bedtime routine when she was so tired.   

It appeared that Jenny felt unable to voice her own needs for some personal time 

and space as she felt that this would inevitably result in the risk, of being seen as a 
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“bad” mother by putting her own needs ahead of those of her family.  Jenny 

preferred instead to hide her own requirements by pretending that she was 

unwillingly forced to complete work by an unreasonable boss thus shifting 

responsibility and potential blame away from herself.  In the research she stated 

that she would “die of embarrassment” if anyone found out her secret but that 

she justified the subterfuge as a coping strategy.   
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Fear 

The image, “The Cake Sale” was inspired by Juliette who described her “fear” of 

the annual charity cake sale which was held by the Parent Teacher Association at 

her children’s primary school.  Juliette stated that “baking was not one of her 

strengths” equating this skill with that of being perceived as a “good” mother and 

described one year when she had apparently “blanked out” the need to bake for 

the event until it was too late, turning up instead with a box of chocolates hastily 

foraged from a kitchen cupboard.  She stated that the memory of the looks of 

contempt from other mothers who had all apparently spent many hours creating 

cakes “worthy of a Bake-Off final” instilled such a sense of fear into her that from 

that day on she secretly brought expensive cakes from the local farm shop for the 

event, passing them off as her own. 

By constructing children as the private responsibility of parents and mothers as 

responsible for child outcomes, Intensive Mothering lends itself to competition 

and comparison.  The idea of being judged or compared was a central theme in 

this research with participants linking feelings of shame, in particular to how they 

felt they were perceived or judged by others.    

Citing Foucault, Henderson et al claimed that social institutions were no longer 

needed to enforce control over people’s behaviours as they had become self-

disciplining (Henderson et al, 2010).  Jackson and Mannix (2004) linked this idea 

to mothering, suggesting that the behaviours and actions of women as mothers 

are subject to societal scrutiny in ways that do not occur for men and fathers, 

with mothers surveilling one another through interpersonal communication and 

scrutiny.   



159 
 

Fear of judgement was regularly cited by mothers in the study, and it would seem 

that mothers are policed by what Sara Ruddick has called the “gaze of others”.  

Ruddick argues that under this gaze, mothers relinquish their authority to other 

people and subsequently lose confidence in their own abilities.  Honneth 

(2008:48) stating that; “What one comes to realise about oneself is that one’s 

own person is constitutively dependent on the recognition of others”. This 

recognition by others is in no way more pronounced than with a mother’s 

identity, which exists only because of her children.  This constant state of 

surveillance perpetuates the standards of perfection required for “good 

mothering”.   

Juliette’s fear would seem to be a fear of being regarded by others as a “bad” 

mother rather than a fear of not actually being a “good” mother because she 

solved her own solution by buying cakes rather than by making them; thus, the 

important thing for her was to “look like” she was complying to perceived 

expectations.  In this way, Juliette appears to simultaneously acknowledge that 

she feels that baking cakes did not actually make her a better mother, and also 

show, that she did not feel able to make a stand and thus risk others’ 

condemnation.   

Juliette used a strategy of “faking it” by pretending that she was complying to 

expectations of the “good” mother rather than, actually being compliant, and this 

can be regarded as another way in which mothers may choose to hide their 

realities.  This tendency was identified several times in the research for example 

in the stories of mothers who admitted to regularly completing reading diaries 

and even their children’s homework themselves, passing it off as their children’s 
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work and in more than one story where mothers modelled this strategy to their 

children, instructing them for example to lie to teachers about having been on 

holiday to avoid being fined by the local authority as a result.  In this way mothers 

are presenting an alternate identity to avoid judgement. 

Butler (2011:166) writes: “Identity categories tend to be instruments of 

regulatory regimes”. Motherhood is no exception to this regulation. In fact, if 

one’s performance as mother does not follow these regulations (especially 

motherhood ideology), mothers know that they will be subject to negative 

consequences.  Jackson and Mannix (2004) suggested that the behaviours and 

actions of women as mothers are subject to constant scrutiny, perpetuating the 

standards of perfection required by “good mothering”.  In these examples then, 

the important thing is not that identities must be genuine but that they must 

appear to be genuine an idea closely linked to Foucauldian ideas of discipline 

where mothers may fear being disciplined for being seen by others to be not 

“good” enough. 

The idea of “faking it” is linked to performativity and thus neoliberal demands in 

terms of creating an identity through display in order to persuade others of living 

a certain life or having a certain identity, or “building your own brand”.  It has 

become a big issue recently in response to social media with commentators 

arguing that forums such as Facebook and Instagram actively encourage members 

to display in this way for example, through the use of filters which can 

significantly improve people’s appearance.  This idea can also be seen in 

relationship to identities of the “good” mother, exemplified in the rise of those 

following parenting vlogs which make money out of promoting a certain lifestyle.   
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Suzanne talked about this in when posting about the social media site Facebook; 

“Facebook just makes me feel bad.  You’ve had the day from hell and then 

you finally sit down with a glass of wine to relax and have a look at what 

everyone else is doing and there they are; all these perfect lives.  I know 

that no one posts the bad moments or the ugly pictures, but it makes me 

feel like I’m the only one not coping when I see all these pictures of happy, 

carefree families having fun.” 

As well as fear of judgement, fear of threats to their children’s wellbeing was also 

a strong theme throughout the investigation and was again commonly 

acknowledged as something that all parents feel but that they are unable to 

communicate to their children due to a perceived need to protect them from an 

awareness that their environments, may actually be frightening and hostile 

places.  This seemed to have been regarded as the duty of a “good” mother and 

was referred to several times by participants as the need to “protect their 

children’s innocence”. 

A mothering ideology such as Intensive Mothering that presents the mother as 

solely and uniquely responsible for all aspects of their child’s outcomes could be 

regarded as fundamental to fear.  Villalobos (2014) has conceived the term 

“motherload” to define the fall out when contemporary women’s attempts to 

mitigate a range of perceived threats, and to improve security for their families, 

backfire, resulting in intensified fear and stress. In general, parents and non-

parents alike tend to fear the things they can't control but Villalobos has argued 

that in recent years, the motherload has increased as the perception of threat has 
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intensified and the responsibility for security has been placed squarely on the 

mother’s shoulders.   

There would seem to be a significant alignment between this position and the 

perception of many of the participants in the study with many acceding that their 

actions as mothers are often influenced by the unrelenting, remorseless fear that 

they feel. Helena described her fear for her children’s safety as “primeval” 

suggesting that mothers are naturally hardwired to feel fear to protect their 

children whilst also acknowledging that modern life exposes mothers far more 

readily to a multitude of threats resulting in an increased fear perception. 

Selena wrote about fear perception relating it particularly to news reports when 

talking about her anxiety at bringing children into a world which could no longer 

be deemed to be safe due to the constant threat of terrorist attacks;  

“Ever since the twin towers, when I was pregnant with my first child, I have 

thought, what kind of world am I bringing my children into? I really was 

scared for them. At some point after then, I decided to avoid most news 

altogether as it was depressing and made me feel bad.” 

Selena describes a maternal need to protect her children from a modern society 

where threats that she can’t control, such as terrorism may place them in 

constant danger.  This is an irreconcilable issue for modern mothers; they are 

placed into a situation where they are both fully responsible for their children’s 

safety, and also unable to ensure that safety due to factors out of their control 

but must nevertheless maintain the appearance of being able to guarantee their 



163 
 

children’s safety (by hiding their own fear) in order to preserve their children’s 

innocence and thus to be seen as a “good” mother. 

In discussing this issue, Jo had an interesting approach to the benefits of hiding 

emotions from others contending that an important consequence of mothers 

being more aware of potential threats is that modern children have been 

encouraged to be more open with their parents, in order to facilitate their 

protection.  This has resulted in parents having an increased awareness of aspects 

of their children’s lives even as they become more independent leading to 

fearfulness where before there may have been a blissful ignorance.   

Jo, who is from a small rural village where “nothing ever happens” described her 

children (who are both away at city-based universities) as “delighting” in relating 

details of drunken exploits and “exciting” nights out in the “big city” describing 

the conflict that might be experienced by mothers that must simultaneously allow 

their offspring freedom to grow up and experience life fully whilst somehow 

keeping them safe;  

“When I was 18 away from university, I remember doing everything and it 

makes my hair curl thinking about what I put my poor mother through! 

Mind you she didn't know half of it. I think our children now seem to feel 

the need to tell their parents what they do but I certainly was brought up in 

more liberal times - I would use the phrase 'benevolent neglect'. I was left 

to my own devices and I try and replicate that for my children, but I hadn't 

realised the cost of that to the parent before now.” 
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Jo seems to be suggesting that as children grow and become increasingly 

independent they also face increased risks and that at the same time mothers will 

become ever more unable to protect them adequately from danger due to their 

children’s increasing autonomy.  She seems to feel that this has always been the 

case but that in the past mothers may have been protected to some extent by an 

ignorance of their children’s pursuits.  She also seems to feel that modern 

mothering (maybe because it makes mothers so responsible for their children’s 

welfare) also demands that mothers are more aware of their children’s lives and 

thus that modern children are encouraged to be more open with their parents 

whereas in the past there might have been more of an expectation of their 

children’s privacy or that children would naturally tend to hide aspects of their 

lives from their mothers.  
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Frustration  

Many participants in the story cited frustration in terms of attempting to manage 

academic study with work and mothering, and this is borne out by the research.  

Brooks (2012) for example has suggested that the home environments of student-

parents are not always conducive to and supportive of study. The image above 

was inspired by Amanda who described having to put the children into the bath or 

in front of the TV, in order to carve out small chunks of time for herself to work on 

assignments, perching on the end of the bath trying to make the deadline for her 

dissertation whilst singing songs and splashing the water to amuse her children. 

In her work on fathering, Miller (2011: 1096) contends that whilst the discourses 

which frame men’s transition to fatherhood, “are rooted in powerful social, 

cultural and historical constructions of hegemonic masculinities” (the 

breadwinner as economic provider) which allow for them to study in oredr to 

improve long-term economic outcomes, Osborne et al. (2004) maintain that, for 

many women, studying is regarded culturally as an ‘extra’ to be fitted in once 

childcare duties have been completed.  In their work, Archer et al. 

(2003) documented widespread resistance to student-mothers by their own 

families, contending that this was largely due to a perceived ‘irresponsibility’ of 

engaging in study while also being a mother.   

In her story, Amanda described this citing the difficulties between herself and her 

mother which arose when she would tell her mother that she needed time to 

complete assignments during the school holidays but was struggling, as the 

children were off school, demanding her attention and being noisy.  She said it 

was “too hard” to ask for help directly that she had hoped that after confiding in 
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her, her mother might have offered to take the children for a while, in order to 

give her time to work.  Instead however she said that her mother had suggested 

that perhaps it was all “too much” for her and suggested that she might consider 

“giving up” her course, which Amanda described as a “deeply painful” reaction.  

Amanda seemed to feel that there was an expectation even by her own mother 

that she must always prioritise the needs of her family before those of herself 

even when her motives were to improve their financial security.  She also stated 

that she felt that this was at odds with expectations of her husband who she said 

had been far better supported when he had been studying. 

This source of frustration was cited regularly in the perception that “good” 

mothers were deemed responsible for their children’s welfare but that this 

expectation was not equally extended to fathers. Some feminist scholars (Allan, 

2004; Jackson & Mannix, 2004; Reimer & Sahaian, 2016) have argued that 

modern socio-economic and cultural expectations of what constitutes the “good” 

mother have become increasingly narrow and exclusionary, leading to the 

identification of a phenomenon referred to as mother-blame”, where mothers are 

held to be entirely responsible for the actions, behaviour, health and wellbeing of 

their children (Henderson et al, 2010) and are demonised and stigmatised for all 

that is perceived to go “wrong” in their children’s lives. 

One example where this can be clearly seen is in an increasing focus from 

policymakers, academics and journalists on mothers as the source of their child's 

anti-social behaviour both in and outside of the formal school setting. Peters 

(2010) gives an example of the parenting order, a Court Order which is designed 

to prevent children from offending, committing antisocial behaviour and/or 
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attending school every day by ordering that a parent attend a parenting 

programme (sometimes residential) which may last up to three months.   Peters 

argues that this is really a “mothering order” as it is mothers, not fathers, who are 

overwhelmingly prosecuted for their children’s school truancy, (making up three-

fifths of those convicted), with mothers three times more likely than fathers to be 

jailed. 

Caplan (1998) has described the idea of mother blame as similar to air pollution; 

“Pervasive but unnoticeable until one’s attention is drawn to it or the 

environment changes”.  Caplan goes on to argue that in a study of 125 articles 

written in scholarly journals by mental health professionals, 72 different kinds of 

problems in children, ranging from bed-wetting to schizophrenia were directly 

attributed to their mothers, regardless of whether the author of the journal was 

male or female. Caplan argues that this pattern may be partly related to the 

common expectation for modern mothers to be the primary nurturer in dominant 

mothering ideals such as Intensive Mothering, resulting in the labelling of lapses 

in a mother’s nurturance as “unnatural”.  

Wendy’s story also built on the idea of “mother blame” describing her frustration 

at the unfairness of a perceived inability to be regarded as a “good” mother after 

her separation from her husband saying, “He left me for another woman, yet I got 

judged!”  In the following extract, Wendy described needing to work full-time 

after she became a single parent, in order to cover the family’s financial needs 

and painfully recounted a conversation with a teacher at her son’s school 

following what she termed as a “minor behavioural incident”.   
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“I will always remember one of his primary school teachers saying to me; 

"Well his behaviour has deteriorated, and we don't see you at home time 

anymore do we Mrs Chelford?" - erm - no, because Mrs Chelford works 40 

hrs a week trying to keep food on the table and a roof over our heads.” 

Wendy clearly believed that the teacher was making a direct link between her 

son’s behaviour and her absence as a mother; judging her for not being able to be 

there full time to attend to her son’s every need rather than her husband for 

deserting the family. 

Caplan (1998) argues that because of society’s tendency to blame mothers for 

children’s behaviour problems, mothers may often blame themselves as well and 

that most people when they feel blamed, tend to feel overwhelmingly anxious, 

responsible and guilty, which can actually impede their efforts to be a happy, 

confident and fulfilled parent. 
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Guilt 

Whilst painful emotions are frequently associated with motherhood (Calogero 

and Watson, 2009; Rotkirch, 2009 and Sutherland, 2010), the concept of guilt 

associated with mothering is common enough to be identified and widely 

recognised in our society as “maternal guilt”, a notion so pervasive and 

inescapable within our culture as to be considered a natural component of 

motherhood (Seagram and Daniluk, 2002; LeBeau, 2017).   

The most commonly cited and over-riding emotion as experienced by participants 

in this study was that of guilt. It was interesting to note that the guilt discussed 

could generally be described as everyday, low-level and constant as if it was 

embedded within their consciousness as a cultural expectation.  It was markedly 

noticeable that many of the participants described it as a feeling that is always 

more or less present but may be brought to the fore and accentuated under 

certain conditions.   

The image “Bribery” was inspired by Sally’s story of “bribing” her children with 

sweets and chocolates, in order to carve out space and time for herself.  Sally ran 

her own business and claimed that there was a “tricky window” between her 

children finishing school at half past three and her customers’ expectations that 

she be available to them during office hours.  She claimed that often her children 

would compete for her attention during that time sometimes saying that they 

were hungry as they knew that she would feel guilty and would stop work to 

prepare food.  Sally said that sometimes she “just didn’t have the time to prepare 

proper food” and would “resort” to bribing the children to let her get on with her 

work in peace in return for sweet treats that they knew were not usually allowed.   
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Sally once again referred to the hidden nature of the mothers’ experience, 

describing these acts of bribery as an “open secret” or a form of hidden 

manipulation in the family that she felt ultimately worked in everyone’s interests.   

Sally said that she felt guilty for; failing to nourish the children well by allowing 

them to fill up on food that she knew was bad for them, resorting to bribery 

which she felt was an ethically questionable practice that she was modelling and 

in allowing the children to manipulate her and to get away with it unchecked.  

Food as an emblem of nurture was brought up often in the research. The 

provision of food as part of the mothering role was often cited as a very emotive 

issue for mothers beginning with mothers who felt stigmatised for decisions made 

regarding whether to breast or bottle-feed and continuing throughout childhood 

to include issues around rising childhood obesity with plenty of research to show 

that many mothers consider feeding-related responsibilities such as providing 

nutritious meals for their families central to their identities as “good 

mothers”(Jabs et al, 2007).   

Devine et al (2007) have argued that integrating work and family lives constitutes 

an everyday challenge for employed mothers resulting both in fewer meals 

prepared and eaten at home and in an overall poorer nutritional quality of meals.  

McIntyre and Rondeau’s research (2011) also highlights the guilt that some 

women feel if they are unable to fulfil normative expectations about mothering 

through the provision of fresh locally sourced foods suggesting that modern 

mothers are aware of the importance of freshly cooked food yet unable to 

reconcile this with the limited time that they have available for planning, 

shopping and food preparation.  Hiding their realities was once again cited as an 
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issue by participants in the research with some mothers admitting to feeling 

ashamed at the amount of convenience food or takeaways that their families ate 

out of necessity.  Something that some said they wouldn’t readily admit to. 

In the research, Flick described maternal guilt as “constant and routine” whilst 

acknowledging an awareness of relentlessly trying to reach an impossibly 

idealised standard of mothering.  Liss et al (2012: 1112) relate self-discrepancy 

theory to mothering, defining it as the experience of guilt and shame resulting 

from perceived discrepancies between one’s actual and ideal selves and 

connecting it to the detrimental effects of internalising idealised standards of 

perfect motherhood. In other words, contending that emotional pain is common 

in experiences where the mother feels that she “should” be something that she is 

not.  Flick’s use of the word “should” throughout her post clearly relates to self-

discrepancy theory demonstrating that her guilt arises from conflict between 

external and internal demands; what she feels that she should be doing and what 

she, can actually do; 

“I feel guilty often. I should be able to switch off from work (I can't), I 

shouldn't check emails in the evening/weekends (impossible), I should cook 

from scratch more often...I should have healthy and wholesome recipes in 

my head and be able to rustle up lovely things from the odds and ends in 

our fridge, I should hear my daughter read more, help her with her 

homework more, listen to her more...in fact that applies to my husband 

too! I strive for a family life which exists in Tinsel Town and am frustrated 

when it doesn't meet expectation. I juggle three different jobs; two proper 

ones and one for fun. I also have to finish my MA before May OR ELSE (not 
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sure what, just know it has to be done!). I often wonder if the income 

makes it all worthwhile. I often wonder would I be satisfied to not work. 

And then feel guilty that I wonder 😊”  

In her post Flick acknowledged on some level that the expectations of a “good” 

mother were unattainable.  For example, she refers to a family life which exists in 

Tinsel Town as if these expectations can only be met in a film.  However, she also 

seems to say that at the same time she feels that she “should” or aspires to meet 

them.  In this case it might be the self-discrepancy theory, the differential 

between the mother that she “can be” and the mother that she “would like to be” 

that is responsible for Flick’s feelings of emotional pain. 

Ana, a primary school teacher, describes, a particular form of guilt, which she 

feels is experienced by teachers, who she feels expend their resources on other 

people’s children (paid work) whilst neglecting their own; 

“I think there's a particular guilt that mothers who are teachers have...  

Spending all your time and energy with other people's children then having 

nothing left to give your own when you get home. Marking in the evenings 

(bathing kids with one hand, red pen in the other), reading bedtime stories 

while mentally creating lesson plans in your head, watching out for and 

looking after a herd of kids on a school playground while yours cry for you 

at nursery, showing every ounce of sympathy towards a child who has 

grazed their knee in your class when you know you would tell your 

own to stop crying etc., missing every sports day because you 

can't get cover for your own class, bringing your children into school 

in the holidays while you put displays up and laminate stuff, missing 
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dropping your own daughter at high school on her first day because you 

had your own class... I could go on!”  

Ana talked about using up all of her “goodwill” on other people’s children saying 

that she feels guilty for giving the children that she works with more of her time 

and energy so that there is little of either left for her own.  As a working, studying 

mother Ana talked about having to perform well in her paid role as this comes 

with performative expectations whereas any “give” had to come from her unpaid 

role as a mother and that compromises that she was forced to make in this area 

caused her pain. 

Ana talked openly about her decision to study as well as work stating that she felt 

it was short-term pain for long-term gain as she was prepared to take on the extra 

strain and responsibility in the hope that it would give her family more choices 

and a better standard of living in the long-term.  She said that she felt “extra 

guilty” at denying even more of her time to her children but was managing to do a 

part-time masters-degree which required attending her local university one 

Saturday every half term with a “patchwork of childcare” made up of favours 

from friends and family and a “lot of negotiation” with her husband.  For Ana 

though this caused even more pain as she had always tried to preserve weekends 

as family time. 

Linked to this point a very common theme in the research was an admission of 

sadness by participants at missing out on the special moments in their children’s 

lives through work and through study. The pain of the guilt caused by physical and 

emotional separation was a theme throughout.  Jess for example talks about the 

pain of missing her son’s first laugh, stating that when the childminder called her 
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at work to say that he had giggled for the first time she feigned delight on the 

phone then hid in the toilets and “cried and cried” knowing that she would never 

get that opportunity again.  The theme of hiding is raised again as if Jess feels that 

she does not have the right to the feelings that she experienced because she has 

chosen to work. 

Lou also stated that she felt guilty that she was unable to play a greater part in 

her children’s school community due to work commitments; 

“This is a major guilt trip, especially when your working day means that 

you're unable to drop off your children at the start of the school day, and 

not being able to collect them at the end of their school day is heart 

wrenching. It's not only that but missing out on significant events during 

their school day, sports days and concerts, only to be reliant on family 

members to provide photos or videos of events you've missed. This is very 

emotional.” (Lou) 

Lou directly described the link between her responsibilities as a working/studying 

mother which meant that she had to be physically and emotionally absent at drop 

off and pick up times and during school events with guilt caused by missing out on 

sharing more extensively in her child’s life experiences, as a consequence. 

Guendouzi (2006) and Dillaway and Pare (2008) have both suggested that some 

working mothers may feel especially pressured to prove their “good” mother 

status by engaging in Intensive Mothering behaviours to make up for time spent 

at work.  Several participants describe a feeling of needing to over-compensate 

for this aspect of being a working mother.  Lissa expresses this well in one post 
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where she admitted to “feeling guilty on so many fronts” and described feeling 

pain every single morning because she needed to leave the house before her son 

woke up as well as feeling guilty that she experienced relief at having the freedom 

to concentrate on just getting herself ready in the morning.  Lissa said that she 

would ring him from the car to say good morning admitting that she did that 

more because of her guilt than because he wanted her to. 

Lissa also talked about feeling guilt, because of the close relationship that her son 

has consequently developed with his father saying that during the night when her 

son had a nightmare or was sick he would shout for Daddy so as not to disturb her 

“because he knows I have to get up so early”.  She described feeling that it 

“should” be her who takes on this role whilst acknowledging that she physically 

wouldn’t be able to.  Lissa also talked about the idea of over-compensation and 

described herself as the “soft touch” saying that because of her feelings of guilt at 

not always being there she has often engaged in activities such as letting him stay 

up past his usual bedtime and buying him extra treats which were at odds with 

her own values of mothering and thus caused even more guilt. 

Nelsen and Erwin (2000) comment that working parents commonly 

overcompensate in their relationships with their children because of their own 

guilt brought on by the pressures of work and other responsibilities.  Kerry 

described over-compensating with love and time as well as treats, regarding all of 

these as commodities or resources that are finite and saying that although busy 

she tried to be around in the evening as much as she possibly could so that she 

could “catch up with him”, read bedtime stories and do bath-time.  At the 

weekend she described over-compensating with love, attention, time and treats 
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to make up for the busy weeks stating that, “Of course the treat/day out is 

unnecessary and is only offered because of my guilt”.  Kerry admitted that this 

meant that her social activities are often reduced saying that she rarely had time 

to see her friends anymore leading to hidden loneliness. 
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Loneliness 

The need for social belonging and for seeing oneself as socially connected is a 

basic human motivation (Gere & MacDonald, 2010; Cappelini & Harman, 2016; 

Marquez, 2017). Indeed, a sense of social connectedness predicts favourable 

outcomes in terms of both mental and physical health (Bolger, Zuckerman, & 

Kessler, 2000; Roffey, 2013; Holttum, 2017). 

Many participants have described loneliness as a negative aspect of the decision 

to undertake work and study in addition to parenting, feeling that they had 

sacrificed the benefits afforded by being part of a school community and often in 

having enough time to devote to friendships.  Taylor and Klein (2000) claim this is 

a double bind for women who (unlike men) are genetically hard-wired for 

friendship and have shown a tendency to seek out friendships with other women 

as a means of regulating stress levels.  The image “Isolation” was inspired by 

Mazzy a mother who said that on the very rare occasions that she managed to get 

to the school gates to pick up her child, she stood apart from the other parents as 

“they all knew one another and had formed friendships”. 

Lissa also picked up this issue describing her inability to participate in the social 

side of school due to work commitments.  She stated that she was often anxious 

when picking up her son from school as many of the other mums knew one 

another and shared interests outside of school.  Lissa said that she would dread 

walking up the school drive alone and then standing alone on the playground 

feeling like “an outsider” and would “hang around in the car until the last 

minute”.  She also talked about her sadness at not being invited to mum’s nights 
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out but also said that on the one occasion that she was, she found herself, “in a 

tizz beforehand - I feel it is a huge effort to go after a long day”  

Lissa described the knock-on effect that the isolation caused by work and study 

commitments had on her children’s social life.  She stated finding it “stressful” 

when her son begged for his friends to come around for tea in front of the other 

mums in the playground.  She said that she would usually be picking him up when 

working from home and would know that she had work to get back to, so inviting 

his friends for tea was always problematic, yet she felt obliged to do this.  Lissa 

also feared that other mums would be likely to view her with suspicion as they 

didn’t know her and that she felt awkward approaching them to invite their 

children for tea as she didn’t know their names. 

Jo also described the seclusion of not being part of a group of other mums as 

“painful”, stating that she made the choice to work part-time as a teacher in 

order to be less isolated but still found it difficult to break into the established 

friendship group enjoyed by some of the other mothers; 

“Way too emotional this one, as a teacher never felt like I was part of the 

parents on the playground gang. But I went part-time [to work] so I could 

drop them and off and pick them up so I valued it and I know the children 

did. But so many painful memories of driving home from work crying 

thinking I was missing out.”  

Waxler-Morrison et al (1991) showed that the more friends, women have, the less 

likely they are to develop physical impairments as they age, and the more likely 

they are to lead a contented life. The study also showed that not having friends or 
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confidantes is as detrimental to your health as being overweight or smoking 

cigarettes.  Sadly though, Zhong et al (2017) have described loneliness as a 

modern “crisis” and again this emotional pain would appear to be largely hidden.   

The Jo Cox commission on loneliness launched in 2017 worked with national 

charities and protest groups to, consider this problem, with Action for Children 

showing that in a poll of over 2000 parents “more than half have experienced a 

problem of loneliness”.  As part of the commission Mumsnet also showed that 

71% of parents said that loneliness was, or had, been a problem for them with 

many admitting to feeling lonely at the school gate or at playgroups and a survey 

of 2,025 mothers by video parenting site ChannelMum.com claimed that the 

biggest source of loneliness was given as “cliquey and bitchy” groups at the school 

gates or baby and toddler groups, with 51% of mothers revealing they felt 

excluded.  Most were also suffering in silence, with three in five participants 

admitting to trying to hide their feelings from others and 38% saying that they 

had never told their partner. 

Leanne described feeling “intense loneliness” in her life saying that her world 

outside of work now seems to have shrunk to herself, her partner and her 

children.  Leanne talked about the pain she felt because that she was unable to 

play a greater part in school life as she would love to be part of the school PTA or 

“one of those parents that goes in to read with other kids”.  Leanne described 

being unable to do the school run as a “major guilt trip” and “heart-wrenching” 

talking about her pain at having to experience significant events during their 

school days such as assemblies, sports days and concerts through other family 
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members in the form of recounts, photos and videos, “Seeing them all there 

supporting their kids is really hard”. 
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Resentment 

The image “Please Be Good for Grandma” was created in response to Sam’s story.  

Sam is a working, studying mum with three children.  She works as a nurse and 

like her husband (a policeman), her work was shift-based which made most 

childcare inaccessible to her.  Sam stated that she needed to work to pay the 

mortgage and sometimes was “forced” to rely on her mother for childcare, 

complaining that she habitually made her feel guilty particularly if the children 

didn’t behave well.  Sam stated that whilst she knew that she was lucky that her 

mother cared for the children, there was no real alternative given their working 

patterns and she had to, “just take it” when her mother complained and made 

her “feel beholden”.  Sam described often having to work hard to hide her real 

feelings, in order to keep the peace.   

In this extract Sam described only using family outside of this arrangement as a 

last resort, meaning that she never had time alone with her husband due to her 

fear that the children would misbehave; 

“when (on the rare occasion) they [her parents] do look after them it 

always fills me with dread. I feel as if we've asked for the earth. I also lay 

the law down with my children almost threatening and bribing them to be 

the most delightful children ever (no pressure there then - ha). Their 

grandparents proceed to spoil them rotten and swiftly hand them back. The 

relief once the ordeal is over is immense. So, grandparents for us are a last 

resort.” 
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Angie also wrote about feeling resentment around childcare and described feeling 

jealous when her friends were able to enjoy time to themselves when 

grandparents were happy to share in the childcare because her mother was not. 

“I find this the hardest of all 'issues'. This is mainly due to the upbringing I 

have had and the relationship I have with my remaining parent. I am in the 

position that I look after three children on my own but have, perceived or 

otherwise, virtually no support. My mother doesn't work, never has, but it 

too tired and/or busy to have my children unless it is an absolute last resort 

and I will turn myself in knots to not have to have any child-care I haven't 

paid for. I have to admit a flash of jealousy when I see wonderful 

grandparents having their grandchildren because they enjoy their company 

not because they have had their arms twisted.” 

It seemed as if Angie wanted her own mother to understand the pressure that she 

often felt as a working, studying mum but felt that as her mother had never 

worked, she didn’t.  Angie was married to a farmer who worked long days 

including the weekends so finding time for herself or for her and her husband as a 

couple was difficult anyway but more difficult without being able to rely to some 

extent on extended family support; something which she admitted caused her to 

feel resentful.  Angie also said that she hid her feelings from her own mother both 

because she wanted to keep the peace but also because she felt that she 

shouldn’t expect help and support saying that; “after all they are my children 

nobody else’s”. 

Regular resentment was also reported about times when fully committed 

mothers felt that they were expected to be able to drop everything and expend 
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huge amounts of time, energy and money without enough notice on events 

concerning their children.  Common examples were cited as providing costumes 

for e.g. World Book Day or creating complicated offerings for school projects.  For 

working, studying mothers without the luxury of spare time, this certainly seemed 

to be a difficult issue that led to anxiety. 

Margot described an incident where she was asked to provide a costume for her 

daughter’s Christmas play in Year One stating that she felt huge pressure and 

therefore huge resentment when her child was cast as a chicken in the nativity 

play.  She stated that the picture sent home by the school as a guide of what they 

wanted was of a feathered chicken onesie saying that; “at Christmas it’s tough to 

buy a chicken onesie (Easter no problem!) I was in a fuss and only had a few 

days”. Margot admitted that that the pressure was to some extent self-imposed 

but linked it again to the “good” mother agenda; “I felt that if it was crap I would 

be judged and so would my child for having a crappy mummy and having a crappy 

costume.”  

Arguably, Margot did have the choice to contact the school and say that the 

expectation (and the costume) were ridiculous requests and that she wouldn’t be 

complying.  Indeed, she stated that this was the advice of her husband who 

refused to partake in the making of the costume.  However, Margot talked 

explicitly about not only, not wanting to feel judged but also of her fear that this 

judgment would also be visited on her daughter and that she would somehow let 

her down if the costume wasn’t good enough; that she would be perceived as a 

“bad” mother.  Instead of voicing her resentment, Margot states that she spent 

huge amounts of money on a yellow onesie and lots of feathers then worked 
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through the night to sew them all on by hand missing a deadline for her own 

assignment in the process.  Margot appears to have hidden her true feelings in 

favour of conforming to the “good” mother stereotype. 

The theme of resentment by mothers is taken up robustly by Mary in the 

following extract; 

“Resentment! I think I spent my son's whole childhood feeling resentful! 

Now I resent that; because I know I did my best! I resented having to do 

jobs I hated. I resented my husband for leaving me as a single parent. I 

resented not being able to spend more time with my son. I resented not 

being able to pursue the career I felt I wanted. I now resent all the pressure 

that is put onto women to feel as though they 'ought' to be as successful as 

men in those careers. I resent all this resentment”. 

In this quote Mary discusses resentment as fundamental to her experience of 

mothering her son as she appears to feel that the pressures that she was 

subjected to due to the cultural expectations of “good” mothers prevented her 

from living her life in the way that she wanted to and enjoying the time that they 

had together. Mary states that she felt that she “ought” to be acting in a certain 

way in order to be a “good” mother. 

There is much recent literature on motherhood that would support Mary in this, 

highlighting the importance of presenting oneself publicly as a “good” mother by 

doing what a good mother “ought” to do (Finch, 2007; O’ Donohoe et al, 2014; 

Dermott & Seymour, 2014). A huge cause of resentment for mothers was the 
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perceived need to spend excessive amounts of money, time and effort on their 

children because they felt that this was what “good” mothers ought to do.   

Jenny described this through the phenomena of the birthday party, “You need to 

make your party all singing and dancing; everyone knows that!” Jenny described 

the pressure to spend vast amounts of money on food, entertainment, birthday 

cakes and party bags.  She also talked about the political pressure to invite all 

members of the child’s class at school to avoid excluding children and potentially 

their mothers then, due to the large numbers, needing to consider hiring venues 

and transport.  Jenny also discussed that there was an assumption that if you 

invited a child to your child’s party they would get invited back securing their 

place as a popular, well-liked child but that there was then a requirement to buy 

birthday expensive presents, cards and gift wrap at least 30 times a year. 

Research into birthday party consumption found that children’s birthday parties 

offer an excellent means to understand how values of “good” mothering have 

been linked to consumption.  Mothers have been overwhelmingly identified as 

the organisers of family celebrations (Clarke, 2007; Jennings and Brace-Govan, 

2014) and Jennings and Brace-Govan (2014) have argued that children’s birthday 

parties offer unique opportunities for mothers to prove their identities as “good” 

mothers, demonstrating and displaying their worth through the gift of their time, 

effort and money.  

This correlates with Jenny’s story where she describes the birthday party as “a 

performance” that all mothers were required to engage with if they wanted to be 

regarded as “good”.  De Vault (2011) again links this to ideas of Foucauldian 

surveillance asserting that modern mothering is subject to distinctive 
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vulnerabilities due to increased level of scrutiny by others.  Jenny suggests that all 

mothers know that this is a “performance” and hence not real, but that they 

nevertheless must perform in order to avoid abjection for themselves and their 

children and states that there is no worse feeling than; “seeing the mother of all 

parties on Facebook and knowing that your child wasn’t invited”. 

Clarke (2007) has claimed that the birthday party industry generally had increased 

in commercialisation in the fifteen years prior to the research taking place with 

increasing demands for services such as children’s entertainers, which supported 

research by Hochschild (2012) which suggested that modern mothers were 

becoming more prepared to outsource tasks as expectations around children’s 

parties became ever more complicated.  Jennings and Brace-Govan (2014: 93) 

claim that these expectations align with all three Intensive Mothering ideologies 

and that crucially mothers are expected to provide whilst at the same time 

remaining invisible; “the mother plays an invisible role in provision of the party”.  

In this research it seems that the mother is responsible for organising the party 

but is not expected to take credit for it as this is an accepted aspect of the role of 

the “good” mother. 
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Shame 

The terms “shame” and “guilt” are often used interchangeably however in her 

TED talk (2012) Brown, has argued that they are profoundly different with guilt 

focusing on behaviour and being related to one’s actions and shame focusing on 

self and being related to who we are.  In this way shame is both intensely painful 

and particularly malignant and destructive as an emotion as it undermines the 

very core of our being.  Brown claims that unlike guilt, shame is perceived as 

difficult to change and thus is often hidden as well as being highly, correlated with 

addiction, depression, violence, aggression, bullying, suicide and eating disorders. 

The image “Imposter Syndrome” was inspired by Cath who described a situation 

where she had been forced to do a presentation at work although under-

prepared because she had been with her son who had been poorly throughout 

the weekend.  She says that she remembers standing in front of a room of people 

feeling like everyone knew that she didn’t know what she was talking about but 

had to carry on regardless, claiming that it was the longest hour of her life.  

Imposter syndrome was a dominant theme in the research with several 

participants claiming that in balancing motherhood, work and study they felt that 

they were not “good enough” at any. 

The term imposter syndrome was accredited to Clance and Imes (1978) and 

interestingly was particularly associated with highly successful professional 

women.  Those exhibiting the syndrome typically believe that they are frauds and 

do not deserve the success that they have achieved despite substantial evidence 

of their competence.  Hutchins (2015) has cited imposter syndrome as the cause 

of considerable emotional pain linking it to depression and anxiety, psychological 
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distress, low confidence and burnout.  Imposter syndrome is linked here to 

feelings of shame due to the belief by someone that rather than they are not 

doing enough, they are not enough (Lane, 2015).  Lane (2015) contends that 

internal qualities, such as perfectionism and an inability to self-validate, seemed 

to promote imposter feelings in his research and these qualities are likely to be 

associated with aspirational women such as those in this research.  However, he 

also cited external experiences of comparison and evaluation as likely causes for 

shame arising from not feeling good enough. 

Cath contends that feeling like a fraud is “inevitable I think unless you are an 

uber-confident soul”.  She argues that we live in a culture that constantly delivers 

messages that we are not working hard enough, that we are not productive 

enough and that we are not good enough mothers. Cath disagrees that this is 

even a subliminal message stating that she finds it to be, “quite explicit in our 

media and out of the mouths of the politicians and within all work-places” and 

states that it makes her doubt herself constantly. 

“Am I doing well enough? Sometime yes, sometimes no but it depends on 

my definition of enough. I often feel a fraud however, feeling that I am 

pretending I know what I'm talking about/doing and everyone can see. It's a 

bit like the emperor's new clothes. People are polite when they say I am 

doing well or it’s a good idea but then I think they must be being kind and 

it’s not true. I often doubt myself but don't let on.  I often don't think I'm 

doing enough for my kids or my family but then I'm doing as much as I can 

and that will have to be good enough. I wish I was more patient but then it 

is what it is.” 
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Cath described feeling like she is “pretending” to know what she is talking about 

at work likening her performance to the “emperor’s new clothes story” and saying 

that she is always waiting for someone to find her out but also feeling that she 

scrapes by at college and that she is constantly falling short as a “good” mother.  

All the participants in the research felt strongly that they desired and needed to 

have an active role in their professional life, family life and study. Despite this, 

mothers often felt shame about their desire to have success in every life domain, 

and reported feeling guilty about not meeting work, study or family 

reponsibilities.  Several participants described the “shame” of getting to a certain 

point and then becoming overwhelmed and “having a meltdown” which either 

meant crying or shouting at the children / family. 

Brown (2012) claims that shame often contributes to anger arousal whilst Almond 

(2010:50) describes aggression in mothers as both “psychologically inevitable and 

socially unacceptable to a very marked degree” stating that women face a painful 

dilemma in coming to terms with their aggressive feelings as maternal 

ambivalence still remains highly unacceptable in Western contemporary societies 

with “good” mothers not generally thought of as exhibiting emotions such as 

hostility or anger, even though mothers have in fact been found to be angrier 

than fathers in the family environment (Ross and Van Willigen, 1996). 

Almond contends that aggression in mothers is, “The crime that dares not speak 

its name of our time” making a natural human emotion, something shameful 

when experienced by mothers and something which must necessarily remain 

hidden. 
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Lorna admitted to feelings of anger, stating these feelings come in ebbs and flows 

but that she has learned to do everything she can to avoid studying too late as she 

knows that inevitably she will become emotional because she is “so exhausted by 

juggling it all”.  Lorna described reaching complete meltdown where she would 

snap at the family, “Have a little tantrum, then a cry, then a good talk and a large 

bottle of wine”.  She is aware that getting over tired in this way will inevitably 

lead to tears (both hers and the children’s) and feelings of deep shame 

afterwards.    

Research produced by Arnold (1993) also argues that the guilt produced by the 

pressure on women to be always loving and giving towards their offspring often 

takes a powerful toll on both mothers and children.  Although Lorna talked about 

becoming overwhelmed (meltdown) at times but immediately countered this with 

discussion of strategies that she employs to “get over” these feelings, underlining 

that she knows that she is “lucky”.  Lorna seems apologetic of what might be 

regarded as natural feelings as if she feels ashamed or that she fears that she will 

be judged for them and even in the forum of the research project she seemed to 

quickly backtrack and minimise her feelings.  Guilt following aggression is 

enhanced in a society where even slapping a child is prohibited by law and many 

mothers in Rotkirch and Janhunan’s (2010) research were afraid of being 

stigmatised or condemned by them leading to them hiding these natural 

emotions. 

Several other participants such as Becky described the “shame” of getting to a 

certain point and then becoming overwhelmed and “having a meltdown” which 

either meant crying or shouting at the children or the family. 
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“I sometimes end up needing a 'mental health' day. Lying on the sofa eating 

chocolate and shouting 'don't ask me ANYTHING! I can't think anymore...' 

The family are all very accommodating when Barbie just POPS and needs a 

lie down, fortunately.”  

Becky described getting to a point where she was so mentally and emotionally 

overwhelmed, by juggling all of the responsibilities, that she could no longer 

“think straight”.  Becky has a very, pressurised job as well as three young children 

and has recently taken on study, in order to progress at work and secure 

promotion.  She talks about getting to a point where she just “pops” and is unable 

to continue, suggesting that this happens “fairly regularly”, as the children are all 

aware of what to do in this situation. 

Rotkirch and Janhunen (2010) state that mental or physical aggression towards 

the child was the most frequently mentioned source of guilt in their research. This 

was also a frequently mentioned source of guilt by participants, often as a 

response to exhaustion or frustration.  Lydia for example states; “I always fell 

short of my own standards in every aspect of my life and anxious and exhausted I 

would eventually blow a fuse over nothing much which wasn’t fair.”  This idea of 

things becoming too much as a cycle was also described by Karen who is 

continuing her work as a care assistant to pay the bills whilst training to be a 

secondary school teacher; 

“These feelings come in ebbs and flows for me. They do happen quite often 

but only last a day or two. I reach complete meltdown- have a little 

tantrum, then a cry, then a good talk and a large bottle of wine - then 

things tend to seem better. I am so lucky to have lots of positive family and 
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friends around me- who always say and do the right things. I do realise that 

my most recent melt down wasn't so long ago and I'm still on the positive 

path. I do wonder what my comments would be mid meltdown. I'm lucky 

not to harbour those memories. I can't tell you how many times I step back, 

look at what I have and realise I'm a very lucky lady. If only all the step 

backs got rid of some calories.” 

Karen seems to describe getting to a point where she becomes totally 

overwhelmed (complete meltdown) but immediately counters these with 

discussion of strategies that she employs to “get over” these feelings and 

underlining that she knows that she is “lucky”.  In this statement Betty seems 

apologetic and ashamed of these feelings as if she feels that she “ought” to 

always cope and may be judged for not coping at times.  Arnold (1993) argues 

that the guilt produced by the pressure on women to be always loving and giving 

towards their offspring takes a powerful toll on both mothers and children. 

One final aspect of shame came from mothers who felt that they didn’t conform 

to the expected standards of the “good” mother because they were not part of 

the traditional family structure.  This was common in single mothers in the study 

many of whom described having to take a more pragmatic approach to parenting.  

This is backed up by Christopher (2012) who said that the stories of single 

mothers in her study suggested less accountability to the Intensive Mothering 

model partly because they felt that they had been abjected to some extent by it 

because of their situation. 

Kay also discussed idea this in terms of her role as a mother with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD).  Kay was trained (and had worked) both as a teacher and a lawyer 
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and at the time of the study was working at a high level for a charity committed to 

reducing homelessness.  She described herself as happily married with five 

healthy children aged between 25 and 3 (one of whom also suffered with ASD).  

Despite her considerable life achievements Kay stated that she felt shame for not 

conforming to the expectations set out by mothering ideologies such as Intensive 

Mothering due to her autism and admitted that she would often go to great 

lengths to hide this aspect of her experience as she felt that she would be judged 

as an unfit mother; 

“I feel shame when I am confronted by my limitations. I often feel 

unlikeable, stupid, awkward in the extreme. It's a wee bit better as I have 

learned what it means to be a woman with autism spectrum disorder - with 

understanding comes acceptance. But it's hard to accept that I am hard 

wired this way. It impacts the kids because I do have a supreme need for 

time alone, for quiet. And especially with the youngest two, who are 

incredibly active little boys, it can be hard to balance everyone's needs, 

including my own. Sometimes I just feel guilt. But other times, it's a full-

blown shame storm because the problem isn't necessarily what I do, it's 

who I am and there are some things I just can't change.” 

In this post Kay talks not about feeing shame not just for how she mothers but 

who she is as a mother.  In her research into mothers with disabilities, Frederick 

(2014), a blind mother herself, discusses how Intensive Mothering ideologies 

seem to leave little room for alternative types of mother.  She states that 

although almost 10 percent of American children are currently being cared for by 

a parent with an impairment or disability, Intensive Mothering, poses particular 
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dilemmas for them with its expectations of child-centred homes that shield 

children from responsibility and hardship and arguing that; “Disabled women 

pose a threat to the Intensive Mothering ethos as they can make visible the 

realities of imperfection, risk, and even pain and suffering; the very hardships 

from which mothers are now expected to shield their children. 

In this chapter I have looked at the seven emotionally painful emotions that 

emerged when coding the data, in order to show that many experiences of 

modern mothering can be regarded as painful and that this pain is also “unseen” 

and (hidden).  In each section I have described stories from each of the 

participants detailing how and why they experienced these emotions as working, 

studying mothers and have also considered why these emotions may often be 

subconsciously or even deliberately hidden by the women that suffer them.  In 

the next chapter I will link the stories of the participants back to the three 

defining aspects of Intensive Mothering as identified in chapter two; essentialism, 

sacrifice and vocation to evidence how this dominant mothering ideology has 

contributed greatly to the pain of mothers that work and study. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Linking the Stories from the Plastic Ceiling Project to the Ideology of 

the “Good” Mother According to Intensive Mothering 

So far, I have discussed the idea that the “good” mother as a construction for our 

times is a version of motherhood that encapsulates neoliberal preoccupations 

such as responsibility, security and accountability and that this construction can 

be clearly seen in the version of motherhood that is offered up by Intensive 

Mothering which has been identified as the prevalent model of modern 

motherhood by many researchers (Christopher, 2012; Rizzo et al, 2013 and 

Villalobos, 2014). 

In the last chapter I considered how this linked to the seven different painful 

emotions that were commonly cited by participants in The Plastic Ceiling Project.  

In this chapter I will link the stories from The Plastic Ceiling Project back to the 

main aspects of Intensive Mothering to demonstrate directly how this 

construction of “good” mothering can be seen to have been absorbed by, and to 

have affected mothers in this study, often resulting in deep emotional pain.  To do 

so, I will split the chapter into Intensive Mothering’s three defining aspects as set 

out in chapter two: those of essentialism, sacrifice and vocation, considering each 

in turn, in the light of the research data to show how these positions have in 

many ways become accepted and unchallenged features of the “good” mother in 

the established beliefs of participants.  I will also consider how it is the 

irreconcilability of these beliefs for modern working, studying mothers in terms of 

incompatibility with their lifestyles that has been a source of much pain. 



201 
 

 O
n

ly
 M

u
m

 W
ill

 D
o

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
(D

ig
it

al
 P

h
o

to
gr

ap
h

) 



202 
 

Essentialism  

A defining aspect of Intensive Mothering is that of essentialism; the belief that 

“the child absolutely requires consistent nurture by a single primary caregiver 

and…the mother is the best person for the job” (Hays, 1996; Hallstein, 2011).  

Intensive Mothering ideologies are confusing in this sense as they demand both 

that a “good” mother be available to her child at all times, but also that she 

supports capitalist enterprise by providing extensive goods and opportunities for 

her children without seeking the support of the state; meaning that for most 

women aspiring to the “good” mother model, they must both work and be 

constantly available which is often impossible.  This dilemma presented as a 

dominant theme in the research with mothers that worked and studied often 

struggling to fulfil what they felt was required of them. 

The image “Only Mum will do” was inspired by Ellen a nurse in a hospital who 

talked about her son’s primary school calling her at work when he was unwell 

rather than contacting her husband who they were aware worked from home.  

Ellen said that she had explained to the school secretary several times that it 

would be much better for them to ring the father if one of their children was ever 

ill but the secretary continued to ring her.  On this day she describes her 

frustration and “shame” when she asked the school secretary to call the father as 

she was unable to leave work and the school secretary told her that “the school 

felt that she would want to know; as the mother”. 

Regardless of having emergency procedures fully in place, it would seem that 

Ellen, felt shamed by the school secretary who had suggested that as the mother, 

it was her primary responsibility to be available to her son even when her 
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husband was able to fully realise that role.  Ellen would appear to have 

internalised the idea of essentialism as promoted by Intensive Mothering on 

some level and accepted the idea that the child requires consistent nurture by the 

mother leading to feelings of shame when she was unable to put him first. 

Of the three aspects of Intensive Mothering essentialism was the most profoundly 

demonstrated by participants’ stories demonstrating an entrenched and 

sometimes subliminal belief that “only Mum will do”.  Claffley and Mickelson 

(2009) found that in modern British culture, many employed mothers who 

identified as having egalitarian beliefs, nevertheless still took responsibility for the 

vast majority of child care, and there is robust research to show that this is largely 

because both parents have internalised Intensive Mothering attitudes around 

essentialism (Arendell, 2000; Johnston and Swanson, 2006; Shiffrin et al, 2014).  

Even in families where both partners may support equality, there is often still a 

deep-rooted expectation that it is mothers that must take the main responsibility 

for their children (Stone and McKee, 2000; Zhou, 2006 and Coltrane, 2010) and 

this can be seen to have had a powerfully controlling effect on mothers in The 

Plastic Ceiling Project. 

All the participants in the project were employed mothers who also studied which 

meant that in many cases they were away from their children for extended 

periods of time.  Research carried out by Park et al (2013) on gender roles in 

contemporary society show that although support for a traditional division of 

gender roles has declined over time, there is still substantial support for women 

taking on the primary caring role when children are young.  The same study 

reveals that at the end of 2012 there were just over 6,000 more full-time, stay-at-
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home dads looking after babies and toddlers than there were ten years ago. Yet in 

the same period, around 44,000 women had stopped being stay-at-home 

mothers.  

Logically it might be theorised that this trend would mean that either fathers 

would need to take on more of an equal share in the childcare or families would 

choose to rely more on other sources of childcare.  However, due to an 

entrenched belief in essentialism this has not been the case.  In 2016, the 

Fatherhood Institute’s Fairness in Families Index (FIFI) published research to show 

that British men spend just 24 minutes caring for children, in comparison to every 

hour of childcare done by women, claiming that the statistics indicate that UK 

parents are officially the worst in the developed world at sharing their childcare 

responsibilities.  Kerry exemplifies this point describing how she has had to 

expend time in negotiating the picking up of their children with her husband.  

Although both parents work full time, she has said that there was an assumption 

that she should have to do the school run; 

“Daddy does his fair share of collecting the children now and this works 

really well. This didn't use to be the case though, negotiations and 

reasoning prompted the new arrangements. Daddy used to be far too busy 

to collect the children!”  

In this quote, Kerry appears to be saying that her husband felt that his work was 

“more important” than hers, despite the fact that she is paid more.  This again 

could be seen to be due to a cultural acceptance of essentialism, that the mother 

must fit her work in around childcare duties. 
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The image “I Thought Daddy Was Picking You Up” was inspired by a participant 

who described a diary “clash” with her husband whereby they both understood 

that the other one would be picking up the child from school.  Mazzy describes 

“still having tears in her eyes” many years later when she thinks about the 

incident as described below; 

“My son was about six. Still at primary school. When it was home time 

(3pm) they came out of the gates, crossed the road with the crossing lady, 

and parents were waiting on the other side of the road.  I picked him up 

most days. I had arranged with his dad, that he was to pick our son up this 

particular day. So, I didn't go. I stayed at work. I got a phone call from the 

school at around 3.30 to say no-one had picked him up. I flew over there 

arriving at about 4pm. Rushed into the school. Rushed to his classroom. Big 

room, big bench at the front of the room, empty apart from one little boy 

sitting there watching TV. He looked so small and the bench looked so big. I 

still have tears in my eyes now. The little guy had crossed the road to find 

no-one there. (Fortunately, he'd had the sense to go back across the road 

into school.)  Called his dad who denied saying he'd be there to pick him up. 

He did! But why do I still feel the guilt?” 

Mazzy described the incident as making her feel like a “bad” mother, despite the 

fact, that she still believes that it was her husband that had made the error.  This 

shows a clearly entrenched belief by Mazzy that it is ultimately the mother who is 

regarded as having the overall responsibility for the childcare in a relationship and 

could be seen to demonstrate her acceptance of essentialism. 
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A major source of mothers’ pain that was cited throughout the research was 

concerned with a widespread perception that, despite progress in many areas of 

equality when it came to parenting, the same expectations were not upheld for 

fathers, as were for mothers.  Shiffrin et al’s (2014) study supported this finding, 

stating that British fathers who are highly involved in their children’s upbringing 

are often praised for parental involvement as they exceed the norm, whilst 

mothers are not praised because there is a baseline expectation for maternal 

involvement in childcare.   

Carol described her frustration at the gendered, stereotypical expectations of her 

husband’s and her own roles which she felt were enforced by her extended family 

in terms of parenting duties.  She stated that multitasking is often presented as a 

“natural ability” for mothers yet one that she felt that she was not necessarily 

good at, something that she said caused her shame.  Carol talked about 

expectations upheld by her mother and sisters that she, as the woman, should do 

the domestic duties such as the cooking and washing and childcare as well as 

working while her husband could “come home and put his feet up”.  Carol stated 

how if her husband engaged in domestic duties or looked after their daughter her 

family would, “gush about how good he is”, yet when she undertook traditionally 

male jobs it was ignored.  Saying that, “my family are uncomfortable with that 

they have distinct roles for men and women”; 

“There seems to be attitudes (in my family in particular) where some things 

such as multi-tasking, are considered to be part of the woman's role hence 

it is natural for me to do and unexpected for my husband, such as cleaning, 

working and cooking. If my husband washes or cooks and looks after our 
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daughter then my family gush about how good he is but when I decorate, 

do spellings, work, study, and publish oh well that is Carol's creativity and it 

is taken for granted. My family do have distinct roles for men and women 

and it is a 'given' that in today's society you work and be a mum and do 

both really well and if you can’t then you need to either give up work or get 

a cleaner.”  

Hallstead (2011) argues that although many modern women would agree that 

their husbands / partners took on more of the domestic labour than their fathers 

had, it was still regarded as the overall responsibility of the woman. The research 

showed overwhelmingly that where participants were married or co-habiting with 

a male partner, they felt that they took on an unequal share of the childcare in 

addition to working and studying due to essentialist values.  Kelly took up this 

point in her post discussing differences in the ways in which she and her husband 

viewed being unable to put the children first, stating that whilst he was pragmatic 

and “happy” to say that he had work commitments she felt “wracked with guilt”; 

“I feel immensely guilty for not being able to walk my children to school 

every morning and pick them up at 3:30pm along with, what seems like the 

majority of the other mums.  I believe I am setting a good example to my 

children that they too can aspire to have a career and be a parent. 

However, I won’t pretend that it is easy. I certainly don't look and feel how 

Barbie is depicted in this picture.  Guilt sets in when there are special school 

lunches, assemblies, awards, sports days etc. that I cannot attend and the 

"Oh Mum" response. Why is it that the fathers don't seem to be expected 

to attend in the eyes of the child and society?”  
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Kukla (2008) has described a cultural tendency to measure motherhood in terms 

of a set of “signal moments” which then become emblematic of women’s 

mothering abilities.  For example, Selena posted that a major motivation for her 

guilt is centred round a feeling that there was an expectation that as a mother she 

should have been there with her son to experience some of his special moments 

growing up.  Selena says that she has now reconciled her guilt for her son’s 

younger years as she believes that he doesn’t remember them anyway but feels 

that there are special times that he wanted her to be there when she was unable 

to be and that he didn’t really understand why she couldn’t. 

There was a common belief in the research that the differences in expectations 

around experiencing signal moments between fathers and mothers were 

widespread and societal and were linked to a perception that a mother should be 

first and foremost with her children.  For example, Viv states; 

“The dilemma comes when I do not have the ability to do the things that I 

think I should with them... for example be off with them every day over 

school holidays. My husband does not seem to feel the same way about it 

as I do so can detach more easily (or appears to). I feel as though I am 

letting them down by not spending that time with them and I want to be 

there sharing those experiences. I always have to think about me and the 

kids, but he has times when he can just think about himself.” 

In this post Viv seems to be saying that when her husband is tired from work he is 

able to, “switch off” from his responsibilities as a father, whereas due to 

essentialism, she must always put her children first in addition to working full-

time and studying. 
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Most of the mothers in the research did not feel that a level of equality had been 

reached in their domestic arrangements, despite the fact, that they were also 

studying as well as working full-time.  However, Eve refers to the concept of 

maternal gatekeeping (Puhlman and Pasley, 2013; Pedersen & Kilzer, 2014 and 

Radcliffe and Cassell, 2015) (where mothers often try to present as “good” 

mothers by actively discouraging their partners involvement in childcare).   

Eve is the mother of three children and is now a grandmother, saying that “she 

can see things slightly differently” in her current situation. In the following extract 

Eve talks about her belief that some women can be their own worst enemy by 

buying into the concept of essentialism (often subconsciously) and setting 

impossibly high standards for themselves to achieve; 

“We are our own worst enemy sometimes by setting our own high 

expectations because we don't want to fail at anything. I was told once by 

someone that they like to do one thing at a time; but do it very well. This 

was, of course, a man. As that is not an option, I am sure that doing lots of 

things as well as you can, should be good enough. If not, then too bad. Take 

a hike! If you are honest with yourself and you know you have tried your 

best, then you should be content.”  

Studies such as Rizzo et al (2012) and Tummala-Narra (2009) have associated the 

greater sense of responsibility associated with essentialist beliefs with higher 

levels of stress and lower levels of life satisfaction as women focus more on caring 

for their children, with mothers in the study expressing difficulty in selecting an 

alternate caregiver because they felt that no one else (including the child’s father) 
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would be able to provide the same degree of love, commitment and skill (Hays, 

1996).   

Elvin-Nowak (1999) has argued that a sense of maternal responsibility exemplified 

in the phenomenon of maternal gatekeeping could be regarded as an historical 

coping strategy for those in a subordinate position of subjugation in a patriarchal 

society.  She goes on to argue that for a feeling of guilt to be present in a 

relationship there must first be a strong relationship (such as that between a 

mother and a child) and then there must also be a sense of responsibility taken 

for the relationship (by the mother).  These two aspects are clearly present in the 

Intensive Mothering ideology and are cited as necessary and sufficient conditions 

for feelings of emotional pain to occur, where there is an unrealised 

responsibility. In other words, it is when a woman feels responsible and believes 

she has failed to take responsibility that she feels pain. 

An important theme that emerged from the research data was a sense of 

resentment that stemmed from a perception that participants typically 

experienced more guilt than their husbands when it came to parenting, due to 

essentialism.  For example, writing in the Guardian in 2014, Perry stated that 80% 

of women worry about leaving their child in the care of others, while just 39% of 

men feel the same way.  In a humorous way Eve talks about how her husband 

would look at her multi-tasking and suggest that she reduce her stress by doing 

one thing at a time, whilst failing to notice that this is not an option for her with 

the workload that she had.  She also comments on the idea that sometimes 

women can buy into unachievable ideas around essentialism rather than taking a 
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more pragmatic overview and seeing what is possible in the available time and 

prioritising. 

Newman and Grauerholz (2002), Douglas and Michaels (2004) and Shiffrin et al 

(2014) have all described the “guilt gap” a phenomenon whereby mothers 

experience vastly higher levels of guilt than fathers for perceived childcare failures 

even when both are deemed equally responsible for childcare due to 

essentialism.  Elaine for example states; “Guilt is a difficult emotion. For me it 

probably stems from the idea that I want to give my children everything which I 

know is not possible”.  An article in The Telegraph in September 2017, cited a 

survey by baby-care product company NUK, which claimed that 87 per cent of 

mothers feel guilty at some point, with 21 per cent feeling this way most or all of 

the time.   

Because of a lingering cultural notion of separate spheres (which also feeds into a 

high gender pay gap, a highly unequal parenting leave system, and mother-centric 

family services), Newman and Grauerholz, (2002) argue that British men have 

traditionally felt that they are fulfilling their responsibilities simply by being 

financial providers (Jo makes this point well when she says that; “you would never 

say a working dad!”) whereas women have had to justify why their working 

outside of the home is not an abandonment of their expected, cultural duties and 

expectations which may potentially damage their families. 

In the following extract Jenny talks about the choice that she had to make when 

her daughter needed her to pick her up from the childminder because she was ill, 

but her job required her to make a high-level presentation that nobody else could 

do; 
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“When my daughter was about eleven she broke her leg and also had a 

really bad sickness bug. I had an important presentation to College 

Principals about funding changes. No one else could do the presentation as 

I was the key financial person and my deputy was ill. I saw how ill she was 

but still picked her up from childminder and gave her a towel and a bucket. 

She had to sit in the back as she had a plaster all the way to top of her thigh 

so she couldn't move easily.  On the way to the venue she was violently sick 

and the only place she could do it was by leaning to the side where my 

posh, posh presentation, feeling confident shoes were and she was sick 

inside them, and also all over herself. At that point I realised how ridiculous 

it was to take her to the event in that state (but only because of my 

shoes!!) and felt terribly guilty both for ringing and cancelling at short 

notice, and also for being such a crap mum all at the same time.” 

Jenny approaches the subject with humour describing how her daughter was sick 

in her posh, posh presentation shoes but she also describes feeling “terribly 

guilty” describing herself as a “crap mum”.  It seems as if she feels that, to be a 

“good” mother, she should have put her daughter’s needs before those of her job 

but at the time felt conflicted.  Interestingly, Jenny said that it was “never a 

consideration” in her mind that she could call her husband to ask for help as he 

would have been too busy at work and that as the mother she felt that it was her 

responsibility to be there for her child again showing a deep seaed acceptance of 

the principles of essentialism. 

Rotkirch (2009) has argued that in many modern European cultures Intensive 

Mothering is not such an expectation and essentialism therefore is not such a 
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strong force.  However, because parenting that assumes plenty of hands-on 

interaction and activity with the child is a cultural norm and fathers are expected 

to invest almost as much as mothers, it can be predicted that parents will try to 

delegate care to one another often manipulating each other into caring more for 

the child in everyday social interactions.  Jenny however, admitted to doing this to 

carve out some time for herself admitting that she would sometimes stay at work 

unnecessarily in order to force her husband into taking his turn to do the school 

run and to make the dinner as he wouldn’t do this otherwise as it was considered 

to be part of her job; 

“I feel guilty because there have been a few times when I have been so 

tired of no 'me' time that I have stayed at work longer than necessary 

because I knew that when I got home, my child would in bed and all would 

be quiet yet if I make it home by seven then there would be an expectation 

by my husband that I bath, put my child to bed and read a story” 

As well as the constant pressure that buying into essentialism places on mothers, 

it seems that this expectation of the need to be physically present also extends to 

the workplace.  This puts women like those who have participated in the study 

into an irreconcilable struggle which causes deep emotional pain.  Holly, a 

community artist and student talked about this feeling that she was neither fully 

present at work, home or college and was not able to perform in any area; 

“Guilty has many facets for me. Because, I have to leave university early 

because, I need to pick up (and simply see) my child or can't start work 

early because, of childcare issues or can't easily work at weekends and 

evenings because, of putting my child to bed I feel guilty with both my 
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workand study. In a competitive industry I find I feel as if I am being 

compared to others (unsure if it is a reality) and judged for my (lack of) 

commitment.” 

This extract reveals the constant dilemma involved in balancing professional and 

maternal roles.  In this study the participants were all working mothers and many 

identified their feelings of resentment as a direct result of being at work and 

hence away from their children.  As discussed at length, the essentialist aspect of 

the model of Intensive Mothering requires mothers to be continually present.  

One of the main themes in the research was the pain felt by working mothers 

when they were not always able to be physically available to their children.   

Another common source of pain came from mothers that described 

circumstances where they felt that they were “not enough” due to their 

established belief in the importance of essentialism.  In other words, they 

believed that they were simply unable to provide the levels of being present that 

they felt were needed to be regarded as “good” mothers.  Abigail, mother to an 

eighteen-month son and four-year old, described her mothering style as 

“attachment mothering when I’m there (!)” acknowledging that her full-time job 

was at odds with attachment mothering; a parenting philosophy that proposes to 

promote the attachment of mother and infant by maximum maternal 

responsiveness and continuous physical closeness and touch (Sears, 2001).   

As a trainee social worker, Abigail was studying to secure the masters level 

qualification that would allow her to gain secure employment which involved 

working out on placement in a social health team and attending university 

sessions with the submission of a dissertation.  She cited the emotional and 
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physical separation from her son as the source of great pain, despite enjoying her 

job, but said that she felt she had “no choice” as she also needed to contribute to 

the family income in the long term. 

Abigail also expressed pain at the burden of having to respond fully to her son 

when she was exhausted herself; “I would often cry at my lack of sleep and his 

breastfeeding demands,” In Abigail’s case, the essentialism required to fulfil her 

perceptions of what being a “good” mother was were just not achievable for her 

but she still put herself under great pressure in order to come as close to the idea 

of essentialism as possible. 

As mothers often buy into essentialist ideals, they may feel reluctant to seek 

support with childcare from their partner. This can also lead to mothers feeling 

that others, including their partners, are unable to provide adequate childcare 

without their guidance which in turn may act as a barrier to father ’s involvement 

and subsequently their paternal identity (Perala-Littunen, 2007).   

Eve, a single mother of three children posted about feeling “torn in all directions” 

as she attempted to balance work responsibilities and childcare.  Eve described 

how she “hated having to rely on any kind of childcare” and in a painful account 

Eve describes how on one occasion had to “beg her ex-husband” to meet her in a 

lay-by on the way to work in order to swap the children with him so that he could 

do the school run and she could make an important early event at work after her 

childcare had “failed”.  Eve stated that “It was only once, and I was never in that 

situation again as my child-care was normally pretty secure, if expensive.”  

Radcliffe and Cassell (2015) have discussed essentialist tendencies in response to 
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the rise in flexible working suggesting that mothers will only rely on other sources 

of childcare when, they absolutely have to.   

Essentialism is a particularly challenging problem for women who work outside 

the home and must rely on childcare.  In the research, Wendy talks about how 

she felt unable to leave her son with a childminder after finding that there was a 

smoker in the house. Kulik and Tsoref (2010) and Kilzer & Pedersen (2011), found 

that maternal gatekeeping is often influenced by trust and suggest that, a 

mother’s evaluations of her childcare provider’s aptitude are key in determining 

maternal gatekeeping behaviours. The more satisfied the mother is with the 

carer’s competency, the more confidence she has in his or her ability to care for 

the children, and the greater her tendency to let her enter that territory. 

In another extract, Sue seemed to be demonstrating an entrenched belief in 

essentialist values by discussing her sadness at how the requirements of her job 

meant that she was not always able to be there for her son.  As a single mother 

without family support close by, Sue stated that she felt passionately that no-one 

else could be a completely worthy substitute for her but that she did the best 

with what was available to her by employing a childminder “that was more like a 

granny to him”.  In this post Sue seems to feel that as she was unable to 

demonstrate completely essentialist values and be there constantly for her son, 

the next best thing for Sue was to find someone who she felt could perform the 

role of a close family member. 

Finally, Helena talks about “enforced essentialism”, saying that for her it was not 

a choice to be the main caregiver but simply the way it had to be in her life as a 

single mother with little family support; 
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“Well my mothering is barely good enough. I have not had the money to do 

my own thing. I was the sole breadwinner when he was a baby to three. 

Then Dad left when he was six. I rush to school, to work, to home to cook 

and to sleep. If intensive means constant I am that! We travel together, 

camp together, argue together ... and so on. Do I think no-one else can 

mother my son? The bottom line is I have no mother or father, a sister who 

is two hours away, and his dad is just as far away. I know very few people 

here. I have a couple of fantastic friends nearby, but they are in the same 

place as me so no I don’t believe anyone else gives him the constancy 

children need. Am I a martyr? No, I am a mother!” 

Interestingly, Helena, a counsellor appeared to describe her mothering style quite 

pragmatically stating that she doesn’t believe that anyone can give her son the 

“constancy” that she believes that he needs.  However, she also describes her 

mothering as “barely good enough”, suggesting that has to some extent absorbed 

cultural expectations around essentialism and what a “good” mother should be 

and regards herself as falling short of these. 
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Sacrifice 

The second aspect of Intensive Mothering cited has been that of sacrifice and 

whether mothers have a partner to rely on or not, the obligatory cultural 

expectation of Intensive Mothering insists that mothers carry the responsibility 

both for their own and their children’s lives (LeBeau, 2017). There is much 

qualitative research that depicts that many women feel that they must devote 

themselves entirely to their children and take complete responsibility for their 

children’s development to fulfil the role of “good mother” (Seagram and Daniluk 

2002; Sutherland 2010; Wall 2010).  For mothers that choose to work and study 

this pressure intensifies as they have less available time and energy and may feel 

that what little they have must be offered to their families, and though they may 

have more financial resources they may also feel that these too should be 

sacrificed to ensure the wellbeing of their offspring. 

 The issue of sacrifice is explored in the image “Multi-Tasking” which was inspired 

by a participant who described taking the children to the park and having to 

attend to an urgent work matter on the phone at the same time.  She describes 

feeling “unbelievably stressed” and that there was “just not enough of me to go 

around and certainly nothing left for me”. The idea of having to sacrifice all 

available resources to the point of having “nothing left” came up in the research 

again and again.  Fay talked about this expectation in terms of resentment;  

“The resentment comes in when I feel that I'm expected to give “all” my 'free' 

time (non-working hours and holidays) to child-care and domestics, by default”. 
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Fay worked full time as well as studying part-time and was the main breadwinner 

in the family.  Park et al (2013) have shown that despite the traditional male 

breadwinner role declining steadily over the last fifty years, modern British 

women still undertake a disproportionate amount of unpaid labour within the 

home and are much more likely to view their contribution as being unfair.  Fay 

clearly states her belief that there is an expectation in the words “by default”, in 

that she feels that it is a cultural expectation, that she sacrifice her free time to 

her family and must therefore negotiate any time for herself. 

In a similar way Kate, a midwife and mother discussed how she felt that any free 

time should be dedicated to caring for her family saying; “When it comes to me 

time - then that's spent ironing or cleaning!”  Macdonald (2009) has discussed the 

idea that unrealistic ideals about mothering as proposed by Intensive Mothering 

plus inflexible career paths and work schedules and the devaluation of paid care 

work have all worked together to ensure that martyrdom has been celebrated 

when creating the “good” mother ideal meaning that modern mothers often 

display themselves as martyrs or self-sacrificing in order to establish themselves 

as “good” mothers.  Kate talked about working long full-time hours which often 

extended through the night as her job demands shift-work whilst aiming to 

always be there to care for her family’s every need.  She described how this often 

resulted in sacrificing her own wellbeing including forgoing sleep. 

Wall (2013) has written extensively about how with the incorporation of the basic 

principles of Intensive Mothering into the collective consciousness, children’s 

needs have expanded and become societally more important than the needs and 

desires of their mothers.  Mothers in Wall’s 2010 study described an expectation 
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that their children would always come first and admitted to regularly sacrificing 

factors that would ensure their own wellbeing (such as sleep and personal 

relaxation) to ensure not only their children’s wellbeing but their children’s 

enjoyment and stimulation.   

There is congruence between these findings and the data in this research where 

exhaustion was often cited almost as a badge of honour or a sign that the 

mothers could show that they couldn’t do more and were sacrificing their own 

wellbeing to ensure the interest of their offspring were being fully met.  Cally, a 

mother of two who was setting up and developing her own franchise whilst 

studying for a degree in audiology clearly had a lot of responsibilities but was 

keen to ensure that she was clear that she worked hard to ensure that they had 

the minimum impact on the rest of the family; 

“I've always studied and worked, and it has always been tricky fitting it 

completely around family. I have found myself getting up very early or 

starting work very late to avoid the children's time being taken. The 

difficulty with that approach is that you are then tired and distracted by the 

thought of having to work later! Gets more challenging as the children get 

older and stay up later. It's so difficult balancing career/ study with a 

constant want to be a good mum.  Need a few more hours in the day :-)”  

Like many others, Cally expresses a direct relationship between putting herself 

first and actively taking something away from or even injuring others in the family 

and makes clear that although she is working hard to ensure the security of the 

family she also feels that it is her duty to ensure that these pressures do not 

impact negatively on the other family members and that she is willing to make 
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considerable personal sacrifice to ensure that they don’t.  In this way Cally 

appears to have assumed the demands of sacrifice demanded of the “good” 

mother by Intensive Mothering. 

Linked to the idea of sacrifice, some commentators have claimed that “bad” 

mothers are often depicted negatively as women who are more concerned with 

their own personal success than the well-being of their own offspring (Dillaway & 

Pare, 2008; Okimoto & Heilman, 2012).  There were many times in the research 

where links were made by the participants between sacrifice and selflessness 

which was often seen to be an admirable quality.  Conversely, those that felt that 

they were doing something that didn’t require self-sacrifice, such as taking some 

time for themselves or buying themselves something nice sometimes described 

these behaviours as “selfish” and linked to the idea of the “bad” mother.  Hannah 

talked about this in an extended post where she compared her own mothering 

style with that of her own mother expressing shame that as a working, studying 

mother she was not able to give the same amount of time and energy to the 

mothering role as her own mother (a stay at home mother) had done; 

“Sometimes I feel shame because I am not the mother my mother was, 

because I have chosen to work for my own identity. But my mother did a 

brilliant job, she stayed at home and was always there for me and my 

siblings. We have all turned out well. She was selfless, and I am not. Yes, 

that gives me a sense of shame.” 

Hannah describes her own mother as selfless and seems to be admiring her sense 

of sacrifice which Hannah feels showed that she was a “good” mother.  In 

contrast, Hannah describes herself as “choosing to work for her own identity” and 
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appears to be saying that because she prioritised the independence and self-

determinism that comes with having a career and earning enough money to be 

self-reliant, she has put her family’s needs before her own and feels “shame” for 

that. 

Webster (www.womboflight.com) has linked Intensive Mothering to a 

phenomenon of attenuation, claiming that women may often “stay small in order 

to be loved” due to a cultural expectation of sacrifice.  Webster argues that it 

takes huge courage to refuse to comply with these entrenched expectations 

creating a dilemma for modern women as their need to be real, to have integrity 

and to fulfil their potential is at odds with the need to be acceptable.  Webster 

also claims that for mothers who work and study the idea of attenuation can be 

particularly problematic as they may feel guilty about aware of taking advantage 

of opportunities that were simply not afforded to previous generations.   

One final aspect of sacrifice can be seen clearly in the responses of the 

participants when asked in a post “why as a working Mum do you also take on 

responsibility for study?”  A few of the participants stated that this was because 

they enjoyed study such as Rosie who said;  

“I study for me because I love learning new things but then I get frustrated 

when I can't balance it with work and all the stuff around the kids! I 

suppose I'm my own worst enemy, but shouldn't I be able to do something 

that I want to do without feeling guilty?”  

In this post Rosie admits that she has chosen to study, not out of sacrifice but 

because she enjoys it.  However, she also states that this decision has caused her 

http://www.womboflight.com/
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to feel guilt because she perceives that her self-motivated choice has impacted 

badly on others due to her own frustration when she struggles to balance these 

roles.  Again, Rosie appears to feel that she “should” be more self-sacrificing in 

order to be a “good” mother. 

Most of the participants in the research justify their decisions to work and study 

by claiming that this, actually constitutes an act of sacrifice made in order to be 

“good” mothers and to provide for their families. Carrine, now a mother to five 

children, trained as a lawyer when her first three children were very young.  In the 

following post, she actually describes, the idea of working and studying as 

“sacrifice” but questions whether it was all worthwhile, now that she is able to 

look back and reflect on it; 

“I did part of law school on a distance learning course while I had three 

young children at home (including one who was still breastfeeding) and I 

had to stick to a tough schedule. But the desire for career advancement 

was strong in my early 30's. I wanted it so badly! Now in my 40's, I toy with 

the idea of doing a PhD and I find the idea positively nauseating - perhaps I 

am burned out on work? Despite my education, I have never achieved the 

recognition I sought - or the salary. I found myself "leaning in" and 

exhausting myself in the process. My kids needed me. Can any mother 

achieve her career ambitions? Is it possible to have it all? And I found that 

in many ways, strong women are perceived as...uppity? I knew my value, 

but somehow...I had to fight for the same pay and work much harder than 

some of my male colleagues on less sleep. So now I hesitate because it's 
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more than just the impact on my kids. It's whether there will be any payoff 

for the sacrifice. 

Carrine described having great ambition for herself and for her family in terms of 

the lifestyle that education might bring them.  Carrine was pregnant with her first 

child at nineteen and stated that “she always felt that she had something to prove 

to those who wrote her off as a teen mum”.  Now in her forties with two more 

infants she is retraining in human rights law and talks about needing to make a 

difference not just for her own family but for what she perceives as “a highly 

inequitable”, society as a whole.  Carrine appears to acknowledge that she bought 

into the idea of self-sacrifice to secure her position and the outcomes of her 

family but looking back she feels that the sacrifice didn’t result in security ion the 

way that she had hoped. 
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Vocation 

The final principal of Intensive Mothering is that of vocation, the idea that “good” 

mothers are natural mothers and should therefore find the practices of mothering 

easy and intuitive (Faircloth, 2013).  Asher (2011) claims that motherhood is 

presented within the context of Intensive Mothering as the ultimate fulfilment for 

a woman, arguing that within modern society women are valued primarily as 

mothers (either potential mothers, current mothers or failed mothers).  She 

contends that since being a successful mother is akin to being a successful 

woman, mothers who fail to achieve the status of “good mother” are doubly 

stigmatised both as bad mothers and failed women.  

O’Reilly (2004) has discussed this idea arguing that a cultural; absorption of this 

belief leads to the notion that “good” mothers should not then mention barriers 

or constraints, reduced options for balancing work and childcare or resent the 

emotional, physical and financial investment necessary to raise a child.  

Controversial personal accounts documenting challenges of mothering and 

highlighting pressure and difficulties experienced by self-regulating mothers in 

their pursuit of perfection (Asher, 2011; Cusk, 2015) have been criticised due to 

revelations of dissatisfaction, confusion and disillusionment with the “institution” 

of motherhood (Quiney, 2007).   

The idea of being solely responsible for another person is new to most first-time 

mothers and can often be perceived as a shock particularly to women who had 

chance to experience freedoms prior to becoming mothers.  Throughout the 

research participants cited a major source of their emotional pain as being due to 

not feeling that their roles as mothers were completely fulfilling and thus were 
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related to vocation in terms of not being or not wanting to be constantly present 

both physically and emotionally.  The image above was inspired by Victoria who 

described a weekend where the family had planned a weekend away but at the 

last minute she had been unable to go with them as she had to stay at home and 

write an assignment for her university course or risk failing.  Vicky describes 

waving them off and feeling guilt, sadness, jealousy, resentment and immense 

relief all at once as she imagined the memories that they would make without 

her, stating that she felt like the “worst mother in the world” whilst grateful to 

have the time to write the assignment. 

Jo describes this guilt as an actual physical pain when she looks back on her 

children’s childhoods.  In her study, Tumaala-Narra (2009) relates the belief that 

mothering should be child-centred (mothers’ lives should revolve around their 

children) and should be a vocation to reduced levels of life satisfaction in working 

mothers.  Jo’s two children were born close together and are now both teenagers.  

She described finding their needs as small children “overwhelming” saying that 

she felt it [their time as young children] would never end and she would never 

again “feel free”.  She talks about memories of wanting to escape and to hide, 

joking that she would lock herself in the bathroom to read the next chapter of her 

book while the children knocked on the door.   

Sadly, Jo talked regretfully now about employing these survival strategies saying 

that she suffers enormous guilt at not being a “better” mother and wanting that 

very intense stage of her children’s lives to be over, as too soon it was.  For Jo 

there appears to be guilt because she did not experience motherhood as a 

fulfilling vocation needing more personal stimulation.  In remembering her 
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children as being little, she describes never feeling fully present saying that “her 

head was always so full of her own ideas” so that she could never just enjoy the 

baths and the bedtime stories.  Jo says that she now dreads seeing her children 

leave the family home to begin their own lives saying that her only consolation is 

her mission to be a much better grandmother than she was mother. 

The concept of vocation is strongly linked to neoliberal values of responsibility 

and accountability and some research has referred to a “professionalisation of 

parenting” involving the redefinition of the parenting role from a loving 

relationship to a skilled job which enhances their responsibility for producing 

compliant, educated citizen‐workers (Gillies, 2012; Faircloth et al, 2013; Holloway 

and Wilson, 2016).  Intensive Mothering would place the accountability for the 

outcomes of her children firmly with the mother and present this role as a 

vocation for the “good” mother.  Reay (2010) has discussed this idea in the 

context of education, stating that these principles have intensified parents’ 

workloads by regularly tasking them with ‘becoming their children's educators 

alongside teachers’ (Reay, 2010: 642) 

In the following extract this mindset is illustrated as Gemma takes on the 

responsibility not only for her daughter’s welfare at home but also for her 

daughter’s education at school.  She describes her guilt because her daughter is 

not performing to the expected level and although she states that she wants to 

spend the limited time that they have together doing things that they both enjoy, 

she also feels that it is her duty to home-school her to help her to catch up; 

“I feel guilty because my child is currently considered by teacher to be 'not 

meeting expectations' because she cannot read or write blends by the age 
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of five. I should do extra curriculum work with her but as I am home late I 

cannot dedicate time to study and both she and I are tired so we end up 

being grumpy. I try on Saturdays (Sundays are out for me) but again this is a 

guilt 'duty' activity rather than what we both would rather do which is to 

count and draw (and possibly pretend to eat!) worms.” 

Gemma describes working with her daughter as a “guilt” duty, showing that she 

feels that it is her responsibility to ensure her daughter’s education and will work 

on this with her even when she would prefer to be doing something more fun 

instead. 

Many of the posts relating to the idea of vocation, make reference to, high 

standards that the participants feel should come naturally to a “good” mother, or 

to a woman who regards motherhood as their vocation.  Sally for example 

described a realisation that she was unable to attain the high ideals that she 

aspired to in terms of the way she ran her home.  She states that she had based 

her goals on scenarios depicted on the television to impress her husband in her 

abilities as a homemaker, “Like the adverts - you know the kind - children with 

happy clean faces running up to him as he came through the door, me in the 

kitchen just dishing up the supper with the table all set?” 

Sally described becoming enraged and exhausted trying (and failing) to achieve 

this level of perfection and said that she eventually had to “lower her 

expectations” after her husband left and she became a single parent.  She 

describes the “turning point” as being one Friday night where she was, 

“exhausted and bad tempered trying to get it all perfect” and was rushing around 

like a mad thing in a state of extreme stress “demanding that the girls change out 



232 
 

of their school clothes pronto!” so that she could get the washing machine on.  

Like others in the research, Sally seems to have become disillusioned with the 

emotional pain of trying to achieve the expectations demanded by Intensive 

Mothering and has reacted by refusing to comply saying; “I decided that the girls 

would prefer to be happy in a mess than walking on eggshells around their ranting 

exhausted mother.” 

In this chapter I have considered the data from The Plastic Ceiling Project in 

relation to the three principles of Intensive Mothering as identified by Hays 

(1996), those of essentialism, sacrifice and vocation.  I believe that there is much 

evidence to suggest that these fundamental aspects of this dominant mothering 

ideology have, on some level, been internalised by the mothers in the research, 

and also that the failure to reconcile these ideological demands with real-life 

mothering whilst simultaneously working and studying, is a direct source of the 

emotional pain that they feel.   

Much of this process may be subconscious and this would be interesting ground 

for further research.  However, even in cases where mothers were showing 

evidence of consciously acknowledging some level of cultural manipulation and 

were choosing not to comply with the requirements of Intensive Mothering, all 

showed that they were clearly aware not only of the expectations of essentialism, 

sacrifice and vocation but of clear and direct links between these principles and 

the concept of the “good” mother. 

  



233 
 

CHAPTER 6 

How Successful was the Plastic Ceiling Project? 

In the introduction to this research, I listed the following intentions for developing 

The Plastic Ceiling Project: 

• To make the “unseen” (hidden) pain of mothers that work and study, 

“seen” with the specific intention of revealing oppression. 

• To find a way to promote an empathetic understanding of the way in which 

a certain group of people (mothers that work and study) experience their 

worlds. 

• To develop new opportunities for communication, protest and campaign. 

In this final chapter I will first consider whether these aims can be regarded as 

having been fully achieved.  I will then consider how effective the methodology 

was in supporting these intentions.  Finally, I will evaluate The Plastic Ceiling 

Project in terms of how true it was to its feminist aims. 
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How Well Did the Plastic Ceiling Project Achieve Its Specified 

Intentions? 

Intention One: To Make the “Unseen” (Hidden) Pain “Seen” 

The first aim of The Plastic Ceiling Project was to make the “unseen” and (hidden) 

experiences of the participants “seen”.  This was a fundamental intention because 

I believed that the concealed nature of mothers’ experiences contributed greatly 

to their oppression and thus to their pain.  In revealing their experiences and 

making them “seen”, I believed that they would no longer be a secret source of 

shame but that they could be brought out into the open to be expressed, 

compared and contrasted, explored, untangled, clarified and gradually to be 

understood. 

One of the main acknowledgements to make about the project is that its findings 

can not be regarded as generalisable outside this small group of British, well-

educated, aspirational working mothers.  I have argued that the project is 

nevertheless valuable in highlighting the experiences of a very particular group of 

women as this can nevertheless promote understanding through contrast and 

comparison and can also add to a growing body of knowledge about the 

challenges of mothering. Having acknowledged its small-scale nature, I believe 

that the project worked well in terms both of revealing the “unseen” and (hidden) 

experiences of the participants, and also in giving insight into why these 

experiences might be unseen and more concerningly hidden.  For me this was its 

biggest success. 
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Before the project, I had believed that women’s experiences were largely 

“unseen” due to their domestic nature and because women were subject to a lack 

of volubility.  I had not really appreciated how much of their experience was 

either intentionally or subconsciously hidden by mothers and why this might be.  

Although I have been able to consider why mothers might conceal experiences to 

some extent and to draw broad conclusions that this was generally to protect 

themselves and others in the discussion here, I feel that this unanticipated aspect 

of the research will be absolutely fundamental in further understanding mothers’ 

pain in terms of cultural oppression.  Subsequently I would like this to be the 

focus of my next research project. 
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Intention Two: To Find a Way to Promote Empathetic Understanding 

The second aim of The Plastic Ceiling Project was to promote empathetic 

understanding.  In some of the discussion work, conferences and exhibitions that I 

have done around this research, I have encountered resistance to the painful 

experiences of mothers that work and study and in almost every case this has 

been due to a lack of understanding leading to a lack of empathy. 

Leurs, 2017 has argued that those critiquing an ethics of care approach as merely 

validating the perspective of Western, white, middle-class feminists are right 

insofar as (usually privileged) researchers get to decide who receives this care 

excluding certain bodies and voices (Morrow et al, 2015). In The Plastic Ceiling 

Project I argue that this issue is reduced as the project aims to focus on a narrow 

demographic right from the outset and does not claim to include other 

perspectives.  

One example that I have frequently encountered has come generally from men 

who believed that as liberated, forward thinking fathers that negotiated with 

their partners and took their fair share in raising their children they faced the 

same challenges as mothers and that to take a gendered approach to the 

emotional pain of mothers was wrong or sexist.  Having completed The Plastic 

Ceiling Project I have certainly become more aware of cultural and societal 

pressures imposed on fathers that may well result in deep emotional pain as they 

too struggle to reconcile societal expectations with real lived experiences.  This is 

something that I would hope to research in the future.  However, I strongly 

maintain that the cultural expectations around the “good” mother ideology are 

markedly different for women and thus, deserve their own forum. 
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Another regular criticism has been that I have excluded certain people from the 

research; men, women without children and women with children who did not 

work and study have also claimed their own stories.  I absolutely acknowledge 

that their stories are equally valuable and should be developed and added to the 

narrative as marginalisation can happen in many ways and is not my intention as 

a researcher.   

In a recent blogpost which quickly went viral jessicapsych addressed this point 

well, in response to her own PhD research, coining the term “whataboutery” 

which she defined as the phenomena of “responding to a difficult issue or 

question with a counter issue or question that derails the conversation”.  In other 

words, just because those questions are valuable doesn’t mean that this research 

question is less so. I do argue that this research is (auto)ethnographic and is 

limited by its parameters and so other voices have been excluded not because I 

don’t view them as worthwhile in their own right, but simply because this project 

is about mothers who like me have to manage responsibilities for work and study. 

I feel that the overall the project has done a good job in terms of promoting 

empathetic understanding of lived experiences.  I have received lots of feedback 

both from women who have wanted to better understand their own experiences 

of balancing mothering with other responsibilities through the experiences of 

others and also from people who have said that they weren’t aware previously of 

these issues.   

One father for example came up at the end of a recent presentation and said that 

he had had “no idea” and that the presentation had really made him think about 

his wife’s situation which he said, he had mistakenly assumed to be the same as 
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his own.  He stated that he had come to the presentation ready to voice criticism 

of its gendered stance during the Q&A at the end but that what he had heard had 

changed his mind on this and that he was now fully supportive of the research.   

A woman approached me after my presentation at the Tate to say that she had no 

children out of choice but felt that she would offer up more support and empathy 

to her friends with children having read some of the comments as she had 

previously had little understanding of their perspective.  Another woman who 

was now a grandmother said that she had never really appreciated these issues 

from a modern-day perspective and that she felt that having heard some of the 

stories she felt much more empathy for her daughter-in-law and the way that she 

was trying to mother her grandchildren. 

There have been several blogposts that relate to the promotion of empathetic 

understanding of the “good” mother ideology for example Jane wrote; “Well 

done Sarah and contributors for the meltdown of this ridiculous myth of woman-

ness & thank goodness we don't have to act like dolls or puppets on a string! xxx” 

I too have developed more empathy for others’ situations.  For example, I felt a 

lot of empathy with the story of the charity cake sale.  I like to bake when I have 

time and can do it with love but being pressurised into something that I regard as 

an act of nurture because of someone else’s agenda, usually at short notice and at 

a time that is usually inconvenient is likely to have me seething with resentment.  

Viv though talked about how she loved to bake and relished the precious few 

moments when she could feel like a “good” mother, sharing time and making 

memories with her own children.  In this way I have learned that not everyone 

sees them like me and to be more empathetic myself. 
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Again, another aspect of criticism can be related to the generalisability of the 

data.  Although I have been able to highlight individual women’s stories in my 

work, women are not all the same and do not experience the same things and so 

how much validity is there in the research?  I would agree to a point.  Feminist 

research cannot be seen to homogenise the female experience and that would 

not be a worthy research aim.  However, researchers such as Jain (2014), Ng 

(2014) and Gilmore and Kenny (2015) have all argued that the individual stories 

that are fundamental to autoethnographic research are valuable in themselves as 

they help us to understand our own experiences and those of others by allowing 

us to compare and contrast drawing similarities and noticing differences. 

Whilst I feel that The Plastic Ceiling Project did a good job of promoting 

understanding given its size, it was nevertheless a small-scale project, and this will 

certainly be a limitation.  It may have promoted empathy amongst those that 

have encountered it but that is a limited number of people. 
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Intention Three: To Develop New Opportunities for Communication, Protest and 

Campaign 

The final aim of The Plastic Ceiling Project was to create opportunities for 

communication and thus protest and campaign.  It was my hope that by building 

communities of practice and developing a platform for the co-construction of 

knowledge opportunities would be created for concerted action. 

In terms of community this certainly happened on a small-scale as members 

began to form relationships and enjoyed communicating and sharing ideas.  I was 

also invited to speak at several women’s group and toa group of holistic 

counsellors who were interested in my research as a way of informing their 

knowledge about the experiences of mothers.  However, I also feel that this aim 

wasn’t really fulfilled due to the small-scale nature of the research and the 

magnitude of the issues dealt with and other than in increased awareness that 

may potentially have led to individuals changing their perspective and their 

actions in response and though this in itself is valuable, there hasn’t been much 

evidence of protest or campaign. 

I do feel though that the methodology could be used powerfully on a larger scale 

and translated to different secanrios and with access to more participants the last 

research aim could be more fully realised.  One of the most memorable occasions 

from the project was the opportunity to be part of the exhibition From Mittens to 

Barbies part of an International Arts-Based Education Research (ABER) project 

which took place at Tate Liverpool earlier this year.  The nature of the images 

meant that anybody who viewed the images was able to bring some experience 

to bear and to relate to them in some way.  In these terms, I felt that they were 
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very inclusive in a way that couldn’t be reproduced non-visually and could 

therefore be used on a larger scale to bring groups of people together just as 

successfully as they had on a smaller scale in The Plastic Ceiling Project 
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How Effective was the Methodology in Achieving Those Intentions? 

I absolutely believe that the methodology of The Plastic Ceiling Project was 

fundamental to the rich data that was collected.   In researching a subject such as 

emotional pain there is an inherent problem in that partcipants may just prefer 

“not to go there” due to the upsetting nature of the subject matter.  The humour 

in the images, particularly with the use of Barbie meant that the sting was taken 

out of the pain and participants were given “a way in” which might not have been 

achievable otherwise. 

There was often lots of humour both in the comments made on the blog but also 

during face to face discussion of the project.  I believe that at times the laughter 

also enabled more difficult emotions to be expressed healthily.  In one very 

memorable and moving presentation made at the ECER conference, the usual 

laughter at some of the images gave way to intense emotion as one academic 

broke down in tears (followed by several others) as they reflected on their 

children and the emotional pain that they felt due to their physical separation.  

This led to academics, mothers who were previously unknown to one another and 

from different countries, joining together in an impromptu group hug to show 

mutual empathy and support. 

It was during these moments that I felt that the methodology, was really 

powerfully exposing the hidden pain of working/studying mothers, revealing that 

which was hidden and creating a situation which forced greater questioning and 

interrogation of why this should be. 
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The very visual nature of the research meant that people who visited the 

exhibition were immediately able to join in with the research and were 

encouraged to respond to the images by writing comments on large post-it notes.  

As shown above many visitors wanted to respond to this challenge.  Because the 

exhibition took place during the week, many of the visitors weren’t 

working/studying mums but they still reacted to the images in other ways.  I 

found this very encouraging in demonstrating that the methodology could be 

adapted to different types of research. 
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In the image above for example, I was able to succesfuly apply the methodology 

to groups of school children who were challenged to use the Barbie dolls to create 

scenarios that depicted incidents relating to their relationships with their own 

mothers, then to photograph them.  It was interesting to see the research from a 

different persective (that of the child).  In the example above, the children were 

recreating a scenario where they had wanted some of their mothers’ attention 

but, felt that their mothers were “too busy” with work to be able to give it to 

them. 
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In the following image a visitor to the exhibition used the Barbie dolls provided to 

create a scenario which depicted her situation as a career woman considering 

whether she should have children of her own.  In the image she depicted herself 

spending the weekends working on writing papers (something that she said that 

she loved) whilst her sisters spent time with their families and children.  She spent 

quite a long time talking emotionally about the decision that she felt was 

“pressing” as she was nearly forty saying that she was in a “happy place” with 

work and had no wish to jeopardise this but also wanted to have children of her 

own.  Inn this way it was clear that the methodology had a powerful effect in 

enabling particiapnts to reflect on their own situations even where they weren’t 

directly related to their own. 
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I felt that the blog was important in developing a community of practice of like 

minded mothers who needed somewhere to meet others, and this would 

correlate with the research mentioned in the discussion around loneliness which 

shows that many working/studying mothers are too busy to socialise regularly 

and thus are subject to feelings of isolation and loneliness.  At the end of the 

project there were several requests for participants to be able to “stay in touch” 

somehow and I realised that in a small way mutually supportive relationships 

were beginning to be forged between participants.  This led to me set up the 

Staffordshire Red Tent a female support and friendship group where women 

meet each month in a non-denominational, non-judgemental forum to provide 

and receive friendship, nourishment and sisterhood.  Less than a year later the 

membership is growing at 74 members with one woman recently describing it “as 

a lifeline”. 

The result that I am most proud of is the many discussions that I have been 

privileged to have had or witness with women who say that they had felt that 

they were the “only ones” in their situation.  They have said that to witness 

others feeling similar things to them has been a source of great solace and 

consolation and they have been able to really start to acknowledge their own 

feelings and to unpick why they might feel like they do.  For me too this has been 

increadibly empowering.  I no longer try to be a “good” mother to my own 

children.  Simply a “better” mother as I acknowledge that the aspirations to be a 

“good” mother that I had previously bought into were the source of great pain 

when I inevitably failed to achieve them  
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How True Was The Plastic Ceiling Project to its Feminist Aims? 

Finally, I will consider how sucessful The Plastic Ceiling Project could be regarded 

to be in terms of achieveing those five feminist aims which I felt should be central 

to its design.  In doing so I will consider each in terms and how the aims were 

realised. 

 

Aim One: Focus on Honouring Participant’s Individual Stories within the Research 

I believe that the participants’ stories really were fundamental to The Plastic 

Ceiling Project as they formed the basis for the images to be created as well as 

eliciting further stories in response to the images.  I very much hope that 

participants felt that their stories were honoured in the image production.  

Although there is humour in the images, it was my intention that Barbie as the 

mother was always portrayed affectionately. 

 

Aim Two: Creation of Opportunities to Raise Consciousness of Perceived 

Oppression 

I felt that The Plastic Ceiling Project did a great job of revealing and thus raising 

consciousness of areas where participants may have perceived that they felt 

oppressed.  As well as being able to actually show oppression through the 

creation of images, the methodology allowed for discussion of these issues and 

the “unseen” and (hidden) aspects of experience were brought out into the open. 
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Aim Three: Development of a Methodology that Supported the Rejection of the 

Subject and Object  

Throughout the project it was fundamental to me that knowledge was co-

produced in a way where all experiences were given value.  By making the 

methodology (auto)ethnographic I was intentionally blurring the boundaries 

between the researched and researcher to ensure that all views were respected 

as part of a community.  The participants were thus able to influence the 

production of my images and I was able to transparently acknowledge the 

influence of my own production in translating their stories.  I believe that this 

worked well in terms of co-producing the images.  was clear that the images were 

in many ways leading as they  

 

Aim Four: To Ensure a Fundamental Concern with Ethics of Care and 

Accountability 

In terms of the private blog I clearly acknowledged at the beginning of the project 

that I set it up and had the power to moderate but would only do this in cases 

where participants might need protection (such as trolling) and would not be 

commenting myself as I didn’t want to steer conversations.  In the end I never had 

to do this, and I am glad that I made the decision to keep it private as this can be a 

concern with open blogs. 

There was no pressure ever exerted to post and participants were free to post at 

a time to suit themselves.  I asked all participants to post using a pseudonym, but 

most did not.  However, when reporting comments made on the blog I have 
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changed names to ensure anonymity.  To my knowledge noone ever felt upset by 

any of the comments and the only feedback that I received was very positive. 

 

Aim Five: Explicit Intention to Empower Women, Change Power Relations and 

Inequality  

The Plastic Ceiling Project, definitely was designed with empowerment as a 

fundamental aim as the images aimed to reveal that which was both “unseen” 

and hidden thus providing opportunities to understand and promote 

empowerment.  Additionally, the blog allowed for conversation and further 

unpicking of issues raised as well as providing platform for building community 

and co-constructing knowledge.  In this way there were several opportunities to 

empower and to change power relations and inequality albeit in a small way. 

 

In conclusion I was very happy with The Plastic Ceiling Project.  I believe that on a 

small scale the project acheieved all its intentions and that it could also be 

adapted in the future to other subjects or on a larger scale.  I also feel that the 

methodology worked well, and the arts-based narrative approach was well 

aligned with the intentions of the research.  Finally, I believe that the feminist 

aims as identified as fundamental to the ethics of the project were achieved and I 

look forward to developing this methodology and continuing this research. 
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APPENDIX 3 - Abstract from ECER Presentation on The Plastic Ceiling 

Project 

Jumping Through Hoops Whilst Spinning Plates! Experiencing 

The Transition To Qualified Teacher Through The Eyes Of 

Students With Parental Responsibilities 

Author(s):Sarah Misra (presenting) 

Conference:ECER 2015, Education and Transition 

Network:10. Teacher Education Research 

Format:Symposium Paper 

Contribution 

Jumping Through Hoops Whilst Spinning Plates! Experiencing the Transition 

to Qualified Teacher Through The Eyes Of Students With Parental 

Responsibilities 

 

Since the publication of the Dearing Report in 1997, the UK government has consistently promoted 

social mobility and fairness as part of its rhetoric. Despite the drive for inclusivity in our Higher 

Education Institutions, those with parental responsibility often need to overcome considerable 

challenges in order to complete the requirements of teacher training (Brooks, 2012; Moreau & Kerner, 

2012). Amongst others, Brooks (2012) has argued that; compared with other groups of ‘non-

traditional’ students, student-parents have been given limited consideration, both in terms of policy 

intervention and of research. Trainee teachers who have parental responsibilities therefore represent a 

group who are particularly at risk of withdrawal from their chosen degree programme. The PGCE (one 

year postgraduate) route into teacher training is often a favoured path for parents as they are 

attracted by a perception that upheaval in family life and financial sacrifice will be relatively short 

term. Yet a growing body of research identifies and documents that the intensive nature and demands 

of the programme often highlights and intensifies many of the challenges faced by these trainees. This 

research aims to explore how it ‘feels’ to experience the dual roles of trainee teacher and parent and is 

emancipatory in its nature. The principle of this paper is to analyse the experiences of individuals 

during their transition into teaching by following them over the two year training period that 

encompasses both their postgraduate training year and newly qualified year. Data has been collected 

using visual representations, focus groups and interviews and aims to document individual 

experiences. It is hoped that by comparing experiences, themes will emerge which highlight particular 

barriers faced by this group of students. This will lead to a better understanding and empathy for this 

demographic so that instrumental changes can be effected in order to ultimately improve inclusivity. 
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APPENDIX 4 – CASIC Article on The Plastic Ceiling Project 

https://www.keele.ac.uk/media/keeleuniversity/ri/risocsci/casic/wo

rkingpapers/web%20content%203%20(1).pdf 

 

The Plastic Ceiling Project Using Creative Methods of Photo-elicitation and 

Social Media to Explore Shared Experiences of Working Mothers Who Study 

Sarah Misra, Staffordshire and Chester Universities 

Everyday life, particularly that which is lived out within the home has been 

described by Pink (2012) as mundane, routine and unnoticed. By contrast she has 

described activism as public and explicit arguing that a dichotomy or separation 

often exists between the two. 

The Plastic Ceiling Project aims to link these two spaces by using social media to 

offer an opportunity for women to share their everyday (private) lived 

experiences of balancing responsibilities for mothering, work and study and thus 

to (publicly) highlight participants’ collective perceived inequalities and provide a 

platform for activism.  

 

Introduction 

Since the publication of the Dearing Report in 1997, the UK Government has 

consistently promoted social mobility and fairness as part of its rhetoric. Yet as 

Brooks (2012) and others have pointed out, compared with other groups of ‘non-

traditional’ students, studentparents have been given limited consideration, both 

https://www.keele.ac.uk/media/keeleuniversity/ri/risocsci/casic/workingpapers/web%20content%203%20(1).pdf
https://www.keele.ac.uk/media/keeleuniversity/ri/risocsci/casic/workingpapers/web%20content%203%20(1).pdf
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in terms of policy intervention and research. Despite the drive for inclusivity in 

our Higher Education institutions, those with parental responsibility, particularly if 

they are also in employment, often need to overcome considerable challenges in 

order to complete the course requirements (Brooks, 2012, Moreau, and Kerner, 

2012). 

The Plastic Ceiling Project, which is the subject of the current working paper, was 

developed from research undertaken over several years and initially aimed to 

investigate and understand perceived barriers for trainee teachers who also had 

parental responsibility. 

Over time, however, participation in the project extended more generally to 

working mothers who studied. I – as leader of this project - had become 

increasingly aware from research data that although most of the issues cited were 

similarly challenging for both mothers and fathers, it was exclusively female 

participants (mothers) who described “emotional” barriers. Why this is the case 

remains unclear and will require further investigation in future research. As a 

researcher, participants’ stories of struggling to juggle study, employment and 

motherhood resonated strongly with my own circumstances and I was interested 

in developing ways of allowing for a better understanding of their situation, not 

least to find solutions to mitigate some of the likely challenges and thereby 

improve the situations of future cohorts. My intention was that my research 

should, through the building of networks and communities, facilitate 

opportunities for participants to be active in influencing social improvement 

through support, protest and campaign. 
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For many feminist theorists, everyday domestic life - particularly that which is 

played out within the home - has generally been identified as the site of much 

hidden oppression of women. The everyday, the domain where we make our 

worlds (and are made by them) has always been a fruitful area for researchers 

seeking to understand how we are defined and define ourselves culturally, 

sociologically and economically (see Moran and Tegano, 2005, Casey and 

Martens, 2007, Shove, 2007 and Pink, 2004).  

Changes in how we live those lives have resulted in the development of 

continuities between the everyday and activism, particularly in terms of the rise 

of social media which has created new potential for communication, protest and 

campaign. Following such feminist literature, the main principle of the research 

project, which is described in what follows, was to allow its participants a “public” 

space in order to explore and compare “private” everyday, lived experience. In 

this regard, it aimed to be emancipatory in nature. Participants were invited 

to express and share their feelings in terms of managing three different roles; that 

of employee, student and parent. By comparing reported experiences, themes 

emerged which highlighted particular barriers faced by participants. By discussing 

them openly here, it is hoped that I can empower participants to perceive 

commonalities, to reflect upon and possibly even resolve challenges and 

difficulties. I was not simply exploring the experiences of participants in order to 

try to “fix their problems”. 

 

  



303 
 

Overview of Methodology 

The research commenced with a series of interviews and focus groups organised 

over a oneyear period. Participants were selected from women that I knew had 

experienced the complexities of juggling work, childcare and studying. I purposely 

chose women from a range of backgrounds although many were working in 

education as this is my background and this is how I had met them. Others were 

from a variety of backgrounds and nationalities. Rawlins (2006) maintains “by 

considering intergenerational relationships it is possible to gain a greater depth of 

understanding since one can compare different versions of the same story” 

(Rawlins, 2006:42). Following Rawlins, I also chose to ask women from different 

generations as I was interested about how varied their perspectives might be, so 

ages of participants ranged from early twenties to late seventies. 

A constant theme that became apparent throughout this exploratory phase of the 

work was that although many individuals described very similar experiences, 

many of them also described themselves as being “the only one who felt like 

this”. Hence, for the main Plastic Ceiling Project, I aimed to design a methodology 

that supported an exchange and cocreation of knowledge; a dialogue which 

would enrich knowledge for mutual benefit, rather than a simple knowledge 

transfer.  

By coding existing data collected over the previous year of interviews and focus 

groups, I found that several emotions; those of guilt, shame, frustration, isolation, 

judgement, resentment and exhaustion were consistently cited by participants as 

barriers to success by female participants. As well as being regularly described 

throughout research interviews and focus groups, some participants had spoken 
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at length about the negative effect they had on their studies and had given 

examples of scenarios where these emotions typically played out in their 

everyday lives. 

In my research with all the participants, I asked them for more detail regarding 

instances where they had cited negative feelings about juggling family, work and 

study. I then used that information to create seven photographic images to depict 

the scenarios as described (one for each emotion). The images that I created were 

then privately shared with those contributors to ensure that they were happy 

with each representation. When the images were approved by participants, they 

were uploaded to a purpose-built website for The Plastic Ceiling Project 

(www.theplasticceilingproject.co.uk). This took the form of a virtual exhibition 

with invited participants being asked to comment on each image via a blog.  

Instructions regarding the nature of the comments were left deliberately vague to 

allow commentators to be able to express themselves without restriction. There 

was much deliberation regarding the level of explanation that should accompany 

the photographs and consideration of whether to present extracts from the 

interview data to describe and help contextualise the scenarios that were 

illustrated. Rose (2012) discusses this issue, differentiating between supportive 

information (where the image is displayed in addition to the research material) 

and supplemental (where photos are presented without explanation) allowing 

participants to draw their own meaning. Eventually I decided to present the 

images with a simple title obliging participants to be more active in making 

meaning. Additionally, I made a conscious decision to release the images 

separately (with one image released each night over the course of a week). I felt 
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that if I released them all together participants would be overwhelmed and would 

not contribute as fully for as Harrison (2002, p.864) has stated, 

“the idea of audience remains the most underdeveloped and problematic 

area for the visual sociologist”. 

Photo elicitation and blogs require a large amount of collaboration between the 

researcher and the participants (Liebenburg, 2009; Mannay, 2010; White et al, 

2010; Rose, 2012).  Bolton et al (2001) contend that there is often a 

communication impasse in qualitative research and Harper (1994) argues that 

photo-elicitation interviews “serve as a model of collaboration between the 

participant and the researcher with the dialogue stimulated and guided by the 

images” (p. 410). I felt that it was important not to comment on posts and lead 

the discussions but I also recognise that I had done this to a large extent by 

selecting the images and thereby framing the conversations. 

 

Why use Barbie? 

In this project I did not want to present the scenarios using real characters. This 

was for several reasons. The first was practical; I would need to find characters 

that would be prepared to pose in the images. The second was that although I 

knew I could use myself and persuade others to act as the characters, there were 

certain inherent endangerments in that these images would provide a permanent 

record of an experience that might be attributed specifically to the person rather 

than the character out of context, for example by their own children. Finally I 

wanted the images to be generalised – to represent working mothers not a 

particular working mother. 
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There has been much concern about the use of media images of women in the 

construction of dominant feminine stereotypes (see, for example, Motz, 1983, 

Owen, 2007, ThomasBanks, 2003, Urla and Swedland, 1995). This has been 

problematic with the constructed stereotype presumed to be false in opposition 

to the more truthful ‘real woman’. However, the category ‘real woman’ does not 

refer to a homogenous social grouping either and is in effect simply a different 

“kind of mechanism by which the protagonists of fiction articulate with reality” 

(Hall and Nixon, 2013, p. 342). Rogers argues that Barbie erases the category of 

woman by being hyper-feminine or emphatically feminine; she reveals nothing 

about real women existing as an “unbound signifier” (Rogers, 1999:112) with 

Tofoletti categorizing Barbie as a “posthuman prototype…who embodies the 

potential for identity to be mutable and unfixed” (Tofoletti, 2007:59). In other 

words, she is literally and metaphorically plastic; she can be who you want her to 

be. 

Although (or because) Barbie has been decried as an anti-feminist icon, the list of 

artists who have used Barbie and what she represented for them in their work, is 

long and includes Andy Warhol, Mariel Clayton, Peter Max, Kenny Scharf, Peter 

Engelhardt and many others. Botz-Bornstein (2012) has stated that what is 

striking is that Barbie’s frozen smile persists and describes her as; “an optimistic, 

positive spirit that is neither against nor in favour of progressive feminism or 

conservative motherhood values but simply exists beyond both” (p. 36). Many 

mothers reported to me that they hid feelings of being under pressure from their 

children, adopting a fixed smile just like Barbie. This observation, drawing from 

the long history of artistic engagement with Barbies, convinced me that this was a 

point worth investigating further. Using Barbies as the characters in my project 
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also solved several issues. Firstly, the characters were easy to procure and 

manipulate. Secondly, Barbie was able to represent the feminine and as such 

‘every woman’. Thirdly, I felt that subverting my overtly feminist research with an 

anti-feminist icon gave the project some humour and made it more appealing and 

enjoyable for the participants. This was important, I felt, as the subject matter of 

the project was serious and could have been rather intense for participants. 

 

The Role of Photo Elicitation 

By using photographic data, the aim was to represent the everyday. Although it is 

where we live, it remains elusive, as it is dynamic and constantly shifting and may 

be experienced differently by each individual and even by the same individual at 

different times. The challenge then, was to find a methodology that had the 

ability to capture these organic events and make sense of them. Images are 

everywhere in today’s world, inseparable from our identities and narratives, with 

Schroeder (2003) describing the camera lens as a defining technology of our age. 

Visual methodologies are becoming increasingly popular in social research 

practice (Schneider and Wright, 2013; Pink, 2009), due to a recognition of their 

potential to promote empathetic understanding of the ways in which other 

people experience their worlds (Pink, 2007; Rose, 2010; Mannay, 2013). Van 

Auken et al (2010) have also argued that, in an era where people understand their 

world more and more through images, using visual representations as stimuli for 

reflection would appear to be a logical development in social science research. 

Photo elicitation is described by Harper (2002) as “the simple idea of inserting a 

photograph into a research interview” and involves using photos (either created 
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by the subjects or the researcher) to elicit comments. Its main purpose is in 

analysing how participants respond to the images attributing social meaning or 

personal values. Advocates have found that the meanings and emotions elicited 

often differ from those obtained through traditional verbal methods. According to 

Banks (2001) one important characteristic is that rather than using found images, 

photo elicitation creates images as part of the research project. They are not then 

an image of something already described in the text but are used actively in the 

research process (Banks, 2001; Rose, 2012).  

Tinkler (2013) has argued that images can be integral to research in three ways; 

by generating visual data, as a tool for generating data and as an aide memoir to 

be incorporated into the research. In this instance the images needed to both 

generate visual data (as they were a representation of the scenarios described in 

the interviews) and also become a tool for generating further data. For me, it was 

important that the images were a primary data source and formed an integral 

part of the project design, facilitating an active process of seeking meanings and 

revealing understanding - rather than just a visual image to illustrate 

understanding arrived at through other means (Bolton et al 2001; Drew, 2010). 

 

The Role of the Blog 

If the images presented allowed participants to share experiences, the blog 

allowed them to discuss them, giving them the chance to communicate and 

establish communities of their own. Davies (2011) contends that the internet is 

embedded in lived experiences and is now fundamental to the way that “real-life” 

is negotiated, experienced, constructed and reshaped.  Harricharana and Bhopal 
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(2013) note that some researchers have advocated the use of private group blogs 

as a replacement for more traditional qualitative research methods. Unlike many 

other social research approaches, one particular advantage of a blog is that it 

enables and encourages rich reflection because the contributors have to put their 

thoughts into writing which gives them time to reflect deeply on their experiences 

(Scott and Morrison, 2006; Buckingham, 2009).  

Once the blog went live it was available to participants throughout the seven days 

of the online exhibition and, from the dates and times on the posts, it was evident 

that participants returned to posts over time. Unlike a focus group or interview, 

participants were free to comment at a time that was convenient 

to them.   

This was particularly useful for the participants who were time-poor and also for 

overseas participants such as those from the USA who were working in a different 

time zone.  Although participants could contribute to a blog at the times that 

suited them, it was also acknowledged that reflecting on an image and writing a 

post may have taken a lot of time as participants may have perfected the post 

before sharing it with others. It may potentially have also created a sense of 

insecurity as it may have been difficult for participants to put their thoughts ‘out 

there’ for feedback and possibly criticism. Not all participants felt comfortable 

contributing to the blog. This is an area worthy of further consideration in its own 

right, although it is not the aim of the current paper. 
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Results: Understanding the Specific Power of Visual Images 

The principle aim of The Plastic Ceiling Project was to develop a methodology that 

allowed for the creation of a “space” that facilitated discussion and 

communication of participants’ shared experiences of juggling the three roles of 

motherhood, employment and study. The data that was produced were plentiful 

and even richer than I had hoped. I felt that the methods used provided certain 

opportunities not necessarily afforded by other methods. 

These are discussed in this section. 

Photographic images have been widely valued for their ability to carry a lot of 

information including the sensory element of an experience (Grady, 2004; 

Latham, 2004; Tinkler, 2013). Although Tinkler has debated whether this can be 

done more effectively with images than words, my experience throughout this 

project has been that asking participants to explain and elaborate on given images 

is an opportunity to gain different insights than those provided by other research 

methods.  

Banks (2001) argues that traditionally, art therapists have referred to a diagnostic 

manual to give an insight into what a patient’s artwork actually means. Today 

they would be more likely to use the image as a starting point to stimulate 

discussion. The most important part of the process, then, is what the participant 

interprets from the image. It is worth noting that there is also a debate around 

formal aspects of the visual materials such as perspective, composition and 

lighting. These can be conscious or unconscious decisions on the part of the 

maker but they carry the potential for effect upon the viewer. In her visual 

research around women and their relationships with children, for example, 
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Steiger (1995) states how she felt it was vital to consider every technical decision, 

arguing that the use of lighting, for example, had major implications for the detail 

captured and the interaction portrayed. 

In one image I spent a long time trying to get the lighting correct as I wanted to 

portray an image of someone working late into the night. I intended this to be 

read by the viewer and manipulated the image to ensure that this was part of the 

internal narrative. As with all social research the researcher is not a neutral 

observer. Rose contends that; a non-reflexive researcher does not acknowledge 

that the visual data they generate is inevitably shaped by their subjectivity and 

photographic practice” (Rose, 2012:13). 

Despite such attempts to vary the effects conveyed in the images, I had to make 

several readjustments in terms of developing realistic expectations for my own 

technical and artistic abilities. In the first place, I had decided to create dioramas 

to represent the scenarios and was inspired greatly by the work of Mariel Clayton 

(who depicts Barbie within dioramas) and Dina Goldstein (who replicated 

scenarios using humans as Barbie Dolls). In the end this wasn’t realistic in terms of 

time or money or in terms of skill. I eventually found inspiration in the work of 

artists such as Brian McCarty and Mike Stimpson who make the toys the focus 

and simplify the background. This was the most pragmatic solution and I was able 

to purchase props for the characters and photograph them in situ using a variety 

of softened backgrounds. 
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Advantages of the Methodology as Empowering and Enabling 

Pink (2007) and Van Auken (2010) contend that visual methodologies are 

enabling, not only because they capture the everyday more effectively but 

because they can be used to invoke life as it is lived. Buckingham (2009), 

Gauntlett and Holzwarth (2006) expand on this by contending that visual methods 

give participants a “different way in” and allow them to overcome the rational, 

logo-centric tendencies required by verbalisation in order to access regions in the 

brain that are evolutionarily and developmentally older, broadening the scope of 

data access and offering insights into authentic information that are less self-

conscious and more complex and insightful. One participant commenting on the 

image below for example stated; 

Major frustration! Like being torn in multiple directions, but just wanting to 

be with my son, taking the time to play, read, listen to him, chilling out etc. 

At one point, I was working full time in a job I hated, doing my MA, and 

being a single parent. I sometimes question what that was all about. What 

was I trying to prove? And to who? Why didn't I just chill out and do all 

those nice things? Oh yes - Money!! 

The participant here talks about her feelings as invoked by the image rather than 

the image itself. 

Photo elicitation has successfully been used in a range of studies within 

marginalised communities as it encourages the empowerment of participants, 

emphasising a clear and central role and allowing them to become the “expert” in 

the interview (Joanou, 2009; Packard, 2008; Rose 2012). Traditionally, researchers 

have held the dominant role, but in recent years there has been a growing 
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emphasis on collaborative production and the participant’s role in the creation of 

images (Samuels, 2007).  

This is also beneficial in that all contributors can cultivate a sense of involvement 

which may be empowering and this may give a voice to those that might not 

otherwise be heard. Supporters of photo elicitation also argue that it may also 

allow participants to confront difficult emotions. Guillemin and Westall (2008) 

give the example of women who participated in research on postnatal depression 

and used images to express a sense of vulnerability that they could not put into 

words. One participant for instance commented; 

More important to me than feelings of guilt was my sense of feeling jealous 

of the care-givers who got to spend time with our previous daughter!! She 

was the only one of the ten babies we conceived who survived to term. The 

others died in my womb. I just wanted to have the fun of watching her 

grow. 

Yet the question remains as to whether such data is necessarily more “truthful” 

than data gathered using more traditional qualitative approaches. Buckingham 

(2009) argues that all research creates positions from which it is possible to 

construct an identity of oneself or to present oneself as you would like to be seen 

by others. It was interesting to see that as relationships on the blog developed, 

participants often used humour. In response to the idea of multi-tasking for 

example, Eve says; 

I think this applies to all people who care enough about what they are 

doing. We are our own worst enemy sometimes by setting our own high 

expectations because we don't want to fail at anything. I was told once by 
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someone that they like to do one thing at a time, but do it very well. This 

was, of course, a man! 

Prosser and Schwartz (1998) claim that this method is also useful in exploring a 

participant’s beliefs and attitudes by triggering supressed memories and 

understanding of social systems through the evocative power of images and 

context-specific photographs. One of the participants who was a working mother 

and is now a retired grandmother, for example, told me that “this takes me back 

I’d forgotten how hard it all is”. 

Bignante (2010) makes the point that visual methods can be useful in challenging 

the difficulty that the researcher may (unconsciously) seek specific pre-conceived 

replies from contributors. An image mitigates this, particularly with little 

prompting. Flower (2008) states that visual images are more accessible and 

regarded as less intimidating by the participant stating that “when town and 

gown try to work together, the gown possess the dominant discourse and 

typically assume that their language, concepts and forms of argument are the 

most effective for understanding these problems and should be learned and used 

by everyone else” (Flower, 2008: 102). 

Also valuable in this context is the idea that images can portray the intimate 

dimensions of the social family or workplace and as such may be helpful in 

exploring everyday, taken-forgranted experiences and allowing participants to 

reflect on their mundane activities by providing distance from something that 

they are usually immersed in. Images provide the space to consider, articulate 

and make explicit that which is normally implicit (Liebenberg, 2009; Mannay, 

2013; Rose; 2012). This is demonstrated in a participant’s reflection on the 
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Development of Empathy and Understanding 

Fundamentally, blogs are designed to be interactive (Warlick, 2007) and give 

participants the opportunity to meet virtually and interact with one another; 

learning about other people and their experiences while being able to share their 

own thoughts, feelings and experiences and receive feedback. It was important to 

me to have a forum where participants were able to interact and possibly 

influence the feelings and behaviours of other contributors as I believe that a 

sharing of experiences could and should promote understanding and build 

empathy between communities of people. For example, one of the participants, 

who now has grown up children commented; “I’d forgotten how hard all this 

was!” 

A really valuable aspect of this research project was in its inclusivity. As the 

images led the conversations, many people felt that they were “expert” enough 

to comment. Several contributors who came from non-academic backgrounds 

said that they were pleasantly surprised as they had felt that they had something 

useful to say. Some expressed concerns that they may have felt intimidated by 

others in face to face situations and that the blog mitigated this. This 

methodology was not only empowering, then, but also created empathy with one 

participant noting “we may come from all walks of life but first and foremost we 

are mothers and love our children before anything else”. 

As the week passed it was interesting to note that participants began to comment 

on each other’s posts. Commenting on the image above for example, Val made a 

comment at 12.11pm arguing that non-members of the school run can also feel 

isolated by not having children. Maggie at 12.38pm responded; “Well said Val. I 
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agree that isolation comes from 'clubs' where you are either in or out and the 

baby club is the biggest!” with a further comment directed to Maggie from Elaine 

at 3.24pm; “Living up to other people’s expectations re the number of children in 

the family is a difficult one Maggie. My favourite one is the open mouthed 

incredulity on people’s faces when I tell them I have six children”. 

I noted that certain participants admitted that they had begun to see situations 

from different perspectives such as Viv on Thursday’s post “The Charity Cake Sale 

(judgement)”, who initially commented at 9.59am; “I love baking so this is the 

perfect justification of me allowing myself time to play and my children love 

helping out!” and then returned to the conversation the next day at 8.33am; “Just 

looking back over these comments, so many people seeing it as a competition. 

This did not enter my head at all!” Pink (2007, p.235) 

 

Building Communities and Support Networks 

For Philo (2014), selecting groups of people to become audiences reflects a 

commitment to the belief that meanings are socially and culturally produced, 

rejecting an idea of the audience being a collection of distinct, unique individuals 

and instead arguing that social interaction mediates a collective understanding of 

specific issues. During the project, I noticed that the first commentary each day 

often set the tone of successive posts. 

However, there were also many instances of participants disagreeing with others 

for example, commenting on the image below Suzanne writes; “Trust me to read 

this differently to everyone else! My resentment comes in the form that my ex 

never has the girls overnight!” 
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Blogs can also inspire feelings of community among group members making it 

easier for participants to lose their inhibitions (Gumbrecht, 2004; Hookway, 

2008). At the end of the project for example, Lydia commented; “Really enjoyed 

reading all the comments and I feel as if I joined a group of like-minded people for 

a week”. There were also many examples of participants providing support to one 

another. This can be seen where Suzanne commented on the image: “Am I Doing 

This Well Enough?” 

“This is a big one for me. I very often feel shame that I'm not doing a good 

enough job. Especially if I haven't handled something very well. My ex said I 

always over-complicate things. Probably because I'm always trying to think 

ahead and not just dealing with the thing at the time. I worry a lot!” 

 

A Word on Ethical Considerations 

I have tried to conduct this research as ethically as possible but I am also aware 

that using a blog to create data does raise important ethical issues. At the outset, 

all participants were contacted separately with an email explaining the project, 

directing them to the website and asking them to contact me (providing written 

consent) if they would like to be involved. 

Prosser (2008) discusses the importance for all participants and researchers to 

agree on ethical principles and practices in image-based research. Following 

Prosser, participants were all made aware that the website was public and may 

possibly be viewed by others outside of the project and all knew that data would 

form part of this working paper. It was also made clear that there was no pressure 

to post every day or at all. There were different levels of engagement. Many 
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participants did post regularly, some just posted on certain days, perhaps because 

they related more to the topic and some read posts and didn’t comment. One 

participant told me that she had used the daily images as the foundation for 

lunchtime discussions with colleagues and all had looked forward to the topic 

each day although she never actually commented on the posts. 

An inevitable objective of using a blog is to make the private public. In this case 

there were no obviously vulnerable participants, women were willing to take part 

with some even asking to be invited in, yet I am aware that despite making it as 

clear as possible that there was no pressure to contribute, people may have 

wanted to ‘please’ me as they enjoyed the project and wanted to make it 

successful. For example, I received several emails along the lines of, “have just 

posted; hope this is what you want”. I would also admit to concern about privacy, 

anonymity and confidentiality with certain participants revealing very private 

aspects of their experiences. The anonymity provided by the Internet has also 

been shown in some studies to reduce anxieties about feeling judged and can 

increase self-disclosure motivating deeper introspection and reflection (Joinson, 

2001; Bargh, McKenna and 

Fitzsimons, 2002; Tidwell and Walther, 2002). However, an important aspect in 

most academic research is the participant’s right to withdraw from the project. 

When using a blog it is certainly possible to decide not to contribute anymore but 

it is not possible to withdraw a comment once it is posted. If a participant were to 

regret sharing a private matter publicly there is no way to delete that comment 

and it is likely to remain in the public sphere indefinitely. 
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Mann and Stewart (2000) found that anonymous online contributions had the 

potential to create richer and deeper thought than face-to-face conversations and 

yet divulging personal information in any forum can make participants feel 

vulnerable, as highlighted by Vicky who in responding to the post “Working Late 

(Exhaustion)” wrote, “I have not read the other comments before writing mine - 

but I am aware that my words will be exposed - that makes me slightly vulnerable 

as I am letting strangers into my world”.  

I was careful to make all participants aware that they were to use a pseudonym. 

For example, one participant who shared her feelings of guilt because her 

daughter was below age-related expectations at school signed herself as “X”, 

another asked to be known as “Clemmie”. However, several participants used 

their own names. One told me that she valued the chance to be frank and honest 

about her feelings and experiences and for her this involved “owning” the posts 

by giving her real name. Asking participants to reflect on certain images must 

have invariably shaped the responses so it was also important for me to 

acknowledge my own position as a working, studying parent. As Pink (2012) 

contends, researchers are always part of the worlds and lives that they are 

researching. Ethics around new and creative methods of qualitative research are 

constantly evolving and it is my intention that this will be the next focus in my 

research. 

 

Conclusion 

Using creative methodologies can yield highly applicable, rich data and can 

energise and empower participants. Several contributors in this project who came 
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from non-academic backgrounds said that they were pleasantly surprised as they 

had felt that they had something useful to say, whilst a colleague from an 

academic background said that she could see a deep value in shared 

conversations around these images and had enjoyed the light-hearted nature of 

the images. 

I have discovered a real pleasure in exploring both photo elicitation and blogging 

as creative methods of data production and collection. Perhaps this comes from 

my own personal interests in photography and social media sites. I feel that I have 

been able to capture aspects of the everyday lives of many women and this has 

been borne out by the responses of the participants. The use of social media has 

been an exciting way to stimulate debate, promote understanding of emotional 

barriers as perceived by many women, to capture data and to bring people 

together (albeit in a virtual environment) who would not normally be able to 

share a physical space. Thus, a key finding of this project has been that such 

methods create a bridge between the everyday lived experience and 

opportunities for activism, giving participants a chance to share, discuss and co-

create knowledge. 

Creative approaches offer possibilities that other methods do not. They can prove 

to be more enjoyable and engaging than many traditional methods of qualitative 

research. Feedback from participants suggested that they loved being involved in 

the project and were keen to repeat the experience. But I would contest the idea 

that creative methods such as those drawn on here provide more accurate data in 

terms of cultural beliefs and attitudes. Like other methods they have limitations 

and all data needs to be understood and analysed within the very specific context 
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that it is collected. In the future I would strongly consider combining these types 

of creative methods with other, more traditional, methods of data collection such 

as surveys or interview.  More research into the possibilities of taking such a 

blended approach is now required.  
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APPENDIX 5 - Reflections on EdD Professional Learning 

 

Module 1 PR7001 Research Methods for Professional Practice (8,000 words) 

This module considered different approaches to research. 

The assignment brief was as follows:  

A Critically Informed Essay with a Small-Scale Enquiry Emerging from Professional 

Practice.   

Part One: A Critically Informed Discussion of the Philosophy and Theory of 

Suggested Methodological Paradigms Appropriate to a Given Research Question 

Arising from Practice.   

Part Two: A Research Report on the Application of Selected Methodologies to a 

Small-Scale Enquiry within a Practice / Professional Setting. 

 

I chose to consider challenges that might face “non-traditional” students 

(students with parental responsibilities) undertaking PGCE (postgraduate teacher 

training courses) at my own institution.  In part one I discussed the paradigm of 

emancipatory research and its relationship with feminist research.  In part two I 

discussed feminist issues of patriarchal constructions and how these could be 

seen to affect and influence those who were juggling roles as both parents and 

students. 

 

Module 2 PR7002 Social Theory and Education: Key Issues and Debates (8,000 

words) 

This module introduced key social theorist and considered their work 
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In this assignment I focused on the writings of Foucault and considered how some 

of the challenges faced by “non-traditional” students (those with parental 

responsibilities) might be reconsidered in response to Foucault’s ideas about 

power and how these ideas challenge traditional notions of patriarchy.   

 

Module 3 PR7005 Creativity in Practice (8,000 words) 

This module looked at creative approaches to carrying out research. 

This assignment was in two parts.  For the first creative element I undertook my 

first online exhibition of digital photographs with a blog.  This was my first 

attempt at a methodology that combined photo-elicitation and blog in order to 

capture the emotional experiences of participants.  I took stories of mothers that 

worked and studied and used them to create seven images (one for each 

emotion) then used the images to create an online exhibition entitled “The Seven 

Sins of Working Mothers”.  In the second element I unpicked the methodology 

and examined it more closely in terms of the creative process, the practical issues 

and how effective it was in terms of its aims. 

 

Module 4 PR7003 Policy Analysis for Integrated Services (8,000 words) 

This module considered how policy could be interpreted and its effect on 

institutions. 

The assignment brief was as follows: 

Critically Assess the Impact of Policy on Practice in a Multi-Professional 

Environment 

In this assignment I chose to consider how recent policy around making parental 

leave more equitable in the UK could be considered unsuccessful.  I argued that 
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some of this might be down to accepted gender roles within our culture and 

compared it with similar, more successful policy in Scandinavian countries. 

 

Module 5 PR8002 Institutions, Discontinuities and Systems of Knowledge (8,000 

words) 

This module looked at how systems of knowledge were created closely 

considering ontology, epistemology, identity and discourse. 

Here I considered constructions of mothers and focused on two cultural 

formations; “the yummy mummy” and the “chav mum” to show how these are 

created, enforced in the cultural psyche and pitted against one another.  In this 

assignment I wanted to consider ideas of how, when created, these stereotypes 

could be used to cynically affect behaviours such as adhering to the social order 

and manipulating consumer activity and how these behaviours could be regarded 

as being motivated by fear of abjection. 

 

Module 6 PR8001 Thesis in Context (8,000 words) 

This module drew upon the comprehensive introduction to research approaches, 

methods and ethical issues covered so far to enable the development of design 

and methods for the final thesis topic. 

In this module I finally formulated my thesis and prepared it ready for 

presentation to the group and to possible supervisors. 

 

 


