Constructions of responsible parenting: New Labour and maternal perspectives and concerns contrasted.

Harriet Churchill

Contact: Harriet.Churchill@manchester.ac.uk
This paper will examine constructions of responsible parenting in New Labour’s policy discourses against lone mothers’ accounts of parental responsibilities and children’s needs.  Regulating and supporting parental obligations for children have been central objectives within New Labour welfare reforms, with particular constructions of responsible parenting as consisting of obligations for labour market participation and facilitating children’s educational, health and social behaviour development (alongside investments in enabling good parenting via expanded public services).  This paper recognises some tensions between these policy objectives, and contrasts policy and maternal accounts of responsible parenting which reveals some mutual concerns but also important differences in how parental responsibilities are defined, practiced and resourced.  While policy and maternal accounts revealed similar commitments to parental responsibility for children’s welfare, maternal perspectives deliberate issues of care as fixed obligations versus care as everyday responsiveness, maternal welfare, the appropriate relationship between paid work and mothering, children’s needs as children versus their needs for future adulthood, the complexity of responding to children’s diverse and competing needs, children’s capabilities for agency and parenting capabilities.  In conclusion the paper commends New Labour’s objectives for supporting parents and improving children’s outcomes, but expresses concerns that aspects of public regulation and support for parenting could be re-thought with more attention paid to maternal concerns and issues of cultural diversity and social inequality.  

