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“The most obvious consequence of the declining birth rate is the increase of single-child families. To this unnatural and, dare I say, unhealthy situation, add divorce, consumerism and peer-group pressure and the result is an awful lot of spoilt brats”. 

This quotation from an article in The Independent by the respected journalist, Sue Arnold, is characteristic of a public anxiety about what the ‘single-child family’ appears to represent. Many child-rearing experts assume that the decline in average family size, since the post-war period, must necessarily result in an increase in only children. And like Arnold they express alarm about the consequences of this apparent phenomenon, both in terms of the behaviour of children brought up without siblings and the correlation with other social problems. Yet official statistics do not show an increase in single child families. Many parents who have just the one child have not had the prerogative of reproductive choice. And regardless of whether they have chosen or not chosen to limit their family to one child, this recent study shows them to be most committed to their parental duties and concerned not to create a ‘spoilt brat’. 

In this paper I will comment on public assumptions about single child families and then review my findings of a qualitative study of British mothers who have just the one child. I will include what these parents had to say about issues of maternal employment, relationships with other mothers and bringing up an only child. This insight into contemporary parenting provides a clear demonstration of what makes parents feel paranoid, in keeping with critical analysis of the contemporary culture of intensive parenting. It also demonstrates a glaring discrepancy between public assumptions and private lived realities. 

