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Mams, moms, mums: lone mothers’ accounts of management
strategies
Madeleine Leonard and Grace Kelly

School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work, Queen’s University, Belfast, UK

ABSTRACT
Management strategies are typically associated with economic
goals and neglect how women’s daily lives incorporate non-
economic goals. To illustrate this point, the paper draws on the
narratives of 32 lone mothers who have to confront various
constraints in terms of how they manage the resources at their
disposal paying particular attention to how their subjective
accounts impact on their conceptions of the mothering role.
Mothers continually strive to make decisions based on how they
consider, negotiate and balance economic and non-economic
responsibilities. Based on the women’s narratives, the women
were categorised into three core groups: MAMs (mothers actively
managing), MOMs (mothers only managing) and MUMs (mothers
under managing). This typology is used to identify and explore
factors that enable women to counter constraints, intensify
agency and thereby enhance their ability to make decisions they
believe are right for them and their families. In the process, the
women demonstrate how they perceive motherhood and how
their subjective evaluations of their ability/inability to match their
expectations are fundamental to their sense of well-being in
terms of managing everyday life.
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Introduction

The concept of strategy is increasingly employed to describe how decisions made by indi-
viduals and households form part of an overall strategy. A number of terms have been in
common usage such as household strategies, survival strategies and coping strategies
(Wallace, 2002). The former locates individuals within households and has been criticised
for assuming some form of mutual consensus over how strategies are decided upon and
implemented while ignoring potential power relationships within households whereby
some decision-makers are more powerful than others (Mazzotta, Papaccio, & Parisi,
2019). Where resources are scarce, survival and coping strategies are favoured terms to
illustrate how individuals and households with precarious resources manage to get by.
To Crow (1989), these terms can be seen as patronising as households may not be
aiming to practise strategies but may be simply coping or surviving with limited
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resources. This is not to imply that strategies are thus not practised but suggests that
there may be strong or weak versions of the concept with the former applying to con-
sciously planned activities while the latter describes how individuals struggle to survive
in precarious circumstances by drawing on available resources without an overall con-
sciously planned strategy (Ward, 1990). In these versions of the concept, wider structural
constraints are emphasised at the expense of actors’ agency.

Another variant of the concept refers to the notion of ‘management strategies’. This
concept gives more agency to individuals and suggests that even if resources are
scarce and unpredictable, effective management skills can enable better deployment of
what is available. This reflects the recent turn in welfare discourses towards the
‘agentic’ individual which suggests that even in the most precarious circumstances, indi-
viduals have room for manoeuvre and their choices enable them to shape their wider
environment rather than being simply shaped by it. Within these discourses, the manage-
ment strategies of lone parents have been subject to increased scrutiny. At one level,
there is recognition that bringing up children without a partner presents women with
additional difficulties when confronting daily life. For example, money problems are
more acute when households are dependent on the strategies utilised by lone mothers
to make ends meet, either through paid employment or reliance on welfare benefits,
with income in some cases, supplemented by contributions from a former partner. The
absence of a partner can make parenting more difficult if one single-handedly has to
bring up children. Time, for example, is likely to be a more precious commodity for
lone mothers compared to mothers in two-person households. As Himmelweit et al.
(2004, p. 237) point out ‘the problem is structural, not incidental, since lone mothers
who have no outside help must use their time for two competing purposes: to earn an
income sufficient to support their families and to care for their children and themselves’.
Hence, while all mothers may face difficulties in managing time, these pressures are com-
pounded in lone mother households where the absence of another parent makes balan-
cing the tensions in reconciling employment with raising children more acute. According
to Albelda, Himmelweit, and Humphries (2004, p. 3) ‘without strong family networks,
decent part-time employment opportunities, extensive and high quality care for children
of all ages, and/or government income support, lone mothers cannot possibly “compete”
with married parents for the resources they need to raise children’. The availability and
use of these resources moves management strategies beyond the realm of the individual
and necessitates bringing into focus how individuals are located within wider social con-
texts and how networks could be potentially supported through state policies rather than
assuming that the issue at stake is mothers’ individual efficient or inefficient management
of available resources. In this vein, the focus on how mothers may more efficiently
manage the resources at their disposal may place a ‘purposive gloss’ on how individuals
attempt to cope with external constraints (Shaw, 1990, p. 467). Management strategies
becomes a loaded concept suggesting that strategic intent can be applied to those mana-
ging in even the most risky environments. Moreover, Shaw (1990, p. 480) suggests that ‘it
is public realm ideologies and norms which are being invoked’ using discourses derived
from male spheres of activity. Such discourses draw on a version of rationality which Lie
(1990, p. 110) argues ‘takes on a different meaning when women’s reality is considered’.

All these factors are underpinned by meanings of motherhood itself as women have to
perform popular conceptions of mothering. Ideals about what good (and not good)
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parenting entails have become increasingly more prominent in public discourse and
public policy (Daly & Kelly, 2015). This ‘turn to parenting’ centres on a particular view
of parenting which Daly (2013, p. 223) argues is narrow and ‘gender blind’ and weakened
by a lack of understanding of the complexities of motherhood. There is much conflict gen-
erated by competing notions of what good child-rearing involves (Smyth, 2012). Under-
standing and acknowledging how women draw on local cultural conceptions of
motherhood is central to their employment of management strategies and underpins
how they consider and manage the resources they have at their disposal. Hence manage-
ment strategies cannot be placed at the level of the individual as lone mothers’ respon-
sibilities emerge from and are practised within complex internal and external household
networks.

May (2008, p. 470) outlines how women struggle to present a moral self in relation to
public norms around what constitutes ‘good mothering’. These issues are particularly
prevalent for lone mothers who have to endorse and challenge normative gender expec-
tations around family life. Mothers seek approval from professionals such as teachers and
health workers and present compliments from these groups as evidence of their good
mothering (May, 2008). In the process, mothers tend to define their success in relation
to prevailing social norms suggesting that adherence to good mothering under
changed social conditions still keeps elements of traditional norms around good mother-
ing in place. May (2008, p. 481) argues that ‘individuals cannot simply choose which social
norms to engage with, for example, there are some ubiquitous social norms that all
mothers must position themselves in relation to in order to claim a moral self’. This illus-
trates the often messy relationship between prevailing norms, self-realisation and social
change. The purpose of this paper is to add to these debates by presenting the narratives
of 32 lone mothers who have to face various constraints in relation to their management
strategies paying particular attention to how women’s subjective accounts of their man-
agement strategies impact on their conceptions of the mothering role. Management
strategies are typically associated with economic goals and neglect how women’s daily
lives incorporate non-economic goals. Management strategies are collectively generated
in varying social contexts and reliant on different sorts of social networks. Mothers con-
tinually strive to make decisions based on how they consider, negotiate and balance
economic and non-economic responsibilities. Mothering provided a backdrop to how
the majority of lone mothers discussed their ability to manage their daily lives. Based
on the women’s narratives, the women were categorised into three core groups: MAMs
(mothers actively managing), MOMs (mothers only managing) and MUMs (mothers
under managing). This typology is used to identify and explore factors that enable
women to counter constraints, intensify agency and thereby enhance their ability to
make decisions they believe are right for them and their families. In the process, the
women demonstrate how they perceive motherhood and how their subjective evalu-
ations of their ability/inability to match their expectations are fundamental to their
sense of well-being in terms of managing everyday life.

Methodology

The article is based on interviews with 32 lone mothers with low household income,
carried out in 2017-2018. The research aimed to understand why, despite welfare policies
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aimed at targeting inequality, poverty and social exclusion remain persistent among lone
mothers. The main objectives were to provide an understanding of attitudes and motiv-
ations to work, training, education and welfare and the complexities of how decisions sur-
rounding the transition from welfare to employment, education and training are
considered. A literature review of labour market activation policies and two focus
groups with lone mothers were undertaken first, so that the perspectives of lone
mothers, as well as the current policy direction on labour market activation, could
inform the subsequent open-ended qualitative interviews. Placing decisions within the
context of the life cycle provided a basis for enabling participants to elucidate how man-
agement decisions are made or rejected and whether past and/or current experiences
might influence decisions. Respondents were accessed via several charitable organis-
ations and community-based women’s centres whose membership included groups
and organisations with a concentration in disadvantaged areas. Selection criteria were
lone mothers with at least one dependent child and household income low enough to
make them eligible for a means-tested benefit.

According to our analysis, a sense of well-being emerged from participants’ stories
that closely resembled what the literature on well-being refers to as psychological (or
eudemonic) well-being – e.g. having a purpose in life, believing what you do is worth-
while, living a life that has value and meaning. We identified and went on to describe
this variable as ‘life satisfaction’, to aid our analysis. Participants who we classified as
most satisfied with their lives more often expressed confidence in their child-rearing
ability; they projected less self-doubt and conveyed a strong sense that what they
were doing was worthy. Their stories expressed having a purpose in life. Mothers
who we classed as portraying less life satisfaction also expressed self-worth and
having a purpose, but this coincided with feeling undervalued, as either a worker
and/or a mother. However, for the most part, they were able to reconcile these confl-
icting emotions to varying degrees. Mothers who expressed the least life satisfaction
during our discussions more often used words like ‘my fault’, ‘I feel guilty’, ‘I’ve failed’,
which conveyed a strong sense of them believing that what they did was not worth-
while or meaningful. This life satisfaction variable, together with mothers’ different
management strategies, guided the development of our MAMS, MOMS, MUMS typol-
ogy. The remainder of the paper is structured around illustrations of how mothers
actively, only or undermanage mothering in relation to the other opportunities and
constraints that are present in their daily lives. The names of all participants are anon-
ymised and pseudonyms are used throughout.

MAMs (mothers actively managing)

Mothers actively managing were the largest group with 13 mothers being categorised as
such. Mothers in this category tended to be younger, with the majority (9) aged between
18 and 34 years. They were also more likely to report their health as good or very good
and less likely to report their children as having a health problem. Eight mothers had
smaller families (two children or less) while five mothers had larger families (three or
more children). It was also the case that mothers who were classified as actively managing
tended to have higher formal qualifications – eight mothers had either level three (A level
or equivalent) or level four (degree or higher) qualifications. These characteristics are
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similar to those often quoted in the literature as more common among lone mothers
closer to the labour market or those postponing labour market participation (Haux,
2010). Almost two-thirds (8) of MAMs were either in paid employment and/or in full-
time education with the anticipation of quality employment in the near future. Using
Haux’s (2010) classification of lone mothers’ ‘distance to work’, of the remaining five
mothers actively managing, two could be described as postponing a return to paid
work until their youngest child is at school, while three could be classified as not ruling
out paid employment completely, but not anticipating a return to work anytime soon.
So, while in general, participants classified as MAMs exhibit the characteristics thought
to represent closeness to the labour market, contradictions are still evident. The contra-
dictions are significant because they challenge the notion that lone mothers with
larger families or lone mothers with no current attachment to the labour market are
lacking in their capability to actively manage motherhood successfully.

This chimes with other qualitative research documenting the buffering effects of self-
belief in the moral position of motherhood. A systematic review of qualitative studies
looking at teenage motherhood (McDermott, Graham, & Hamilton, 2004) documented
how, in the face of ‘constraining factors’, mothers developed ‘resilient mothering prac-
tices’ by drawing on the resources they had available to succeed as a young mother.
The authors noted that central to the promotion of these practices was the development
of a ‘good mother’ identity (2004, p. 4) and a sense of belief in their worth as a mother.
Self-belief in one’s ability as a mother was expressed by participants’ commitment that
their style of mothering was appropriate for their particular family circumstances. A
core lens for validating belief in their mothering style was for MAMs to draw social com-
parisons with others. For example, Caroline (three children aged 2, 6 and 10) had decided
to postpone returning to the labour market until her youngest child had started school.
Caroline explained that she could see no sense, for her or her children, in taking a job that
meant having to pay someone else to look after her children when she believed she was
best placed to do this. For Caroline, mothering involves fundamental obligations such as
being there for one’s children. By emphasising the care work associated with ‘good’
mothering, Caroline is able to challenge conceptions which equate good mothers with
dual roles around caring and paid employment. In a similar vein, Colette (four children
under 14 years of age) is not anticipating an early return to the labour market. She
believes her children need her at home and is confident that she is doing the right
thing. She explained how her eight-year-old son had contracted meningitis as a baby
and had almost died and this further endorsed her decision to concentrate on being a
full-time mother.

By contrast, Rosemary (aged 18–24 with a 4-month old baby) was about to embark on
full-time further education and had high expectations of gaining quality employment.
Rosemary had good family support. She also had structural support via professional
advice from a charity and childcare from student finance. The recent death of close family
members from cancer had made her re-evaluate her role as a teenage lone mother:

At the start, people would have looked down their nose at me but I would be 100% against
abortion but there’s people putting stuff in your ear. But my mum says, it could be worse,
cancer could be coming to your door whereas it’s a wee blessing. It might not feel it at the
time, you’re scared and everything, but at the end of the day, it’s a life it’s not a death. It’s a
blessing, it changes your life for the best. It’s not anything bad, it’s not anything to cry over.
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Rosemary’s story is a good example of how affirmation of the moral standing of mother-
hood, in tandem with social and structural support, can open up avenues for exercising
choice.

Hence, while some of the women in this group were outside the labour market, they
resisted dominant conceptions of being unable to provide their children with good role
models through worker identities, instead emphasising mothering as an active choice and
one geared to being present in the daily lives of children.

MOMS (mothers only managing)

Eleven participants were classified as ‘mothers only managing’. Similar to MAMS, MOMS
tended to be younger. The majority (eight) were aged 18–34 with three mothers were
aged 35–44 years. A greater proportion of MOMS were in paid employment, with only
three not attached to the labour market. Health wise, MOMS were almost evenly split
with six mothers self-reporting their health as very good or good and five describing
their health as fair or bad. Almost a third (4) reported their children as having a health
problem. In relation to education, MOMS were more likely to have lower formal qualifica-
tions (seven had 1–2 level qualifications) than higher levels of education (four had 3–4
level qualifications).

As discussed earlier, material deprivation set the backdrop to all mothers’ lives, albeit
with varying degrees. Similarly, the interplay between buffering factors and social and
structural constraints also varied. The main issues predominant in helping participants
to manage lone motherhood were feelings of self-worth in their role as worker, self-
belief in being a good role model for their children and family support. Similar to the
experiences of MAMS, when buffering factors coalesce they can create opportunities
for a degree of agency and control. However, there was a greater degree of ambivalence
by MOMS in relation to buffering factors, which limited such opportunities. For example,
most mothers in paid employment discussed how the opportunity to interact socially was
a significant aspect of paid work as well as a means of setting a good example and instil-
ling a work ethic in their children. However, work was also the source of stress and anxiety
because most mothers’ jobs were characterised by low pay, zero hours’ contract or unso-
ciable hours. In fact, the terms and conditions of employment were such that any self-
worth gained from employment was fractured by feelings of not being appreciated as
a worker or believing the job they were doing was not valued.

Susan’s narrative describing her work/life balance is indicative of the contradiction
revealed by many MOMs in the study. Aged 35–44 with three children under eight
years old, Susan is employed in the private care sector with flexible shift work. Susan
had recently returned to work after a period of (paid then unpaid) leave following
several traumatic family events. When she attended what she thought was her return
to work interview, she described her distress when her employers suggested she leave
employment and claim benefits instead:

When I walked in that day they gave me this wee bit of paper and said if you hand that in
you’ll get your benefits and we’ll give you 14 weeks’ pay for your service. And I said
‘excuse me, are you getting rid of me? As far as I was aware this was my meeting for starting
back.’ And she said ‘no, no, it’s just if it was an easy option.’ And I said ‘no, it’s an easy option
for you. I’m not entitled to any benefits so you can take that bit of paper and put it
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somewhere and I said I’ll discuss this when I’ve a union rep sitting beside me.’ Then they
panicked and said ‘do you want to go out for a smoke and calm down?’ because I was
crying at that point.

Since this incident, Susan believed she was being subtly coerced into resigning by being
given unreasonable shift patterns incompatible with family life. She is anticipating being
called to a meeting soon and her stress and anxiety is compounded by the absence of
family support and not having anyone at home to talk it over with. Despite these pro-
blems, Susan suggests that working outside the household impacts positively on her
mental attitude and how being undervalued at work is compensated by her self-belief
that employment makes her a better mother. This is reflected in other studies (Hattery,
2001; Johnston & Swanson, 2007) whereby working mothers, even those experiencing
labour market difficulties, discussed their employment in terms of its positive impact
on their mothering role.

In another example of how the buffering factors associated with positive worker/
mother identity often conflict; Julie also recounted problems with employers:

I was pregnant in work and they didn’t believe me that I was so sick and I ended up in the
hospital for over a week. And then they sent me home and they told me I was fine. And
then the next thing the baby was coming and it was just like… and then work were
phoning me while I was in labour and leaving voice messages saying ‘can you come into
work and do a shift’ because nobody just believed. And then, when he was born he was
on life support and he was in the hospital for 9 weeks.

Here, Julie illustrates how her competence as an expectant mother was questioned. Her
employers and hospital doctors failed to take seriously her reports of feeling ill and the
baby’s subsequent premature birth had put the baby’s life at risk. Her reliance on naturally
knowing that something was wrong with her pregnancy could be seen as subscribing to
themyth of a ‘mothering instinct’ but in this case, her intuition was positively utilised to ques-
tion the ‘authoritative knowledge’ (Jordan, 1993) of health personnel. Apple (2006, p. 2)
argues that ‘the foundation of appropriate mothering has sifted over the decades from a
natural inborn ability to care for children akin to maternal love into a skill that requires exten-
sive training’. However, in this instance, rather than socially sanctioning the attitudes of health
personnel towards her seemingly ineffective mothering, Julie calls into question the validity
of their ‘expert’ opinions, holding on to her self-image as a good mother despite it being
queried by the health professionals she came into contact with. This concurs with Smyth’s
(2012) arguments around women’s performance of mothering which often becomes a
struggle for self and social esteem with mothers seeking validation from significant others
who are not necessarily official experts but who include friends, children, other mothers
and their own self-validation. Mainly, MOMS struggled with balancing paid employment
with mothering but for the most part, emphasised the importance that employment per-
formed in setting a good example for their children. Even when their mothering capabilities
were challenged, or undermined by health and other professionals, mothers in this group
placed themselves as important judges of what good mothering entails.

MUMS (mothers under managing)

Eight MUMS fell into the ‘mothers under managing’ category. These MUMs described
their day-to-day lives as an uphill struggle to achieve a sense of life satisfaction and
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feelings of well-being. This limited the opportunities for mothers to exercise control or
agency and resulted in mothers’ self-belief and self-esteem being more fragile than
was the case with MAMs or MOMs. Therefore, fostering measures that protect against
the weakening of self-esteem become more pertinent for this group. Mothers in this cat-
egory were mainly within the 35–44 age group with half falling into this age range. Three
were in the younger age range of 25–34 while the remaining mother was in the 45–64 age
range. Four MUMs were living in a hostel at the time the interviews took place. These
women reported a lack of self-esteem and poor mental health with some taking medi-
cation for sustained depression. During one interview, Chloe a mother of three children
(age 4, 11, 14) was extremely lethargic and at times appeared too tired to speak. She
admitted that some days, when she gets up, she feels so drained she has to go back to
bed. Louise, whose three children ranged from 9 to 12 years, talked about how her
husband had an affair and left home to live with his new partner in England leaving
her to look after the children. While she was given no choice in relation to this, she
talked about how she blamed herself for this situation and the impact it was having on
her children:

It’s the children that’s suffering because of this and I feel guilty every single day because we’re
not together. It wasn’t my decision but at the end of the day because he was unhappy we
split up and it’s affected the children. Actually I said this to my friend the other day ‘every
single day I just feel guilty about something.

This sense of responsibility was more acutely felt by MUMs than the mothers in the other
two groups. This was expressed by Alice, a mother of two children (age 9, 12) who when
asked to reflect on what is the first thing to come into her head when thinking about lone
parenting answered:

The first thing? Responsibility. I have to do it all on my own and I feel like there’s no help.
Sometimes I feel very overwhelmed, actually most of the time… . think about my future.
It’s I think my life is mostly about responsibility

While money management was difficult for all mothers in the study, for MUMs, the
pressures of making ends meet were more intense. Sometimes expenses were unex-
pected such as a higher than average electric or heating bill. Often expenditure was
related to children, for example, the cost of a school uniform or price of a school trip
or related to providing the branded clothing or footwear that would reduce the possibility
of children being bullied at school. At times, additional expenses were incurred due to
managing poor health, one’s own or one’s children’s. This ongoing economic vulnerability
combined with poor health left some women emotionally drained, insecure and fragile.
While self-belief in their mothering role along with social support structures and other
structural enablers enabled MAMs and MOMs to mitigate the impact of stigma on self-
esteem, MUMs struggled to positively define themselves as ‘good mothers’. Mothers
living in hostels were often separated from one or more of their children and saw them-
selves as failing to even be there for their children. These women had experienced trau-
matic events but while some mothers in the other two categories had experienced similar
events, they were more successful in limiting the negative impact of these life experiences
on their children’s daily lives. Ciara, for example, a mother of five children aged between 9
and 21 talked about how she had experienced sexual abuse as a child and had difficulties
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managing everyday life. She ended up in a hostel unable to manage and has only her
youngest child with her. She talks about the impact of her inability to manage on her
children:

it’s watching the kids go through this is really tough because I know that life is not perfect but
my thing was always to give them as normal an upbringing as possible with less pain so it’s
tough at the minute. I only see them for a bit on a Saturday and Sunday which is hard because
I don’t feel I have that input which I always would have had… a lot of mornings when I first
got here I was going to bed once I got (daughter) off to school. Going to bed for a couple of
hours then getting up feeling rotten and I thought this is not helping, it’s not doing any good

In a similar vein, Louise who was also confronting sexual abuse in childhood talked about
how ‘breaking the silence’ had led to strained relationships with her wider family network
and how her children had suffered as a result of this. Louise discussed how there are
periods when she doesn’t manage at all:

Last week there I cried solid for three days. I just hit a brick wall and I’d been doing so good
and I just couldn’t stop crying. I was hysterical. I sat in counselling and I was crying

The damaging effects of stigma on self-esteem and risks to mental and physical health are
well documented in the poverty literature (Daly & Leonard, 2002; Chase & Walker, 2013).
Commonly, poverty is associated with ‘welfare dependence’, attributed to a personal fault
within the individual (Lister, 2004, p. 63). Often, damage to one’s self-esteem results from
the internalisation of the negative depictions and attitudes of people towards those they
consider welfare dependent (Batty & Flint, 2010). Those with the least individual resources
(e.g. lack of family support, poor health, less confidence and low self-esteem) have fewer
chances of having their identity as a good role model for their children (or as a worker)
endorsed, making them more susceptible to internalising public interpretations of lone
motherhood (via the media for example) and professional interpretations. MUMs were
particularly prone to internalising negative judgements as reflected in the comment by
Louise:

‘When I first moved into this house I had to get SVP (charitable organisation) to help me out
to get some oil and they gave me vouchers for the food bank and all and I was so embar-
rassed. I didn’t have a thing and it was absolutely awful. It really was… they came out
here and went through my details and I sat there feeling useless.

While at times, some of these mothers exhibited resilience in dealing with an amalgama-
tion of pressures ranging from sexual abuse in childhood, abusive relationships, children
who were self-harming, money and housing worries, for the most part, these issues were
discussed and experienced in relation to their implications for performing motherhood
with mothers in this category tending to describe themselves as ‘failed mothers’.

Discussion: managing motherhood

The typology presented thus far is by no means fixed or static. Using the verb ‘active’ to
describe the first category of mothers does not imply that MOMs and MUMs are, there-
fore, inactive. The mothers in all three groups make decisions around the effective utilis-
ation of available resources but these depend on resources available outside as well as
inside the household. One might also consider how effective management of resources
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is defined here and indeed which definition is being employed. To approach this through
a dichotomous lens dividing effective from ineffective may be too simplistic. Moreover,
some resources may be managed more efficiently than others so that mothers move
within and between managing available resources. MAMs are often one step away
from only managing while MUMs may move up to this category. Similarly, MOMs may
move up or down depending on wider circumstances that could be planned or
unplanned suggesting that the relationship between actions and outcomes in terms of
strategies is far from straightforward. However, what links the groups together is how
notions of what appropriate child-rearing entails is prioritised as a management strategy
and impacts on how they perceive and accomplish motherhood. Neoliberal welfare con-
cepts of motherhood link responsible parenthood with parental employment which by
itself is seen as fostering good parenting practices (Daly, 2013). However, the ability of
lone mothers to earn an income adequate enough to meet household needs is exacer-
bated by the low earning capacity of women who continue to enter an ongoing
unequal gendered labour market. According to Duncan and Edwards (1999), mothers
call into question notions of economic rationality implied in the efficient management
of available resources literature as their motivations stem from ‘gendered moral rational-
ities’ which operate at an individual and collective level and highlight how notions of
moral motherhood permeate all other decisions. May (2008) also outlines how mothers
construct a moral self in relation to their ability to meet the norms that constitute
‘good’ motherhood. These norms are often bound up with traditional nuclear family
ideologies placing mothers who fall outside these structures at a disadvantage in relation
to their ability to present themselves as moral beings. Neoliberal welfare systems often
construct a moral dividing line between those who can’t work and those who won’t
work with lone mothers morally suspect at the outset by their reliance on welfare in
the first place. Moreover, women combining the roles of mother and worker are
subject to conflicting evaluations around undertaking and managing both roles. On the
one hand, the worker mother is seen as transferring to her children the values of hard
work through formal employment. On the other hand, ineffectively combining both roles
is seen as having the potential to impact negatively on child well-being. The narratives pro-
vided by the women in this study would challenge the simple dichotomy between paid
employment and good parenting. Some mothers in paid employment felt unable to practise
what they considered as good parenting while some mothers outside the labour market
demonstrated their strong self-belief in their parenting role and associated responsibilities.
This reflects the ongoing clash between ‘expert opinion’ on whether mothers should work
or stay at home when their children are young and the implications this has for children’s
well-being and development (Kühhirt & Klein, 2018). It also demonstrates how some lone
parents actively resist dominant conceptions of good parenting by challenging its narrow
link to paid employment through emphasising how their decisions are related to what
they see as being good for their children. The mothers in this study both supported and con-
tradicted wider sentiments relating to paid employment. Some mothers wanted to set a
moral example to their children by working outside the home while others challenged neo-
liberal notions of equating work with formal paid employment by suggesting that mothering
was not only hard work but made a worthwhile contribution to society and enabled them to
practise wider moral aspects of mothering in terms of placing care for their children at the top
of their mothering priorities.
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At the same time, all of the lone mothers had concerns about their ability/inability to
provide their children with a ‘normal’ childhood with what was ‘normal’ being defined in
comparison with those around them and often centred on the ability to match the consu-
mer products other children commonly possessed. MOMs tended to be more able to resist
children’s demands by emphasising the emotional rather than the financial support they
could provide for their children, while MUMs had a higher tendency to translate their
inability to meet these consumer needs into notions of being ‘failed mothers’. Throughout
the interviews, lone mothers made distinctions between what they ‘could’ and ‘should’ be
able to provide for their children. ‘Could’ often referred to basic needs like food, clothing and
shelter and MUMs in particular, constantly struggled to supply even this basic level of pro-
vision. ‘Should’ commonly referred to treats such as birthday or Christmas presents, being
able to go on holiday or buy the necessary items to enable children to fit in with their peers.
However, beyond these financial constraints and limitations, mothers defined a ‘normal’
childhood in terms which attempted to recreate or resist their own childhood experiences.
Some mothers not in paid employment justified their withdrawal from the labour market in
terms of being there for their children as their mothers had been during their childhoods
and therefore presented their lack of connection to the labour market as an active
choice. Some mothers in paid employment discussed their labour market location in
terms of poor pay and working conditions but suggested that the social aspects of
working outside the household outweighed the negative aspects of their labour market
location. These mothers also discussed employment in terms of its role in providing a
good example to their children and that being employed made them better mothers.

Throughout the interviews, mothers illustrated how they accomplished motherhood
reflectively by justifying to themselves and to others, their capacity to fulfil the perceived
requirements of the mothering role. MAMs and MOMs had more effective management
strategies in place and this included how they justified, accomplished and practised the
mothering role. MUMs, by contrast, exhibited more difficulties in negotiating and mana-
ging the conflicting meanings and practices of motherhood that characterised their
everyday lives. All the mothers were constantly seeking social approval but MUMs were
more susceptible to internalising disapproval and in the case of the women who were cur-
rently residing in hostels, shame at their inability to perform the mothering role.

Conclusion

Writing in 1989, Crow argued that ‘strategic analysis has been part of the sociological
enterprise for several decades and the current vogue is built upon the rediscovery and
elaboration of an already-existing framework’ (Crow, 1989, p. 1). This ‘vogue’ has not
diminished as the concept of strategy remains resilient and applied to an increasing
array of contemporary situations. The recent revival of the ‘agentic’ self in welfare dis-
courses has brought to the fore a renewed focus on choices made at an individual
level and through a rational choice lens implies that some management strategies are
more effective than others enabling even those with precarious economic circumstances
to make effective use of the options available.

All of the women in this study faced opportunities and obstacles as they strived to
manage their everyday lives. While all the women faced various levels of inadequate
resources, some were better managers than others, although their manoeuvring needs
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to be seen within the context of the need to balance everyday choices with everyday
responsibilities. Moreover, their choices and negotiations need to be placed within
wider social and structural constraints which impinge on how resources are calculated
and responses are deployed. Management strategies were applied to time, finance,
health, employment, and welfare state obligations but were practised and implemented
not as personal decisions but as relational issues. Motherhood is a resource which is often
undermined or misinterpreted unless it is practised in policy-defined terms rather than
acknowledged as a way of being that is practised in the present rather than always motiv-
ated by future-orientated goals. Women’s narratives on how they managed time, money
and other resources were underpinned by how they conceived their ability to perform a
socially acceptable mothering role. How women inhabited this role was far from straight-
forward illustrating how conceptions and practices of motherhood are intersubjective
and dynamic. They are constantly achieved, negotiated and challenged within the
realm of everyday life. While mothers’ ability to comply with and resist the normative
assumptions underpinning the mothering role is linked to social support structures and
other enablers, it is also fundamentally linked to the presence or absence of self-belief
in the performance of what they perceive as a socially acceptable mothering role. Lone
mothers’ effective or ineffective management strategies are often based on viewing man-
agement as the efficient bringing together the range of resources at one’s disposal. While
this perspective is important, it fails to adequately take account of how self-belief in one’s
mothering ability underpins how resources are conceptualised and appropriately
managed. If this was acknowledged and addressed, mothers with limited resources
may be better empowered to internalise this self-belief and apply this to wider aspects
of their everyday lives thereby enhancing their capacity to overall manage the inter-con-
nected resources or lack of, within which their everyday lives are situated and negotiated.
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