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Abstract 
 

This study is concerned with how mothers, who have been referred to a 

children’s centre for support with parenting, interpret their interactions 

with professionals including midwives, health visitors, social workers and 

family support workers. Previous studies have concentrated on unhelpful, 

“them and us” othering practices, this project aimed to consider mothers’ 

interpretations of interactions, exploring verbal and non-verbal 

interactions as well as identifying what interactions with professionals that 

were helpful or not and why? 

To explore mothers’ stories, I designed an arts based performance 

ethnographic methodology. Through the use of theme boards and stream 

of consciousness writing in a drama group context, text was collected 

over an eighteen month period from 16 mothers. Initial review, editing 

and distilling of text was carried out with participants, generating 18 

scenes for a play performed together in front of a live audience.  Text not 

used in the play was further analysed using narrative analysis and 

produced an overarching metaphor of a ‘dance of compliance’. The dance 

explores images of mothers navigating steps of vulnerability, risk and 

compliance. Inhabiting the dance were many overlapping victimizing 

narratives exposing stories of parenting support presented as life 

enhancing in a context of scarcity.   

I found that the women kept dancing not because they were empowered 

but because the dance is obligatory, driven by the systematic production 

of unhelpful signs that come to constitute their reality. Theoretical 

perspective/s used in analysis highlight how children’s centres could 

become a space for symbolic exchanges of support bringing into the light 

steps of fortitude and humanity. Recommendations for practice centre on 

the need for professionals to engage in empathic interactions whist 

always looking for opportunities for mothers to participate in the day to 

day activities of parenting support. 
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Hope is the thing with feathers - 

That perches in the soul - 

And sings the tune without the words - 

And never stops - at all - 
 

 
Emily Dickinson  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

 

We’ve been hiding away too long 

Locked up in our houses 

A building that brought us together 

We no longer stand alone 

Now given hope and understanding 
We have the words that can save lives 

We have ideas that can make a difference 

But we’re too afraid to speak out 

Because being silent keeps us safe 
We have finally found our voices 

And been given a stage 

It’s time you heard our stories 
Cause we all matter too                           
 

Nancy Resourceful (Scene 22: Appendix 1)                                            
                                                           

 

This introductory chapter provides the rationale, aims and objectives of 

the research project. It aims to consider the process of carrying out a 

performance ethnographic research project with a group of mothers 

identified as vulnerable referred for parenting support at a children’s 

centre and to outline the contents of this thesis. The opening monologue 

performed by Nancy acts as a precursor to narratives of grit and fortitude 

running through the thesis setting the stage for a study that highlights 

the importance of narrative and performance (Denzin, 2003).  

 

1.1 Overview of performance 

 

This study is concerned with women, who are mothers who have been 

referred to a children’s centre for support with the performance of 

motherhood.  Previous studies have concentrated on unhelpful, “them and 

us” othering practices. The aim of this study is to consider how a group of 
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mothers’ interpret their interactions with professionals within a children’s 

centre? 

 

 Its objectives are to:   
 

 Explore mothers’ interpretations of verbal and non-verbal 

interactions with professionals. 

 Identify which interactions mothers interpret as useful, or not, and 

why? 

 

The 18 month long performance based research project involved working 

together with a group of mothers in a children’s centre located in an area 

of high social housing. Referral criteria to the centre, according to a 

centre manager, include “parents who are vulnerable in terms of being at 

risk of neglecting themselves or others due to emotional or physical 

challenges in their lives” and will be the definition of vulnerability drawn 

on here. A key challenge for me was how to collect and write text up in 

ways that would give the audience or reader some access to this reality 

without perpetuating, victimising or villainising discourses. My decision to 

help write a play and join in the performance with participants was 

influenced by these concerns as well as Kvale’s (1996) and Conquergood’s 

(2002) concerns about qualitative researchers going into the field to 

simply excavate knowledge from participants. The innovative methods 

employed also helped address ethical concerns around working with 

people identified as vulnerable and meant the participants were engaged 

in all aspects of the generating, collecting and distilling of text for a 

performance in front of a live audience (Appendix 1).  

 

 

1.2 Background and motivation for the research  
 

 
Whist keeping children safe is a key priority for all and policy aspirations 

are important in achieving this, this study is driven by concerns around 
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the lack of attention given to the objectifying discourse embedded in the 

current configuration of support for parents.  Sociologists concerned with 

intervention of any kind in family life such as Ramaekers, (2011), 

Ramaekers and Suissa (2012) and Mcvarish (2016) express concerns 

about the use of patronising language. Furedi (2013), Bristow (2014) and 

Gillies (2007) describe a shift from advice on potty training to full scale 

state intervention with parents. At the other end of the debate politicians 

including David Cameron (2016) make claims that positive parenting 

training improves life chances for all children.  Arguably as a consequence 

of these polarising views in a context of austerity both the media and 

professionals working with parents appear to be caught up in all-

consuming risk and deficit discourses. Sociologists such as Laureau 

(2003), Lee et al (2014), Gillies (2009) and Wolf (2011) all describe 

powerful ideologies influencing parenting practices, especially support 

targeted at vulnerable single mothers as found by  Standing (1999) and 

Cole (2007). Birtwell, Hammond and Puckering (2013) described young 

mothers managing “me and my bump” within unhelpful systems.  

Evidence of blaming discourses as described by Blum (2007) and 

Featherstone et al (2012) evoke individualistic essentialist cause and 

effect rhetoric of parenting with little attention to context. 

 

Although there is a high degree of interest and speculation in research 

and practice communities on how and when to provide supportive 

parenting, the complexity and challenges of parenting discourses appear 

to be lost in the process.  Stopping cycles of disadvantage in families has 

been the focus of politicians such as Hodge, 2004 (DES) and policy 

makers Field (2010) and Allen (2011), and The Early Intervention 

Foundation aims to tackle problems in families early (EIF, 2016). 

However, increased state involvement has brought with it demands on 

parents and workers to show evidence of high performance arguably 

impacting on how professionals interact with mothers. 
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When considering this thesis, I was aware of the different ways of 

interpreting and mirroring what we see and hear and wanted to consider 

the many kinds of unexamined truths unfolding in the performance of 

motherhood. In my work and life context I was embedded in narratives of 

‘not measuring up’ running concurrently with dual narratives of 

‘empowerment ‘and ‘vulnerability’. I was also entangled in neuroscientific 

discourses about the role of mothers in babies’ brain development and 

was complicit and conflicted in developing practices to respond to this. 

However, what remained as a constant schema for me was the centrality 

of relationship in all matters and I wanted to consider mothers’ 

interpretations of what it is that makes the difference in their interactions 

with professionals. This positioned me in the constructionist terrain of 

uncertainty as described by Gergen (1989) including how dominant 

narratives constitute and perform us, editing us in and out of stories and 

structures, drying up whole reservoirs of lived experience according to 

White (1997:102).  

 

Although this study is interested in the many ways in which people are 

categorised by cultural differences as described by Burnham and Harris, 

(2002) my primary interest is in the gaps in knowledge around the signs, 

culture and symbolism within practices of support for mothers. 

Furthermore, by concentrating on mothers in this study, the intention was 

neither to ignore the importance of childhood nor to marginalise fathers, 

but to take account of Skegg’s   (1997:43) concerns that “the voice of 

mothers is an invisible pedagogue homogenised into those of ‘parent’” 
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1.4 Gap in knowledge  
 

 

 

The past decades have seen many moves and signs to improve mothering 

performances. Following the lead of America’s Head Start Centres, Sure 

Start centres were introduced in the United Kingdom in the late 1990s. 

Sure Starts, later to become known as children’s centres, were seen by all 

stakeholders as a positive step for children’s development according to 

policy commentators such as Melhuish & Hall (2007) and Eisendadt 

(2011). However, according to Lewis et al (2011) amidst growing 

austerity measures, there is a lack of agreement on their role and future 

provision. Furthermore, while there is a significant amount of literature 

focusing on the importance of positive parenting, there is little concerning 

day to day, helpful interactions with mothers identified as vulnerable. 

Policy and professional focus is predominantly around early intervention 

with parents rather than issues of social justice (Gillies, 2007). According 

to Mcvarish (2016) interactions with mothers are based primarily on 

neuroscientific claims about a baby’s brain development being dependent 

on a mother’s behaviour. Others such as Featherstone & Fraser 

(2012:244) and Featherstone, Broadhurst, & Holt (2012:618) describe a 

lack of advocacy for parents in the context of risk and child protection and 

as a result Featherstone et al (2016:1) argues for the need to develop 

more understanding about “a social model of child protection”.   

 

In all the guidance apparent in the literature there is little focus on 

interactions that could be applicable to different professionals working in 

different agencies with mothers. What is less well researched and 

presents as a gap in the literature is mothers’ interpretations of 

interactions in a context of risk and vulnerability. The cross disciplinary 

reach of parenting support suggests it is important that narratives are 

developed that cut across services, however short interactions may be. 
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This seems pertinent during a time of ongoing confusion expressed by 

Crossley (2016) around the offer of parenting support. Gaps identified 

suggest a real need to take account of stories from women on the 

receiving end and suggest gaps in participatory methods (Lynch ,2000, 

2005). Denzin (1997:54) incites researchers to bring ‘the other’ into the 

text and the highly symbolic and evocative narratives of vulnerability and 

empowerment seemed a fertile forum within which to do this.  

 

A comprehensive literature review revealed that whilst the offer of 

parenting support is well researched in terms of feminist concerns around 

structural inequalities it seemed to be under researched in relation to 

motherhood as performance, including mothers’ interpretations and 

narratives of interactions. This presents a need for more research, in 

particular opportunities for a different voice to emerge.  Furthermore, the 

lack of guidance in the literature on helpful interactions, including verbal 

and nonverbal practices, highlighted a clear gap in professional knowledge 

and proved to be the catalyst for this research study.   

 

 

1.5 The research question 

 
 

 

The aim of this study is to consider how a group of mothers’ interpret 

their interactions with professionals within a children’s centre? 

Its objectives are to:   

 

 Explore mothers’ interpretations of verbal and non-verbal 

interactions with professionals. 

 Identify which interactions mothers interpret as useful, or not, and 

why? 
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1.6 Methodological Approach to this Study  
 

An interest in language and culture led me to ethnography as a broad 

theoretical framework, particularly in how people and things are 

constructed in relation to perceived realities. The common approach to 

research around parenting support is phenomenology-based ethnography 

with a focus on getting close to participants and analysing lived 

experience. However, Performance Ethnography (PE) also recognises 

embodied practice as a crucial source of meaning making (Denzin, 2003). 

Furthermore, whilst all performance is enmeshed in activity including 

words, writing and stories – here my approach is both an event and 

hands on research tool. PE according to Hamera (2011) helps illuminate 

the presentational and representational elements of culture and which 

here also evokes the metaphor of the dance. A shift to the narrative 

metaphor and the emergence of the performance with its emphasis on 

witnessing practices (White, 1997) replaces the metaphor of observation 

in more traditional ethnographic approaches with narrative. 

   

According to Denzin (2003) performance ethnography signals a move 

from text bound objective descriptions of participants to empirical living, 

breathing, performing participants, where everything is interlinked and 

intertextual. This meant paying attention to relations of power (Ellis, 

2007) with a focus on reflexivity as advocated by Gergen (2014). To 

address concerns of the potential for research to objectify people, I drew 

on performative writing, enacting as it describes (Denzin, 2001:71). My 

decision to concentrate on the performative rather than descriptive 

acknowledges Baudrillard’s (2003: ix) argument that “words are merely 

vehicles of ideas”.  Moreover, Conquergood (1991, 1998) argues that a 

focus on performance allows the researcher to take account of embodied 

practices and this was something I hoped to achieve in this project. 

 

Key ethical considerations included structuring methods in ways which 

maintained anonymity, whilst providing contexts whereby multi-storied 

accounts of interactions could be heard and told in anonymous, safe and 
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reflexive ways. By engaging participants in all aspects of collecting, 

reviewing, writing, distilling and performing cultural stories of 

motherhood, my aim was to consider and explore stories more widely 

whilst supporting the process of reviewing of text in terms of aesthetic 

and political aspects (Denzin, 2003). This approach describes a shift from 

seeing mothers as vulnerable to seeing them as competent orators and 

signalling Gergen’s (2014) plea for researchers to enter a new territory of 

understanding on which the vision of research is radically altered.   

 

A participatory focus reflects what Gergen (1989) describes as a desire to 

take account of how knowledge is created through social interaction in 

which people construct and compete around common truths. Gergen 

(1998) described how we are so bounded by discourses that we cannot 

consider a world independent of our constructions. According to Gergen 

(2000, 2009) and Frank (2010) what we take as real is the outcome of 

social relations and this was very important working with marginalised 

groups who are often excluded by political and economic ideologies. In 

positioning this research within a social constructionist interpretivist 

paradigm, methodically I have sought to highlight how PE may be 

undertaken by emersion in stories, text and poetry and representation 

beyond writing as suggested by Gergen (2014:299). I wanted to view all 

interactions as a performance and to conceptualise the relationship as 

performative. In doing this I hoped to open up opportunities for women to 

re-represent signs of vulnerability, where the voice is the performance. In 

choosing methods I wanted to create a framework to move beyond 

surface meaning whilst also take account of Josselson’s (2016:22) 

assertion that “it is the human connection rather than the procedure that 

produces data”. 

 

1.3 Theoretical arguments 

 
An interest in the relational aspects of interactions as described by 

Wolfensberer and Thomas (1983) and concerns about the risk of 
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prejudice running through knowledge production, led me initially to 

positioning theories by Davies & Harré (1990) and Harré and Langenhove 

(1999). This included attention to the discursive production of selves 

where hidden prejudices of people are according to Harre-Mustin 

(1994:27) “mirrored in the room”. Although, I wanted to take account of 

perpetuating systems I also wanted to explore the many subtle ways that 

the words and symbolic gestures of professionals can keep all involved 

from assessing signs and visions of reality.  Nancy’s opening monologue 

evokes images of the work it takes in the performance of motherhood.   

 
Concerns in the literature about parents trying to ‘navigate’ unhelpful 

support systems (Featherstone et al ,2014) led me initially to Korzybski’s 

(1933:58) systemic idea that “the map is not the territory it represents, 

but if correct it has a similar structure to the territory which accounts for 

its usefulness”.  However, I wanted to focus on how stories unfold in 

relationships with tellers and listeners (Frank, 2010) and this drew me to 

Baudrillard’s (1983) descriptions of reality, the media and mass 

production which was written in response to Korzybski’s writing. 

Baurdrillard (1983) extended the debate with complex descriptions of the 

territory preceding the map and images of journeys without maps.  This 

encouraged me to look again at the conceptualization of parenting 

support including research which takes account of the importance of more 

nuanced interactions.  According to Gergen (2014:289) there is a need for 

“a new territory of understanding” in our research processes. In this 

study, this involved locating the themes within Baudrillard’s (1984, 1995) 

theoretical concerns, about a postmodern society organised around 

simulation and the play of images and signs in which codes, models, and 

signs are the organising forms where simulation rules.   

 

 

1.7 Structure of the thesis 
 

The thesis consists of seven chapters. Chapter one introduces the 

research and explains its aims and objectives. Chapter two critically 
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discusses the literature on helpful and unhelpful interactions in the 

context of parenting support. This discussion is presented thematically, 

offering a rationale and justification for the research aims. It also 

introduces the reader to the broader areas of policy and practice 

developments in the area of parenting support.  

 

Chapter three explains the research methodology; the paradigmatic, 

epistemological, ontological, philosophical and theoretical assumptions 

underpinning this study, including reference to my journey from 

ethnography as a broad theoretical framework to the development of a 

drama based participatory performance ethnography framework.  

 

Chapter four describes the methods employed including key ethical 

considerations, the sampling strategies and the collection and analysis of 

data. It concludes with discussion of the trustworthiness of the research, 

including the adoption of position of researcher as reflexive research tool 

in order to manage the key ethical concerns of researching people 

identified as vulnerable.  

 

The findings are presented in chapter five as the mothers’ text within an 

overarching theme of a dance of compliance supported by themes of 

emplotment, scarcity and resourcefulness. The discussion chapter 

summarises the emerging findings, describing the dance of compliance 

and clarifying the links to the literature and revisits the research aims as 

well as concluding with the contribution to academic knowledge of this 

study. This includes the implications of helpful and unhelpful interactions 

drawing on Baudrillard’s (1983) key concept of simulacra/simulacrum 

describing an image or a representation of someone or something which 

here explore performances that risk emploting and (re) presenting 

mothers’ realities. The findings chapter also considers the practical and 

policy application to the context of parenting support. The concluding 

chapter critically discusses the strengths and limitations of the study, 
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offering a reflexive overview including recommendations for future 

research. 

 

1.8 Summary 
 

There are many lenses through which this performance can be viewed – 

including the intimacy of a group of savvy women sharing stories. The 

performance explores images of compliance as a symbolic dance between 

mothers and professionals, one in which the latter is seduced by “an 

envelope of care” encouraged to be free to dance under the watchful eye 

of the professional. Previous studies focused on unequal power structures, 

the performance of our play unplugged for a moment in time a group of 

women from the global commodity market. Methods employed allowed 

tired stories of vulnerability to be replaced with a compelling narrative of 

fortitude and resourcefulness.   
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter locates the thesis within a wide ranging policy and practice 

debate on parenting support. Many of the studies reviewed explore 

mothers’ interpretations of interactions with professionals they meet as 

part of their child’s ‘normal’ development, such as; midwives, health 

visitors, or teachers as well as social workers or family support workers 

who they may meet for support with parenting in a children’s centre. The 

chapter starts by providing an outline of the legislative/policy context 

around family intervention and the development of children’s centres. I 

have then chosen to focus on three themes that emerged as particularly 

salient to this topic. The themes cohere around professional interaction 

with mothers in relation to financial worth, free will and fortitude. These 

concerns, as the analysis will indicate, are closely interwoven and 

overlapping, but for analytic purposes I have attempted to disentangle 

their interrelated strands. Whilst these themes are arguably 

representative of various interactions in different contexts, what is not 

clear from the literature is mothers’ interpretations of the stories and 

schemas behind these experiences.  

 

Children’s centres are multi-agency and include professionals from a 

range of services who are all attempting to support parents whilst 

managing risk in terms of child welfare and protection. This points to a 

real opportunity to think about how mothers’ views could inform elements 

of professional interactions across disciplines. This could also contribute to 

the ongoing contested debate around the whole offer of support, which 

according to Glass (2006) and Lewis (2011) revolves around universal 

support for all or targeted.  Once this argument is advanced, it is hoped 

that such delineation may enable the presentation of evidence as to why 

this study is needed. As such the chapter provides an introduction to, and 
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link with, the issues of vulnerability and empowerment, but it will not 

debate empowerment in the context of help-giving practices which has 

been covered by Dunst and colleagues (Dunst et al., 1988; Dunst, 2000; 

Dempsey & Dunst, 2004). It will, however, set out to determine stories 

about what interactions mothers find useful and why. 

 

2.2 Literature search and selection of papers 
 

Literature searches were carried out using the following sources: CINAHL, 

Ethos, CERUK plus, PsycINFO and Google Scholar.In view of the multi-

disciplinary scope of the subject matter I also carried out an extensive 

search of electronic and paper journals, including the Journal of 

Contemporary Ethnography in view of the chosen methodology. The 

search included literature with parents, interactions, and professionals in 

the titles. The following search terms were used: ‘parenting support’, 

‘children’s centres’, ‘disadvantage’, and ‘helpful interaction’, ’supporting 

parents’ and ‘early intervention’. Abstracts were read, and the criteria for 

initial downloading were: 

 

 Relevant to parenting support (mothers). 

 Relevant to children’s centres and were either outcome studies or 

reviews of outcome studies 

 Relevant to any interpretation of helpful interactions and were 

process studies or reviews of process studies. 

 Key papers were identified by influence (number of citations), key 

contributors to the field, and particular relevance to the focus of the 

planned research. Balanced views were sought by selecting papers 

with different perspectives and different methodological approaches. 

 

2.3 The role of the state: Care and Control 
 

Before exploring what interactions mothers find useful or not it is 

important to consider the ongoing historical moral and political debates 

around parental autonomy, vulnerability and state intervention around 
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the needs of a child. Centuries past, Rousseau1 (1750) who is still 

recognized today as a leader in child development argued that when 

women become better mothers, men will become better husbands. 

According to findings in the literature, mothers are still under scrutiny to 

perform. Current movements arguably reflect what Donzelot (1980) and 

Rose (1989, 1999, 2010) as well as Davis (2010) describe as the ongoing 

tensions between governments’ need for care and control over families 

and families’ need for privacy.  It appears from the literature that mothers 

continue to perform to different tunes for professionals depending on 

which agency they are working or which map of reality is guiding them. 

 

The benefit of effective systemic holistic approaches in achieving more 

effective safety and support for families and keeping children safe can be 

seen in serious case reviews, including Lord Laming’s (2003) inquiry. The 

importance of professionals listening to parents and children whist 

viewing families as systems is also a key recommendation in Munro 

(2011) review of child protection.  However, based on the findings in the 

literature, the voice of parents on the receiving end of these changes and 

reports seems remarkably silent. Furthermore, in developing methods to 

engage vulnerable people Gergen & Gergen (2011:380) suggest that 

“experience is not something we have as a private procession but 

something we do in relational participation”. In developing methodologies, 

it seemed important that I address the tension between the production of 

narratives with participants and the process of narration. This could 

include contemporary performance ethnographic theory such as Denzin 

(2003) and Denzin & Lincoln (2005), with its focus on democracy politics 

and social justice. 

 

The late twentieth century witnessed a rise in discourses of risk and 

parental performance and responsibility, leading to the development of 

practices, policies and laws to protect children. Table 1 highlights some of 

                                                 
1 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emilie, or Education,Translated by Barbara Foxley, M.A. (London & Toronto: 

J.M.Dent and Sons, 1921; New York: E.P. Dutton,1921). 17/05/2018 <http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/2256> 
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these key policies as a framework for reviewing the development of 

support for mothers identified as vulnerable. 

 

Table 1- Chronology of Policy development underpinning the 

direction of support for children and parents in the UK  

 

Policy  
 

Year Aims 

United States 

introduction of Head 
Start  

1965 To provide early childhood education, 

health, nutrition, and parent support 
services to low income children and their 

families 

 

Sure  

Start established 

under  
Labour government 

1997-1998 Bringing together quality services for 

children under four and their parents 

Address social exclusion and combat child 
poverty 

parenting orders 

introduced 

1997  To compel certain parents whose children 

were identified as playing truant or 
engaging in anti-social behaviour to 

attend parenting classes 

1998 Children Act 
 

 Building on the 1989 act supporting 
children in need, aimed to consolidate the 

law relating to children, with a focus on 
the rights of the child including all 

ancillary matters concerning children 

Sure 
 start 

 changed to children 
centre 

 provision 

2004 -2005 Refocus on early intervention for children 
and policy and practice debates around 

universal provision and/or targeted 
services for families in need 

 Children Act 2004 To improve information sharing between 
professionals and multi-agency working 

Workforce 

Development 

HMG:CWDC/TFC 

 (2007).  

 

To focus on skills for Care aiming to 

increase skills of professionals working 
with children  and families 

Every Child Matters   (DfES, 2004,2005) To improve the wellbeing of children and 

young people and safeguard and  promote 
their welfare through effective integration 

of services 

Every parent 
Matters (DfES) 

 2007 To recognise the vital role parents play in 
improving their child’s life chances and 

educational attainment   
 

Coalition  policy  

refocus on families 
most in need  

 

Field,2010.Allen,2010  

Tickell,2011, DfE, 
2011 

To refocus on targeted  early intervention  

and importance of the foundation years  
in closing the achievement gap 

 

Cross party  
relaunch of 1001 

days manifesto 

 2013 To urge professionals to intervene early 
with families experiencing addiction, 

domestic violence and mental health 
problems 
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Table 1 shows the emergence of Sure Start centres (later to become 

known as children’s centres) based on U.S. Home Start projects. These 

were developed according to McInnes (2007) and Sheppard (2005, 2008, 

2012) to encourage parents to attend a one stop shop in order to prevent 

problems from escalating by reviewing mothers coping strategies. The 

development of children’s centres has brought with it political aspirations 

and reports aiming to support parent to break cycles of disadvantage. 

However, the European Family Platform’s (including U.K.) extensive 

review of family research which included children’s centres concluded that 

family policy across North and South European models failed to take 

account of complex government functions around welfarism and 

inequality (Blum and Pfeiffer, 2010:18). These findings chime with the 

ongoing policy and professional challenges to address objectifying ‘them 

and us’ moralising discourses in the context of welfare and support for 

family life (Karlsson et al, 2013; Webb and Walis, 2009).  Although 

Limbrick (2007:6) describes political will and commitment to engaging 

parents in their children’s learning within children’s centres, Daly (2011) 

found little opportunity for parent participation in the design and delivery 

of parenting support. This seems a striking omission considering Denzin & 

Lincoln’s (2005) assertion that we are all performing and constructing our 

social lives as we live them. 

 

A critical examination of the Sure Start national programme (Clarke, 

2006:717) concluded that without policies on inclusion and social justice 

the centres may be only delivering a marginal advantage in terms of good 

outcomes for children. Although Carroll concluded (p.g. 705) that the 

range and variation of children’s centres made them difficult to evaluate, 

the report expressed concerns about individualistic approaches that 

makes deficit parental behaviour the focus of intervention. Crossley 

(2016) describes programmes such as the ‘Troubled Families’ as 

duplicitous policy attempts to reshape the welfare state. The ongoing 
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challenges around the rationale and delivery of parenting support, is also 

influenced by narratives of unequal playing fields (Dorling, 2010; 

Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). Lipsky (1971) describes professionals as 

performing roles of ‘street level bureaucrats’ and Henricson (2012:84) 

gives an arguably more systemic analysis, viewing professionals as 

grappling with mismatches between government aspiration and actual 

impact on the ground.  

 

Ongoing austerity disputes, have meant the widespread closure of centres 

within a decade of opening. According to Belsky, Barnes and Melhuish 

(2007) closure is linked with a lack of evidence of impact. Critics suggest 

that targeting; smoking cessation, breast feeding, parent-child 

relationships and early learning was too wide in scope (Churchill and 

Clarke, 2009; Wall, 2010).  A review of the U.S. equivalent of children’s 

centres, known as ‘Head Start’, questioned the degree of power sharing 

with parents and suggested more exploratory parent led research 

(Hindman & Morrison, 2011: 380) which could begin to address the need 

for more humane interactions with parents (Featherstone et al, 2016).  

 

Macvarish (2014:19) describes the problems of transferring 1960s United 

States ‘Home Start’ models to a different context and policies within the 

United Kingdom. According to Jeffrey (2003:60) the original ethos of 

children’s centres in the late 1990’s has “changed from aspirational 

programmes for all families to a form of government social control”.  

Clarke (2006) referred to the failure to address practice concerns around 

risk, autonomy and child welfare and Parton (2006) argued that a focus 

on outcomes and parental responsibility overshadowed the policy shift to 

early intervention and strengthening families’ aspects of support. 

 

 

2.4 The emergence of Brain development discourse 
 

Over the past few decades discourse on ‘positive parenting’ continues to 

be put forward as a more significant indicator than class or education in 
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terms of childhood outcomes (DFES, 2006:4). Furthermore, child-rearing 

advice and parenting education and support have become increasingly 

influenced by risk and compliance, including neuroscience which focuses 

on brain development discourse or ‘new brain research’ as defined by 

Bruer (1999). Similarly, the United Kingdom cross party “1001 

Days“(2013) manifesto, relaunched in 2016, urges professionals to 

interact early with mothers identified as vulnerable from the toxic trio 

(Brandon, 2008), addiction, domestic violence and mental health on the 

growing foetus. The idea that a mothers interactions with her baby is 

capable of changing brain chemistry (Fox, Levitt and Nelson, 2010)   

“packs a punch for policy makers” (Belsky and De Haan, 2011: 409-410).  

 

While Quigg (2010:37) describes the benefits of casting a net over 

communities to identify early intervention for parents, many sociologists 

question how some mothers are judged based on historically perceived 

truths about parenting (Duncan, 1995; Gillies, 2005; Pitt, 2002; Vincent, 

2010;). Critics refer to this as the professionalisation of parenting in order 

to ensure parents, particularly mothers fulfil their responsibility (Furedi, 

2008; Kagan, 1998: Murphy, 2004). Paying attention to the risk in 

regulating mothering performances (Walkerdine and Lucey, 1989) and 

viewing mothers as subjects in their own right, is particularly important 

when children are at risk (Featherstone, 1999:43). Featherstone et al. 

(2014) drew attention to the mention of the ‘brain’ fifty-nine times in 

Graham Allen’s (2011) early years policy. Wall (2001, 2004, 2010) calls 

for consideration of the impact of maximising brain discourse on mothers. 

For others, the contested yet privileged brain development discourse risks 

pushing forward standardised interventions (Rutter, 2007; Wastell & 

White, 2012) rather than viewing learning as dynamic.  

 

According to Foster (2007b, 2009) ethnographic accounts can counter 

hegemonic ideologies but are difficult to evidence and therefore difficult to 

fund. In contrast, initiatives such as the ‘Troubled Families’ programme 

(Hayden & Jenkins, 2014) developed after the 2011 riots because of links 
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being made with poor parenting (Bewley et al, 2011; Cameron, 2011; 

Coughlan, 2011) have been heavily government funded. The fact that 

disappointing results for families were evidenced in recent government 

evaluations (National Institute of Economic and Social Research, 2016) 

signals the need for more participatory research including families’ 

experience of reality.  Moreover, professionals ‘performing’ child 

protection (Melton,2009) may need to learn from Munro (2011) and 

Maclehose (2014) recommendations that professionals need awareness of 

systems and context influencing ‘troubles’ and interventions in families’ 

lives.   

 

2.5 What constitutes helpful interventions/interactions? 
 

The challenges for professionals in identifying helpful interactions can be 

seen by the range and variation of responses in the literature. According 

to Cheminais (2011:76) the essential qualities in a multi-agency context 

such as a children’s centre are to listen, advocate, be positive, use 

initiative and sign post.  Moran et al’s (2004) review of international 

literature suggested workers needed to take account of mothers’ 

entrenched ideologies which influence their willingness to engage with 

parenting support while Belskey et al (2007) and Foldham et al (2010) 

and Forrester et al (2008,2013) drew attention to professional power 

within relationships. Other studies found non-judgemental, friendly 

(Angarne and Wadsby, 2013) and strengths focused (Gockel, Russell, & 

Harris, 2008; Humphries & Korfmacher, 2012) interactions were helpful. 

Many current approaches to parenting support face accusations of 

reductionist binary theories of cause and effect, including those that fail to 

take account of the impact of inequality (Clarke, 2006; Featherstone, 

Broadhurst and Holt, 2012; Kaplan 2010; Vincent, 1996, 2003, 2010). 

Whilst Melhuish and Hall’s (2007) random sample of 150 out of the first 

260 Sure Start programmes in England attributed success to workers’ 

ability to empower parents, MacNeill (2009) found a lack of professional 

knowledge on empowering practices.  
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Daly’s (2011) research synthesis peer review of parenting support 

highlighted the need for professionals to develop a shared understanding 

of the language of support.  Others express concerns with professionals’ 

preoccupation with parental compliance with child welfare agencies and 

often ignoring informal family and community support (Featherstone and 

Morris, 2012; Smeyers, 2010; Warner, 2015). Brandon (2008) in a 

biennial analysis of serious case reviews from 2003-05 identified 

disguised compliance as a key theme in terms of risk for professionals to 

observe. The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 

(NSPCC) produced a fact sheet (2017) on the matter of disguised 

compliance in ‘at risk’ parents. However, according to Wilkins (2017) 

compliance is used as a catch–all term in relation to almost any signs of 

resistance, including ambivalence.  These findings suggest a need for 

further exploration including mothers’ interpretations of compliance 

particularly as serious case reviews continue to outline ‘disguised 

compliance’ as an issue of concern. Featherstone et al (2011: 266), 

although keen to describe the need to keep children safe, argue for more 

advocacy and co–operation within professional and parent relationships. 

 

The stories of compliance emerging here evoke images of mothers 

performing concerted cultivation (Vincent, 2016) often based on 

mothering norms as described by Bristow (2013), Lee et al, (2014) and 

Skeggs (2005). Rutter (2007) and Welshman (2010) argue that 

widespread debates on the provision of support indicate a need for more 

engagement with parents to identify gaps in professional knowledge. This 

seems important as humane collaborative interactions have been found to 

support parents in addressing ambivalent feelings towards their children 

(Featherstone et al, 2014; Munro, 2011; Warner, 2015). Furthermore, 

current deficit focused approaches are at risk of increasing parental 

alienation as I will outline next in themes identified from the literature.  

 

2.6 Key Themes 
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The overarching themes of financial worth, free will and fortitude are 

themes I have developed from engagement with the literature. They refer 

to professionals’ preoccupation with good mothering performances and 

risk often   failing to witness the steely determination of women trying to 

navigate confusing systems. While findings in the literature described 

professionals’ attempts to support and acknowledge mothers’ lived 

experience they also suggest a need for methodologies that take account 

of different forms of knowledge. This could include meanings expressed 

through intonation, silence and body tension as described by 

Conquergood (2002) which seems absent but implicit in the studies 

presented next.   

 
2.6.1 Financial worth 
 

Findings in the literature describe the many ways in which some mothers’   

interpretations of status and value may be influencing interactions with 

professionals. This includes, according to May (2008:481), narratives of 

how mothers negotiate norms “on being a good mother”, including those 

described by Featherstone & Fraser (2012: 250), “I’m just a mother, I’m 

nothing special and they are all professionals…”. Similarly, Foster’s 

(2007a:297) ethnographic study within a children’s centre, describes 

narratives of “us and them” and Warner (2015:172) found dividing 

practices of professionals such as “they’re not like us mothers” ignored 

the impact of poverty on women’s coping skills.  A strength of these 

studies was a focus on participation to explore the emotional and 

subjective experiences of support. Whilst Foster adopted a feminist 

structural approach, further studies could develop the participatory and 

performative elements to include collective narratives of mothers that 

reach behind the realms of utility and structure.   

 

Stories of fortitude seemed important to address as Frost & Hoggett 

(2008) argue that feelings of not measuring up can cause people to turn 

their frustration in on themselves or on their children. Feelings of 

alienation are arguably indicative of hierarchies of social value and worth 
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as described by Skeggs (2002) and ‘othering’ practices described by 

Gillies (2007) and Lee (2011). Similarly, although populist media 

symbolically depict younger mothers as in need of parenting skills, the 

literature suggests they simply need more time interacting with difficult 

systems. Lindquist et al, (2014) using a quantitative analysis in a 

midwifery context, found younger mothers needed more time with 

midwives if they were to take on board advice given.  Similarly, Zaffani et 

al (2005) conducted a survey of 527 paediatricians who each surveyed 10 

professionals and 10 parents and found younger and lower income 

mothers needed more timely empathic interactions.  Whilst a strength of 

this study may be that it sampled professionals and parents, a weakness 

may be that the doctors chose who to ask, which could indicate a 

selection bias towards age and financial worth. It did however recommend 

more training around helpful interactions, which seems important as 

Birtwell, Hamon and Puckering (2013) found that despite vulnerabilities 

motherhood can be a positive experience for younger mothers.  

 

Further evidence of unhelpful, victimising positioning can be found in 

O’Donoghue’s (2013:198-200) ethnographic study of five mothers trying 

to support their children’s learning who felt “weighed down” and “outside 

the game” in their interactions with teachers. This study included mothers 

engaged in children’s learning and thus could have been selective in 

choosing women thought to be performing well in the education of their 

children.  While these ethnographic findings explore issues of agency and 

power, further studies include stories of fortitude taking account of the 

performative, including how the critique of discourses risks reproducing 

ideologies as argued by Gergen (2014). This seems important as Lee et al 

(2014) and Wall (2010) describe how discourses driving plots of 

vulnerability and disadvantage are fuelling mothers’ consumption of guilt.  

 

A common thread running through studies is that of narratives of good 

mothering missing out on stories resilience despite challenging economic 

circumstances (Gillies and Edwards, 2004; Vincent and Warren, 1998; 
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Vincent and Martin, 2005; Vincent, 2008, 2010; Vincent,). Kintrea, St. 

Clair and Houston (2011) described how families struggling financially 

were being labelled by teachers as not caring, yet parents’ described a 

lack of information to help with decision making.  These findings explore 

disconnects between stories of poor parenting and poor outcomes for 

children (Churchill & Clarke, 2009; MacNicol, 1999; Puckering, 2009). 

Stories also describe mothers battling with the impact of commodification 

(Ball, 2012) and moralising (Hobbins & McGrath, 2007; Robinson and 

Werblow, 2012). They include a plethora of myths and misunderstandings 

including mothers being perceived as aggressive when looking for clarity 

(Featherstone et al, 2011; Featherstone and Fraser, 2012; Hardy and 

Darlington, 2008).   

 

At a time when economics is high on policy agendas for health and social 

care (Carr, 2009) further consideration of helpful interactions seems 

important. A particular concern is research findings continue to suggest 

that “she [mothers] who has gets more” (Reay, 2001; Reay, Crozier and 

James, 2013:18) and low income parents continue to believe schools, 

social services and the police are less likely to interact favourably with 

them, as found by Laureau (2003) and Collett (2005). Taken together, 

many of the studies here suggest that rather than lacking parenting skills, 

many mothers need more time and information. While phenomenological 

accounts give us insight into lived experiences, embedded ethnographic 

approaches (Lewis and Russell, 2011) could illuminate wider narratives of 

justice as described by Gergen (2014:293). My study aimed to develop 

methods that avoid victimising and infantilising practices as expressed by 

Bloom (1998), Reay (1999) and supported by Skeggs (2005:9). Instead I 

wanted to check for context and misunderstanding, and ground narratives 

in the concrete situations of the present shaping and performing people 

(Denzin, 2007:138) outlined in chapter 3 positioning my research within 

an interpretivist paradigm.  
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2.6.2 Free Will 
 

On a philosophical level the studies discussed incorporate powerful 

historical discourses as described earlier, shaping how women position 

themselves and are positioned in the performance of motherhood. They 

highlight the complexity for professionals balancing care and risk in their 

interactions.  Initial findings emerging in the literature pointed to 

Foucault’s (1988) observations on how people measure themselves and 

their performance in comparison to other norms. Themes were also tied 

to Foucault’s (1984:441) descriptions of powerful institutional cultural 

practices and “regimes of truth” (Foucault, 1982:21). However, they 

evoked images that go beyond power and control moving into the 

techniques of the flesh and the realms of simulation as described by 

Baudrillard (1983). 

The symbolic and discursive way in which mothers are constituted by 

contradictory parenting discourses is seen within universal education 

settings where lack of room for manoeuvre, according to O’Neill (1992) 

and Baeck (2009), means education is the impossible dream. Hodge and 

Runswick-Cole (2008) found mothers of children with a disability were 

told that they were important customers with choices but were frequently 

left in the dark. Similarly, a phenomenological study by O’Connor (2008: 

226) found mothers described as “consumers” but feeling powerless when 

trying to keep up with “gate-keepers” and not knowing which step to 

follow as seen in the dance here. While this interpretative study focused 

on mothers as agentic individuals, there is a need for ethnographic 

studies to explore the collective stories of resilience that keep mothers 

moving in their symbolic spaces particularly in conditions of poverty 

(Kiernan and Mensch, 2010).  

 

The degree to which mothers are free to act in their performance of 

motherhood is not a framework or consideration which fits easily with 

current provision of parenting support. Faircloth (2010) argues that the 

current widespread parenting policies are prescriptive and preoccupied 
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with improving parenting. This was demonstrated in a study of an 

assessment model of child protection (Harris & Wood, 2008 in Harris, 

2012: 189-190). While over half of the forty parents interviewed 

understood that assessment was necessary, they experienced it as 

coercive, stigmatising, shame inducing and ineffective. Similarly, Hardy & 

Darlington (2008:259) identified the need for more collaborative and co-

operative interactions with parents during assessments including a shared 

understanding of the steps of the assessment as highlighted in the dance 

of compliance. 

 

Text in this study from all performers engaged in and witnessing the 

dance of compliance show the importance of hearing alternative voices. 

They also chime with Madison’s (2005:174) hope for performance 

ethnography that all involved in the performance “act and think in ways 

that beneficially affect either the subjects themselves or what they 

advocate”.  A government commissioned report on child protection by 

Munro (2011:16) argued that “Instead of doing the things right (following 

procedures) the system needs to be also focussed on doing the “right 

things” (i.e. checking whether children and families are being helped)”.  

Munro (2011) also identified the need for professionals to engage in 

systemic questioning and practices in order to take a more ecological 

account of people’s lives. These observations suggest further inquiry is 

necessary to incorporate methods which pay attention to choices 

including embodied narratives of fortitude. Participatory methods 

according to Denzin (2002) also take account of the dynamics between 

the researcher and participants.  

 

Constructing some mothers as lacking skills is not a new phenomenon 

and is according to Gillies (2007) embroiled in perceived capacities and 

capitals. Bloom’s (2003:304) ethnographic study describes a school 

principal asking a mother to “delay her study” as indicative of 

“infantilising practices” within hierarchical interactions.  Such deskilling 

practices alongside other studies (Auberach, 2007; Gillies, 2005; Hanafin 
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& Lynch, 2002; Laureau, 1989; Laureau & Horvat, 1999; Reay, 2003) 

demonstrate a need to challenge simplistic cause and effect realities. 

Similarly, according to Mcvarish (2016:2) discourses drawing on the 

authority of neuroscience, open up spaces for professional “expert 

invasion in family life”.  This seems important as a feminist Canadian 

study by Wall (2010) concluded that whilst some mothers were able to 

challenge claims that poor interaction with babies kills off neuron 

connections in the brain, little is known about the impact of these 

messages on vulnerable mothers. Interestingly, despite dominant 

discourses on empowerment, Smith (1997) and Olsen et al (2010) found 

mothers’ attempts at exercising ‘choice’ were construed by health visiting 

professionals as not following guidelines.  Although this qualitative study 

investigated interactions with mothers, what is not conceptualised is the 

everyday mundane cultural knowledge and understanding of mothers 

from a constructivist perspective which could include participatory 

methodologies, including subjective experience and local knowledge 

(Denzin, 2003).  

 

A directive from midwifery emerged in 2018 cautioning professionals to 

support new mothers to make their own choices about breastfeeding. This 

seems important as studies by Andrews and Knaak (2013) and Fallon 

(2016) found mothers viewing breastfeeding as a measure to evaluate 

their performance, and Lee (2011) found mothers lied for fear of ridicule.  

Although Romangnoli & Wall (2012:273) found younger mothers were 

able to adopt a “take it or leave it” approach, what is not known from 

these phenomenological studies is the stories behind these displays of 

strength. This seems important, as studies have also shown how 

unhelpful interactions cause many to opt out of situations (Laureau 1989, 

2003; Wilson & Huntington, 2005).   

 

In delivering parenting support Steedman (1986:139) described 

educational professionals’ negativity towards women navigating cultural 

changes in their lives. Three decades later, according to Axford et al 
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(2012, 2017), many professionals delivering parenting programmes 

continue to fail to take account of the impact of cultural differences in 

their determination to adhere to programme fidelity.  In a U.K. 

ethnographic study Whitmarsh (2011) found migrant mothers stigmatised 

and shamed as ‘the other’ where different cultural values and educational 

experiences were not recognized in western contexts. Similarly, 

O’Shaughnessy et al’s (2012) evaluation of an Irish pilot mental health 

service for asylum-seeking mothers and babies, found services failing to 

adapt to cultural nuances describing the challenges mothers face trying to 

fit into professionals’ maps of reality. 

 

The challenges for mothers engaging in risky but proactive strategies 

(Gillies, 2007: 68) are described in a phenomenological study by 

McHatton (2007:74) of a Latina mother chastised by a social worker for 

having a photograph of her ex-husband on display in her son’s bedroom. 

Similarly, mothers can come under scrutiny for the behaviour of partners 

in cases of domestic violence which Featherstone et al (2012:251) citing 

Reader (1993) described as “strategies of resistance in unequal power 

relations”. Featherstone, Fraser, Ashley and Ledward (2012:244) 

evaluation of an advocacy scheme for parents in child protection 

proceedings which included 18 parents and 19 social workers, found that 

‘advocacy’ had a calming effect in “intimidating systems”. These findings 

suggest a need to build on and develop further ethnographic methods 

which take account of the signs and symbols in characterising compliance 

and telling stories about the culture and performance of mothering more 

generally including stories of survival which I will outline next. 

 
 

 

2.6.3 Fortitude 
 

The themes presented so far suggest that strengths based stories are not 

part of dominant discourses in parenting support. What seemed apparent 

throughout the studies is the deeply embedded organisational challenges 

professionals face across disciplines in bringing to the forefront stories of 
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fortitude. This is despite studies of parents of children with disabilities 

concluding that if professionals focused on mothers’ abilities and 

contextual support this would be associated with decreased parental 

burden and stress (Lickenbrock, Whitman and Ekas, 2010). This seems 

important when scientific studies including Deniz Can & Ginsbrug-Block 

(2016) claim that parental stress prevents parents from supporting 

children’s social and cognitive development. 

 

In a health related context professionals who shared practical experiences 

of child-rearing were seen as more helpful than prescriptive medicalised 

discourses (Murphy, 2003:418). According to Austerberry & Wiggins 

(2007:37) young mothers found Sure Start Plus, personal advisers and 

groups, helpful in terms of improving their emotional well-being and 

promoting bonding with their child. They also valued interactions that 

were friendly, emotionally supportive and holistic. Similarly, a 

Scandinavian eight year post follow up study of parenting support of 

mothers who had attended a children’s centre (Angarne-Lindberg and 

Wadsby, :2013), found concrete knowledge on parenting seemed to be of 

secondary importance to making positive non-judgemental emotional 

connections with professionals which were key to the mothers engaging 

with the centre.  

 

The complexity of a range of professionals interacting and performing to 

differing agendas with mothers is powerfully evoked by Forrester et al 

(2008) in a time-limited child protection context leading to defiance from 

parents, often because of poor communication rather than rejection of 

support. A major limitation of this study is that it used standardised, 

simulated clients, however its findings point to the significance of 

empathic interactions as advocated by the Social Work Taskforce 

(2009:7). However, Forrester et al (2013:174-177) also conducted a 

second independent study into Munro’s (2011) reclaiming social work 

model and concluded that for “complex families in acute crisis, specially 

tailored units had more ability to provide multiple inputs, leading to 
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greater empathy and simultaneous ability to raise concerns”.  Although 

multi-disciplinary professional sharing of practice was positive, they had 

difficulty identifying ‘active ingredients’ responsible for success, 

suggesting the need for broader cultural exploration of stories about 

interactions with professionals which often go untold, according to Gilliom 

(2005) and Luna (2009).  

 

The job of mothering as a performance and a commodity was a theme in 

an institutional ethnographic Canadian study involving social workers by 

Brown (2006:369) which concluded that training on budgeting is not 

useful when broke. Furthermore, lack of attention to context and local 

knowledge, left mothers developing core competencies necessary to “play 

the game”. Eleven mothers out of a possible ninety-nine participated in 

interviews individually in their homes as well as a focus group with four of 

the mothers. A strength of this study was the use of role play to 

demonstrate how a preoccupation with risk management generated 

feelings of alienation (p.g 365). It also highlighted, as did steps in the 

dance in this study, the challenges for all negotiating steps from the 

institutional perspective where the child needs to be protected until the 

parents perform new skills alongside parents stepping in alien models of 

reality performing specific steps to support their children. Whilst many of 

the methodologies in these studies drew attention to ideologies shaping 

mothers’ individual experiences, what was not explored is the complexity 

of this symbolic interface or threshold between professionals and mothers’ 

multiple realities.  This is in keeping with Featherstone White and Morris’ 

(2014) call for more exploration with those on the receiving end. Taken 

together these studies suggest a need for more understanding of 

mothers’ narratives of fortitude which could help us understand more 

about the complex landscape of the performance of motherhood, as well 

as guidance for professionals in the performance of helpful interactions. 

 

2.7 Discussion 
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The findings presented here are a product of my interpretation as well as 

the ontological perspectives of participants on what counts as truth and 

knowledge (Parker, 2011:11). A striking feature of the literature is the 

invidious unhelpful relations between professionals and mothers. 

However, what seems common to all is the challenges for professionals 

and mothers interacting in systems which are not designed to view 

multiple realties and Hayes’ (1996) descriptions of the cultural 

contradictions inherent in the performance of motherhood. Moreover, 

themes presented here describe what Gans (1995:11) refers to as people 

judged by narratives containing small kernels of truth and large measures 

of untruths. Although the studies highlight the complexity of interactions 

from a feminist and economic standpoint, little attention is given to the 

broader indicative factors driving and maintaining unhelpful interactions. 

This seems important because whilst the findings suggest a need for more 

empathic and supportive relations in the performance of motherhood, the 

studies reviewed also describe the historical corrosive impact of 

objectifying interactions.  

 

Going forward, at a time when professionals are struggling to adhere to a 

matrix of recommendations it seems important to maintain a focus on the 

collective and symbolic whilst taking account of Wilkinson and Pickett’s 

(2009) issues of social value and social justice.  According to Skeggs 

(1997), hierarchies of social value within the wider culture are reflected in 

dehumanising objectifying terms such as “grossly repellent” used to 

describe parents. The Fabian Society commissioned MORI research 

(Bamfield ,2005:6), found the general public suggesting “hard-up” 

parents are only interested in scratch cards.  Other terms such as 

“scroungerphobia” about people on benefits are, according to Willkinson & 

Pickett (2009), a reflection of historical judgemental tendencies to equate 

outward wealth and performance with inner worth. They are also 

indicative of a culture positioning parents as having free will and the 

architects of their own fate (Gilliom, 2005; Unwin, 2013) 

 



 
40 

 

Alienating mothers for not living up to cultural norms is indicative of a 

reductive understanding of mothering performance. Dehumanising 

language also reflects hegemonic beliefs about parents living in poverty 

(Bloom, 2003; Vincent & Tomlinson, 1997) with little or no reference to 

historical economic mismanagement according to Webb and Wallis 

(2009). Sociologists argue how parents are frequently positioned as 

victims (Kukla, 2008; Vincent, Ball and Braun, 2010) yet Dermot & Main 

(2018) found parents actively economising and getting on with the job of 

parenting. Broadening narratives of fortitude is important at a time when 

according to Wall (2010) many mothers are being pushed too far and 

being supported too little. While academics (Des Forges & Abouche, 2003) 

argue that positive parenting overrides poverty, the studies reviewed here 

describe how capabilities and poverty can work together to increase 

family stresses (Kiernan & Mensah, 2011).  

 

Many of the studies cited here have drawn on Bourdieu’s (1993:154) 

concept of social capital, field and habitus in terms of how people “take 

positions predisposed to them on the basis of positions in a certain field”. 

The findings evoke images of women positioned as ‘them and us’ in the 

performance of motherhood already constituted by ideological issues as 

described by Baudrillard (1983). For example, what is not articulated in 

the economic or vulnerability arguments in favour of the current delivery 

model of parenting support is Braudrillard’s (1975:4) description of the 

actual process of the investment of things with value. Further studies 

could draw on performative methodologies which according to Gergen 

(2015:415) cross the boundaries of difference bringing values and 

traditions of which participants are a part of, into the light.  They could 

also shine a light on unhelpful ‘true’ and ‘false’, or between ‘real’ and 

‘imaginary’ interactions as conceptualised by Baudrillard (1988:167-8). 

 

The themes which were identified in this literature review are arguably 

indicative of the dominance of common simulated images, symbols and 

myths around the performance of motherhood including Arendell’s (2000) 
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images of motherhood as a place in which people first form their 

identities. Arguably as a result, Karlsson, Lofadahl and Prieho (2013:222) 

in a pre-school context described mothers engaging in individualizing, 

self-blaming descriptions of their identity. Further research could consider 

performative aspects of narratives incorporating methods to support a 

view of identity as always existing in relation to an “other” or “others” as 

argued by Hall (2004:51). Concerns about objectifying practices suggest 

that rather than a focus on agency and identity, further studies could 

explore day to day interactions including collective embodied experiences 

(Benwell & Stokoe, 2012:83). Further studies could look beyond reductive 

and essentialist constructs of “spoiled identities” (Goffman, 1959) or 

“damaged identities” (Lindeman Nelson, 2001: XI) and incorporate 

unexplored narratives, with expressive elements of cultural experiences 

(Hamera, 2011). This could include adopting methods that bring to the 

foreground Charmaz’s (2010) views of capabilities where according to 

Cottam (2011:114) “something shared, collective and relational will 

grow”.  

 

According to Lawson (2003:89) preoccupation with ‘manualised’, 

proceduralised systems continues to leave professionals struggling to 

assert their own values as they navigate their way between institutional 

and subjective discourses. One such dominant discourse on breastfeeding 

had an interesting change of course recently with The Royal College of 

Midwives’ (2018) new position statement making it explicitly clear that 

women should be supported if, after being given advice and support, they 

opt to bottle feed using formula milk. Acknowledgments such as this and 

studies presented here, show gaps in our understanding and research 

methodologies that unmask and take account of plots concealed within 

deficit narratives and steps of compliance. Arguably such a focus could 

support mothers to find ways of narrating multiple stories in ways that 

are amoral, which according to Skeggs (2005) is important in a parenting 

support context loaded with moral-value and blame.  At a practice level 

this is important as unhelpful interactions long on blame and short on 
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helpfulness have potential to undermine supportive services (Bamfield & 

Horton, 2009; Featherstone and Fraser, 2014; Merton, 2009; Sanders 

and Kirby, 2010). 

 

The range of studies I have presented have explored how the policies, 

practices and values of organisations can create tensions for mothers as 

they negotiate and navigate interactions with professionals.  It would 

seem that parenting support continues to expand in different guises 

across a range of interdisciplinary services suggesting the need to 

consider what mothers find useful regardless of the professionals agenda. 

The findings suggest a need for further research to explore how mothers’ 

experiences are socially organised and to question performances that 

shape and determine our everyday experiences.   

 

Because children’s centres are a relatively new development, little is 

known about the impact of the helpful and unhelpful themes identified 

here within the wide number of agencies and professionals.  Although 

findings suggest professionals struggle to bring mothers’ narratives of 

fortitude to the forefront, studies also describe dynamic groups of women. 

Many of the findings evoke images of women trying to re-present 

themselves under another sign (Baudrillard, 1975:4) or cloak other than 

that of vulnerability. This suggests opportunities for further engagement 

with women around issues of social justice (Weatherell, 2010:4). Given 

the range of symbols around the performance of motherhood that do not 

have a single meaning, simply listing the impact of unfairness or unhelpful 

practices seems inadequate and it seems timely to address this in other 

ways 

 

 

 

2.8 Justification for this study 
 

 

The key findings of this chapter are as follows: 
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1. Although there is policy and professional commitment to support 

parent engagement within children’s centres and other community 

settings, it is unclear how mothers identified as vulnerable interpret their 

day to day interactions with professionals setting out to support them. 

 

2. There is a distinct lack of guidance or coherent story around what 

constitutes effective, supportive interaction for mothers who 

 professionals have identified as vulnerable.  

 

3. Many of the existing policy and operational messages in parenting 

support fail to take account of the context in which mothers are 

experiencing challenges to their parenting performance. 

 

4. There appears to be little or no recognition of the impact on mothers of 

having to interact with a range of professionals from different agencies 

often operating out of different professional silos. 

 

It is proposed that there is still much scope for the development of more 

helpful participatory interactions in general terms and even more scope 

for the development of interactions in relation to ways in which mothers 

themselves take the lead, and for this reason my research is both 

relevant and necessary.  

 

Owing to all the gaps in our understanding and limitations in our 

methodological approaches to this topic as identified thus far, it was 

important to undertake research utilising new methods to address 

mothers’ accounts of interactions with professionals within a children’s 

centre to:   

 Explore mothers’ interpretations of verbal and non-verbal 

interactions with professionals. 

 Identify which interactions mothers interpret as useful, or not, and 

why? 
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2.9 Summary  

 
The findings of this review of the literature suggest that the performance 

of mothering is often based on perceived truths and differing realities. 

This suggests the need for policy makers and professionals to listen to 

and take account of mother’s interpretations of parenting support and to 

consider interactions in the context of free will, fortitude and financial 

worth.  Based on the concepts presented throughout this chapter it can 

be suggested that support with parenting in its present form is purporting 

to engage within an empowering framework, there is sufficient evidence 

to suggest that interactions emplotted by risk, neuroscience and economic 

imperatives often fail to achieve this. Furthermore, unhelpful interactions 

are in danger of stifling stories of fortitude and resilience. 

 

The next chapter outlines the methodology which was designed to 

address issues raised in this chapter including key ethical concerns of 

engaging in research with mothers identified as vulnerable. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

3.1 Introduction  
 

To explore women’s interpretations of social, cultural and institutional 

stories of interactions with professionals I designed an arts based 

performance ethnographic participatory study which was concerned with 

what Alexander (2005) terms the bringing together of distinct but 

interrelated formations of ethnography, performance and participatory 

research methods. This is supported by Hamera (2001), Conquergood 

(2002) and Denzin (2003) who all comment on the shift into context as a 

prelude to performance culminating in what Alexander (2005) describes 

as the staged re-enactment of ethnography derived notes. The key focus 

is on context and connecting, foregrounding essentialists’ notions of 

selfhood at the core of what it is to perform and therefore exist. This 

methodology depersonalises, de-traits and re-enacts as objectified, as 

subjectified and as embodied by discourse, taking account of key issues 

inherent in social justice including interlocking oppressive forces-issues of 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989; Sawyer, Salter and Thoroughgood, 

2013). 

 

This chapter outlines the paradigmatic epistemological, ontological, 

philosophical and theoretical assumptions underpinning this study 

including reference to ethnography as a broad theoretical framework, 

highlighting the postmodern performance turn from ethnography to 

performance ethnography in interpretative research (Table 1). The 

chapter also includes practical application and consideration of the 

emergence and identification of key postmodern epistemological issues in 

the context of the performance of motherhood and which guided all 

research decisions (Figure 1). 
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3.2 Research Design:  Epistemological and Ontological 

considerations 

 
Table 1 outlines paradigmatic assumptions and key issues, including the 

participatory elements of the research design which informed selection 

and sampling strategies as well as the overall approach to the analysis.  

In presenting these images I begin by acknowledging that this approach 

does not fit neatly into any one space, but I do so in an attempt to tell the 

story of the research process whilst trying to squeeze into the conceptual 

space of the reader (Stake, 2006:133). 
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Table 2:    Research Process  

 

Paradigmatic Assumptions 

 

Methodological paradigm 

 

Interpretivism  

Meta-theoretical paradigm  
 

Postmodern social constructionism 

Research Design: Performative – Participatory ethnography  

 

Selection & Recruitment of 

Participants  

Purposeful Sampling 

Data Collection techniques Drama based group work– writing – 
discussion - Theme boards – letters & 
documents -Facebook 

                                         Data Analysis  

Stage 1 Participants Distilling and 
analysing text for final theatre script  

Script for Performance 

Part 1 b. Analysis of text not included 
in script for performance  

Narrative analysis (Denzin, 2003; 
Frank, 2010; Riesmann, 2008) 

 

Criteria for establishing Trustworthiness of the Study 

Critical consciousness (Denzin,2003) Critical subjectivity (Lincoln,1995) 

 

Ethical Framework-Contextual meaning making through consensus 
                                        

Researcher as Reflexive Research Tool (Gergen,2014) 

Ethical considerations:   Working with vulnerable clients – adequate 

representation of participants 

  

Potential conflict of interest working in a familiar field.  Informed consent & 

coercion, confidentiality and anonymity and data protection  
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This research process weaves together what Guba (1990:17) cited in 

Denzin & Lincoln, (2005) and Guba & Lincoln (1994) describe as 

researchers’ ontology-what is the nature of reality, and what can we know 

about reality, along with researchers’ epistemology-what is the 

relationship between me the inquirer and the known, between the knower 

and what can be known? Here, my own epistemology is intertwined with 

my ontology and shapes a methodology reflecting no single objective 

truth on how we can know the world of motherhood or gain knowledge 

from it. All of these assertions according to Denzin & Lincoln (2005) are 

“contained in a net or a paradigm, an interpretive framework, a basic set 

of beliefs that guide action” demanding continuous reflexivity (Finley, 

2002, 2015; Gergen, 1991, 2014). Figure 1 is an image of my net 

outlining key post-modern epistemological issues which I drew on to 

guide my actions and decisions as described next. The combination of 

theory, method and analysis which was selected, including participants 

and researcher performing stories out loud together, helped address 

ethical concerns of engaging in research with hard to reach vulnerable 

participants.  

 

The need for considering objectifying practices, barriers to engagement 

and notions of justice and truth first presented to me growing up in a 

large Irish family and later whilst working in psychiatric units, embroiled 

in predominately medical discourses. Although my need for certainty 

frequently dominated interactions with patients, over time, feedback from 

those on the receiving end helped temper my eagerness to find the ‘truth’ 

and/or make judgements.  Whilst I acknowledge the strengths of 

evidence-based practice I also witnessed professionals’ over reliance on ‘a 

map’ that did not resemble the patient’s territory. A commitment and 

desire to explore objectifying practices and assumptions led me to study 

systemic ideas as part of a family therapy degree. In studying people like 

Bateson (1972), I began to see and consider a more collective and 

ecological approach to what it is to be human. I started to appreciate and 
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rely on the importance of the relationship in helping people structure and 

make sense of their lives through stories.  An interest in narrative as 

metaphor moved me from my comfortable humanistic or 

phenomenological sense making to more social, cultural and linguistic 

influences. Whilst my previous research involved developing hypotheses 

about the purpose and consequences of language, experiencing and 

observing narratives of courage and survival motivated me to want to find 

ways to somehow document more nuanced and tacit interpretations.  

 

I also wanted to use my experiences to develop methods to help elucidate 

aspects of participants’ lives that took account of context but moved 

beyond lived experience.  For this reason, I decided against interviews or 

focus groups to collect data and to instead draw on the arts to focus more 

on the embodied performative elements of cultural stories. Amidst 

concerns around how language is not just descriptive but works to 

achieve particular effects, I wanted to move beyond surface level of 

language to the symbolic and take account of the social elements of 

narrative construction. I wanted to consider performative and storied 

aspects of language. I was also aware that once we begin to articulate our 

concerns with marginalising discourses we can become embroiled in 

dominant ideologies. Fearful of slipping into objectifying practices I turned 

to performance which views our lives as stories which are organized, 

maintained and performed through narratives. This journey so far begins 

to paint a picture of certain aspects of my experiences that have become 

important filters in my net (figure 1) and through which I perceive the 

world. These filters are underpinned by a sense of fairness and 

determination to try to find ways to bring the more humane aspects of 

interactions into the light. 
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Figure 1: Net of key Post-modern ontological and epistemological 

issues 

 

 

Amid concerns in the literature of cultural constructions and universal 

truths on mothering performances, this net provided me with a filter for 

my construction and understanding of a reality shaped by the language, 

symbols and culture of our social context (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; 

Schwandt, 1994; Gergen, 2009). A focus on context and representation 

helped address Freire’s, (1970:71) call to “Perceive our own ignorance 

and give up the idea that we are the exclusive owners of truth and 

knowledge”.  Appreciating multiple realities (Fredman, Anderson and 

Stott, 2010) of the participants including local knowledge and wider 

historical cultural stories (Karlsson, Lofdahl and Prieto, 2011), was 

important at a time of increased surveillance and privileging of expert 

professional narratives around motherhood. The ‘net’ helped me 

reflexively consider individualising essentialists’ notions of a fixed self or 
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fixed identities and to think instead in terms of broader constructs of 

“narrative identifying” and “narrative habitus” (Frank, 2010:49).   

 

This process involved images of a collection of stories constantly forming 

and shaping lives echoing and summing up whole cultures as argued by 

Frank (2002, 2005). In keeping with a subjectivist epistemology (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2003) and rejecting the idea of a single objective truth on 

mothering identities and performances, my initial intention was to try and 

understand how the women construct and interpret their experiences and 

realities. However, whilst I was interested in how the research process is 

experienced and negotiated (Riesmann, 1993, Lynch, 2005) my primary 

focus was on the significance of language and culture when asking 

mothers to make sense of their social interactions. This lends itself to a 

relational constructionist perspective where experience is not something 

we have but something which is relational and participatory (Gergen & 

Gergen, 2011:378). For this reason I drew on postmodern inductive 

constructionism as an overarching paradigm which assumes a relativist 

ontology, conveying multiple realities incorporating post structuralism and 

interpretivism (Denzin & Lincoin, 2005; Levy, 2009; Pollock, 1998).  

The idea that nothing exists outside context and culture was an important 

consideration collecting and analysing text from wider cultural and social 

communities. In this study, performance of motherhood is understood to 

be shaped by social and cultural narratives and cultural meanings formed 

and communicated in language including the particular language, symbols 

and culture of their social context (Husserl, 1965; Bergen and 

Luckermann, 1966; Gergen and Kaye, 1992). However, a key priority was 

to take account of Gergen’s (2014:106) concern of a need to shift the 

gaze from culture as formed, to the continuous transformation of culture-

from culture to “culturing”.  A subjective interpretive approach with a 

focus on performance narrative meant interactions crafted in the writing 

and performance groups making the political possible through the act of 

performance itself as explored by Conquergood (1989) and supported by 
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Gergen (2013). In such circumstances according to Grant (2010:578) in 

the production of knowledge “the knower and respondent co-create 

understanding, creating verisimilitude rather than making hard truth 

claims”. 

Amid concerns of reinforcing victimising narratives, here “context replaces 

text and emphasis is on change, contingency locality motion and the 

performance of context” (Pollock 1998:38).  According to Gergen 

(2014:102) in making and expressing our own implicit and explicit values 

as constructionists we are required to ask who is benefited by the various 

representations, in what ways, and with what social-political implications. 

This reflects a shift away from claims of objectivity and objective 

representation, from Cartesian dualism of mind and body in favour of a 

more embodied and reciprocal focus on humane interactions which will be 

outlined extensively in the ethics section in the next chapter.  

The current changing and shifting ethos and delivery of parenting support 

arguably reflects what Shore et al (2011:2) describe as different actors, 

interacting in different sites, creating or consolidating new rationalities of 

governance and regimes of knowledge and power. However, a focus on 

performance in this study describes a shift from people choosing how to 

perform as defined by Goffman (1959) to include all social beings as 

performers, as actors cast into their parts in a play (Frank, 2010:7). 

Spending time with participants, I found the mothers seem to come to 

know things through doing, as they reflected on and tried to disentangle 

words and codes from professional’s letters and conversations. In this 

sense the moment of performance is not presented as an objective reality 

but rather a liminal space, a standpoint from which to view culture as 

suggested by Turner (1967) and Denzin (2003).  

The dialogic emphasis in this study takes account of Frank’s (2010:4) 

views of stories as material semiotic companions. This certainly appeared 

to be the case when applied to methods employed in this study for a 

question around mothers’ interpretations of interactions, involving and 
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concerned with the signs and symbolism in the performance of 

motherhood. An interest in stories and narrative according to Lannamann 

& McNamee (2011:384) requires attention to “moment to moment 

construction of relational meaning”. This led me initially to a focus on 

Foucault (1991) in terms of how people are constructed and marginalized 

within stories based on perceived difference and regimes of truth and how 

professionals interact within institutions “that dominate culture and, 

neglects, excludes, represses or fails to recognize context and ways of 

knowing“ (Foucault, 1980:81-84).  

Working and learning with participants, engaging in interactive dialogue, 

helped break down and make visible shared cultural ways of knowing, 

encouraging me to re-consider my own symbolic systems, codes and 

ways of knowing. My concerns about objectifying practices meant turning 

a mirror on my own witnessing practices (Gergen, 2014; Mylerhoff, 1987) 

and vulnerabilities (Behar, 1996:3) and to reflexively consider who is ‘us’ 

and who ‘them’ is and “how we see ourselves in ‘other’ and different eyes 

(Madison, 1998:382). Although my intention was to draw on my own 

narratives, my primary focus was on relational responsibility and attention 

to the process of relating itself (Denzin & Lincoin, 2005; McNamee & 

Gergen, 1992). This led to and signifies my move from ethnography and 

auto-ethnography to performance auto-ethnography (Denzin, 2003). 

3.3 From Ethnography to Performance Ethnography 
 

Interested in how we perform interactions I began with the extensive 

work of Communication and Sociology scholar Norman K. Denzin (2003) 

taking account of Goffman’s symbolic interactionism and Freire’s (1970) 

pedagogies of oppression. Denzin & Lincoln (2000, 2005) describe key 

moments qualitative researchers have searched for more democratic, 

engaged and performative ways of expressing knowledge. According to 

Denzin (2003) through an evolutionary process, the field of ethnography 

has reached its current critical, performative, pedagogical movement; a 
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point in time when performative ethnography can be enacted as critical 

social practice.   

In designing this study, I combined Denzin’s (2003) postmodern adaption 

of Performance Understandings in the Seventh Moment (Denzin, 

2003:122) of qualitative research, with Frank’s (2010) insights into 

analysis of narratives. Denzin’s (2003:122) approach covers eight criteria, 

a cluster of performative and emancipatory strategies including: 

 

 No topic is taboo  

 Texts speak to social injustices   

 Every act of representation is political and ethics of care is 

paramount 

 Claims to truth and knowledge are assessed in terms of multiple 

criteria 

 Texts assume ethnographers bring with them their own symbolism 

and storytelling traditions 

 Texts draw on the vernacular  

 Texts are produced by writers who aim to speak to and represent a 

particular community 

 The authors of text understand that no single representation or 

work can speak to the collective needs of the community  

 

Within these criteria, Denzin (2003:33) connects performance narratives 

with performance ethnography (PE) and auto ethnography representing 

and including rituals from the mundane aspects of everyday life. Denzin’s 

(2003:122-123) performative strategies extend into publicly responsible 

auto-ethnography providing glimpses into dominant narratives of race, 

class, ability and gender, as well as cultural and relational influences.  

Here combining participatory methods offered new ethical ways of talking 

about self and society (Denzin, 2000: xiii) including how mothers are 

constituted or performed by a social matrix (Taylor, 1971:36).  According 

to Denzin & Lincoln (1998) there is a need to think historically, 

interactionally and structurally. Here this involved a move from 



 
55 

 

ethnography to performance ethnography making and sharing 

connections between women’s experiences of motherhood as well as 

larger social, cultural policies and structures which at times perform 

mothers as outcasts (Moore and Hirai, 2014). These steps represent, 

according to Denzin (1997: xxi), attempts to address challenges to not 

only re-inscribe what happens but to move the other and self to action 

and in doing so instigate ways of seeing and methods of knowing to 

transform practices observed (Denzin, 2008:104).   

 

In traditional ethnography the researcher observes, writes and tells 

stories and the focus is on possible meanings of behaviour, language 

within a particular cultural group (Hamersley, 2006; Murthy, 2008; 

Silverman, 2001; Spradeley, 1979). According to Alexander (2005:419) 

both ethnography and PE are concerned with illuminating culture, 

educating, exploring and bridging geographical and social distances 

through vivid description, narration and embodiment. However, PE evokes 

embodied human perception and feeling, argues Richardson (2000:254) 

through a focus on the relational, narrative, dialogic performative 

elements of any interaction or performance.  The role of actor is 

expanded to include all social beings as performers, “where text bound 

descriptions are transformed into an embodied experience of the culture 

and practice of the other “(Alexander, 2005:412). In this way 

performance is both the subject and method (Alexander, 2005:08), 

setting out to understand the politics and practices that shape human 

[mothering] experience (Denzin, 2003).  As a methodology it challenges 

the meaning of lived experiences and objectifying text by focusing on the 

situatedness of knowledge, equality and issues of social justice 

(Conquergood, 1998; Denzin, 2003; Madison, 1998). This was very 

apparent when we were engaged in poetry writing together which based 

on feedback from all showed evidence of engaging mind, heart and body 

as described by Pendergast (2009). 
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PE as an approach fits with concerns about ways in which people are 

made up by the cultures and social practices in which they find 

themselves. Exploring and describing meanings, rather than producing 

them Gergen (2009) argues is a way of having intimate conversations 

with other cultures and according to Conquergood (1985:10) creates 

conditions for speaking ‘to and with’ instead of ‘about’ people. With this in 

mind, instead of extracting data from passive subjects (Kvale, 2008; 

Treacher, 2005), participants in this study co-created and performed their 

own narratives with the researcher. This allowed for descriptive embodied 

language and engagement which according to Denzin (1997, 2003) turns 

ethnography into performance and the performative into the political 

(Jones et al 2013; Marechal, 2010).  

 

A focus on performance views participants’ lives as stories which are 

organised, maintained and performed through narrative. In the context of 

the performance of motherhood it questions essentialist notions of ‘self’ 

and ‘identity’ in favour of a theory of performativity where explanations 

and experiences are evoked, not explained (Trinh, 1991: 162). In this 

way, the textual subject became the empirical subject, allowing 

performers and audience to be brought closer to aspects of cultural being 

that operate in the real and everyday level of experience (Denzin, 

1997:61). In this study a focus on the performative, and performative 

text as interpretive tools (Madison, 2005), arguably helped audiences to 

gain new knowledge about participants’ social and cultural concerns (bell-

hooks, 1984) while simulating the idea that theatre is an illusion capable 

of invoking change (Spry, 2001, 2006).  

 

3.4 Theoretical considerations  
 

In considering theory, for a research question with a focus on 

interactions, I initially focused on the work of Cooley (1902), and Goffman 

(1959) and the theories of symbolic interactionism.  The belief that 

society or people’s social reality is created as people interact seemed to fit 

with ways in which elements of participants’ social performances are 
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constructed and influenced through interactions. While Bourdieu and 

Wacquant (1992) argued that all theory is performative bringing into 

being that which it names, epistemological differences in scholars’ 

approaches appeared to emerge around beliefs about free will and the 

ability to describe objective reality. Goffman (1959) described how a 

performative self is presented socially and performers use individual 

strategies to negotiate their way through situations, and while his work 

addresses issues of labels and stigma its focus on spoiled identities 

assumes a fixed given observable self.  

 

Bateson (1979:53) argued that “drawing boundaries creates a 

mythological component, commonly known as self”.  Alexander (2005: 

428) drew attention to regulatory devices constructed in relation to ‘other’ 

which according to Atkinson, Coffey and Dealmont (2001) are in danger 

of reinforcing stigmatising and othering practices. This led me to 

incorporate the work of Denzin (2002) who integrates social factors, 

arguing that the idea of a self, free from social connection does not make 

sense in a context where social connection in contemporary society 

influences who we are and who we can be.  Although influenced by 

Goffman (1959), Denzin (2002:114) dismissed Goffman’s ‘Dramaturgical’ 

theory and its essentialist preoccupations with reality in favour of a focus 

on social justice and equality.  Denzin illustrates how terms such as 

“biography”, “history”, “gender”, “race”, “ethnicity”, and “family” have 

always been performative and interactive arguing for the integration of 

the performative aspects of symbolic interactionism pointing out that if 

the world is a performance, not a text, then we need a model of social 

science that evokes this (Denzin, 2003:187). This was very apparent in 

the model developed here evoking the performative aspects of narratives 

of mothers trying to fit into unhelpful systems never designed with them 

in mind. Stories in this performance also point to what Gergen (1977) 

describes as people performed through culture.  
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Gergen & Kaye (1992) view knowledge of self as interpretive 

constructions through language rather than existing in some independent 

objective sense. Integrating theory in this way helped address my 

concerns of slipping into familiar dominant discourses of mothering 

performances which evoke and promote images of faulty selves 

(mothers). Subsequently in developing schema, rather than focusing on 

constructs such as ‘self’ or identity I took account of the performative 

aspects of discourses as well as the construction of relational or narrative 

self; the ‘reconstruction of self as relationship’ (Gergen, 1991:140).   

 

A key challenge of PE according to Alexander (2005:419) is to capture 

and contain through language then to assume and embody culture 

through the materiality of different bodies, which according to Frank 

(2010) have different or even opposing historicity and physicality. This 

application reflects limitations of language and discourse as well as a 

desire to move beyond words and address Baudrillard’s (1983) concerns 

that the very act of meaning making risks perpetuating dominant 

ideologies. This methodology describes an emerging paradigm challenging 

simplistic images where any object or discourse whose function it is to 

communicate could be regarded as text (Denzin, 2003). Previous 

researchers in this field have drawn conceptually from performance 

theory creating stories and monologues from personal stories as well as 

fiction. For example, Mienczakowski (2001) developed ethno drama using 

actors to perform data from participants’ experiences derived from 

interviews and Ratho (2012) created poems from interviews as part of a 

participatory approach in a health setting to extend explicit and implicit 

meaning.  Foster’s (2007) feminist participatory approach used poetry 

written by women as well as traditional fairy tales to explore meaning of 

their lived experiences of living in poverty. The participatory narrative 

approach adopted here takes account of subjective experiences but also 

allows for the development of plots (Denzin, 1984, 1992, 2003).  
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Drawing on the arts and the transformative elements of theatre helped 

address a desire to let the data speak for themselves and allow the 

audience to decide for themselves as argued by Brecht (1964).  Whilst 

stories took account of how power, justice, economics, gender, race, 

education and culture interact in the production of social systems (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2005), this approach addresses the limitations of any one 

approach including feminism. It also takes account of Denzin and Lincoln 

(1998:102) concerns with “bracketing“ off approaches in terms of 

difference, practices he refers to as “ontological gerrymandering”. This 

methodology is rooted in the recognition that culture performs us, as seen 

in the performative writing enacting as it describes (Denzin, 2001, 2003). 

Stories were crafted and performed together through language and 

images in group fieldwork (Pollock, 1998), infiltrating and invigorating for 

a moment in time the audiences thinking, feeling, acting and actions.   

 

 

3.4.1 Letting stories breathe  
 

The capacity of stories to act is according to Frank (1995, 2002) what 

sets them apart.  It is also what sets this methodology and analysis apart 

and was an important consideration when I was faced with the challenge 

of slipping into victimising reductionist approaches in the collection and 

analysis of text. Drawing on Frank’s (2010) concept of letting stories 

breathe helped address Freire’s (1970) plea to; “value the contribution of 

others and listen to them with humility”.  This process also explains my 

attempt to address Denzin’s (1997:111) concerns for the need for a new 

kind of ethnography in a world in which we are all cut adrift in a sea of 

text and images in the so called real world.  Furthermore, although not 

straightforward, I wanted to try and look out for narratives emerging from 

the text whilst keeping theoretical alignment between the performance 

turn (Denzin, 2003) and the narrative turn (Denzin, 2001), with 

performance based methods. This included producing history and culture 

even as history and culture produce us (Langellier, 2011). Denzin’s 

(2001) narrative turn included the benefits of naming different types of 
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narratives and chimed with Frank’s (2010) illumination of ways in which 

stories can connect and liberate by helping people think about the stories 

they are telling and want to tell.  

 

An initial reading and distilling of text with participants led to a script 

written and performed together with participants. In the second reading 

of remaining text I took account of Frank’s (2010) dialogic narrative 

analysis along with Denzin’s (1989) definition of plots. During this process 

language was used as a resource in terms of what Atkinson (1984) 

describes as linguistic aspects such as language devices including 

metaphors and constructs. I did this within a Narrative analysis 

framework, broadly utilized as a way of making sense of experience and 

interpretations (Ricoeur, 1991; Riessman, 1993, 2000) which supported 

the development of ‘steps’ as presented loosely to guide the reader in 

Chapter 5. 

 

3.5 Summary   
 

Steps taken in this study supported the development of a methodological 

framework based on knowledge that has been socially and discursively 

constructed through language rather than from direct observation of the 

world. Creating a set of interpretative material practices that make 

culture visible required navigating the tensions between a postmodern 

relativist position working with and keeping safe participants defined as 

vulnerable. It also included reflecting on my own biographical 

experiences, but in a way that was less about who or what I am and more 

about the interconnectedness of a group of women’s collective stories. 

Acting, performing and co performing with participants involved a move 

beyond taken for granted positioning in research as well as an 

acknowledgment that all research takes place in a relationship. Building 

and sustaining relationships with participants was a key part of the 

process reflecting a move away from observer and observed systems to a 

focus on relational, reflexive, ethical ways of knowing which I will outline 

in detail in the next chapter on Methods 
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Chapter Four: Methods 

 

 

4.1 Introduction  
 

In developing methods to support a performance methodology my 

intention was to illuminate the performative elements of stories and the 

constraints of language while avoiding; pithy pathos and pathology as 

argued by Krumer-Nevo, (2002:315). Merging methodologies was an 

attempt to address deficit discourses as defined by family therapist 

Minuchin et al (2006:13) in ways that move beyond Cresswell’s (1998) 

reference to giving participant’s a voice in research. This was important in 

terms of engaging in research with people defined as vulnerable who 

could speak for themselves but often lacked the opportunities to do so as 

argued by Gablik (1991). Although I began the project shaped by my 

experiences and epistemology (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995), I hoped 

to address this by explaining each step of the research process and 

analysis in detail (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Moreover, being familiar 

with the context, required reflexivity (Alvesson and Skjolberg, 2009) in 

order to capture and sustain the nuances and significance of stories told. 

This was   supported by supervision and a reflective journal (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2011) and also involved taking account of thresholds between 

distance and inclusion, learning to remember dialogue and movement like 

an actor (Emerson et al, 2011:87). Although this is not an easy process to 

describe I begin this chapter with a flow diagram (Figure 2A) detailing 

participant and researcher activity at each stage of the research process. 

I then go on to outline the research process and ethical framework, 

explaining sampling strategy, recruitment, data collection and data 

management. This is followed with an outline of data analysis, reflexivity 

and overall trustworthiness of the research design.  
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Diagram 1 A flow diagram of participants and researcher activity 

at each stage    
  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Define research 

Literature 

Review 

Research 
Question 

Design Prepare 
Collect data 

Analyse & 
conclude   

Selection of 

participants 20 - 

eligible 

Purposive 
Sample 

16 

Attend research 
Drama Group 

Collect and 

analyse text 
together-for 

performance  

Writing stored 

securely on grids by 

researchers 

Weekly -
Reviewing 

distilling, editing, 
and rehearsing 

Final    Script 
 Piece of drama  

Perform  script 

to live 
audience 

Post-

Performance 

Review 

Remaining text 

reviewed/analys
ed by 

researcher 

4 Decided-not 
to join 

Support from 
drama teacher 

Review grids  

(see 1B diagram 
2 

Page -25 

Writing-theme 

boards-trips 
out-

correspondenc
e letters-

discussion  

 

Review & 

Reflect  

Ethical framework in place  



 
64 

 

4.2 The Research Question  
 

The focus of my research was on mothers’ accounts of interactions 

with professionals in a children’s centre. My aim was to:  

 

 Explore mothers’ interpretations of verbal and non-verbal 

interactions with professionals  

 Identify which interactions mothers interpret as useful, or 

not, and why. 

 

 

4.3 Ethics 

    
In developing methodology and methods my attention was focused 

around decisions and choices that would affect participants and a 

key priority was to pay attention to the impact on participants of 

every choice I made along the way.  Engaging in new methods of 

translating text from the field to the stage alongside participants, 

involved what Denzin (1997:5) described as “holding participants 

up as a mirror to the world under analysis”. In the performance of 

PE according to Madison (2012:198) this presented “theoretical and 

ethical questions and challenges”. The question of “who gains 

materially and symbolically” (Kvale, 2006:482) as well as risks of 

exploitation of passive subjects (Kvale, 1996, 2008) called for an 

ethical positioning (Freire, 1998) throughout. 

The main ethical issues surrounding this study were: gaining 

approval to conduct the research with participants identified as 

‘vulnerable’ and often at the receiving end of power imbalances 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Reismann, 2008). In developing 

methods every research act called for moral and ethical contextual 

decisions as described by Smith (1990). Key issues to embed within 

an ethical framework included: informed consent, 

anonymity/confidentiality and fair, safe representation as well as 
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my decision as researcher to join in the collecting and performing of 

stories. I placed Ethics as foundational “a distance between what is 

and what ought to be… a space where we have something to do” as 

outlined by Michel de Certeau (1984:75).  To aid this process I drew 

on the ‘contextualized–consequentialist’ ethical stance described by 

Denzin and Lincoln (1994:21) comprising four principles: mutual 

respect, non-coercion, non-manipulation, and support of democratic 

values. To apply these principles, I followed the principles approach 

to ethics as described by Beauchamp & Childress (2008) and will 

now outline how my study adhered to them. 

 Beneficence & Nonmaleficence  

  Respect for Human Dignity & Autonomy 

  Justice  

 

 

4.3.1 Beneficence & Nonmaleficence  

  
Inviting participants to engage in drama signalled a shift from 

ethnography to performance ethnography and my aim was that 

participants might have a different and enjoyable experience in a 

context of storytelling.  Supporting conversations to unfold is 

consistent with systemic and relational principles of therapy. Being   

familiar with the therapeutic process I hoped would help create 

important research conditions that Silverman (2000) describes as 

empathy, safety, reciprocity, accountability and rapport. In taking a 

position of a reflexive research tool, writing and performing 

alongside participants my aim was to reflexively address the 

potential for exploitation (Etherington, 2007; Oakley, 1981).   

A recurring question to participants was; what story does our piece 

of theatre want to tell?  In a therapeutic setting this question 

reflects a focus on stories and story teller rather than on outcomes 

(Shotter, 2011) and within a research ethical framework, points to a 
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participatory study as well as a duty of beneficence towards 

participants. I was also, very aware of the difference between client 

led clinical conversations and the complexity of research discussions 

as carved out by Hunt, Chan & Metha (2011).  Addressing potential 

harm involved regular check ins with participants to address 

concerns as well as any signs of harm in the retelling of potentially 

traumatic stories (White, 1997). Included in protocols was 

information around the availability of myself or another counsellor 

at a regular set weekly time and place should any participants wish 

to talk through any issue raised that may have caused distress. The 

other counsellor was not known to the women and worked in a unit 

attached to the centre and signed confidentiality forms (Appendix 

3). This was not taken up, but participants frequently reflected on 

stories during our lunch and trips out together. One of the women 

asked for information on how to access ‘psychological therapies’ 

stating she wanted some “more time to think about things”.  

Maintaining anonymity in the data collection, performance and in 

writing up was supported through creative elements (Brunnberg, 

2012) including the use of poetry and monologues which helped 

move beyond personal factual right or wrong details.  In 

performative writing, the focus is on “potential for writing to enact 

as it describes and evokes through detail, sensuality and 

verisimilitude” (Baso, 1979 cited in Madison, 2012:223).  In 

response to accusations of postmodern nihilistic denial of content 

(Gubrium & Holstein, 1997) and  Fielding & Fielding (1986:34) 

description of Denzin’s  ‘eclecticism’, stories were organized and 

presented as  moments in time, open to interpretation.  Moulding 

interpretations together into cultural stories rather than individual 

accounts balanced the right of the reader/audience to know, with 

the principle of non-maleficence where attention is on “accuracy, 
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non-maleficence, the right to know, and making one’s moral 

position known” (Denzin, 1997:282-83).  

I had a plan in place for regular supervision to take account of 

issues and progress as I went along, including weekly research 

diary entries. I was however, very aware that working with women 

identified as ‘vulnerable’ meant reflexivity was more than a tick list 

in ethics.  Pre-research assignments had helped me revisit my 

attitudes and values which helped in my decision to change course 

when necessary and to stay true to my original agreement whereby 

participants had the final say on what got included in the 

performance script. My intention in enlisting the help of a drama 

teacher, was to bring to life the performance of motherhood and to 

make stories accessible to wider audiences. This however required 

careful consideration of the potential risks and benefits for the 

research (Gergen, 2014; Hamera, 2011; Roy & Dowd, 2010). To 

assess potential risk, I met with the drama teacher for four 

meetings over a period of four months to discuss the aims of the 

research and his interest in our project.  Following this I was able to 

give assurance to gate keepers that he had the ability to listen and 

respect different viewpoints and fully understood and would sign up 

to all the confidentially issues (Appendix 4).  Engaging participants 

in longitudinal research also poses a potential risk (Ellis, 2007) as 

outlined in risk and analysis assessment of the research plan 

(Appendix 5).  The practical implications of extending weekly drama 

groups for busy participants (Patton, 2002; Shenton & Hayter, 

2004) was addressed through ongoing careful listening for feedback 

and observation for any indication of discomfort or intrusiveness 

into people’s lives (Murphy & Dingwall, 2001).  

In view of the potential vulnerability of participants, considerable 

time was spent in supervision and writing in my reflective diary on 

getting the ethical framework in order. My first step was to produce 
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a research proposal and complete the ethics form in liaison with 

Wolverhampton University Ethics Committee. This was a key part of 

the research process, to ensure the safety of participants and 

satisfy the ethics committee that a comprehensive plan for 

maintaining confidentiality and anonymity was in place. Following 

feedback and discussion I amended my inclusion criteria to include 

the need for parents to have been engaged with the centre for at 

least one year.  I also made it explicit in the confidentiality form 

that if anything was revealed that put participants or their children 

at risk that I would have to report to relevant bodies. In the second 

submission I referred to ethical considerations involving vulnerable 

groups specific to performance ethnography including measures in 

place to avoid the potential of the researcher; “ripping off 

participants in pursuit of good data” (Conquergood, 1982:89).  

I was clear in my ethics submission that if I had any safety concerns 

I would refer on to appropriate services.  Ethical approval (Appendix 

6) was granted by Wolverhampton University Ethics Committee. 

Permission to work with identified groups of mothers was granted 

by the Governing body of the Charity delivering services to families 

(Appendix 7) located within a children’s centre, which I will refer to 

as The Centre. Negotiating access as part of the sampling plan was 

done through a senior member of staff involved in the identified 

groups who became an established point of contact. This helped 

ensure clarity of communication between the research project and 

staff within The Centre as well as plans for dealing with challenges 

should they arise including the provision of a crèche and lunch 

facilities.  

 

4.3.2 Respect for Human Dignity  
 

A key priority in developing methods was for participants to be able 

to express autonomy and be free from coercion.  From the 
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beginning every effort was made to try and ensure participants 

understood the details of the research and I repeated at regular 

intervals that they could choose whether to take part or not and 

they were free to withdraw at any time, without it impacting on 

services they were receiving at The Centre. Consent was viewed as 

an ongoing ethical concern (Alderson, 2004) and I took great care 

to ensure the women did not feel pressurised into participating in 

potentially sensitive research (Dickson-Swift et al, 2007). Informed 

consent and freedom from coercion and right to refuse or withdraw 

was also addressed in a presentation to two groups at the children’s 

centre in the sample. Here I explained and distributed letters of 

participation (Appendix 8) as well as detailed participant information 

sheets regarding the study outline (Appendix 9) and consent forms 

(Appendix 10).  

Equality and anti-discriminatory practice was addressed through 

ongoing consenting processes whereby I frequently wove as part of 

a timely plan the issue of autonomy and consent into our check ins 

and during periods reviewing text for script.  Furthermore, the 

storied nature of data collection meant opportunities to reflect on 

past and present culture whilst taking account of the subjective 

approaches to ethnography (Clifford &Marcus, 1986). An ongoing 

consideration both in supervision and in my research diary, was 

around the challenges of negotiating position of insider/outsider 

(Adler and Adler, 2008; Carroll, 2009) in this research and the 

privileges that may give me.  

When sharing my own stories and explaining my intention to join in 

performance I also needed to ensure this did not inadvertently 

encourage the women to reveal more personal information than 

they planned to or wished to (Diary entry).  
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I was mindful that any attempt to support participants ran the risk 

of falling into disempowering practices. One way I tried to address 

this was to not ask anything that I would not be prepared to answer 

myself and I reminded all at the beginning of our sessions that they 

did not have to share their thoughts or writing and could chose to 

listen if they wished.  

4.3.3 Justice 
 

In recognition of issues of fairness and justice, which group work in 

research can generate (Berg & Lune, 2011), our first meeting 

involved discussion on the general format of our work including 

confidentiality, with all agreeing to not discuss conversations 

outside of the room and agreement to support and listen to each 

other’s stories (Appendix 11).  Privacy and anonymity in sampling, 

data collection and data analysis were specifically discussed in the 

information sheets and in the consenting process, including the 

option of participants sharing with me if they wished letters or other 

correspondence from professionals (Appendix 12).  

Although the very act of live performance and narrative construction 

is an “implicit social act" as argued by Gergen & Gergen (1997: 

176), to preserve confidentially and privacy the women selected 

pseudonyms for performance. This along with grouping together 

lines from different stories meant the audience heard a collection of 

shared stories. This was in keeping with what Baol (1995) referred 

to in the theatre as the blurring of lines between acting, role playing 

and reality. To ensure safe and secure use and storage of data, 

information was written up in ways that participants could not be 

identified including pseudonyms and unique identifiers in 

transcription of discussions and reporting of findings. Four 

participants chose not to perform in front of a live audience but sat 
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in the audience during performance, and joined in post drama 

debriefs and continued to be part of the drama group. 

 

4.4 Sampling Strategy and recruitment of participants 
 

 

 

4.4.1 Gaining access 
 

My work involves developing services for families, which meant 

performing in a cultural field that I was familiar with. Although this   

supported ‘gaining access’ (Geertz, 1972, 1973) it ran the risk of 

jumping to conclusions too quickly in analysis and thus remained an 

area for ongoing reflexive activity. I met with gatekeepers, who 

were positive about the research questions and viewed the research 

question as having potential to engage service users in service 

developments. This seemed a good start even though I was aware 

that the whole issue of service user involvement in research is 

contested requiring a high degree of scrutiny (Lincoln, 2005).  

Working with busy parents it was also vital to use time efficiently 

and economically and I was fortunate that the centre covered the 

cost of a crèche and lunches.  Having a clear line of communication 

with a senior member of staff at the centre helped with practical 

issues, as well as opportunities to covey that my focus was about 

parents’ experiences of interactions with a wide range of 

professionals. Having gained permission to approach specific groups 

from gatekeepers I set up information sessions with mothers based 

on my inclusion criteria. I explained my rational for meeting with 

their specific groups as outlined in the inclusion criteria. 
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4.4.2 Inclusion criteria: 
 

 Mothers referred to The Centre for support by a professional 

working with the family 

 Live in government assisted housing and/or claiming out of 

work benefits 

 Attending The Centre on a regular basis for twelve months  

 Currently attending a ‘return to work’ programme (as this 

established that they had been attending the centre for a 

least one year and were part of an established support 

network)  

 

The criteria were evidenced by the literature which suggests little 

research focuses on mothers encouraged to attend children’s 

centres (Foster, 2007a). To satisfy ethical concerns, I included 

parents who had been attending regularly for twelve months as 

they were more likely to have a support system in place. There 

were only two children’s centres in the area to choose from and only 

one had two groups that fulfilled the inclusion criteria. Therefore, 

this sample could be defined as purposive; where respondents are 

chosen to reflect some characteristic of interest of the process being 

studied (Carter & Henderson, 2005). Although a small sample, the 

nature of data collection and potential to access participants’ local 

cultural knowledge provided scope for rich contrasting views and 

opinions (Burawoy, 1998; Krueger&Casey, 2000). Furthermore, 

working with a non-random group combined with a research 
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question on interpretations meant potential for selection bias (Berk, 

1982) which was addressed as part of the core reflexive spine of the 

thesis (Josselson, 2016).  

 

I arranged to visit The Centre and was welcomed by group 

facilitators and given time to explain my research and pass out 

information and consent forms referred to previously.  I noted in my 

diary that although I recognised faces I did not know the women’s 

stories.  The women seemed relaxed and friendly, possibly because 

they were familiar with the centre and comfortable meeting group 

facilitators. From the level of conversation it seemed that some 

previously knew each other or had formed friendships which 

seemed hopeful and a good basis for engaging in discussions 

according to Hopkins (2007).  

 

My intention in my initial meeting with potential participants was to 

try and explain the research as fully as possible. I wrote my 

research question on a flip chart alongside my methodology 

“performance ethnography”, describing how I wanted to explore 

and write about the culture and performance of motherhood.  I 

explained that I was interested in the stories we all had about 

interacting with professionals and to use drama as a forum to help 

the public and policy makers to hear our stories. I added that a 

local drama teacher was willing to support us as part of community 

arts projects. Stating that if we wished, we could perform our 

stories to live audiences caused nervous laughter as well as a 

comment from one woman stating she had a GCSE in drama and 

always wanted “to get back into it”.   

 

I clarified arrangements for crèche provision and refreshments and 

acknowledged that gathering stories could be a lengthy project but 

that to begin with I was proposing an initial eight week block that 
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would possibly be extended for longer depending on how they 

experienced the drama groups. I outlined key issues of 

confidentiality, including strategies to adopt pseudonyms to ensure 

anonymity and confidentiality which I would extend to final written 

reports. However, I also noted again that it was my ethical 

responsibility to ensure that if I heard anything that made me 

concerned for a child or parent I would need to report to relevant 

people. I added that I would be inviting them to engage in writing 

activities or if they preferred, use an audiotape, which we might use 

for our performance script if all agreed.  

 

In developing my sampling strategy, I had ascertained that parents 

on a return to work programme were able to speak and write basic 

English, an important consideration as cultural differences can 

facilitate insights but also misunderstandings (Duneier, 2011). I 

mentioned that although my intention was for us to engage in a 

safe fun active drama research project, the nature of remembering 

and telling stories can sometimes cause distress (White, 1997) and 

I and a colleague could offer counselling support should they wish 

to access this. I left behind consent forms, requesting they leave 

them at reception within one week. Sixteen women out of twenty 

agreed to participate. Table 2 outlines the characteristics of the 

participants. 
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Table 3 Characteristics of Participants 

 

 

Name Age 

Number 

of 

children 

Time at 
Centre 

Period in 

receipt of 

benefits 

In 

working 

household 

Education 

A 30 2 2 years 3 years Yes up to 16 

B 26 3 2 years 4 years Yes up to 16 

C 25 3 2 years 3 years No up to 16 

D 30 2 
2 years 2 

mnts 
5 years 

No 16-18 

E 25 3 
2 years 3 

mnts 
4 years 

No up to 16 

F 30 1 2 years 4 years Yes up to 16 

G 29 2 2 years 3 years Yes up to 16 

H 26 3 
2 years 2 

mnts 
5 years 

No up to 16 

I 23 1 2 years 3 years No 16-18 

J 34 2 2 years 4 years Yes 16-18 

K 29 3 
2 years 2 

mnts 
5 years 

No up to 16 

L 22 3 
2 years 6 

mnts 
4 years 

Yes up to 16 

M 23 2 3 years 5 years No up to 16 

N 24 1 2 years 4 years No up to 16 

O 24 2 2 years 4 years No up to 16 

P     37 4        3 years 
         6 
years 

       yes   Up to 16 

    q-

researcher 
50 2      one year 0 years 

       Yes University 
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4.5 Data collection 
 

4.5.1 Step 1 Setting the Scene 

 I met with participants initially to review the aims of the research 

and to agree ways of working together including issues of trust, 

confidentiality and expectations as well as practical arrangements 

for childcare and lunch. The drama teacher explained his role and 

interest in community projects.  We agreed to meet for three hours, 

weekly for eight weeks. I explained at the beginning that if after 

eight weeks, they were enjoying the process and were willing and 

able to continue we could extend with a view to performing a piece 

of theatre from data collected. At the beginning of each session, to 

build trust, confidence with the process and consider the role of 

voice and posture in drama, we engaged in a range of physical 

activities including breathing techniques and warm up exercises.  

I explained that I would be joining in all activities and tried to 

explain how I wanted to incorporate my role of mother with 

researcher so that we could hear and write everyday mothering 

stories together. According to Babbie (2011) and Forsey (2010) 

ethnography is concerned with participants’ perspectives, and I 

aimed to take account of this by listening and sharing stories 

together. As confidence and interest in the research grew the 

women went on to choose different activities and exercises as the 

weeks progressed, spontaneously sharing media items about 

motherhood. The spontaneous semi-structured (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2000) elements of conversations added to the richness 

and depth of discussions allowing me access to the shared language 

and discourse (Alexander and Jefferson, 2004). Whilst these 

sessions were audio recorded I repeatedly made it clear from the 

start that they would have the final say in the editing of a script. 

Arguably this, along with our confidentially agreement freed 
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participants to explore and think about things in more detail 

(Holloway & Jeffeson, 2000).  

4.5.2 Step 2: Collecting text 
 

Once I was confident from feedback and observations that 

participants were comfortable with the process, writing activities 

were introduced. For ten minutes in each workshop the women 

were invited to write what was on their mind and engage in stream 

of consciousness writing.  I also engaged in this activity. Writing as 

a form of inquiry (Goodall, 2012) helped tune into participant’s local 

knowledge and reflects the participatory dance between method and 

data, choreographed here around ethnography as a broad 

theoretical framework. This also involved writing and inscribing 

stories of culture for the purposes of increasing knowledge and 

social awareness (Denzin, 2003).   

To begin with specific prompts were offered for writing topics 

including favourite music, books, television programmes (Appendix 

13) to focus participants’ thoughts on cultural experiences and 

influences. Later open ended questions (Lofland et al, 2006) 

included requests to tell their stories about specific helpful and 

unhelpful interactions with professionals. This generally followed a 

narrative approach to questions (Kelly, 2010:321) such as what 

effect did that have on you…? Participants frequently reported back 

that when writing their stories they often took unexpected 

directions (Metzer, 1992) which helped contextualise the data and 

provided a loose structure enabling participants to not feel 

pressured to over share. 

Weekly we read a section aloud, to get a feeling for performing our 

words; listening to each other also helped generate new ideas and 

gain an understanding of what was important to us all. While 

‘outsider status’ granted me privilege to ask questions about 
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everyday situations (Bhattacharya, 2009; Emerson and Pollner, 

2001), writing, exploring and describing stories together supported 

the process of building rapport and trust (Ellis & Bouchner, 2006).   

My research diary included reflections on my ethical role and 

positioning within the research (Chavez, 2008; Meadow, 2013).  

Whilst the performance was about the collective experiences, grids 

(Table 3) were used to write up and store text securely and to refer 

back to as the weeks progressed helping us decide what to include 

in a potential script.  Ontological questions and tensions of 

individual versus collective multiplicity of stories as discussed by 

David (2010) was a key aspect of this project and shaped the 

direction and structure of the analysis.  

Table 4:  Example of grids for storing stories  

Name Date/Week  Text  

Mrs X 1 x 52 

weeks 

Writing 

Key Themes from memory boards 
Key points from letters from professionals 

to participants 
Text from conversations while on trips out 

together 

  summary  
 

 

This phase also involved the creation of visual theme boards within 

drama groups which according to Mac Dougall (2006:5-6) 

“intimately conveys views of participants”. I was also fortunate to 

be able to incorporate opportunistic occurring events (Riemer, 

1977) at the centre such as “girl’s night in” as well as organised 

activities such as visits to the theatre, generating text from a range 

of experiences.  These methods helped create a bridge between the 

private work of my field notes and interaction with participants 

(Atkinson, Coffey, & Delamont, 2003:60).  
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Examples of theme boards are included throughout this chapter 

whose titles we decided together as a group illustrating and sharing 

the cultural stories driving the performance.   

 

Figure 2: Performing motherhood  

 
 

 
 

 

Figure 2 explored the day to day courage and fortitude involved in 

the performance of mothering.  Over time given a platform the 

women moved beyond deficit narratives and were connecting and 

critiquing their stories, on global mothering performances.  This 

stage involved drawing on everyday experiences and events such as 

when I returned to the group and shared learning about Haiku 

poems. One participant had previously written one for her son and 

this led to all of us writing and performing our own. According to 

Barthes’s cited in Trinh (1991:221) “Haiku brings forth that strictly 

speaking ungraspable moment”. This is powerfully evoked by Rose 

in our post-performance feedback  “Haiku’s can capture a moment 

in time”.  Writing poetry together signalled for me a key moment in 

which the participants became active partners in the research 
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process (Ellis & Bouchner, 2006; Fontana and Frey, 2005). 

Moreover, combining thoughts and words together in poetry in a 

concise and expressive manner according to Levy (2009:64) allows 

for the evocative presentations of data and here invited the 

audience to listen in silence as described by Leggo (2008:166). 

According to Denzin (2008) these moments draw attention to the 

interplay between discourse in practice and discursive practice. 

Feedback from participants and audience also evidenced how these 

methods can expand the range of communities in which stories can 

stimulate dialogue as argued by Gergen and Kaye (1992) and 

Gergen &Gergen (2003).   

 

 

Figure 3: Performing for professionals 

 
 

 

 

 
Figure 3 captures images of mothers damned if they do and 

damned if they don’t, with no map of what is good enough as they 
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try to measure up to an invisible reality. However, what was very 

apparent from feedback from the women was that, the participatory 

aspects of the performance promoted collective action (Smith, 

1997) validating experiences, promoting what Wenger (2000) 

describes as a kind of cultural belonging including “a good night 

out” scene which was inspired by feelings of frustration expressed 

by a mother around unhelpful interactions with a teacher.   

 

Creating something new for theatre was a daunting yet exciting 

prospect.  To aid this, our drama teacher organized free visits to a 

local arts centre to encourage us including a Vamos silent theatre 

production with a focus on nonverbal communication and the 

importance of embodiment and positioning on stage. Feedback 

suggested trips out together proved inspirational in many ways not 

least as it had been the first time that the majority had been to an 

arts centre. Over time three went on to enrol their children in the 

youth theatre and two joined in an independent adult theatre and 

11 went on to form a new drama group within The Centre all 

evoking signs that given an opportunity or a gift women grab hold 

of it as evoked in the next figure.  
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Figure 4: Resourcefulness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This image describes the resourcefulness of mothers navigating the 

dance evident here, not least in their decision to carry on with the 

performance because they were enjoying the experience and were 

eager to continue to use this forum to “get their stories out”.  All 

sixteen of the women attended up to 80% of our sessions. The fact 

that no participant dropped out, may in part be because they were 

already engaged in the centre’s activities. However, this was an 

extra group calling for further commitment on their part, 

demonstrating the importance of engaging participants in ways they 

value and feel able to participate. Although three did not wish to 

perform onstage, all agreed to include their writing in our drama 

script and remained involved.  

 

Once the performance date was fixed and group meetings were 

extended it became apparent that participants wanted to explore 

much more than my research question. Hearing this was 

inspirational and energising but I was also aware of a key challenge 

and risk of not being able to answer the research question.  
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I reflected in my diary on the importance of staying true to my 

participatory intentions as well as the ethical challenges of engaging 

participants for lengthy periods.  Having re-visited the literature and 

sought supervision, I decided that the most valuable way to proceed 

was to develop a script for performance based on themes 

participants wished to present and to later engage in a further 

analysis of the whole text including what was not included in the 

script.  Although this move was time-consuming, it allowed me the 

latitude to honour their stories and take account of feedback in the 

spirit of participatory research.   

 

Engaging with the women in discussions about possible ways 

forward also became a critical issue which differentiates this 

research approach from that of most others. According to feedback 

received, participants and audience acting, performing, witnessing 

and being witnessed by each other, helped gain access to 

unexplored dimensions and to engage the audience emotionally as 

well as cognitively.  “This performance should have had a 

Goosebumps warning” was just one of the many comments received 

from audience members. The collaborative and reciprocal aspects of 

methods devised were consistent with systemic and relational 

principles of family therapy. Here they demonstrate the potential to 

access both the process and holistic dimensions of social interaction 

in a research context as argued by Everri et al (2014: 219). 
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Figure 5:  Pregnant with possibilities 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 evokes the many ways in which stories are interpreted. 

This was a key discussion point when considering the written work 

from weekly meetings which was loaded by me on to story grids 

described earlier and revisited frequently within our group. Reading 

text aloud helped us consider options and possibilities when 

distilling text and developing themes for our performance.  This 

step generated excitement, we also began highlighting potential 

lines for our play in yellow. The help of our Drama teacher was 

invaluable in this process as his observations encouraged us to 

think more creatively. For the final script his suggestions of simple 

props such as, a wheelbarrow of flowers, flood lighting, “a little bit 

of Shakespeare” (scene 3: appendix 1), a nursery rhyme and songs 

within the text, made the scripts more accessible to the audience 

(Banks, 1998; Wolf, 1992; Finley, 2008).   
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4.5.3 Step 3: Distilling and analysis of text for play  
 

Having a performance date galvanised our thinking and behaviour 

around rehearsal and what the final script might look like. This 

stage proved physically, mentally and vocally demanding. 

Memorizing lines and stage routines, as well as coping with day to 

day life, proved challenging for all, yet good humour and banter 

proved priceless as we rehearsed and forgot our lines together. A 

diary entry describes this: 

       

In the midst of an emotionally intense rehearsal today I was struck 

by openness and freedom in which the women express and shared 

stories together. How do I avoid romanticised, victimizing and 

distorted, images of women? 

 

This marked a turning point for me as I witnessed a group of 

women filled with fortitude keeping each other going in a kind of 

breath-taking embodied presence as described by Emerson & 

Pollner (2001: 239).  Another hopeful sign of engagement was an 

initiative started by the women to aid communication between our 

group members. A closed Facebook page was set up to use as a 

mechanism to keep us updated and connected. Comments posted 

inspired; “The professionals” scene and the Facebook page remains 

open continuing to inspire and ignite conversations and comment. 

In this context, social media provided a supportive supplementary 

medium to engage in participatory co-production of text (Lofland et 

al, 2006) in a space where “everything is emergent rather than pre-

fixed” as argued by Hastrup (2005:232). Regular postings on the 

page show how it provided another place to articulate ongoing 

questions or concerns about the performance that might have been 

lost or hard to articulate otherwise.  Postings were also indicative of 

ways in which the women very clearly engaged in symbolic 



 
86 

 

exchanges with and for each other in their day to day dance of 

compliance. 

 

Along with our theme boards, the use of social media provided a 

means of integrating and understanding the physical environment 

within a performance ethnography framework reflecting what 

Hallett & Barber (2014:322) refer to as the “multi-faceted reality of 

life and place in the postmodern world”. Final distilling, discussing, 

debating, editing and deleting carried on until we were all in 

agreement that we had reached a point where “this is the basis of 

our piece of theatre”. Burawoy (1998) describes this as saturation 

point in traditional qualitative research. However, although this was 

a finishing point in terms of the performance and material for the 

script, it did not indicate that the research question was answered 

fully. The process of building and turning the text into a script for 

our performance turned out twenty-two scenes which went on to 

become part of the first stage of primary analysis (Appendix 1)  

 

Figure 6: The Stage is Set 
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4.5.4 Step 4: The Performance 
 

In keeping with a focus on the performative and embodied aspects 

of our stories, the audience was initially greeted by images of us all 

on the stage which we then removed and filled the space with our 

bodies. Observing, interacting and acting directly with participants 

for approximately 160 hours saw a play emerge; a piece of theatre 

performed to a live audience: The world premiere of “what are we 

going to do with our children” to a full house (Appendix 1). Thirteen 

women, including me, performed a piece of theatre, (four decided 

to join the audience) that explored and described interactions with 

professionals as well as the wider performance of motherhood. 

Because the text was shared amongst us all, the audience heard a 

collective cultural story and anonymity was preserved. In each 

moment the person presenting became the spokesperson for the 

group.  In the same way, the reader will read anonymised excerpts 

of stories in the findings chapter. Although only two scenes from the 

final script; The Professionals (Scene 22:21) and The Power (Scene 

17:14; Appendix 1); explicitly relate to the research questions, the 

ways in which professional systems connect, interrelate and impact 

on the women’s lives show through in the entire script.  

 

Subsequent feedback from participants and members of the 

audience reveal how the epistemological benefits of performance 

ethnography far exceeded the pragmatic challenges. Arguably the 

script led to a more complete understanding of the performance of 

motherhood, including social and political questions as argued by 

key theorists in the field of PE (Conquergood, 2002; Denzin, 1997, 

2003, 2008; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Madison, 2000). For this 

reason, arguably the theatre script exists as a standalone, as a co-

constructed narrative. On its own it may require no translation just 

witnessed as it is presented, a moment in time, of audience/reader 
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and participants’ knowing and not knowing, within Turner’s 

(1967:101) liminal “space betwixt and between” where meaning is 

not in any one part or point but in the space between described by 

Denzin (2003:32). 

 

However, as mentioned earlier I had not fully answered the 

research question but fortunately having 16,000 words with one 

hour for theatre performance meant we had a lot of rich text 

remaining pertaining to the initial research question not included. I, 

therefore, continued to analyse this data alongside the final script 

and this is outlined in flow diagram 2 which outlines the steps I 

took. This was helped in no small part by the fact that the women 

had made it very clear they wished to continue to attend our 

“drama group” and because I was invited to stay I was able to 

continue to share and discuss the next steps of the research. 
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Diagram 2:  Flow diagram of researcher and participant’s 

activity post-performance  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Researcher reviews grid for all text Not included in final 
script alongside script 
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Metaphors 

Emerging 
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Implications  
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4.5.5 Step 5: Post-performance activities 
 

Going forward, just as I did not wish for the play to be didactic or 

contrived, at this next stage I wanted to avoid clichéd formulas and 

to let the text speak for itself whilst preserving the core text as 

suggested by Graneheim and Lindman (2004).  This was helped in 

part as I had continued to meet with the drama group and 

organized my thinking in designing a narrative based analysis as 

briefly outlined in Methodology chapter which I will elaborate on the 

process next;   

To achieve this, I went back to the data and followed six steps; 

Step 1- Broad overview of grids (example table 3) to review all text 

not included in the script as well as final script  

Step 2- Emerging plots from Grids X 16 

Step 3- Present plots to participants as part of the witnessing 

process 

Step 4- Identify constructs symbols emerging within each plot 

Step 5- Identify Metaphors from constructs /link to prior theories  

Step 6- Identify overarching emerging themes  

 

4.6 Analysis of remaining text 
 

4.6.1 Step 1Broad overview of Grids 
 

This stage was another opportunity to look afresh at all text as 

encouraged by Breakwell and Rose (2006). Methods employed 

meant that the women had displayed no difficulty ‘breaking into a 

story’ (Denzin, 1989) and text included rich fragments of 

experiences and long extracts.  Uninterrupted writing also retained 

the flow of our thoughts as well as contextualized and historically 

specific vocabularies (Katz, 2004:83) arguably lost in an interview 

situation. This step involved using language as a resource to 

categorize data and focus on content rather than a specific method 
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of inquiry (Riesmann, 2008:58). My primary attention here was on 

what was said in terms of the narrative rather than how, to whom, 

or for what purpose (Riesman, 2008:54).  

 

4.6.2 Step 2 Identification of plots emerging from grids 

   
Within narrative analysis traditionally the story as the object of the 

investigation remains intact and theorizing through the identification 

of a plot-line is from the individual case rather than from 

component themes across cases as defined by Riesman (2008). 

Here, however, identification of plots also drew on Denzin’s 

(1989:62) application focusing on” key moments and/or possible 

turning points in stories based on the narrative that lies behind 

them and the larger ideologies that structure them”. These 

moments 

•    Have a beginning, middle, and end 

•    Are past –orientated 

•    Are linear and sequential  

•    Make sense to the narrator (Denzin, 1989:37). 

 

Reading large amounts of text again was time-consuming but gave 

an overarching sense of narratives of interactions.  My struggle was 

to ensure I captured narratives as indicated in my research diary 

        

 …Often the women write about things as if they were a 

‘given’ or fait-accompli comments such as ... “you just have to take 

it on the chin” “professionals are just obeying orders…” This has left 

me wondering what part culture and history played, in how women 

came to have these ideas and what beliefs they have to connect 

with, find or let go of in sustaining them.  
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Rather than counting of words or searching for patterns in talk 

(Goulding, 2005) or analysing of phrases or coding (Labov, 1972), 

here, the analysis took account of the embodied performative 

aspects of stories as a crucial source of cultural knowledge and 

meaning described by Denzin (2003).  Although this involved 

engaging in prior theory from sociology and social history my focus 

was on connecting to broader social structures and constructs that 

impact on women’s lives. Seventeen plots/stories were explained, 

referred to here, not to claim generalisation (Stake, 1978:1) but to 

illuminate research decisions (Schramm, 1971) where the focus was 

on implicit and explicit ideas and plots falling from the text (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2005). 

 

4.6.3 Step 3 Searching for the arc:  
 

During our drama group, I explained to participants that in order to 

answer my research question in full I had combined summaries of 

our stories. After some discussion all agreed to read stories 

together, suggesting we invite the women who were no longer in 

the group to attend as well as our new members to listen if they so 

wished. This proved a serendipitous but very important aspect of a 

witnessing process including our collective and reflexive searching 

for the arc in all our stories as described by Bishop (2012) in all our 

stories in ways that I had not anticipated nor planned for. It was 

also at this point that it became apparent that in this study 

‘compliance’ was common to all our narratives. 
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Table 5 Example of plot development; Participant C. 

 

Text  x 52 week Plot identified 

from 52 weeks 

text 

Constructs 

/cultural 

assumptions 

 

Metaphors 

Theme 

TEXT  

 

Becoming a young 

mother meant x had to 

comply and perform 

better than some to 

avoid judgments, pity 

and alienation.  Despite 

poor performance by 

various actors 

surrounding her in 

childhood x was 

determined to take care 

of   her family.   

Although x has 

experienced tough times 

she  has received helpful 

support from some 

professionals who notice 

her resourcefulness and 

has recently started 

helping other mothers  

attending the centre 

 

Emplotment 

 

 

Victims  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Them and 

Us 

 

 

Skint  

 

Witnessing  

 

 

frozen 

stories 

 

dance of 

compliance 

 

 

 

resourcefuln

ess 
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4.6.4 Step 4 Identify constructs emerging within plots:   
 

A desire to avoid individualizing themes had influenced my original 

plan to draw on a variety of data sources, such as written and 

spoken text, which according to Baxter & Jack (2008) ensures 

multiple facets of the participants’ experiences can be examined. 

However, when immersed in emotional and embodied plots I 

reflected on how easy it is to slip into victimizing assumptions. To 

avoid this, I went back to the literature and began considering 

emerging plots here with themes in the literature, which led me to 

consider broader constructs or cultural assumptions. According to 

Denzin (1989) ideas embedded in text driven plots allows conflicts 

and turning points to unfold and here also describes strategies I 

adopted to respond to the data (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). The 

iterative process of within-case followed by a cross-case analysis 

included several feedback cycles (Ayres et al, 2003) allowed for the 

emergence of plots and storylines.  Endless cycles of reading and 

immersing myself in participant’s ethnographic records, followed by 

a cycle of exploring data (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995) describes 

the mixing of postmodern performance theory grounded in a text 

(Madison, 2005) with the tried and tested theory of Creswell (1998) 

as outlined in Figure 7 below.   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
95 

 

 

Figure 7:  Data analysis spiral (Creswell, 1998) 
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4.6.5 Step 5 Identify metaphors emerging from constructs: 
 

As the plots were emerging, I noted similarities from themes within 

the literature including broad constructs around common beliefs and 

values about motherhood. I also noted the women often spoke in a 

metaphorical sense and certain metaphors appeared to be driving 

plots. This according to Lakoff & Johnson (1980:39) is unavoidable 

as metaphors “contain an inner meaning under the surface 

highlighting some things and hiding others”. For example, the 

metaphor ‘skint’ drove the theme of ‘Scarcity’ as a broader 

construct and resonated with themes of ‘financial worth’ in the 

literature including scarcity of time and information when 

interacting with professionals. Similarly, ‘dancing in the dark’ drove 

the ‘dance of compliance’ and ‘frozen stories’ which resonated with 

themes of ’free will’ in the literature where mothers comply because 

it is obligatory. These findings were also supported by text entries 

in grids from letters received from professionals. Using a priori 

theory in this way is a measure discouraged in grounded theory, but 

it is central to narrative analysis, accepting all interpretations are 

loaded with bias (Denzin, 2003).  

 

4.6.6 Emerging Themes 
 

Identifying themes in this way saw the emergence and identification 

of common metaphors within plots that cut across all our stories 

(Table 5). 
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Table 6 –Emerging Themes 

 

Weeks 

 Activity  

Participant  

Plot 

development 

 

Constructs 

emerging 

within each 

plot 

 

 Metaphors 

emerging   

From Constructs 

Themes 

from 

literature  

Themes 

emerging 

Text 

 

Paradigmatic 

analysis of 

narrative  

 

Keeping  

Story intact 

 

Theorizing from             

   16 stories 

 

Theorizing 

across cases  

 

 

 

Inductively  

 

Them and us 

 

Skint 

 

Risk 

 

 

Victimising 

 

Emplotment  

 

Empathy 

 

Participation  

 

 

Made of stone  

 

Vessels 

 

Stoic  

  

Dancing in the dark 

 

Witnessing  

 

 

 

 

 

Financial 

worth  

 

 Free will 

 

 

Fortitude 

4 main themes 

 

Scarcity 

 

Frozen stories 

 

Dance of 

compliance  

 

Resourcefulness  

 

 

 

 

 

This step involved moving back and forth between all plots, 

constructs, and metaphors carefully and systematically working with 

text to generate an understanding of day to day interactions with 

professionals.  This process led me to consider how sociological 

concepts such as subject positioning operate within relationships in 

everyday life as argued by Harre-Mustin (1994) including 

objectifying and infantilizing interactions when mothers were left 

feeling inadequate. However, what was also apparent and what led 

me to consider other theoretical perspectives, were levels of 

compliance with the steps of the dance and ‘fait accompli’ that 
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appeared to be beyond Foucault’s (1984) discourses of power and 

control.  

 

Further reading and analysis produced four themes as well as 

additional theoretical analysis drawing on Baudrillard’s (1981) 

concept of simulacra seeking to examine the relationship among 

reality, symbols, and society. In the context of parenting support, 

this includes the significations and symbolism of policy, political and 

media culture that is involved in constructing images of 

motherhood. This included stories of women complying not because 

of power or surveillance but because they are caught up in the 

duplicity and re-representation of so-called shared existence or a 

shared reality with professionals which I will present in the next 

chapter. 

 

4.7 Reflexivity  
 

Figure 8: Stories in captivity 

 

  

 

  

Writing and discussing with my supervisory team helped me 

understand that aside from the theory I had ingested I had no 

framework to start from other than my experiences.   
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As part of data collection, I shared my memory board (figure 8) 

with participants; symbolical images of time and landscapes echoing 

my epistemological net shared earlier in diagram 1 as part of 

research process introduction. These reflexive activities helped me 

to critically gaze back on my own experiences and practices 

(Denzin, 1997) and become more aware of my own stories in 

relation to participants. Whilst influenced by feminist and 

geopolitical issues (Brickell, 2012) this performance questions the 

extent to which feminism acknowledges or reaches all women (bell 

hooks, 1994; Skeggs, 2002).  

 

Managing a postmodern stance in a context of research with a 

group of mothers described as ‘vulnerable’, involved a constant 

game of ping pong in my head between the known and familiar 

modernist worldview of objective reality and the complexity of the 

postmodern paradigm. Positioning myself as a reflexive tool 

supported me to tread the fine line between ethics and truth 

(Pocock, 1995) as well as managing the analytic and evocative 

elements of performance ethnography auto-ethnographic 

(Anderson, 2006; Denzin, 2003; Elli & Boucher, 2006; Snow & 

Morill, 1995). Although my intention was to actively involve 

participants I was still driving ther performance and ultimately still 

held the reins as argued by Denzin (1992) and Lincoln & Denzin 

(2003:25).  

 

Sharing stories, co-performing, standing shoulder to shoulder with 

participants, meant I needed to know enough about myself and the 

research process, to not say or do anything that may cause harm to 

others. A key priority for me was to stay alert to my assumptions 

working in a new field of performance ethnography (Anastas, 2004; 

Mienczakowski, 1986, 2000). This involved keeping in mind my 

intuition and embodied empathic response to discussions, 



 
100 

 

attempting to respectfully appreciate all elements equally, 

regardless of what I think or thought I knew. This is a process 

supported by reflexive writing. 

 

Journal entry: How do I ensure my story is not driving the research 

process and how do I decide what to include? I need to stick to the 

plot; the turning points but what is the point of the plot?  

 

Methods employed reminded me of the power of writing stories 

down before telling anyone and the importance of having a genuine 

say on whether to tell or not to show our writing. Writing with 

participants also reminded me that; “gut based writing risks 

narrating what can sometimes be difficult” (Nash & Viray, 2014: 

116). Questions of boundaries and consideration of when to “back 

off” (Kvale, 2008) helped me appreciate that even though we all 

have things in common our experiences are not the same (Frank, 

2005).  In teasing out the process and “crossover of roles” 

(Alexander, 2005:19) my intention was to try and share my 

experiences but to avoid meaningless autobiography (Ellis & 

Bouchner, 1996; Trinh, 1991).      

 

4.7.1 Trustworthiness   
 

A focus on text and performance from cultural stories brings 

challenges of truth and validity. This constructivist interpretive 

study developed from a research question around interpretations of 

interactions guided the methods employed which meant that the 

traditional measures of reliability, generalisability objectivity and 

validity could not be applied.  However, Guba’s (1981) and Lincoln 

& Guba’s (1985) post-positivist constructs: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability addresses 

limitations of positivist approaches to research. These approaches 
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offer new ways of assessing the quality and trustworthiness in post-

modern methodologies (Denzin, 2003; Lincoln, 2005; Silverman, 

2000) including narrative inquiry (Bochner, 2001). Here, this 

involved viewing mothers as human beings who interpret 

experiences. 

 

In this study, I take account of shifting paradigms, alongside the 

key elements in which this study was framed, including Denzin’s 

(2003) criteria for critical consciousness and Lincoln’s (1995) critical 

subjectivity. For example, within this study’s paradigm, evidence of 

raising political and functional elements of culture under 

investigation, critical consciousness arguably adds to credibility. 

This process is outlined in Figure 2 below and it can be seen that it 

does not fit neatly into any of the categories.  

 

Figure 9: Evaluation of Trustworthiness                                                                                              
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4.7.2 Credibility - Displays depth and emotionality    
 

My approach to PE provided a way of exploring, describing and 

representing multiple, thick nuanced descriptions of cultural 

community experiences. The methods were crafted following an 

extensive review of literature highlighting ethical, political and 

moral challenges of engaging with participants caught up in 

common binaries of good and bad mothering performances (Costley 

et al, 2011; Crozier & Reay, 2006). Co-creating, reviewing and 

peeling text down together to a kind of distilled potency provided 

what Stanley and Wise (1990) describe as familiarity with context 

and culture of participant’s experiences and social systems.   

 

Claims of credibility lay with ways in which the performance displays 

depth, emotionality, and nuance through participants’ engagement 

in the writing and analysis of the text. Sharing and performing each 

other’s collective stories made visible the performative nature of 

interactions which according to Denzin (1997:247-248) prevents 

isolating participants from the historicity of experience for the 

scrutiny of others. A focus on interconnectedness helped identify 

and draw on the strengths allowing for richer narrative 

development. The approach to ‘truth’ here reflects a desire to take 

account of context, a search for a bigger story reflecting a move 

away from the persistent claims of knowledge and desires for 

validity, truth, and certainty (Denzin, 1989, 2003; Grant, 2010).   
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4.7.3 Transferability - Multi-voiced 
 

The inductive approach adopted reflects a journey of discovery 

rather than claims of verification (Luker, 2008). Although not 

making claims of transferability I have tried to explain background 

and context in detail. Experiential methods employed in the 

exploration of ‘interactions’ helped with challenges of studying the 

particular and generalisations across culture (Denzin, 1995).   

By drawing on a range of text collected from conversations, writing, 

letters and a Facebook page I was able to stay tuned to a range of 

cultural experiences (Stake, 2006:125).  A triangulation of research 

methods helped reduce bias and address multiple interpretations 

and realities with careful negotiation between politics and empirical 

findings (Field, 2013; Jasper, 2011; Naples 2013).  Breadth, 

complexity, and depth were achieved by telling many aspects of 

stories (Flick, 2002, 2014).  

 

4.7.4 Dependability - Depth, coherence  
 

The methods employed, describe ways in which interpretative 

research attempts to address constraints within quantitative 

research (Ackroyd & O’Toole, 2010). Although time-consuming, 

arguably in the first stage of analysis the play worked as a 

performance because it allowed the implicit and explicit narratives 

to come to the surface (Galvin & Todres, 2012). A central focus on 

reflexivity meant negotiating each stage, coming to an agreement 

or changing course (within ethical guidelines). According to Finley 

(2002,2015) reflexivity involves attention to the intersubjective 

nature of reflection, here my focus or intention was to support 

participants to write, re-enact and perform their own stories 

(Madison, 2012) on social and political issues (McLeod, 2001:20). 

Even though stories only reflect a moment in time the methods 
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employed arguably evoke the differences between traditional 

history taking in interviews and actually hearing stories as argued 

by Frank (2005) and Becker (2007).   

 

A focus on narrative as performative (Denzin, 2003) provided me 

with a platform to anchor the collective narratives of women and 

view stories as possibilities rather than facts and causes (Hamera, 

2011). According to Denzin (2007:138) “pedagogically and 

ideologically… performances are grounded in the concrete situations 

of projects” which was very evident in this study, which for all 

involved proved to be more than just about the performance of the 

play.     

 

4.7.5 Confirmability – Reflexivity, functional, political, ethical 

positioning  
 

Regular check-ins with participants and supervisors helped me to stay 

true to the original intention of participatory research. The women 

choosing to switch from the original question in their discussions and 

writing about stories of motherhood speaks to bigger social and 

political issues and to specific issues adding to credibility. Participants 

witnessing and reflecting new stories, making their own 

interpretations, enabled a shift from individual researcher stories to 

multiple realities and communities; turning ethnographic into the 

performative and the performative into the political (Denzin, 2003: 

xiii). 

These methods created images and words from the culture of 

professional support in ways that traditional, structured 

methodologies would struggle to achieve while challenging every day, 

taken for granted interactions in a broader social context (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996). Building and bridging borders between theory, 

practice, autoethnography and performance ethnography 
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(Conquergood, 1998; Denzin, 2003; Lincoln & Denzin, 2003; Gergen 

& Gergen, 2003; Madison, 2005) resulted in a worthwhile, if modest, 

addition to knowledge (Rowley, 2002:16). Furthermore, some of my 

findings have been confirmed in other studies suggesting the 

importance of research describing layers of experiences from 

different contexts providing opportunities for participants to engage 

in social and cultural debates, as knowing actors (Weaver-Hightower, 

2011).      

The theory emerging from the data was informed by findings from 

the literature as well as theories emerging during data collection and 

analysis. Highlighting stories of “worth and vitality” as argued by 

Myerhoff’s (1987:267) helped move the research beyond notions of 

catharsis (Mienczakowski, 1986, 2000; Morgan, 2000. Furthermore, 

stories “acted as a vehicle to see ourselves with ‘other’ and different 

eyes” (Madison, 1998:282) “in a space that is fluid and murky” 

(Denzin, 2003:53). Although the unfolding plots emphasised the 

socially and culturally constructed nature of narratives (Gergen, 

1998), the storied metaphorical style of this performance meant 

acknowledging prior learning and experience, whilst accepting that 

taking account of past, present, and future was arbitrary. 

Whilst acknowledging that democracy is difficult to achieve as argued 

by Harnett (1998:287) these methods gave space, coherence, and 

depth (Alexander, 2005) to participants for a moment in time. In 

response to criticism and concerns of voyeurism (Denzin, 1998; 

Fernandes, 2003) and sentimentality (Kvale, 1996:97) stories were 

short, pithy and vague enough to not name but specific enough to 

have an impact. This approach helped to address challenges of 

subjectively observing, witnessing and positioning a group of women 

about how they “do being a certain kind of person [mother]” (Davies 

& Harre, 1990:52). 
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4.8 Summary 
 

This chapter provided a comprehensive account of the choice of 

methods and analysis which were employed in this study. This 

included an explanation of how and why participants were invited to 

participate in the study, the measures drawn on in the collection 

and analysis stages including key ethical considerations resulting in 

a script performed by participants’ and researcher in front of a live 

audience. I described how methods employed in practical terms 

divided the analysis into two overlapping stages; the process 

leading to the collection and analysis of script for performance and 

the second stage of analysis of which I present next in the findings 

chapter. 
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Chapter Five: Findings 

 

The last chapter described methods employed in developing a 

performance ethnography methodology; one which took account of 

the embodied nature of stories as a crucial source of cultural 

knowledge and meaning-making (Denzin, 2003). 

This chapter presents findings, as ‘speech acts’ with a focus on plots 

within a narrative analysis framework which helped connect 

interactions to wider cultural and historical contexts. Because the 

drama group was continuing I was able to continue to discuss 

ongoing analysis and findings with participants during our weekly 

meetings. These narratives draw attention to the rhetoric of agency 

and free will in the performance of mothering, evoking images of 

people who are, according to Frank (2010), constituted and 

performed by stories which not only embody but also emplot them 

(Frank, 2010).  

 

The analysis identified four interlinked themes of ‘Dance of 

Compliance’, Resourcefulness, Scarcity and Frozen Stories. Whilst 

scarcity emerged initially as more dominant, further analysis evoked 

images of mothers’ moving, vessel-like, in the dark to the 

obligatory notes of compliance.  A Dance of Compliance, therefore, 

emerged as an overarching theme amidst the practices and 

symbolism of Kafka-esque style interactions with professionals 

setting out to support mothers. These findings, along with themes 

derived from the literature: Free will, Financial worth and Fortitude, 

describe how steps in the dance are always contingent on policies 

and manifestos as well as everyday debates on morality and 

money. Similarly, frozen stories describe deficit-laden narratives 

emplotting mothers in unhelpful victimizing narratives and erasing 
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images of fortitude. Despite this, themes of Resourcefulness 

emerged, squeezing through the stony images, often during 

empathic participatory moments with professionals. 

 

5.2 Dance of compliance  

 

All 16 women reported that referral into the centre gave them time 

to think and to build friendships, which flourished for long after 

professionals left.  Whilst they all appreciated training opportunities, 

food vouchers when skint, and extra nursery hours for their toddlers 

they were unflinching in the process of describing a culture of 

compliance. They engaged enthusiastically in writing and in 

conversations and all had experienced helpful and unhelpful 

interactions with professionals and were keen to describe both. The 

discourse of the dance includes various dancers actively engaged in 

the construction and demolition of symbolic images of good and bad 

mothering performances. Despite the mothers describing stoic 

acceptance, the dance was always obligatory, yet dynamic, where 

the mothers were always actively performing and doing the dance 

to tunes of frozenness, scarcity, and resourcefulness. Their 

attempts to try out new steps were frequently stamped out by 

professionals’ simulations of compliance, evoked here in a referral 

letter from an education professional: 

 

“Shirley has previously been ambivalent about support and buried 

her head in the sand and not worked with professionals to deal with 

her 16-year-old son’s disaffection from school. She now knows she 

can no longer avoid the situation and has agreed to work with 

professionals to improve outcomes for the whole family”. 

Extract from letter       
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Although Shirley had grown accustomed to professionals’ systematic 

production of signs of mothering that come to constitute what they 

conceive as reality, she expressed frustration with separate systems 

failing to see her image of the dance including her acts of fortitude 

in keeping up with the complexity:  

 

“It makes me out like I don’t care. But the thing is when I try what 

they suggest and it doesn’t work, I am always the one that is 

Wrong, but it never seems to have anything to do with their side of 

things. I might be in two minds but it’s not straightforward” 

Shirley Dance 

                                                                                                                                                          

Stories of emplotment emerged including tensions between 

Shirley’s ways of knowing and professionals’ accounts about the 

performance of motherhood. Many of the women described the 

unhelpful language of professionals particularly when navigating 

steps and lack of pauses to reflect on the dance:   

 

“Some parents can be embarrassed due to their own education or 

lack of it and not knowing the right thing to do which can come 

across as not interested but teachers need to know this and not 

judge. It’s helpful when they notice our efforts and other times to 

just listen”. 

Jenny Dance 

                                                                                                                     

Fear of not knowing the steps and scarcity of helpful guidance was a 

common concern leading to steps of guilt as they tried to copy 

images and signs of good mothering reinforced through dominant 

signs coming from professionals:     
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I feel guilty every day 

Guilt for not having more self-discipline and teaching 

this behaviour to my kids 

Guilt that there is never enough time or money 

Guilt for not been being a better mother and having to 

ask professionals for help 

Even guilt for not loving myself the way professionals say I should 

Guilt for my child’s sad feelings for not having a dad 

Guilt for not being better, doing better 

Even guilt for just being me 

Culpa, culpa, culpa, culpa, culpa, culpa 

Heidi Dance                                                             

 

Although all the mothers frequently spoke about guilt, they all 

recognized the duplicity of the steps even as they stoically moved 

through and around objectifying them as vessels which never 

measure up or even fill up: 

 

“We know what we need to do as mothers we know what we want 

to do as mothers we don’t need professionals painting pictures for 

us, comparing us, telling us what we should or shouldn’t be doing, 

but we do need them to listen to us so we can show them where 

our picture might need more colour”. 

Kate Dance 

 

Here, Heidi and Kate are considering a dance in which professionals 

become less certain about the plots emerging on the dance floor. 

Heidi illuminates ways in which the historical discourses of 

compliance are often silenced and replaced with multiple 

representations of risky motherhood. They also indicate how words 

are never mono, but multiplex, relying on other word codes, 

signals, and messages to work/perform.  
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Text denoting different images of motherhood is noticeable 

throughout the performance, but is especially prominent in symbolic 

messages and codes: 

 

“The teacher said we need to speak more of English at home, but 

the speech and language therapist said we should speak my own 

language at home. We speak with her all the time when we can but 

my mother who watches her a lot says speak our own language but 

it’s frustrating and hard not to do as they say. My child is happy 

isn’t that what matters?” 

Joanne Dance 

 

Interestingly, just as a theatre offers views from different positions, 

many of the mothers found professionals in the children’s centre 

more empathic than professionals working in the outer circles of 

health and education. While all the mothers were referred for 

support with parenting skills, some stories about the need for 

support were focused on the children as described by Joanne. These 

seemed insignificant at first glance, but the mothers frequently 

referred to frustrations with professional stories about childhood 

outcomes that seemed to trap mothers in deficit land.  Arguably 

these unhelpful interactions stamps out steps of empathy as 

described by Kate and Diane.  Furthermore, while the audience at 

the children’s centre often clapped for all performances, some 

professionals high up in the stalls failed to witness dynamic 

resourceful steps.  However, some like Joanne sidestep alienating 

steps in favour of a symbolic community dance that includes 

grandma as support. Similarly, Jenny describes the duplicitous 

narratives of professionals caught up in performance with little room 

to explore the steps: 
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“Seven people sat round the table telling stories about me and my 

kids is not helpful when only one of them really knows me and my 

situation ... only one has tried to listen, only one who got back to 

me. Yet they all say we are working together, they all say you need 

to trust us, to let us help you. They also say they have written a 

plan for my family”. 

Jenny Dance 

 

Once again, Jenny explores unhelpful interactions involving child 

protection plans drawn up highlighting ways in which plots in stories 

perform themselves into the material world in the form of signs and 

structures that go beyond what is known and familiar. Although 

Jenny and all the participants recognize the paradoxical obligatory 

steps in a dance described as collaborative, the narratives of 

professionals simplistically presents the dance as real as explored 

by Diane:  

“Social security man said I was dependent on the system and that 

his job was to empower me. He says I cannot continue to study as I 

have to find a job.  I felt gutted.  I have spent two years attending 

the Children’s Centre, taking my kids to groups helping them grow 

and develop, and retaking my GCSE’s trying to better my family. I 

felt so angry let down and frustrated he looked at his file when he 

was talking to me but I guess he is only doing his job”. 

Diane Dance 

 

Here, Diane’s interpretations of interactions describe the clumsiness 

of ‘either or’ binary steps of personal agency or dependency, 

describing moves in the dance, historically seen as a route out of 
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disadvantage. For Diane, the dance appears contingent on time and 

space as well as versions of empowerment that contribute to 

contemporary representations of motherhood. Professionals’ failing 

to notice efforts is not helpful and neither is their over reliance on 

props described throughout the text including:    

“He looked through me and out d’other side”. 

Nancy Dance 

And 

“Too suited and booted…it’s the files”. 

Sally Dance 

  And 

“At first I thought she was really listening as she just sat and 

nodded but the more I got to know her she was just letting me 

rattle on cause she knew what needed to happen she said some 

people need tough love but that’s never got me very far”. 

Kate Dance 

 

These accounts powerfully evoke ways in which different ways of 

understanding reality are likely to evoke different meanings and 

different actions or words from different professionals. Here the 

process of helpful interactions draws on metaphors of professionals 

merrily leading the dance to tunes of compliance oblivious to  

mothers dancing different steps, as described by Diane: 

“Being told you are naive makes you not trust your own   

judgements “. 

Diane Dance 
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As well as: 

“Walking into the centre yesterday today and tomorrow we carry 

stories of our past our present and our future breathing …listening 

…noticing...looking and being looked at as we walk the path”. 

Kitty Dance 

 

Despite women towing the line of compliance whilst actively 

critiquing faults in the dance, they were not asked for their views. 

This is of interest not least because of the enthusiasm with which 

they entered this project with a focus on stories and needs further 

consideration at a time when notions of participation are embedded 

in discourses of support as observed by Heidi:         

“It’s like they always tell you what they see. He told me I needed to 

get out of my comfort zone I knew he had a point but it’s not 

simple, but I could not explain it I had no comeback”. 

Heidi Dance 

                                                                                                                                                        

Here the dance evokes ways in which certain codes and signs lead 

to knowledge representing challenges for women trying to confront, 

address and perform to expressions and material objects or symbols 

of compliance where :     

“The health visitor telling me again and again to get things moving 

is not going to help me to get my forms filled out for social…my life 

is hyperactive enough. It’s like I’m drowning and they’re describing 

the bloody water. Don’t they teach them that all families are 

different and that it’s not all roses in the garden...we don’t even 

have a garden. Asking me to relax and read to my 
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kids is a joke when my priority is to   get them safely to sleep 

before he comes home in a mood”. 

Jody Dance 

 

Although Jody highlights injustices of the dance, far from seeing it 

as truth she is evaluating it from a multiplicity of perspectives, 

including the relational aspects of interactions and dominant stories 

professionals are exposed to. Like scarcity of timely, empathic 

interactions, Jody describes victimizing, deficit discourses driving 

the dance of compliance; where mothers have to dance in alienating 

professional systems they go unquestioned:  

 

“Their job is to tell us where we are getting it wrong and to calm us 

mothers down”. 

Kate Dance 

                                                                                                                     

Similarly, 

 

“The professionals have a lot of things in place to help families like 

us right now, but it always seems like we are on opposite 

sides…them telling us where we are going wrong and us telling 

them where they are going wrong but at the end of the day we all 

want the same thing for our kids”. 

Heidi Dance 

 

Heidi explores the challenges in any offer of support with parenting   

including how different actors set out to dance the same steps but 

get side-tracked by other factors including those given meaning and 

made real by dominant cultural myths and misunderstandings. 

Throughout this theme of compliance, unhelpful interactions evoke 

signs of power differentials including stories of some dancers 

deemed to be vulnerable, in need of guidance from other expert 
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dancers. In the next theme, we can see how the dance is also kept 

going through the theme of scarcity. 

 

 

5.2.1 Scarcity 

 

The emergence of narratives shows that although the women did 

not define themselves solely through any one aspect of scarcity, 

helpful interactions often took account of scarcity in all its hidden 

guises. This included scarcity as a metaphor for a place where 

‘skint’ is a key part of the story driving the plot of the performance 

of motherhood: 

“When short of cash, despair seeps through my blood and bones 

like rat infested water. Every penny I spend is high risk, the 

unexpected could drown me”. 

Sally Scarcity 

                                                                                               

Lack of cash frequently went hand in hand with the scarcity of 

professional understanding of the pressures when skint; based on 

normative assumptions and historical narratives of good mothering. 

Jody’s monologue is a powerful reminder for professionals to step 

cautiously when describing or defining mothers:  

“Being a mum is an amazing feeling I love her so much it hurts.  

Feeling low, low thoughts losing weight I worry all the time. But will 

I love her enough? Will I love her like they tell me I am supposed 

to? Will I be able to provide for her? I will do what I can and I will 

do it to my best but will they notice?” 

Jody Scarcity 
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Questioning our performance as mothers is arguably based on 

common cultural ideologies of good or bad mothering, frequently 

driven by competing, contradictory public, policy and market 

agendas.  Jody embodies a veneer of a reality as she tries to follow 

a plot of what she thinks is expected.  These images go beyond the 

material, including vertigo evoked by interacting with several 

professionals, operating in different realities:  

“Sometimes there is no bloody light at the end of the bloody tunnel. 

One step forward two steps back two steps forward one step back 

so you always end up where you started. We just want to be 

treated fairly, to live and let go. Let go of the crippling crap and 

parasites that suck the life out of us”. 

Kate Scarcity 

 

Kate describes a group narrative of ‘we’; women navigating in the 

dark bumping into professionals in a kind of ping-pong movement of 

scarcity, of acceptance and rejection amongst professional systems 

as they try to design and deliver or re-brand parenting support 

systems: 

“Professionals -They’re everywhere when you don’t want them and 

nowhere to be seen when you most need them”. 

Lucey Scarcity 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Both Kate and Lucey describe how, even with maps, our 

performance is always influenced by formulae other people have for 

us, evoking the challenging work of unravelling stories in a context 

of scarcity of knowledge or common understanding of parenting 
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support. This is compounded by unhelpful conflicting and binary 

discourses amongst professionals:  

   

“It’s so frustrating having to jump through hoops going to meetings 

with different professionals, told to get a job, trying to do as they 

say only to be pipped at the post for a job by someone else who 

knew someone. The guy in social said that’s not the case and that I 

had a chip on my shoulder but he needs to try walking about with 

someone on his back all the time”. 

   

                                                                         Shirley Scarcity                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Similarly   

           

“They tell you that they want to work together with us but that’s 

hard when you don’t see them for dust and just when you get used 

to someone another one pops up and says they too want to work 

together with us. It’s hard not to think that you are just a number 

but even if you are you can’t stop the rain by complaining”. 

 

                                                                                Jo Scarcity                        

 

While Shirley describes scarcity of space and understanding of each 

other’s realities, Jo evokes images of unhelpful movement through 

the elements. Although both appear to reject the process, they 

recognize the compelling, conflicting messages embedded in 

narratives. The fatalistic tone of the narratives can be interpreted in 

many ways including populist hegemonic perceptions of mothers 

perceived as not measuring up, as well as tacit acceptance of the 

obligatory steps of the dance. As a dominant narrative this hides 
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steps of resilience; mothers who are always dynamic and 

resourceful in a fake and simulated world: 

 

“Saying that they want to work with us, empower us to help 

ourselves but that we are in charge, then they remind us of our 

responsibility and tell us that parenting is hard and all mothers find 

it hard and that if we do this and that it will get better - it won’t it 

not that simple – it’s complicated it’s not neat we all know that but 

that’s the trickery”. 

                                                                           Lucey Scarcity                                       

                                                                   

For Lucey, like Jo, struggling to get stories of resourcefulness heard 

within discourses of them and us is not helpful, nor is Jenny’s 

description of the scarcity of symbolic space within a faceless 

culture:    

“Some interactions are faceless and lack heart, it’s hard to change 

but it’s also hard to build trust when you don’t have time. It’s easy 

for professionals to tell us to speak out and do something different 

it’s harder to walk alongside us when we take risks”.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Jenny Scarcity 

 

Jenny’s interpretations point to the discursive traces of risk and 

compliance, promoting conditions of scarcity of professional 

confidence in mothers’ performance.  Once again unhelpful 

historical narratives of risk and symbolic choices appear to be 

silencing narratives of fortitude:  

 

“The teacher talked about how parents can help children grow up to 

achieve anything but said she was shocked when she noticed how 

much money parents on low income spend at the local fair. We are 

all trying to do our best, yet we are looked down on and judged. I 



 
120 

 

wish I had had the courage to stand up and tell her that our kids 

never go on holidays –the fair is our thing”. 

                                                                            Heidi Scarcity      

 

Whilst Heidi’s story has conations of frustration with ideologies 

around disadvantage, both Heidi and Mary evoke images of dynamic 

women, getting on with mothering regardless of external messages, 

yet not often seen by professionals, scarce on time to view the 

performance through a range of lenses:  

 

“The social worker kept asking me to stick to the questions about 

the care and safety of my child and that I needed to prioritise my 

spending. When I said I couldn’t cope and I had no butter in the 

fridge she looked away. I wanted to tell her what it was like how 

hard I try to do best for my children even when skint but I couldn’t 

and just answered what she wanted”. 

                                                                         Mary Scarcity 

 

The scarcity of opportunities for mothers to break free from deficit 

stories depicts overlapping paradoxical and conflicting narratives of 

motherhood.  Similarly, Sally describes stories of resilience and 

persistence getting squashed: 

“Having a child with special needs is a nightmare when no one 

listens and you are fighting your child’s corner. Sometimes I think 

professionals have made their mind up before they see you and 

have all the trump cards and can roll over you if they want”. 

                                                                         Sally Scarcity                                                                                                                                 

For Sally, performing within unhelpful services masks scarcity of 

options including professionals witnessing her grit and 

determination. Like Sally, Kelly describes unhelpful deficit 
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conversations scarce on knowledge of codes linked to mothers doing 

good:      

“Even if you did work extra hours because you are still in receipt of 

benefits you cannot be indulging in luxuries and new sofas”. 

                                                                         Kelly Scarcity                                                                                                   

 

The scarcity of professional attention to context and multiple 

realities frequently led to contradictory and unhelpful interactions:    

“Living on top of each other in a tiny damp flat we find it hard to 

breathe and the social worker wants me to find more time to play 

and read with my toddlers to help with their brain development. I 

know it matters and I am trying to do an online course to try and 

better myself and get out of here but did not get a chance to tell 

him that but what’s the use, he wouldn’t hear”. 

                                                                          Maura Scarcity  

                                                             

The scarcity of recognition of mothers’ day to day performances is 

depicted in the intensity of this interaction, amplified by the scarcity 

of air in professionals’ efforts to get Maura engaged in learning. 

They appear symbolic of broader policy truths designed to push all 

mothers to stop cycles of disadvantage, keeping the dance of 

compliance breathing.  Also interpreted as unhelpful, were 

interactions, arguably driven by common cultural ‘truths’ about 

agency and free will, particularly concerning the men in their lives:  

“I get fed up with professionals judging me and telling 

me I always go for bad boys badunn’s and that I am worth much 
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more. Even if this was true which it isn’t I can be bad also we are all 

good and bad some of the time and all of the time”. 

                                                                            Rose Scarcity                                                                                              

 

Whilst images of safety are littered throughout the text, stories such 

as Rose’s describe scarcity of alternative narratives other than those 

emplotting mothers in risk-laden scripts. Unhelpful interactions are 

arguably linked with common historical binary notions of good and 

bad mothering performances, silencing stories of symbolic good and 

bad in all of us. Furthermore, scarcity of space to allow for the 

emergence of new performances of resourcefulness, hope, flexibility 

and vitality lead to unhelpful cycles; women battling with images of 

victimhood: 

   

“I’m tired of professionals and people in the industry reminding me 

that I was in a domestic violence relationship and telling me I have 

destroyed my daughter’s future as she witnessed so much – do you 

think I don’t know that…I was in that relationship, I was there and 

lived it, I don’t need constant reminding – I’m trying my best to 

move on but they keep reminding me of it at every single meeting I 

go to. I don’t need people criticising me for my efforts and taking 

me down memory lane – this is what drains me – these meetings, I 

don’t want to be a domestic violence victim for the rest of my life; I 

just want to be me again and to look after my daughter”. 

                                                                      Diane Scarcity                                                                   

 

 

In questioning deficit narratives, Diane explores the suffocating 

presence and scarcity of hopeful interactions emplotting the lives of 

women. They evoke images of the scarcity of professionals’ ability 

to recognize or look for codes and symbols that go beyond the 

obvious risk with women dancing in the dark. It also includes 
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challenges for professionals in time-limited interactions stamping 

out context and coherence within stories between and across 

professional services. In the light of such findings, it may be helpful 

to consider interactions in relation to hegemonic stories of 

motherhood explored within the next theme. 

 

 

5.2.2 Frozen stories  

 

The subjective descriptions of mothering performances, together 

with all its moral undertones, make it fertile ground for positioning 

vulnerable mothers in good and bad categories. Furthermore, 

stories told here explore ways in which dominant discourses create 

conditions for both mothers and professionals to be positioned as 

subjects within competing power structures, cutting across public 

and private spheres of life. Without exception, all the mothers gave 

value to their role as mothers and had a tacit acceptance and lack 

of expectation to be treated as equal. They viewed unhelpful, 

objectifying practices, as part of their reality and knew that 

although the dance was frozen in time; they had to keep dancing: 

“We see them looking at us as we care for our kids. We feel their 

stare and smell their fear as they support us We catch their 

questions laced with frosty words We tell the stories that we can 

and think we know We hear them tell us what they know they 

know”. 

                                                                                Kitty Frozen 

                                           

 Kitty, like many of the women, recognised from the outset a misfit 

between common discourses of parenting support and their 

experiences of what helpful interactions look and feel like.  

Furthermore, such is the dominance and power of the discourse of 
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expertise and performance around parenting support, that mothers 

like Kelly frequently place high hopes on frozen stories of 

professional expertise, arguably squashing their own stories of 

fortitude: 

“Oh my god here it comes: the explanation, the appointment. I’ve 

been building up all my emotion ready for this moment. No more 

fighting. It’s time to start living. It’s here! We have made it. The 

relief is like freedom. We are no longer alone. What I thought was 

the end was only the beginning. The shocking truth actually hit me. 

All those scary stories about professionals judging us I thought 

could not be true. All those nightmares: now I find myself in one. 

You don’t want him labelled with a diagnosis, they said. He just 

needs more attention. I pray someone will listen and help us: my 

baby is in bits. Every day I watch him struggle. Now I feel guilt I 

have failed: I am only his mum”. 

                                                                          Kelly Frozen                                                                                                                                     

 

Here frozen stories about professional experience see Kelly 

performing anticipation wrapped up in historical signs where any 

possibility of choice is symbolically laid to rest within a frozen void. 

This story also has connotations of hope and expectation; we 

symbolically live out our lives according to stories past and present 

which inform how Kelly is constituted by what is known and familiar 

within dominant discourses of parenting.  Like Kelly, such 

interactions can leave mothers disorientated and disconnected in 

fear of slipping up in the dance:   

   

“When the social worker told me I had low self-esteem and I had to 

choose if I wanted to make a difference to my child and repeat the 
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bad stuff, I didn’t know what to say or do I was too tired, and did 

not have the fight, but the health visitor thought I needed to get 

out more. Sending me to the children’s centre turned out to be a 

good thing as the staff were friendly and said I could try it out and 

see if it was ok for me, two years later I am still here and have lots 

of friends”. 

                                                                            Nancy Frozen             

                                                                                                                                

Nancy reflects on her narrative through the frozen lens of 

professionals’ emplotting mothers within narratives of choice and 

free will. Once again ‘self-esteem’ emerges as part of a plot, fuelled 

by essentialising frozen stories of poor performances and internal 

faults within women as vessels.  Victimizing plots emerging as truth 

based on prior evidence are assembled and drawn on to inform and 

promote mothering performances.  What is interesting is that 

despite breathless, deficit accounts, the mothers stoically slip 

through the ice:  

 

“I can’t say I opened up. To begin with I wanted to be honest about 

what I really think and worry about but I thought she was putting 

me in a box as she was looking at me and my mate said we have to 

be careful as it’s very hard to survive the system, you just have to 

do what they tell you”. 

                                                                                                              Joanne Frozen  

 

Here Joanne explores what it is like to navigate through professional 

plots embodying and emplotting her.  Trying to image and survive 

blaming and indivualising narratives seems to preoccupy Joanne 

and Jody:  
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“They don’t always agree with each other or even speak with each 

other, when my baby was born she had to be whisked away as she 

was poorly and they were not sure I could take care of her. I get 

that but it’s the way they talk at you and make their minds up 

before we even open our mouths. Everyone was fussing, they 

weren’t asking me what I was thinking”. 

                                                                                                           Jody Frozen                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

                                          

Being performed in this way as described by Jody has such a 

visceral impact and inspired Scene 18: the story (Appendix 12) to 

which we added extracts from Hamlet to our own writing in an 

attempt to move beyond objectifying plots and frozen cultural 

stories. Like Jody, Lucey describes a vision of cultural 

entanglement, of combined alienating narratives and wider 

narratives of mothering performances:    

 

“They talk and write about us as if they know but how would they 

know how would anyone know if we are the type of parents they 

think we are or should be how would they know how would anyone 

know?”. 

                                                                               Lucey Frozen 

 

Lucey captures the weight of unhelpful interactions frozen in 

cultural stories or myths as does Scene 14 ‘the self’ (Appendix 12) 

exploring cultural images and descriptive mythical constructs of a 

self. This is in keeping with everyday frozen stories and 

understandings of a sense of ‘self’ and a ‘me’ linking back to earlier 

feelings of embodied guilt. Here explorations are offered up as true 

descriptions of who they/we are.  Some more examples are 

included here: 
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“I am a fighter fighting low self-esteem”. 

Nancy Frozen 

 

“I am who I am if you don’t like it f…off…”. 

Shirley Frozen  

 

“I am lovely and friendly. I am confident and strong. We’re not all 

the same. Imagine if we were all the same”. 

Lucey   Frozen                                               

 

“I am a work in progress, the milk and cookies mum”. 

                                                                         Rose Frozen  

 

“I am…good/bad happy/sad strong/weak kind/selfish brave/ scared 

intelligent/stupid”. 

                                                                        Sally Frozen 

                                                                

Here narratives of ‘self’ evoke individualising and essentialising 

images of good and bad mothers; always in need of improvement. 

Taken together they present a list of collective narratives shaped 

and frozen by common cultural discourses on the performance of 

self and motherhood. It is perhaps significant that Rose points to a 

common cultural message of improvement, whereas Shirley adopts 

a take it or leave it approach.  Both, however, explore the everyday 

ways in which mothers use narratives to make sense of their lives, 

including how infantilizing steps in the dance leave mothers frozen 

in time and space, particularly apparent in the text of younger 

mothers as told by Lucey: 

 

“The paediatrician asked how many words my little girl had and if 

she was meeting her milestones. When I tried to answer, he did not 

listen but looked down at his notes and I guess looked down on me 
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cause of my age and me a single mom I, felt like I was a silly kid 

wasting his time just like I did in Maternity. It’s hard as you try your 

best but never know if you’re good enough”. 

                                                                            Lucey Frozen 

 

Similarly, for Kelly, historical narratives about a mother’s age 

appear to act as a barometer for mothering performances. It is 

indicative of systems in action, where every story is influencing 

other stories including questions about mothers’ ability to do the 

right thing even if no one knows what right things look like:   

 

“Being a younger mother, professionals automatically assume you 

will have problems. Sometimes it’s not what they say it’s how they 

say it even how they stand over you, ticking you off ... you have to 

be strong I know and just need to do what   feels right and if they 

don’t like it it’s just tough”. 

                                                                           Kelly Frozen                                                                                                  

 

Although Kelly attributes unhelpful interactions to age, most of the 

women, regardless of age, described unhelpful interactions based 

on frozen stories of vulnerable mothers not measuring up.  The text 

has connotations of ways in which mothers are frozen in a multitude 

of stories which intersect and increase the likelihood of being 

performed and frozen by dominant stories and plots of worth and 

value:  

 

“You are only somebody if you have a job; work hard for your 

money. Success means paying for your own way. We feel less than 

those who work because it’s other people’s money that is keeping a 

roof over us. Social security person who came to talk to us at the 

centre said getting a job would help raise our self-esteem”. 

                                                                         Rose Frozen                                               
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Like many of the mothers, Rose appears embodied and emplotted 

by narratives of value linking back to common individualising 

constructs such as self-esteem. Furthermore, stories of measuring 

up and sidestepping unhelpful interactions, suggest frozen stories of 

underperformance, appear to work together to keep the dance 

going:   

     

“Dropping the kids off me and my friends were having a laugh as 

you do after a rare night out. The teacher on playground duty 

shushed us. I felt foolish and embarrassed, but my friend laughed 

and said it was just how it is”. 

                                                                             Mary Frozen 

 

Being metaphorically kicked off the stage led Mary to evaluate her 

underperformance through frozen discourses of hierarchy 

suggesting ways in which frozen objectifying politics and practices, 

shape unhelpful interactions. Once again despite huge symbolic 

steps to unfreeze stories in our performance, the women had no 

expectations for this to transfer to interactions with professionals.  

The depth of the frozenness came to light when reviewing with 

participants the feedback from a group of professionals who had 

attended our performances:      

 

“Having watched your performance it led to an interesting 

discussion in our team about Identity and resilience how different 

life events affect us all in different ways.  We agreed that we too 

share many of the tragic and fearful life events that the performers 

spoke about – including ‘toxic’ relationships and harrowing events 

and yet we do not let these events define us. We spoke about what 
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makes some of us more resilient and able to step away or leave 

behind some things, how some   of us can reflect and evaluate what 

happens and change our behaviours. And then about how some 

people get ‘stuck’ and repeat bad patterns of behaviour and 

relationships. Eventually we got back to talking about childhoods 

and how safe, secure attachments and environments creates 

confident, resilient adults”. 

                                                                         Team Frozen                                                                                    

  

This feedback has connotations of frozen constructs of resilience 

and attachment described here as objective truths; symbolic of 

good mothering and links with previous alienating, hard steps in the 

dance. In stark contrast, helpful interactions evoke images of 

resourcefulness, spurred on by steps of fortitude tangoing on to the 

dance floor.   

 

 

5.2.3 Resourcefulness  

 

Nancy Resourceful‘s monologue in the Introduction to this thesis 

evokes images of emplotment concealing women’s inventiveness 

and ingenuity. Interestingly, professionals bringing the women 

together under the roof of the children’s centre seems the most 

helpful interaction overall.  This included opportunities for a group 

of mothers to display their capabilities and to experience new, more 

helpful interactions. Writing in these scenes evokes wisdom, 

sharpness, canniness and know how, that is far removed from 

dominant narratives about mothers on benefits.  Furthermore, 

rather than engage in blame discourses, all of the mothers 

thoughtfully explore steps that keep the dance going:  
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“Professionals - They are only doing their job”. 

                                                                  Kitty Resourceful                                                     

 

   

“It’s just how it is, us women have to get on with it, there is no 

fancy lawyer going to fight our case “. 

                                                                  Diane Resourceful                                                                                                                                           

 

Stories of efficiency and grit are woven though the text as described 

by Jody in response to a corporate company offering material 

support for costumes: 

 

£100.. we would spend that on milk, and bills, 

                                                                      Jody Resourceful   

 

Refusal of cash could be interpreted in many ways, including 

expedience, shrewdness and pride. Although these factors are 

implicitly running throughout the writing they do not appear to be 

images or attributes drawn on by professionals designing support 

for vulnerable mothers.  Much of the language fed back by mothers, 

in their interpretations of interactions, chimes with dominant 

objectifying narratives woven into institutional and global systems:   

  

“Everyone is angry, fighting and at war. Separate and in conflict 

when we need solidarity and unity. We need to come together to 

fight for what is right, without fear and prejudice but with 

understanding. How do we reclaim the power of motherhood? To 

create a new vision for the world? Or do we just silently sit and wait 

for the apocalypse”. 

                                                                                                            Rose Resourceful 
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Here, Rose offers an alternative vision to ponder over, rejecting 

individualizing practices in a capitalist world shaping mothering 

resourcefulness. Many descriptions of helpful interactions were 

frequently organised around professionals’ ability to take account of 

the wider context including the elusive, symbolic nature of the 

performance: 

“There’s no yellow brick road to follow in real life. The journey is 

different for everyone and there are no magic sparkly shoes that 

will take you home. However, in life there are wizards, bad witches, 

good witches, Scarecrows, tin men and cowardly ones. And I have 

met all of them”. 

                                                                 Maura Resourceful       

                                                                                                          

Whereas Rose evokes an outward readiness to act in and on her 

vision, Maura describes a more inward stoic stance of acceptance, 

not necessarily stoic in the traditional Seneca sense of being 

conditioned to look within, but more in terms of an awareness of 

the simulated automated responses of professionals. 

These steps connect to conflicting good/bad binary opposites in 

debates on mothering driven by discourses of vulnerability, and 

compliance; stamping out stories of fortitude. These reflections 

influenced the development of ‘The Professionals’ (Scene 22) where 

it was abundantly clear that all the women found it useful when 

professionals recognised their creative efforts at negotiating the 

ever changing steps in the dance. Furthermore, empathic, honest, 

humane listening was often the step that they appreciated most: 

 

“My story is insignificant but here they care they listen”. 

                                                    Sally Resourceful  
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“They are not all the same … I’ve had both”. 

                                                     Kelly Resourceful                                    

 

“Some do see and calmly envelope a barrier of care”. 

                                                    Nancy Resourceful                    

                  

 

Helpful interactions also describe images of care and a space of 

hope and energy:  

 

“She did not push or rush but watched from a distance she asked 

me about stuff other than the mess of my life which helped me 

remember an auntie who used to tell me I would do good one day”. 

                                                                  Mary Resourceful  

                                 

                              

At the same time the women were very clear about unhelpful 

interactions, the symbolic impact of language even when well-

intentioned   

“Telling me I’m doing well when I’m not seeing it is not helpful, but 

sometimes kind words do keep you going, you just have to hear 

them to keep you moving but you have to be able to hear them”. 

                                                             Kate Resourceful                                 

                                                                                                                                        

For Kate, noticing strengths was helpful when connected to wider 

images of strengths and resourcefulness. Although empathic 

interactions seem important for Mary, both Kate and Maura describe 

the challenges for professionals trying to perform acts of kindness 

as they step to the beat of professional certainty and agency. Most 
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seemed alert to professionals’ challenges, with systems whose steps 

are not in tune with the resourcefulness of the performance: 

 

“It’s helpful when they try to see things from where we are 

standing. The thing is many try their best and try so hard to keep 

us going but they have to do what is expected of them also no 

matter how hard they try to see it from our point of view”. 

                                                                    Maura Resourceful                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

    

 

Standing in each other’s shoes in the dance was a common image; 

a place where they could share each other’s grit and determination. 

Although the women recognise professionals need to do what is 

expected of them, many appreciated interactions that unmasked 

the duplicity of the performance: 

                                          

“Listening, welcoming, no jargon, eye contact 

There are ways and not ways of being with people 

They can talk down or across 

We all get tired and overworked but time is important”. 

                                                                    Diane Resourceful    

                                                                                                               

 

“Taking time to understand, and not rushing, makes you feel 

important. And the smile?”. 

                                                                       Jo Resourceful                                                                                                               

   

Here the mothers describe embodied sensations and symbolic acts 

as well as images of old narratives piling up, plotting and emplotting 

the steps of compliance:   
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“Some don’t need to even look at you but you know they are 

listening but focus on the files is not helpful if it does not help you 

get somewhere”. 

                                                          Nancy Resourceful        

                                                                     

Nancy, like Kitty, described images of shame and blame. Although 

for Nancy it seemed to be significant only insofar as being heard; 

professionals interacting in humane helpful ways, was evoked by 

Kitty: 

“my heart was beating fast and   sick. I had so much I wanted to 

say but at the same time wanted to say nothing and just wanting to 

curl up and disappear.  I saw her before she saw me, and I think 

she could read my mind maybe even see my heart … she looked at 

me the kind of look that tells you that she knows and told me that 

they could, and they would help us”. 

                                                                  Kitty Resourceful 

Hearts and minds meeting together in a sea of pluckiness and hope, 

appear for Kitty to be indicative of more helpful steps moving ever 

so slowly out of the darkness into the light.  Similarly, Heidi 

explores doing hope with professionals, whilst looking out for steps 

of the ordinary and the extraordinary including those that involve 

dancing together: 

 

“I don’t think she spoke much but had a way of helping me hold on 

to hope Just being listened to gives you something to cling on to 

I have made so many friends and no longer feel alone. When I was 

asked to volunteer to help other parents it was like winning the 

lottery”. 

                                                                    Heide Resourceful    
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Symbolically ‘doing hope’ together was important for Heidi. The 

impact on Heidi of being asked to volunteer is of interest because, 

although the women frequently referred to learning from and 

helping each other before and during their time at the children’s 

centre, this was not noticed by all professionals, suggesting that the 

women may have ideas that professionals could use:  

 

“But I remember one worker who was different. It’s funny but I 

remember thinking I liked her blouse and she just seemed like she 

was natural and had a way of listening of noticing and nudging us 

along asking without asking and eventually we ended up helping 

each other with our parenting”. 

                                                                  Kate Resourceful                                                                       

 

Professionals speaking and moving in ways which witnessed and 

recognized the performance of motherhood, helped unearth 

initiative and wit. For Kate the material is important but so too is 

the collective supporting of each other:    

 

“Standing together side by side on stage what struck me most was 

the audience were really listening to us and that we could finally get 

our stories out there in our words”. 

                                                                  Jo Resourceful         

 

Rather than adopting an ‘anything goes’ approach, the mothers in 

this study were all actively critiquing and engaging in day to day 

decision making around the value of taking different steps in the 

dance and grew frustrated when this was not recognized: 
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“Why is it through no fault of our own and completely out of our 

control we can end up been singled out labelled and put into boxes 

by professionals, a certain kind of this a certain kind of that, how 

can we be fair to mothers with labels we do not understand”. 

                                                                                                          Lucey Resourceful    

 

Interactions driven by presumed truths often fail to recognise and 

make visible important helpful aspects including stories of fortitude. 

Themes of resourcefulness, including empathic and helpful 

witnessing steps in the dance with professionals, powerfully confirm 

how the lens through which professionals view mothers’ 

performances has huge implications for the direction and flow of the 

dance.  

 

5.3 Summary  

 

Overall, helpful interactions were interpreted as those when 

professionals witnessed their resourcefulness and took account of 

the context of stories told. The theme of resourcefulness in this 

performance describe the resilience of women even when let down 

at every turn as they tried to comply with the steps of the dance of 

compliance. Unhelpful interactions were mostly evoked in themes of 

scarcity and frozen stories when professionals were caught up in 

moralizing myths, neutralizing all spontaneity on the dance floor. 

The performance of narratives here describes ways in which the 

performance of motherhood is quite resourceful yet the discourses 

driving professional interactions do not respond well to how this is 

played out in day to day interactions.  Stories told and performed 

here suggest that this group of women were ready to say 

something about it….    

A full analysis of these themes is explored in the Discussion chapter 

presented next. 
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Chapter Six: Discussion  

 
 

6.1 Introduction  
  

The previous chapter described the findings of the research which 

related to four themes; Dance of compliance as an overarching 

theme contributing to themes of Scarcity, Frozen stories, and 

Resourcefulness.  This chapter begins by providing a summary of 

the main findings, including a description of the medium of dance as 

a metaphor for compliance whereby mothers try to navigate helpful 

and unhelpful steps of interactions with professionals. This revisiting 

of the research questions includes an analysis of the findings in 

relation to existing literature discussed in chapter two. It will include 

an examination of the research in relation to my contribution to 

academic knowledge as well as its practical application to parenting 

support and conclude with recommendations for professional 

practice.  

 

Whilst the very act of mothering is performative, the emergence of 

the dance here, is presented largely in response to the 

discontinuous and fragmented symbolic signs and images of the 

culture of parenting support. I also draw on the dance as a way of 

connecting theory to practice where a mother’s worth or value is 

frequently entangled in myths and misunderstandings based on 

prior steps or maps drawn on by professionals, as represented in 

Figure 10. 
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  Figure 10: Steps emerging 
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Methods developed for this research evolved from concerns around 

who has the right to tell whose story and how it should be told. The 

steps in figure 10 describe the challenges women face in trying to 

hold on to narratives of hope and fortitude in a frozen landscape. 

Although stories of mothering performances in circulation have no 

tangible connection with the participants reality they frequently 

found themselves drawn into the steps. These narratives evoke 

images of women biologically predetermined to engage and interact 

in obligatory objectifying political plots on the performance of 

motherhood. During the 18 months of forging relationships with a 

group of mothers, I witnessed a dance of compliance emerging, 

whereby mothers were performing and being performed in 

obligatory unhelpful interactions on the dance floor. Figure 10 

shows overarching interactions presented as a metaphor for the 

emergence of steps culminating in a duplicitous dance of 

compliance. It introduces dominant steps of scarcity, as well as less 

visible steps of resourcefulness and hopefulness pushing through 

the frozen stories of emplotment. Although stories told had 

connotations of women commodified as vessels, dancing stoically 

through the darkness, they also described dynamic dancers, always 

coping with obligatory standardised steps.  An interesting finding for 

me was the compelling force of compliance and vulnerability 

drowning out steps of fortitude and hope. I witnessed mothers 

dancing even when energy was low, drained by professionals’ frozen 

overreliance on old aspects of previous steps emanating from the 

uterus and beyond.  

 

The collected findings of this study alongside literature spanning 

decades reveal stories that run the gamut from helpful ‘envelopes of 

care’ to dehumanizing ‘parasitic steps’. Stories told here chime with 

othering (Featherstone et al, 2014), them and us (Donoghue, 2013; 
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Gillies, 200) and infantilizing practices (Mcvarish, 2016). Leading to 

motifs of no hope, they also connect with concerns about unhelpful 

discourses of risk as described by Brown (2006) and compliance by 

Wilkins (2017). They also link with Featherstone et al’s (2012) 

suggestion for professionals to take account of structural 

inequalities and barriers encountered by mothers trying to navigate 

systems.  

 

Whilst these findings contribute to practice and policy discourses on 

care, support and risk for ‘vulnerable’ mothers’, what is new here is 

the compelling narratives of obligatory steps of a dance of 

compliance. Furthermore, this dance is extolled as a panacea for 

systems not set up to support the dance in the first instance. These 

stories form the basis of new knowledge that go beyond the 

challenges of structural inequalities, evoking lasting images of 

professionals’ overreliance on simulated, mystical claims of 

vulnerability and compliance. Inhabiting the dance are many 

overlapping stories, including those from the literature where 

mothers are presented as having free will and agency. It also 

includes stories of professionals finding it impossible to support 

mothers to re-connect with hope or to witness steps of 

resourcefulness.  

 

 
6.2 Emerging themes – from a Jig to a Tango  
 

Embedded in these indicative factors/steps shown in Figure 10 on 

page 137 are the many dogmatic ideologies spinning the dance 

evoking ways in which each of the steps influence and compete with 

other steps. These steps describe ways in which our current 

narratives of parenting support are presented as life enhancing in 

order to make all involved believe that constructs such as 
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‘vulnerability’ are real and unique to certain groups of mothers. 

What is also interesting is how seductive these steps are and how 

they have come to be accepted and normalized and which I will now 

link back and critique in relation to the themes in this study and the 

literature. 

6.2.1 Financial worth and Scarcity  
 

The critical examination of the literature undertaken in chapter two 

revealed that parenting support has witnessed unprecedented 

attention from policy makers. In the delivery of support 

professionals aim to reduce toxicity and risk whilst increasing 

compliance and parental responsibility for children’s learning. 

However, despite decades of scholarship across disciplines, 

recommending more humane, advocacy based interactions such as 

Gillies (2007) and Featherstone and Fraser (2012) the findings of 

this study confirm that some mothers continue to dance to 

professionals’ tune of compliance scarce on time and empathy.  The 

dance describes images of women enslaved by guilt trying to 

remember all the steps in conditions of scarcity which go beyond 

the material. They include scarcity of professional awareness of the 

mothers’ realities as they pushed forward newer seductive steps 

driven by the allure of neuroscientific claims on child development 

(Bruer 1999). This links with Wall’s (2010) concerns about how little 

is known about the impact of unhelpful discourses on vulnerable 

mothers and highlighted in the dance of compliance here by a 

mother’s frustration with professionals giving unhelpful advice on 

how to speak to her child. However, like Foster, (2007a), Gillies, 

(2007) and also Vincent, (2010), I found mothers accepting their 

lot, reluctant to blame as they negotiated the steps whilst short on 

time and cash.  
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To begin with it was difficult to decide if the acceptance was part of 

another dance of apathy or alienation. This became clearer when it 

became apparent that what mothers found most unhelpful was 

when professionals failed to notice their steps of resilience. This 

included day to day stories of fortitude and making do with limited 

money and support from professionals. Far from the mothers here 

experiencing interactions in the dance as empowering (Dunst 

2000), the moves here describe a place of mass produced scarcity 

where the professionals emplot and direct the moves. The women 

danced to instructions from professionals working in separate 

health, education and social care settings, which meant scarcity of 

consensus amongst the professionals and women not knowing 

which steps to follow. Scarcity of time with professionals, links with 

concerns around rushed and fragmented instructions, as found by 

Gillies (2007) and Lindquist, et al (2014). Although narratives of 

scarcity went beyond financial worth and class, findings chime with 

repeated requests for more empowering relational based work, in a 

context of rising inequality (Dorling, 2010; Featherstone, 

Broadhurst and Holt, 2012; Featherstone and Morris, 2012).  

Professionals “too suited and booted”, describes mothers’ 

frustration with professional steps influenced by media discourses 

on mothering performances; resulting in compliance steps being out 

of sync with their reality. Although at times the mothers spoke as if 

they thought they had choice in the steps, their interpretations 

described ways in which their moves, like the professionals, are 

frequently dictated for and about them. Descriptions of 

professionals scarce on time also links with Mcvarish’ (2016) 

accounts of professionals engaging with mothers in a now or never 

moral driven panic. Preoccupation with steps of compliance is also 

indicative of policy makers’ recommendations to ensure 

professionals take certain sequential steps in response to risk and 
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cumulative vulnerabilities, as argued by Brandon (2008) and Lipsitz 

(2012).  

Although mothers in this study were encouraged to dance freely, 

they were criticized when they took a risk and missed a step. 

However, because so much depended on the dance, the mothers 

kept dancing even when they tripped up on snappy decisions made 

by professionals scarce on time and hope. Stories of professionals 

making up steps without consulting with mothers are also broadly in 

line with Gillies’ (2005, 2011, 2012) findings on lack of consultation. 

Here too in this study the women knew that slowing down or not 

complying with the moves ran the risk of someone else taking their 

mothering position. This connects with Gillies and Edwards (2004) 

and Olsen et al’s (2010) findings of mothers feeling guilty when not 

reaching professional standards. Descriptions in this study of 

professionals frozen in deficit plots and narratives, connects with 

Gillies (2002, 2004) and Vincent’s (2003, 2016) findings of 

professionals ignoring hard to define issues, such as hopefulness, 

desire, want, dreams and possibility in their assessments of 

mothers.  

Dancing to unfamiliar, invisible steps chimes with challenges in the 

literature around the unhelpful professional language and discourse 

of compliance. Whereas Reader (1993) and Burton (2009) describe 

compliance as something measurable and real, the findings of this 

study evoke images of mothers taken by the hand to the edge of 

the dance floor and left. These stories support Wilkins (2017:18) 

suggestion for professionals to engage parents in concerns about 

“disguised compliance”. Scarcity of symbolic care involved the 

unhelpful “roll of the eyes” from professionals and connects with 

requests for more advocacy to address barriers to support, as 

described by Morris and Featherstone (2010) and Featherstone and 

Fraser (2012). Furthermore, scarcity of interactions designed to 
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meet cultural needs meant that the mothers in this study, as in the 

Featherstone & Fraser (2012) study, implicitly performed their own 

ethic of care for and with each other. This was very apparent in our 

performance on stage where even though we were aware that the 

audiences were looking at individual steps, we all held on tightly to 

the rhythms of our collective cultural performance of helpful 

mothering. 

6.2.2 Free Will and Frozen stories  
 

Narratives of emplotment evoke images of mothers dancing on a 

knife edge, constantly gaining and losing space and place moving 

through stories frozen in time. Assessment of mothering 

performance was often based on unexamined assumptions and 

wider narratives of child welfare and protection, with little or no 

room for consultations before or during the steps. This once again 

links with Featherstone, Morris and Whites concerns about the 

paradoxical challenges in delivering early intervention in a child 

protection context. Although the mothers in this study were 

constantly told they had choices and free will they were bombarded 

with seductive rumours that certain styles of parenting were better 

than others. Mcvarish, (2016) also expressed concerns that mothers 

are pressured to perform by unsubstantiated neuroscientific child 

development claims.   

Although the findings describe embodiment in terms of stories 

embedded in bodies they also follow Brown’s (2006:69) findings of 

professionals preoccupied with individual risk, unable to see 

mothers as able bodied contributors to the process of child welfare 

and protection. In Brown’s (2006) study, mothers engaged in role 

play to support professionals’ understanding of the impact of 

negative, dehumanizing interactions.  Unhelpful interactions were 

especially apparent in words and codes in the letters and 
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assessments shared by the women and powerfully explored on 

stage in terms of how steps are put in motion in the uterus, when 

women are born with wombs and biologically predetermined as 

baby carrying vessels. Similarly, mothers’ descriptions in this play 

about shaming interactions link with Gillies (2007) concerns about 

mothers and babies viewed as social capital.  

Professionals, eagerly rehashing unhelpful old dance steps to risk 

averse, free will vibrations, resonate with professionals failing to 

take account of mothers’ priorities and pressures as expressed by 

Vincent (2016). Featherstone, White and Wastell (2012:17) 

describe the challenges for professionals embedded in paradoxical 

coercion, support and responsibility in “a marriage made in hell”. 

Stories here evoke images of professionals turning the spot light 

directly on children, leaving mothers dancing in the dark, 

breathlessly reaching out for their children’s hands.  These steps 

also chime with Featherstone et al’s (2013) concerns for 

professionals trying to balance care and compliance and frequently 

ending up “feeding the risk monster” (Featherstone et al ,2016:2).  

Stories of professionals consumed by risk of poor parenting are far 

removed from images in this study of women silently stepping 

forward in symbolic exchanges of parenting support for and with 

each other.  

Interestingly accounts here describe how professionals seem 

unaware of their weight on the dance floor. Moreover, their 

fondness for mythical steps frequently meant that the steps became 

more important than the dance itself. These findings coincide with 

policy and practice reviews of children’s centres highlighting a need 

for professionals to take account of power and context (Belskey et 

al 2007).  The findings here also support the Evaluation of 

Children’s Centres in England (E.C.C.E.) (Department for Education 
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2013) findings that given the right conditions [steps] children’s 

centres can promote better outcomes.  

Despite being described as partners with choices, the women were 

deeply emplotted in the dance. They nonetheless, were alert to 

signs and symbols that would help negotiate or sidestep 

individualistic and fragmented steps. Mothers tormented with worry 

when professional choreographers of parenting plans were replaced 

abruptly, correspond with Cleminais’ (2009) concerns that, despite 

rhetoric of multiagency working, professionals continue to work in 

silos. Although some of the mothers placed confidence in 

professionals’ certainty, they could see the duplicity of ideologies 

stating that everyone starts on the same step with free will and only 

trips up because of poor choices. The findings of frozen deficit 

stories connect with unhelpful binary discourses of good and bad 

mothering performances (Crozier and Reay 2006; Skeggs 1997, 

2005). Whereas all performers agreed the dance was a journey that 

takes time and practice and is never finished, the women were 

tuned into unhelpful interactions, dictating that flow of the virtual 

dance. These included the broader indicative steps of parenting 

responsibility (Vincent, 2010) which here hide images of women 

ready and waiting to re-represent steps of vulnerability.   

 

6.2.3 Fortitude and Resourcefulness  
 

The fast heavy, moves of the dance meant performers were always 

working the steps. Far from being vulnerable, stories told here, 

convey women’s fortitude and unflinching candidness in their 

descriptions of the need for more helpful and hopeful steps.  Like 

Forrester et al’s (2008) finding, the mothers in this study preferred 

practical, empathic non-expert interactions. Austerberry and 

Wiggins (2007) and Featherstone, White and Morris (2014), also 
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describe the importance of friendly empathic, supportive 

interactions with professionals. That mothers appreciated the initial 

steps of attending the children’s centre and supporting each other in 

the dance, is at odds with sociologists such as Ramaekers and 

Suissa’s (2011) and Lee et al’s (2014) arguments against state 

involvement in parenting.  However, it is worth noting that it was 

empathic invitations to dance that mothers found helpful, including 

‘witnessing’ steps which seemed to ameliorate othering interactions 

(Featherstone, White and Morris 2014). Although the mothers in 

this study described their duty to comply as individual parents, the 

overwhelming response was a sense of resourceful togetherness 

which transcended difference in favour of commonalties of the 

dance.  

Unhelpful images of professionals stuck on the material value and 

utility of mothers as objects in need of improvement in the dance of 

compliance, link with Mcvarish (2016) and Rose’s (1990, 2010) 

concerns around the impact of contemporary care and control 

discourses on family life. However, what seems new and compelling 

in my study, is that although mothers were very clear what 

professional narratives required them to be and to do, they were 

keen for professionals to take account of how one step leads to 

another, a chain reaction that can and often did change the dance. 

This was apparent in our supportive Facebook postings and links 

with the important need for professionals to take account of 

context; as advocated in Munro’s (2011) government led review of 

child protection.  The stories told here continue to describe 

interactions failing to hear and take account of strengths and 

resourcefulness of mothers. Professionals stuck on steps of 

compliance also links with challenges to achieving empowering 

practices; which according to Gentles-Gibbs (2016:398), such 

systems are rarely structured to achieve. However, this seems 
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important to keep on professionals’ agendas as the methods 

employed in this study appeared to tap into the women’s creativity, 

fun, hope and insightfulness in the dance; which professionals could 

draw on to inform their practice.    

6.3 Theoretical considerations 
 

When I first tried to interpret the findings, I initially focused on 

power and positioning to explain the dance, in particular Foucault’s 

(1988) post structural understanding of power and surveillance.  I 

also considered Marxist (Hartmann, 1979) theorising which would 

see the dance of compliance as a consequence of women accepting 

and submitting to hierarchal capitalist structures. However, neither 

could adequately explain what it was that kept the dance of 

compliance going, nor could it account for instances in which 

narratives of fortitude outstep emplotment. Furthermore, it seemed 

important to take account of the data that was describing women as 

dynamic, energetically swapping steps to fit and comply with ever 

changing economic, moral and policy demands. For example, the 

women in this study were pressured to work but were also expected 

to fulfil all their children’s needs. Moreover, whilst Foucault 

(1988:19) described institutional discourses of power in terms of 

surveillance and governmentality, producing “docile bodies” 

(Foucault, 1991), here narratives of compliance evoked what Frank 

(2010:73) describes as “movements, reciprocity, and constant 

flux”. Moreover, I wanted to take account of narratives emerging in 

the text which crossed boundaries of difference, bringing values and 

traditions into the light (Gergen 2012). 

Although elements of power were apparent in the language drawn 

on by participants, my focus was on Frank’s (2005:4) and reference 

to the power of signs to perform or enact, influencing the continuing 

transmission of narratives. Nowhere is the discourse/narrative 
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crossover so pervasive than in the proliferation of processes and 

procedures embedded and emplotted in stories of compliance. The 

illusion of agency and free will seemed amplified with promises of 

brighter futures for all, leading me to consider the intersection 

between discourse and narrative that went beyond the level of 

power and hierarchical interactions to that of the tacit and virtual.  

Fearful of perpetuating the dominant, unhelpful discourses 

described by the women, I located these findings within 

Baudrillard’s (1975:5) theorizing about postmodern societies being 

organised around simulation and the play of images and signs. In 

this world, codes, modes and signs are organising forms of a new 

social order where simulation rules. This includes the concept of 

‘simulacra’ (Baudrillard ,1990:59) originally developed in the 16th 

century and drawn on here to describe representations of mothering 

performance, absorbed into its own signs with little trace of where it 

began.  Stories in our performance included signs and symbols 

portrayed in the media. The dance in its current configuration 

describes the many subtle ways language keeps everyone from 

accessing a shared reality including steps of fortitude squashed by 

discourses of vulnerability and compliance. 

The dance of compliance describes how our current offer of 

parenting support has replaced all other meanings of support with a 

frozen simulation of events. Professionals “just not getting it” and 

mothers complying because “that’s just how it is”, fit Baudrillard’s 

(1996:143) descriptions of everyone moving in their own orbit, 

trapped in their own bubble, like satellites. Such signs I have linked 

to  Baudrillard’s (1983) critique of production and exchange models 

which here includes images of vessels responsible for performing 

well and producing good citizens.  The steps in the dance of 

compliance fit with a ‘simulacra’ in that they are deceptively based 

on professionals’ representations of reality and duplicitous, in that 
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they hide the fact that the steps are obligatory. In these 

circumstances the image of the dance “masks the absence of a 

basic reality, and it bears no relation to any reality whatsoever; it is 

its own simulation” (Baudrillard 1984:256).  

A key message buried in the data is that real empowerment in the 

dance around the performance of motherhood must involve freedom 

to refuse to dance, or at least participate in choosing the steps. This 

could be as simple as professionals creating opportunities for 

mothers to support each other. During my time with the women and 

via our Facebook account I was very aware of the practical and 

emotional acts of support that seemed to be coming from a place of 

friendship and human connection. These steps also connect with 

Baudrillard’s (1985) interpretation of the concept of ‘symbolic 

exchange’, evoking the mothers’ desires to liberate themselves from 

modern commodifying positioning in favour of symbolic offers of 

support.  

6.4 Contribution to knowledge  
 

The contribution to knowledge from this research includes the 

academic contribution, the professional knowledge/practice 

contribution and the policy contribution which overlap; what follows 

is a summary of both.  

Overall, my research has made a valuable contribution to 

knowledge in the area of helpful interactions as well as widening 

opportunities for engaging participants in research activities. As a 

contribution to academic knowledge this research contributes in 

terms of the application of PE grounded in empirical data including 

the performative, participatory and interpretive methods drawn on.  

My lengthy investigation of the mothers’ interpretations of 

interactions has provided the field with extended approaches which 
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are applicable to researchers and professionals operating out of a 

range of parenting support organisations. Drawing on the arts and 

taking part in the performance myself I offer new innovative ideas 

and methods for researchers to successfully and ethically engage 

participants. This includes extending aspects of the role of the 

researcher as a reflexive research tool. Such a move could, over 

time, signal a re-representation of vulnerability.  In this sense my 

analysis of the dark, is a journey of joyous into the light …. or 

darkness into light.  

Engaging participants in writing and performing activities produced 

stories describing how structures, systems and symbols produce 

reality and privilege cultural truths around mothering performance. 

Drawing on concepts such as simulacra from Baudrillard (1993) 

these findings provide a set of new constructs for supportive 

parenting. These include a set of sensitizing concepts for 

interpreting indicative factors driving the dance of compliance.  The 

emergence of counter narratives suggests that instead of trying to 

change mothers to fit narratives of vulnerability, we need to change 

the narrative of vulnerability to fit with mothers’ realities.  

6.4.1 Contribution to Professional Practice 
 

Overall, the findings demonstrate that despite the widespread 

rhetoric of the value afforded to parents, the current systems for 

interacting with parents makes it impossible for some professionals 

to see mothers as resourceful. Whilst the complexity of parenting 

support is widely debated, the mothers in this study seemed clear in 

their descriptions of what helpful interactions look, feel and sound 

like. The findings apply to professionals interacting with all mothers 

across and beyond education, health and social care settings, 

providing a contribution to knowledge that is cross disciplinary.   
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The findings suggest that if the women were ever to be liberated 

from the hard Jig which comprises unhelpful steps of the dance of 

compliance, the dance that would likely take its place might be a 

tango drawing on signs and symbols of fortitude and dynamism. 

These opposing dances are presented as a Jig (figure 11) evoking 

unhelpful victimizing, objectifying and emploting steps and a tango 

(figure 12) describing helpful and hopeful moves of participation, 

empathy and witnessing. Practically, images of the unhelpful Jig and 

helpful tango style moves are used as a metaphor or a symbolic 

training tool to highlight clear steps of a dance that parents find 

most helpful in their interactions with professionals. 
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Figure 11 The Dance of Compliance 
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Figure   12   Tango Basic  
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To date I have presented the findings of this study, including these 

practical tools, to eight different professional disciplines, four 

conferences and three policy meetings. Participants were involved in 

six of these presentations including one to policy makers and two to 

professionals.   

More specifically Tango Training to professionals has included:   

 a focus on empathic witnessing without judgement, including 

an overall appreciation that interacting with parents like the 

tango is more than the sum of the steps. This included 

consideration of basic principles such as:  how to lead, how to 

follow, how to walk and how to pivot; characterized by clarity, 

trust and respect.  

 reflecting on how just like the premise of the tango, if 

professionals can get the basic steps of the relationship 

aligned, they can explore and be curious about the various 

moves as they proceed. 

 a review of the initial invitation to the follower on where and 

how to step, encouraging all choreographers of parenting 

support to consider a set of standard rules/limits or  

agreements before starting the dance 

 Encouraging professionals to engage in conversations with 

parents about the steps of vulnerability and compliance in 

order to have a shared understanding about the language of 

compliance and reduce feelings of duplicity and alienation. 

 a focus on reciprocity in terms of changing pace in response 

to verbal and non-verbal cues, including the opportunity to 

accept the leader’s invitation to dance or not.  

 attention to culture and consideration of how dancing the 

tango, like the performance of mothering draws on skills 
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handed down over generations with each culture bringing its 

own unique style to the dance . This higligted how important 

it is that we witness and value difference and different 

approaches to the performance of motherhood 

 

Eager to help inspire more hopeful interactions going forward, the 

mothers also produced a practical tool (Figure 13) to support 

professionals to recognise mothers’ resourcefulness and reconnect 

with hope. One of the other ways in which these findings have been 

applied in a concrete way to date is through training on the use of 

this Reconnecting with Hope Tool which was included in 

presentations mentioned previously.  

 

 

Figure 13 Reconnecting with Hope 
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On a practical level the tool can act as a focus point for 

professionals engaging in conversations with mothers about their 

realities. Professionals could ask mothers where they position 

themselves and develop a conversation based on possibilities and 

constraints. Several teams have already incorporated the tool into 

their repertoire of assessments including the team at the children’s 

centre and psychologists. Whist parents should be involved in 

designing tools for professionals, going forward this requires further 

consideration as little is yet known about the actual impact or take 

up of this tool and therefore its impacts should be monitored over 

time. However, some evidence of the impact of this study can be 

seen in that the charity who I engaged with in carrying out this 

research have used the research findings to inform their 

Constitution. They have rewritten their Constitution to comply with 

changes in local governance requirements and have added the 

following:  

 

 We will view clients as resourceful and as knowing what they 

need and identify realistic and manageable steps to support 

their own and their children’s development. 

  

 We will challenge and replace victimising ‘them and us’ 

narratives of ‘vulnerability’ and replace with narratives of 

‘resourcefulness’ and ‘hope’    

  

 We will create conditions in which we bring alienated 

individuals and families back in to a strengths based cultural 

community including opportunities for parents to support each 

other. 
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6.4.2 Policy implications  
 

Despite an increased interest in parenting support, the findings 

from this study suggests that professionals seem to be dancing in 

alien territories, preoccupied with models and maps of reality 

bearing little resemblance to  mother’s realities .  As a result, the 

findings suggest there is a need to continue to expand opportunities 

for mothers to engage and participate in stories of and about them. 

The practical methods employed here helped draw on their 

resources, showing they have potential to develop skills as 

researchers and are able to support professionals to agree common 

steps. The findings suggest that training for professionals would 

benefit from more of a focus on contextual, interactional aspects, 

with commitment to a focus on the relational. This is important as 

professionals can only go so far in terms of what is available to 

them, interacting with parents within the current systems in place.  

At a policy level the findings suggest a need for:    

 a review at policy level in the field of parenting support to 

generate a change in expert driven professional interactions. 

As a start this could include creating more spaces for mothers 

to volunteer and symbolically support each other, creating 

conditions for grass roots changes. 

 a challenge to policy makers to support and encourage  

professionals to reflect on embodied and emplotted  

discourses driving support-based interactions. This could 

involve including mothers identified as vulnerable in training 

for professionals to support their understating on the issue of 

compliance. 

 acknowledgement that if professionals are to continue to 

engage with the language of ‘Toxic Trio’ as a reference point, 
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this needs to become ‘Fearsome Four’ to take account of the 

impact of scarcity, in all its guises. 

 

 to encourage managers to take on board previous 

recommendations around the need for professionals to have 

training and understanding of families as systems (Munro, 

2011).   

 
 training could involve  mothers explaining to professionals the 

importance of the Hope tool in supporting parents to 

reconnect with hope.  This could also include mothers’ 

feedback here about the unhelpful language used in letters to 

parents. 

 

 

 

6.5 Summary  
 

This chapter has discussed the findings of the study within the 

context of wider literature and theory and applied a closer focus on 

the possible indicative factors of helpful and unhelpful interactions 

in the dance of compliance. The findings provide grounds to 

challenge and reflect on unhelpful interactions prevalent across 

professional disciplines. I have described how this research project 

makes a small but notable contribution to the research that builds 

on participatory practices to challenge victimising, deficit led 

interactions. Going forward, there is a need to continue to be alert 

to what it is that keeps the dance of compliance going and to take 

account of the practical and policy recommendations included in this 

chapter. I finish this thesis by offering a summary and reflection on 

the overall messages from this study in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

   

This study has generated many stories from mothers about how 

professionals are unable to see their resourcefulness. The findings 

show how unhelpful interactions involve a series of signs and 

prepositions described by some mothers as alienating and beyond 

interpretation. This chapter draws the findings of this research 

together by revisiting the objectives set out in chapter one. It will 

include how I have answered the research questions and reflect on 

the strengths and limitations of the study. I will reflect on what I 

have learnt from doing this study and what I might do differently 

now.  I will conclude with a reflective summary of my research 

journey including recommendations for future research studies.   

 

7.2 The research questions 
 

Despite decades of research and policy in the field of parenting 

support, little has been written on mothers’ interpretations about 

interactions with a range of professionals. The findings of the PE 

study that have been reported in this doctoral thesis were based on 

the stories of sixteen mothers’ narratives in the context of parenting 

support. The rationale for this study was that I had concerns about 

the provision of support for mothers identified as vulnerable. The 

broad aim of this research was for a group of mothers to tell their 

stories in their own words about their interactions with 

professionals. More specifically at the beginning of this thesis I set 

out to consider mothers’ interpretations of their interactions with 

professionals and identified two questions for exploration, to: 
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 Explore mothers’ interpretations of verbal and non-verbal 

interactions with professionals  

 Identify which interactions mothers interpret as useful, or not, 

and why. 

The research process broadly consisted of three stages. The first 

stage was the collection and distilling of text with participants. The 

second focused on the performance; performing stories together on 

stage to a live audience and the third stage involved further 

narrative analysis of remaining text. All data were evaluated in 

terms of helpful and unhelpful interactions and each research 

question was answered using a combination of methods and 

analysis providing rich narrative accounts. The achievement of 

being able to answer the two questions was the result of high levels 

of engagement with participants, providing the necessary conditions 

to evoke and support participant’s thoughts, feelings and insights.  

All three stages suggest that compliance is central to interactions 

and that the steps involved in current interactions render it almost 

impossible for professionals to witness signs of fortitude. In this 

regard, the dance of compliance appears to be a common set of 

unhelpful steps as part of professionals’ offer of support.  

The analysis concluded that there was a broad level of agreement 

as to what constituted helpful and unhelpful interactions providing 

ample evidence to suggest that each of the recommendations 

outlined previously could make a significant contribution to address 

this. The findings confirm and extend concerns raised by 

Featherstone et al (2014) and Gillies (2007). To a large extent in 

this study, as in others, the mothers understood how the dance 

operated and resourcefully moved around unhelpful steps. Where 

the findings differ are around the ways in which they shine a light 

on common myths about mothers as free agents.  Whilst the 

optimism, eloquence and strength of the mothers’ stories was 
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evoked in an unbroken chain of narratives stretching back and 

forging ahead, they were not free to do as they choose. This claim 

involves two related but different contexts for making sense of the 

dance including the role of compliance and vulnerability in the 

professional choreography of helpful and unhelpful interactions. The 

findings suggest that preoccupation with compliance dominates 

professional disciplines and militates against stories of fortitude. In 

this sense, the findings in this study go beyond structure and 

material values to include sign value (Baudrillard, 1981) and the 

metaphor of the dance as a driving and sustaining force of 

compliance. 

Having answered the research questions the research can conclude 

that the resultant ‘tools’, The Tango and Hope metaphors, provide a 

useful training aid to support the development of more helpful and 

hopeful interactions.  

 

7.3 Strengths and Limitations  
 

Although previous studies have engaged with mothers identified as 

vulnerable it is rare for researchers to be given the privilege of 

engaging with mothers over a significant period of time and the 

findings of this study extend our understanding of the impact of 

helpful and unhelpful interactions.  

     Strengths 

 This thesis is not the only outcome from the research. The 

way in which I chose to direct this research created 

opportunities to present images of everyday family life to a 

wide range of audiences including parents, professionals and 

policy makers. Slices of the play and the tools developed from 

this research were presented at professional team meetings 
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and at local conferences. This demonstrates the potential for 

this approach to influence practice as well as widening 

opportunities for engaging participants in activities and 

opportunities beyond the research. Performing together 

helped turn the ethnographic into the performative and the 

performance into the political (Denzin, 2003: xiii).  

 

 Once the research was finished we went on to perform two 

more plays together: Things I’d Rather Not Know and 

Conference of the Mermaids.  All three productions explored 

narratives of hopes, dreams, justice and fortitude 

demonstrating the importance of the performance in bringing 

forth alternative voices and images. Feedback received from 

an audience member in our most recent performance 

powerfully describes this;  

  “I loved it! It was my favourite of the three. I liked that we 

were part of    it...sitting in the circle amongst you all - in 

some ways made you feel a little uncomfortable to begin with 

but I think that is perhaps intentional as discomfort is 

something a lot of people feel and listening to the 

struggles/thoughts/feelings and experiences of others. To me 

the play was about hopes, dreams and fears and I could 

relate to a lot of it”.                   (Member of audience 2018) 

 

 

 Further evidence of the strength of the participatory methods 

to continue to ignite grass roots initiatives long after the 

research is finished can be seen in letters (appendix 2) 

participants wrote to their local politician and which they 

proudly handed to me during our new drama sessions two 

weeks before my submission date.  
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 The mothers’ commitment to the research process is 

evidenced by all participants deciding to stay involved in some 

way or another which is unusual in a longitudinal study. Co-

writing and co-performing alongside participants offers new 

ways of building and sustaining reciprocal relationships with 

participants. The innovative methods gave me physical and 

social proximity to participants, so I could see, hear and 

witness their narratives, helping me to explore theories and 

practices underpinning interactions with professionals.  

 

 My application of PE demonstrated that PE is not just about 

method or technique but is concerned with implementing 

social justice goals (Denzin 2013:392). This can be seen in 

the grass roots community impact this arts based approach 

has had for all involved. The drama group is now an 

embedded part of Journey to Well-being courses on offer at 

the children’s centre. Six of the original members/cast who 

participated in this study, including myself, remain in the 

group and we have been joined by eight new members. 

Participants used the platform of PE to tease out and 

illuminate a wide variety of cultural issues that were of 

concern to them (Alexander, 2005:427).  We have been 

incorporated into the local arts centre as a new drama 

‘company’, we have written and performed two more plays 

entitled ‘Things we’d rather not know’ and ‘Conference of The 

Mermaids’ and are currently writing our fourth as part of the 

100th anniversary of the women’s suffrage movement in the 

UK.   
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 The methods employed provided a detailed analysis of 

mothers’ interpretations of interactions with professionals 

from a range of disciplines.  Whilst acknowledging the 

presence of many different realities, the findings and 

recommendations could be relevant to many services 

delivering parenting support.  

 

 The typical interpretation in this field of ethnographic 

investigation is structural and thus more at risk of entering 

into victimising narratives. A key strength of this study was 

that it involved a move from victimizing structural 

inequalities, creating a space for breath taking, humane 

togetherness. Viewing stories and schemes as performative 

provided a framework to move beyond surface meaning and 

shallow descriptions of events without context. 

 

 Narrative analysis allowed for an appreciation of how signs in 

culture, for example, the metaphor have a value, adding 

symbolism for the mothers. A focus on symbolism as signifiers 

(Denzin, 2008) helped uncover and explore the significance of 

mothers aside from notions of vulnerability and compliance, 

while also describing how they interpret and manage helpful 

and unhelpful interactions.  

 

 Adopting a position of reflexive research tool helped monitor 

ethical concerns and support participants to be actively 

engaged in the process. Participants setting up a private 

Facebook account and this may have supported some 

participants who might have been socially isolated to develop 

ongoing relationships. 
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 The decision to change direction but to stick to participatory 

elements when it became apparent that participants wanted 

to tell neglected stories in their play, other than those specific 

to the research question, is also strength. 

 

Limitations 

 From the outset the possibility of bias existed since I started 

out with strong views about unhelpful interactions. To address 

this, I have tried to be transparent about all my own steps, as 

outlined in the ethics section in chapter four.  

 

 Due to the limitations of part -time doctoral study and full-

time work, the main interactions with participants were 

carried out during three hour slots per week. However, this 

was compensated for by the lengthy time period over which 

the research took place.  

 

 While this study presents and describes mothers in a liminal 

moment in time and may be a useful step in challenging 

training in parenting support, there is no suggestion that 

these findings are transferable. Caution is required when 

interpreting the results due to the relatively small sample 

size.   

 

 Although the methods employed created conditions for a 

small group of mothers to engage with the study and to 

challenge the various forms of culture in action, a further 

limitation is that I only included mothers identified as 

vulnerable who were already accessing support with parenting 

at the centre.  This is an important limitation and risks 

perpetuating common discourses and myths around hard to 
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reach mothers, when in reality I did not try to engage with 

mothers who did not attend the centre.  

  

 A further limitation is that I did not engage with professionals. 

This is important in terms of triangulating the findings, but it 

would also enable professionals to provide their own 

interpretations of interactions and to identify some of the 

practice barriers.  

 
 

7.4 Reflexive summary 

  
Although I started out interested in how stories are constructed, I 

had not fully grasped the idea of stories as mere representations 

and this took me on a long journey back to my signifiers, which 

were language and culture. A key challenge for me was to go 

beyond the surface level of language to the symbolic, yet take 

account of the social nature of narrative construction (Frank 2010). 

A focus on the structure and function of narratives (Gergen 

2014:27) involves understanding and navigating tensions between 

narratives as part of the general process of representation that 

takes place in discourse and seeing meaning as neither in the 

control of the producer nor in anything being represented.   

Although I was aligned with the social nature of the construction of 

meaning and even though I knew implicitly that perception / 

interpretation was key, I frequently fell into truth traps, forgetting 

the central tenet of my argument; that all data are only 

representations.  When I got to grips with this, I began to 

appreciate how narratives are made up of more than one story.  

Entering the narrative space of the symbolic, the non-real took me 

beyond themes to the virtual and the arc of our narratives. This 

included Gergen’s (2008) reference to the sign systems and 
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systems of relationships that enable meaning to be produced. 

Ensuring that my analysis did not overtake the narratives involved 

trying to situate narratives within the story thread with all its bright 

beads of liminal moments of resolution, end points and starting 

points always going somewhere.    

Navigating the overlapping fields of ethnography as well as the 

many philosophical theories that mark them out as different proved 

testing.  It was only through reading ethnography in different 

contexts that I was able to find my own position and begin to be 

able to align theory, methodology, methods and analysis.  Although 

ethnography is renowned for the quantity of data generated, 

nothing could have prepared me for the time taken to manage this. 

Whilst the methods employed were dynamic and responsive I had 

not given sufficient consideration to the fact that given the 

opportunity, the women would want to talk about the things that 

mattered most to them. Although I felt comfortable with the 

decision to separate out data into two parts, and although it 

resulted in richer analysis, I learnt that there is a risk of not being 

able to answer the research question when undertaking coproduced 

research. 

Learning to write, succinctly and academically was probably the 

most arduous of all tasks for me, helped in no small part by 

engaging in writing exercises as part of script writing and having 

patient supervisors. The steps were vague and revealing at times 

and whilst some became new pathways for me; others became 

detours involving notes and notelets all over my house, my work 

and my mind. Every step took me somewhere even when that was 

nowhere.  
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7.5 Recommendations for Future Research  
 

While this study was concerned with mothers’ interpretations of 

interactions, the findings suggest that dominant myths and ideas 

representing compliance and vulnerability remain an unexamined 

space, calling for further exploration and understanding. Although I 

was fortunate to find a drama teacher supportive of this research, 

arguably there is a lesson in terms of how researchers can capitalise 

on serendipity, whilst holding on to uncertainty within an ethical 

framework 

Participants’ active engagement with the research process evoked 

images of women energized in democracy, showing potential to 

adapt and extend these methods to further support professionals’ 

and wider community understanding of the performance of 

motherhood. The implicit importance the women placed on 

supporting each other indicates opportunities for further 

participatory research around parent to parent support. This could 

include engaging women in further exploration of the barriers 

mothers experience in accessing parenting support. 

Participants telling strengths based stories suggests there is a need 

for more research to review some of our current understanding, 

including research into how professionals listen, hear and emplot 

frozen plots of vulnerability. Although findings in this study apply 

only to mothers I acknowledge there is a need to undertake more 

research to identify how to successfully engage fathers. 

That most mothers found interactions with some professionals 

helpful, especially within the children’s centre, indicates a need to 

consider if this is typical of other children’s centres. It may be 

because professionals have more time to get to know them as 

women and mothers and because the context is different, but 

nonetheless these are issues worthy of further consideration. 
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The findings extend our understanding of the need for professionals 

to take steps in response to new signs and symbols performed here, 

but further research is necessary to also consider professionals’ 

interpretations of these steps. It would also be interesting to 

explore how the tools developed in this study are applied in 

practice. The methods employed here have potential to help 

professionals understand their own practice and culture by looking 

at it through the lens of the mothers’ interpretations.   

 

7.6 The last dance 
 

Since seeking ethical approval for this thesis in 2014, children’s 

centres continue to close amidst performance challenges for all 

involved. Going forward, if children’s centres have anything to offer 

it is arguably the way in which they bring alienated individuals back 

into a cultural community, as described by Nancy Resourceful at the 

start of this study. Further consideration of the dance of compliance 

could be a potential force for change. This could involve drawing on 

the untapped resourcefulness of mothers identified as vulnerable to 

contribute to a change in direction or a redefinition of the parenting 

support territory. Furthermore, the success of any form of parenting 

support will depend on many factors, not least on the degree to 

which Nancy and others have opportunities to participate and to rise 

up against modernist expectations of the performance of 

motherhood.   

Drawing on the arts is messy and unsettling, however in the face of 

cynicism and alienation, the writing and the embodied performance 

of stories in this study cannot be argued with and speak for 

themselves as we embark on our fourth performance. Feedback 

from participants and audiences show how the stories told evoked 
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the sinews of empathy and justice, placing hopeful resourcefulness 

and humanity back into the plot of objectified characters.  At a time 

when professionals are busy dancing their own steps in their own 

fast lanes, the women in this study have shown the benefits of 

harnessing compliance and fortitude together across professional 

lanes. The dance describes how the personal and political steps 

cannot be separated out from the steps of compliance, vulnerability 

and hope, but viewed as one they show a potential cultural force for 

change as described by Rose Resourceful:  

“How do we reclaim the power of motherhood? To create a new 
vision for the world? Or do we just silently sit and wait for the 

apocalypse?”                   
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Appendix 1: Script for performance  
 

 
WHAT ARE WE GOING TO DO WITH ALL OUR CHILDREN! 

 
Scene 1: The Introductions 

 
THE STAGE IS EMPTY / THE MUSIC OF ELVIS PLAYS / THIRTEEN WOMEN ENTER / 
THEY FACE THEIR AUDIENCE / THEY SPEAK 
 
 
Shirley             Shirley Wife 
 
Jenny             Jenny  Role model 
 
Heidi                  Heidi  Student 
 
Kate              Kate  Magician 
 
Joanna   Joanna  Confidant 
 
Diane             Diane Daughter 
 
Nancy                     Nancy    Survivor 
 
Kitty                        Kitty      Spiritualist 
  
Jody                        Jody   Peace-maker  
 
Lucey                      Lucey    Goddess 
 
Jo                             Jo         Friend  
 
Mary                         Mary   Time-Keeper  
 
Rose                         Rose  Bird Lover 
 
                  
 
SILENCE / MUSIC / SILENCE 
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Scene 2: the Conversation / the welcome 

 
THERE IS CONTINUOUS TALK AND CONVERSATION ABOUT TODAY 
 
A BOY Sorry I’m late: I had to move the car. Welcome! Welcome everyone! 
Welcome to the theatre! Welcome to ‘What Are We Going to Do with All Our 
Children!’ The following stories are true. They are the stories of sixteen women. For 
one night only! But as you can see, there are only thirteen on stage here tonight. The 
other three may be sat amongst you. All the words, except these ones, are their 
words. With a little bit Shakespeare. And Elvis. And one scene written by one of their 
men. Welcome. 
 
 Oh, I nearly forgot! Mac. 10. Actor. None. Action! 
 
 

Scene 3: the Nursery Rhyme 

 
STILL / FOCUSED / SERIOUS 
 
CHORUS  Incey Wincey spider 
   Climbed up the waterspout. 
   Down came the rain 
   And washed the spider out. 
 
   Out came the sunshine 
   And dried up all the rain. 
   So Incey Wincey spider – 
 
 
Scene 4: The Children 

 
Jenny             The Children. 
God, how beautiful: laughing, running, jumping, singing. 
 
Smiling, cheeky, happy. 
 
Jo   Blue eyes - staring back at me. 
 
Jenny    Yes, I’m their Mum. 
 
Jo   What are we going to do today? 
 
Jenny    The tiny footsteps: a kiss on the head. 
 
Jo   Her blond hair on-end like Einstein’s. 
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Jenny    “It’s morning: food please!” 
 
Jo    They speak the truth. 
 
Jenny    They never stop: light and spontaneous. 
 
Jo   Sun rain. Sun cloud. Rainbow sky. 
 
Jenny    She is trying to hit people. 
 
She’s a big girl now. 
 
Jenny    He’s a big boy. 
 
He believes in magic. 
 
He needs more confidence. 
 
I wish I could take a way all his bad experiences. 
 
JO          Cuddles, love, hugs, kisses. 
 
Jenny    Annoying and stubborn and very bossy. 
 
Jenny and Jo  They like to play together. 
 
Jenny    Sometimes shouts and walks off. 
 
Jo    Chats like an adult. 
 
Jenny    I want them to stay safe. 
 
Jenny    Sleepless nights. 
 
Jo                  Fighting, screaming. 
 
Jenny    Fighting, screaming. 
 
CHORUS  Fighting. 
 
   [PAUSE] 
 
THERE ARE SCREAMS 
 
   [PAUSE] 
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THERE ARE MORE SCREAMS 
 
     
Scene 5: My Home 
 
Mary Home. 
As a child I moved from parents to Grandparent to foster parents. 
 
Lucey Boys shouting, TV on, fridge buzzing, washing machine spinning, doors 
closing, cars starting. Love laughter and noise. Bleach, bleach, bleach. Pablo Picasso. 
 
Jody Everything in the world to me is in our home: the kids would love a dog. 
 
Kitty My house needs decorating. My house is full of toys. My house is big: my 
house is a big mess. 
 
Nancy My home is very precious to me. I wish my Mum had seen my home but she 
is too tired and old to visit now. I show her pictures. 
 
Diane There are five people who live there. My home always has children playing. I 
hope to own my own home one day. 
 
Joanna My home needs a face-lift: so much needs to be done to make it right again. 
There is love all around and the smell of home-cooked meals. 
 
Kate I’m not sure where it is and which one it is. I don’t want it to be full of 
violence. I’m scared how my house will look like in ten years. Home is trust. 
 
Rose My home is the safety net 
 the bird’s nest, the warmth I seek 
 
 My home is the end of a journey 
 the returning, the place I dwell 
 
 My home is the castle with 
 a cosy bed to lay my head 
 
 My home is the sanctuary 
 the place I’m free 
 
 My home is the place we come 
 from and the place that we 
         always find no matter where we live 
 
          My home is the place of secrets 
          and the bearer of the real me 
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          My home is the place where I 
         take life’s hat off and go vulnerably 
         naked walking with a bared soul 
 
         My home is the place we long 
         for, the place we look for 
 
        My home is the place I want it to be 
        the blank canvas waiting to hold the 
        energy of my stories the pain of regret 
        and the joy of celebration 
 
 
Scene 6: A Good Night Out 
 
A CLUB SCENE / MUSIC / DRINKS / FUN / DANCING / PSYCHEDILIC 
 
 
Shirley   Whiskey in a jar! Ha, ha, ha! 
   Spontaneous reactions: chain reactions. 
   Shake it all out 
   Get your guitar out. 
 
Jenny   Friends, food, chatter, gossip. 
   Dancing, crying, bed, comfort. 
 
CHORUS  Wine, wine, wine, wine. 
   Laughing, laughing, laughing, laughing. 
 
Kate       I don’t remember the last time I was out. 
 
Diane     Make-up, hair, shoes, chatter. 
   Cocktails, money, dancing, chatter. 
   Taxi, walking, laughing, chatter. 
 
Nancy   Going with the flow. 
   A good night out might be a good night in. 
 
Kitty      Last orders! Home party! 
 
Jody      Wild, naked, leaping, dancing. 
 
CHORUS  Wild, naked, leaping, dancing. 
 
Lucey               A night out with my girls is better than therapy. 
 
Rose                  Dresses and hairspray, makeup and butterflies. 
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   Sitting and chatting, laughter and wine. 
   Thankful for the friendships and changing of the tides. 
 
Mary              I’m still waiting for a good night out. 
 
 
Scene 7: Men 
 
Nancy              Men. I don’t have a great deal to say about men. 
    
   I don’t believe in fairytales as much as I love to watch them. 
 
   Cavemen, clubs and grunts. 
 
   Phallic. 
    
   Physical brutality. 
 
   Verbal atrocity. 
 
   War. 
 
   Strong, brave, hardworking, caring. 
   Kind, gentle, friendly and protective. 
 
   Hard, angry, bull in a china shop. 
   Violent, harsh, critical, selfish. 
 
   Absent, blind, hero, knight. 
   Monster, bully, soul mate, kind. 
 
   Hairy, smelly, different, nosebleeds. 
   Nosebleeds, hitting, punching, headaches. 
 
   Men can be fun, sexy, strong. 
   Men can be boring, tired, weak. 
   But so can I as a woman. 
 
   You never know what will happen. 
 
   Waste of space: who needs them? 
 
   Disappointments, let downs, cheats. 
 
   Now you are my soul mate, 
my confidant, my future husband. 
 



 
210 

 

   Happy times: loving, football, parties, mates. 
 
 

Scene 8: The Nursery Rhyme 

 
STILL / FOCUSED / SERIOUS 
 
CHORUS  Incey Wincey spider 
   Climbed up the waterspout. 
   Down came the rain 
   And washed the spider out. 
 
   Out came the sunshine 
   And dried up all the rain. 
   So Incey Wincey spider – 
 
 

Scene 9: Before I Die 

 

 

Scene 10: Travel 

 
Heidi  Travel. Travel is a distant thought, a previous dream holiday. Paradise, blue 
skies, happy times. Just a memory now. I wish I could go - the children would love it: 
exploring new places and experiencing different cultures. One day, maybe the man 
in that dream will whisk me away and time away from the day to day. 
 
Diane Pick a place? Hot or cold? Plane, train car or boat? Broaden your horizons, 
meet new people, new cultures, food and language. Japan. Australia. Thailand. India. 
Africa. South America. Canada. 
 
Kate  My first experience of travel was as a seven year old girl when my father 
would pile all of us in to his battered Vauxhall and take us for a Sunday drive. There 
were no rides on camels and elephants. 
 
Shirley   Flip-flops, tents, hammocks and freedom. 
 
Mary  Silence, peace, beauty and calm. 
 Sunshine, markets, temples and light. 
 
Kitty  I’ve been to Italy and America but my dream is to go to Austria and see my 
Mum again. 
 
Nancy           Magic carpets. Hitch-hiking. Scrambled eggs. 
  
Jenny  I have not been to many places but went to Egypt for a week for our 
honeymoon. 
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Joanna I’d like to afford at least one holiday a year. 
 
Kate New corners, colours and smells. 
 
Rose Many moons I travelled to reach you. 
 And a year has passed on the mountain where I live. 
 
Diane Freedom, fun, happy times. 
 
Mary Swimming in the sea. 
 
Fearlessness. Possibilities. 
 
Joe           I don’t go places unless there is a purpose. 
   Everybody else seems to make such a fuss about it. 
   Maybe one day I will see the Northern Lights 
and eat fresh cod from the Northern seas. 
 
Diane          I thought it was Salon? 
 
Joe           Cod! 
 
 

Scene 11: Haiku Life (Metronome) 

 
Lucey      Big, red and juicy 
   Ityhgo, fraise, strawberry 
   Rich, delicious, yummy 
 
Joe                          when short of cash  
                                 despair seeps through 

                                 my blood and  veins 

                                Like rat infested water  

                                every penny I spend is  high risk   

                              the unexpected could drown me 
 
Kitty   Water, cool, trickling, 
   Calm, relaxing, at peace, 
   Stress free at last. 
 
Nancy    Stood still 
   In her wedding dress 
   Butterflies everywhere 
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   Best day ever 
 
Diane   Beyond a child’s eye 
   A window to the future 
   Cleanse, clean, love daily 
 
Joanna   Hope and dreams collide 
   Pain meets joy 
   Nature’s reality howls 
 
   Cobalt sky cacoons me 
   Soothing pain 
   Horizons of the future 
 
Kate       Everyone leaves me 
   They all go away or die 
   Alone again, why? 
 
Heidi               Looking back 
   Silence of the night 
   Life starts 
 
Jenny            Here, there and everywhere 
   Lost, confused, lost yet found 
Riddled survivor 
 
Shirley  Frustration engulfs 
   Anger explodes internally 
   my mind racing to escape 
 
                                 Teeth bite trembling lips 
   Tears fall without permission 
   Emotions drown me 
 
   Not again, no more, stop 
   My hear breaks, world shattered 
   Nothing left to give, empty 
 
   Encompassing love 
   Heart bursting my mind consumed 
   They have no knowledge 
 
                                 Cheeky cheeks chortle 
   infectious belly laughs 
   they give without charge 
 
                                Heat rising, clear blue skies 
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   Warm breeze tickling my skin 
   Summer waves flow over me 
 
   Sweet heady fragrance 
   Permeating my senses 
   Blood red roses bloom 
 
 
Scene 12: Birth 
 
CHORUS 16 women: 11 miscarriages. 
 
Jenny I’m longing to see what you look like. 
 The piercing, throbbing, joyful pain. 
 
Heidi Breath. Breath. Breath. 
 The burning. 
 A grapefruit through a test tube. 
 Push, push, push. 
 
Kate Your body taken over by nature or misery. 
 
Joanna  It was all a blur. 
 
Diane I’ve made something so amazing. 
 Sweat, blood, pushing, needles. 
 
Nancy No more barrenness: a proper woman. 
 No drugs: all natural. 
 Doctors, nurses, rushing, blood. 
 
Kitty  At the time of my labour I hated my husband and wanted to kill him for doing 
this (to me). 
 
Jody  Calm and beautiful and natural. 
 That was the idea. 
 
Lucey Excitement, terror, pain, contractions! Breath. 
 Give me drugs, please! 
 Excitement, terror, pain, contractions! Unforgetable: 
           Every precious, painful moment. 
 
Jo       The most natural thing in the world? 
           It’s not. I had two: 
          One of them out of the sun-roof, 
           And one came the scenic route! 
          Stitches by the dozen, 
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          and I get offered a bloody paracetamol! 
           During the birth of both my children, my husband felt exhausted 
           and   had a little lie down on the bed beside me. 
 
Mary            I didn’t plan either of my children. 
   Life is full of surprises. 
 
Rose           My stomach was like a washing machine going round and round. 
   Seemed like a life time waiting for the news. 
 
Jenny            Not done it! But one is born every day. 
   The extraordinary comes through. 
 
Mary                       We ordered pizza and I asked the delivery guy if 
                               he’d deliver the baby, too! 
 
CHORUS 17 women: 32 children. 
 
 
Scene 13: My Body (Sporting Action) 
 
Jenny    Weebles and wobbles, stretch marks, 
bits big, bits small. 
   Love, hate, juicy lips. 
   Where’s my legs? I can’t feel my legs! 
   Hair: long, short, pink, purple, blue. 
   You’ve got boobies: cover them up! 
 
Heidi   I need to eat more healthily! 
   Sometimes smaller. 
   Yet sometimes bigger. 
   But because I’m tall 
   I have a deceptive figure. 
 
   If you didn’t have feet would you wear socks? 
   So why do I wear a bra, then? 
 
Kate The images I have tattooed are like the stained-glass windows in a church, or 
the wall hangings in a temple. They are a reminder where I came from and where I 
am going. 
 
Joanna I’ve just got to be sneezed at and I’m pregnant! 
 
CHORUS  EVERYONE SNEEZES 
 
Diane       Feminine, curves. 
       Round, big, comfortable, soft, short, skin, 
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                fat, muscle, blood, bones. 
 What you see is what you get. 
 It’s mine. 
 I need to take care of it – like a car. 
 Do the proper maintenance: keep it shiny and polished. 
 It should last me a life-time. 
 
 I want to be comfortable in my own skin. 
 I got all my own bits. 
 
Nancy  Talk about clichés: big person trying to get out of a small body! 
 
Kitty My body changes with my life. 
 It is etched with lines, wrinkles and tiger stripes. 
 Like the rings of a tree. 
 But my body is mine. 
 
Jody Buying cloths is a nightmare. 
 Children stare at me and point. 
 Small men, for some reason, think we’d be great together! 
 I love my tattoo on my foot. 
 
Lucey Moisturise. 
 New clothes. 
 Blue eyes. 
 Sexy dresses. 
 
Jo I have more important things to worry about. 
 
Mary My body holds me together. 
 
Rose I need to exercise. I need to exercise. I’ll knock myself out...  
 
Shirley    Sexy, confident, sexy flesh. 
 Thank God for this body. 
 
Scene 14: the Self 
 
Mary I am a work in progress. 
 The milk and cookies Mum. 
 
Joe I am a Mum. 
 I am strong. 
 I am a thinker. 
 I am a doer. 
 I am courageous. 
 I am too nice sometimes. 
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 I am too laid back. 
 I am still learning. 
 
Lucey I am – I don’t know. 
 Good / bad 
 Happy / sad 
 Strong / weak 
 Positive / negative 
 Kind / selfish 
 Brave / scared 
 Intelligent / stupid 
 
Jody I am lovely and friendly. 
 I am confident and strong. 
 We’re not all the same. 
 Imagine if we were all the same. 
 Well done. You did great. Thank you. 
 For your support. You’re beautiful. 
 
 (I am lost.) 
 
Kitty ‘I am who I am.’ 
 If you don’t like it, fuck off. 
 I am trying hard not to break into song here… 
 
Nancy I am strong. I am spiritual. I am a healer. 
 
Diane I am hungry, tired, inspired. 
 Too fat, too ugly, too wobbly. 
I am gorgeous. 
I know who I am. 
 
Joanna           Generous, loud, shy, sad, caring, kind, a bad cook. 
 
Kate             I am a Yorkshire woman. 
   I am a good friend. 
   I am friendly. 
   I am brave. 
   I am sad. 
   I am happy. 
   I am me! 
 
Heidi I am a chatterbox, bulging, likeable, frustrated, calm, spiritual, stubborn, 
loyal, and moody. 
 
Jenny I am a risk-taker, determined, compassionate, optimistic, a bit of a control 
freak, impatient, adventurous, scared of mice and locusts. 
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Shirley I don’t know sometimes how to say ‘no’. I’m trying to find the right balance. 
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Scene 15: the Nursery Rhyme 

 
STILL / FOCUSED / SERIOUS 
 
CHORUS  Incey Wincey spider 
   Climbed up the waterspout. 
   Down came the rain 
   And washed the spider out. 
 
   Out came the sunshine 
   And dried up all the rain. 
   So Incey Wincey spider – 
 
Incey Wincey spider 
   Climbed up the waterspout. 
   Down came the rain 
   And washed the spider out. 
 
   Out came the sunshine 
   And dried up all the rain. 
   So Incey Wincey spider – 
 
 
Scene 16: the Fear 
 
 Joanna I’m scared of facing all that shit from my past. 
 
 I fear fucking my kids up by the choices I have made. 
  
 Abandonment. The panic that catches me awake. 
 
 Who my child will be when she grows up. How to survive every single day. 
Good health. How to make things happen. The unknown. Some times I would love to 
know what is coming. But some days it is a sweet secret. 
 
 Spiders. Loneliness. Rejection. Adoption. Not being good enough. The dark. 
Even now I sleep with the lights on. The truth. 
 
 I fear needles! I fear death! Leaving my son behind is my worst fear. I fear not 
having enough money. 
 
 I often have nightmares about losing my mother. 
 I often have nightmares about losing my children. 
 Getting lost in a foreign country. 
 I often have nightmares about the sea: the water levels rising and taking over 
the land. 
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Completely losing it and murdering someone. 
 Not getting it right with my child’s upbringing. 
 Dying suddenly and not being able to say goodbye. 
 
 I fear not being able to look after my children. A new job.  
Meeting new people. A phone call in the middle of the night. 
 
 Losing any of my senses. Burning out or losing interest in the things that 
matter to me. Losing my patience. Loss. I fear loss. 
 
 That I can’t get a job. That I will lose my husband. What people will think of 
me. That I will lose my children. That something bad will happen. That I don’t know 
what to do. My children leaving home. Growing up. Change. 
 
 Fear is flight or fight. I have had good fear: in excitement. 
 
 I fear being left when in intimacy and in love. I fear being left in trauma. I fear 
being knocked down on my bike and swept away by the waves. I fear the ignorance 
and greed that is destroying the earth. I fear the gradual, sure disappearance of wild 
places, animal species and indigenous cultures. I fear war, drought and ice-age. I fear 
those close to me getting sick and dying. I fear having no time. 
 
 
Scene 17: the Power 
 
 I shout, I scream, I storm off, I count… and still I have no power. 
 I couldn’t take on the world. I am not powerful. I have no power. 
 
Heidi To lose yourself. To conform. Be controlled. 
 
Jo People in power need to be able to reflect. Or made to reflect. 
 Power causes war, famine, hurt. Power is a concept that has huge 
implications for people. It is invisible. Invisible and hidden. 
 
Joanna I don’t have any (power) at home. If I could throw myself on the floor and 
kick and scream I would. 
 
Mary Do it! 
 
Diane The power to love. 
 The power to move. 
 The power of your mind. 
 
Shirley Power is electricity, sparkling, energising light: invisible. 
 
Rose The Spice Girls, Hitler, Winston Churchill, Maggie Thatcher, Power Rangers! 
Go, go, Power Rangers! 
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Kate Power gives you all sorts of freedom: to change certain things. 
 
Jenny I want to feel powerful again. 
 
Lucey I’ve never felt like I’ve had power. I have rules. When I play a  computer game 
I have power. 
 
 
Scene 18: Wants and Wishes 
 
Diane How do we know we are the types of Mothers we are supposed to be? 
 
 How would we know? 
 
Rose What should we be saying or doing? 
 
Shirley Wilt thou be gone?  
 
Heidi          “Look at the state of you!” 
 
Shirley It is not yet near day. 
 
 It was the nightingale and not the lark 
 That pierc’d the fearful hollow of thin ear. 
 
Heidi              “I told you you would fail!” 
 
Shirley Nightly she sings on yon pomegranate tree. 
 
Heidi         “I don’t know why you waste your time!” 
 
Shirley  Believe me love, it was the nightingale. 
 
Heidi           “Look at the state of your flat!” 
  
“Why would any one look twice at you?” 
 
Shirley  Hie hence, be gone, away. 
 
Heidi        “What’s the point of the courses? You’re too thick for that.” 
  
Shirley  Yond light is not daylight, I know it, I. 
 It is some meteor that the sun exhales 
 To be to thee this night a torchbearer 
 And light thee on thy way… 
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Heidi      “What’s the point of the courses?” 
 
Shirley  Therefore stay yet: thou need’st not be gone. 
 
Heidi      “What’s the point?”  
 
Answers on a post card… 
 
My head used to be full of mush. 
Everything used to be muddled. 
Now I can concentrate on important things that mean something. 
 
Diane What about you? 
 
Rose Utter darkness. 
 After everything, I still see no way out: the agony, the loneliness –  
           more painful than any marks or scars left on my arms. 
  
  I’m here now. 
 I don’t have to repeat myself. 
 I want to be in the driving seat and make my own choices. 
 
 I’ve always liked listening. 
 
 Once I told my story, the reply was: ‘I can’t promise you he won’t kill you.’ 
This destroyed me. I could have given up at the first hurdle. 
 
 He has a cruel tongue. Coz he can do that with words. 
 
 The crying babies and the lack of energy.  
 
 I had a step Dad who spied on me when I was seven. I will never forget the 
first time I saw his eyes looking at me through the – 
 
 Mum tried to take her life when I was – 
 I found her unconscious on – 
 I stayed with a foster family for a week. 
 We never talked about it. 
 It happened again when I was – 
 And again when I was – 
  
 I was a bit of a hermit. 
  
 A sweet, caring, little Swiss lady. 
 I felt truly loved by my Nana. 
             
           The one person. 
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You can come out of this. 
 It’s OK to have a bad day. 
 
 The responsibility of being a maker. 
  
 To be able to see a bright future. 
 Needing to learn how to think (again). 
   That the glass is half full. 
   To learn. 
                                To understand. 
   To enjoy every single day. 
    
   [Suddenly] Just piss off and let me build my life - or end it! 
    
   It’s hard to trust: share what doesn’t matter. 
 
Here [looking around at the other women], there is support: a safe place. 
 
 My story is insignificant but here they care. 
 
 I can’t do anymore. I don’t want to go back there again. I’m done. 
 Blah! Blah! Blah! I’m so fucking bored of it! 
 
Shirley              If I profane with my unworthiest hand 
This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this: 
My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand 
To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss. 
Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much, 
Which mannerly devotion shows in this; 
For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch, 
And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss. 
Have not saints lips, and holy palmers’ too? 
Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer. 
O then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do: 
They pray: grant thou, lest faith turn to despair. 
Saints do not move, though grant for prayer’s sake. 
Then move not, while my prayer’s effect I take. 
 
 
Scene 19: Fatherhood 
 
A BOY A man speaks. 
 
It's like having a gun to your head every waking hour… joy, drudgery, sleeplessness, 
shit, vomit and tears. Daylight robbery, laughter and song. I thought that they were 
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dependent on me but I am dependant on them.... if anything happened to them I am 
finished... do your best to learn to be unselfish - walk the right path. 
 
When I think of fatherhood I realize that there is a pause in my thinking / as if I have 
to stop / and feel into what that is / and in the space / is it a space / even now I have 
to stop and feel / into just what it is / there is also a poignancy / and I even have to 
check in to see if that is right too / so a kind of a sense of uncertainty tinged with 
sadness is around / and then a strong feeling of needing to check if that’s ‘right’ too / 
I picture my dad / and I can feel so many different senses arising / I think there is a 
strong urge to recall good times / like playing rugby / remembering the physicality of 
how my dad felt / he was big and strong / and I can remember how that felt / it felt 
good to be moved by something bigger and stronger than myself / and to know that 
/ it was my dad I remember being on holiday with in Spain when I was young / and 
me and my dad going out for a drink before dinner / without my mum and my sister 
/ and it was the most amazing exciting wonderful feeling ever for it to be just me and 
my dad / I think I had a Pepsi which was also pretty great too / I remember a lot 
about rugby somehow / not that we played a lot together / I don’t think / just that I 
can remember vividly the times when we did play together / and going to rugby 
matches together / and as I write this I want to stop and check in again / ‘how was 
that’? / I can feel myself wanting to veer away from more difficult senses / and again 
there is a lot of uncertainty around how it really was for me / and a feeling of not 
wanting to really go there / also wondering if I am meant to be talking so much 
about me and my dad or about fatherhood in general / I am not a father / and feel 
sadness around this / and again wanting to check in with how this is / with somehow 
/ for the father in my / me / which really makes me want to stop and feel into these 
things / and now there seems like so much coming up around all these things that I 
feel I really want to stop / and investigate / what all this is / becoming a bit full / and 
confused / and can see that time is running out / and wondering if I have written 
enough / and with an image of my dad / and feel a deep sadness like wanting to 
have connected more deeply with him / and of missing him which is hard / and also 
sweet / and wanting to deepen into this feeling / being a father makes you 
understand what it is like to be a son / time up 
 
 
Scene 20: the Nursery Rhyme 

 
STILL / FOCUSED / SERIOUS 
 
CHORUS  Out came the sunshine 
   And dried up all the rain. 
   So Incey Wincey spider – 
 
 
Scene 21: the Summer Postcards 
 
Rose The summer. Sun cream, coconut oil, lots of beach trips, ice cream, 
sandcastles, music, sand and sandwiches. The park, blowing up armbands, camp 



 
224 

 

beds, Lilo’s, swimming with no armbands for two hours. Swimming. Too cold. 
Camping. Late nights relaxing, laughter, morning dew, birthday surprises. Animals. 
Dressing up! Frozen! [Sings!] Let it go! Let it go! Tantrums, make-up, make up, 
dresses, heels, blackberries, stained fingers, stained faces, baking, full bellies. 
 
Jenny The best thing I did in the holidays…I don’t have so much money. 
 
Kate I laughed and I cried. I cooked and I cleaned. I drove, flew, walked and talked. 
I spent time with my big sister, who is poorly, and I was able to look after her for a 
change. I taught her kids to drive. We went to a big car park, in a church yard, and 
drove round in circles. Round and round and round in circles. Bake, clutch, stop. I 
spent some time with my younger sister who has toddlers and I went Blackberry 
picking, too. In a forest. And went home and made a blackberry pie. I spent time 
with my 90 year old mother. I washed her feet and cooked her some nice dinners. 
And I washed her feet. I spent time with my husband rock  pooling whilst my 
teenagers were busy doing their thing! I had my hair blow-dried, often, as a treat for 
me.. 
 
Diane I took the kids away. We spent three days in Liverpool and ten days in 
Scotland. We saw lions, tigers, sea lions and zebras. The oldest boy was fascinated 
with the lions and walked around the safari park pretending to be one. Then we 
went on a boat along a stream to an island called monkey island where there were 
five chimps living on it. We had lots of fun there. There was also a mini fair where 
the boys went on a rollercoaster for the first time. It was nice day: nice to spend the 
day together. It was the best day. 
 
Nancy Camping – lots of camping! l worked throughout the summer but still made 
sure that at the weekend I went camping. I could live in the wild forever. We cooked 
sea-bass on a plank of wood over  a fire with the water lapping up to our tent. Slept 
in the tent and stayed an extra day and night. It was lovely out there. We go hunting 
for wood for the fire; we play games with pebbles; we chat; we laugh; we are 
relaxed. We also took my 13 year old son camping over a couple of weekends. Tent 
up, fire blazing, marshmallows, de-corking cider, friends came, sat with us, strangers 
joined us, sat up till morning chatting, laughing, enjoying the sun, the sand, the sea - 
the friendship. I love the summer as I camp. We camp right up to October, 
November: every weekend, whatever the weather. I would happily trade my life and 
live like Tarzan and Jane in a Jungle in the rainforests: my son could be Mowgli. 
 
Kitty Watching the stars shine! New places. Adventures.  
 
Jody The kids were so badly behaved I stopped a trip to the library mid way and 
returned home. Couldn’t go to public places: too busy. Couldn’t face staying home so 
grabbed food and went for a picnic. A man arrived with a beautiful, gentle, friendly, 
black Labrador – Coco – and joined us. The boys played safely and happily with the 
dog. The man read his newspaper and I read mine. It was heaven. Afterwards, we 
stopped at long beach: it was a really low tide and the boys wanted to walk out to 
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the sea. Why not? Fun! We met a family razorfish trapping with salt. A great 
afternoon. 
 
There was no swearing or fighting. Just nice food, chocolate, kindness, and meeting 
new and interesting people.   
 
Lucey We flew home to visit my family as we hadn’t been for two  years. It was just 
me and the 3 kids. Daniel had to stay at work as he doesn’t get paid holidays. It was 
my mums 60th birthday while we were there and we did a surprise party for her with 
my sisters and brother. Seventy people turned up - even my auntie from Malta. 
Mum was made up, so surprised, it was an amazing day.  
 
We also took the kids to flamingo land and had a ball - it was hot.  
 
We went to Primark shopping for all the kids clothes and posted them home.  
 
Daniel had an accident at work: he pulled ligaments in his knee and is now off work. 
He’s still off work and not getting paid.   
 
Lisa’s wedding was an amazing, great day. She looked beautiful.  
 
We had our first wedding anniversary. Some friends had the kids over night and I 
was spoilt. For one day: flowers, wine, facial, swimming, sex, no kids, peace and 
quite... 
 
Jo We moved house and my baby girl finally has her own room. The stress of the 
move was hard. Physically and financially. But we did it. I love waking up, opening 
the blinds, seeing our garden and being able to have breakfast outside. 
 
Mary I was a bit upset as I didn’t get my boy as much as I wanted to. When I gave 
him up, voluntarily, I was told that I’d get loads of hours with him: two hours 
Monday, two hours Friday and that they would up it in the holidays to three hours. 
Anyway, I did get the occasional extra day. He spent most of the time by my side. 
 
I met with my dance friends and danced and swam as the sun went down…and 
after... it was so spiritual.  
 
I felt like a teenager at times. I think I am reliving my youth while my boy is in care. 
 
A friend delicately asked me if I was enjoying my time without him too much. 
 
No. I’m taking advantage of this time forced upon me to be a better mum and a 
better person for when he comes home. 
 
Shirley  I worked hard, I played hard, I went on a wonderful camp in Devon, and had 
lots of challenges in my relationship. We split up, got back together and split up 
again. 
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I also met up with my mum, sang, painted, played flute, sacrificed, organised and did 
the fantasy orchestra. 
 
I even played with some Latin guitarists. Had fun, cried a lot, swam a lot. 
 
I’m living in a community now. 
 
I am thinking I should be somewhere else and not thinking this.  
 
That’s it… 
 
Joanna Craft work kept us busy: colouring salt, making labels, tying ribbons, 
collecting jam jars, making bland exfoliator, drying lavender, making lavender bags. 
 
The guilt hits me sometimes like a huge black cloud. Should I be outside playing with 
my children. 
 
Nervously I bathe, put on my makeup. My son brings me pink champagne which is a 
welcome gift for the nerves. And soon we are dancing, laughing, the make-up is 
done, lots of curls, hair pieces and warm tongs. My dress maker arrives to sew me 
into  my dress. The final touches. Being fussed, pulled prodded, poked until the 
crown of a Tiara and the veil are placed upon the  my head. 
 
The flashes of the cameras! The transport arrives but the engine won’t start. The 
fear is huge: a hot air balloon hovering over ready to burst. But I am the headliner. I 
am top of the show. I feel sick. Take it slow. Don’t rush it. Appreciate every moment. 
I see my beautiful finance as scared as a kitten, pale, and unaware of what comes 
next. Clinging to our boy we both hold on not daring to let him go of him.  
 
The sun is warm and the champagne is cool and the photos are taken! 
 
The keys are returned and our new home is ours. 
 
My fairy tale life has finally begun. 
 
 
 
 
Scene 22: the Professionals 
 
 
Mary Sometimes there is nothing that can be done or said. A shoulder to cry on? Or 
a warm heartfelt hug? Is that all that is required? 
 
 Is it just for the paycheque? It sometimes shows in their work. From the look 
at the clock, to the roll of the eyes and the reaction. It makes the time never go by. 
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The judgement and criticism with a tilt of the nose. But when vulnerable, sad, near 
breaking point, some do see and calmly envelope a barrier of care. These are the 
ones where vocation excels I’ve met both sides. But each meeting helps you learn for 
yourself. If you are not honest, you cannot be trusted. 
 
Joe My parents were the most useful. They taught me everything and helped me 
bring my son up. They are professionals in my eyes! 
Health visitors gave me good tips and reassured me about doing a good job. The 
police helped me save my son when he was six years old. Kept me safe and 
protected us. They told me I was strong and powerful and my son was lucky to have 
me. They still do sometimes.  
 
Schools are sometimes crap with my sons dyslexia and dyspraxia 
Teachers let me down all the time. There’s no time. No time for my concerns. 
 
Lucey I smile at the understanding, compassion, problem solving, help, and advice. 
But it can be over bearing, too suited and booted. It’s the files. 
 
Jody Taking the time to understand, and not rushing, makes you feel important. 
And the smiles. 
 
Kitty Showing me how to play with my child. But there is conflicting advice 
sometimes and it doesn’t always work.  
 
Nancy Listening, welcoming, no jargon, eye contact.  
There are ways and not ways of being with people. 
They can talk down or across. 
We all get tired and overworked but time is important. 
 
Diane The smiles. 
The genuine smiles.  
Looking at you. 
Listening to what you have to say. 
 
Joanna All my life other agencies have been involved in my life. 
I was made a ward of court so the education department had parental responsibility 
for me. Although they never helped me. Not really. They would visit my foster mum 
to chat to her and never saw me alone. I was never able to speak about how 
unhappy I was or to tell them that my foster mum was an alcoholic. All my life I have 
wanted to sort my head out and the only place that make me feels good is here. 
 
Kate A teacher once spoke to me – at me – for ten minutes without taking a 
breath. He came across as an expert, in charge, and I felt afterwards that I wished I 
had asked him to stop. And ask him what  he wanted me to understand.  
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 The first thing I heard from my advisor was that because I was a single 
mother I would not manage to find full time work. But if I do work full time I can sign 
up for an after school club or find another child minder. 
 
 
Jo                             We’ve been hiding away too long 
                                      Locked up in our houses 
                                    A building that brought us together  
                                        We no longer stand alone 

Now given hope and understanding 
We have the words that can save lives 

We have ideas that can make a difference 
But we’re too afraid to speak out 

Because being silent keeps us safe 
We have finally found our voices 

And been given a stage 
It’s time you heard our stories 

Cause we all matter too 
 

 
 

Scene 23: the Nursery Rhyme 

 
CHORUS  Climbed up the waterspout. 
   Down came the rain 
   And washed the spider out. 
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Appendix 3:    Confidentiality letter for identified support counsellor. 
 
 

Title of project: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre 

Name of researcher: Patricia Tumelty 

 

Dear   

 

Thank you for agreeing to  be available once a week for parents to call on should 
they have any issues they wish to discuss following participation in drama workshops 
as part of a research project with a group of mothers attending a local Child and 
Family Centre. 

You will also be aware of the need to adhere to the confidentiality policies of the 
Child and Family Centre. 

If you agree to this can I please ask you to sign and date below.  

 

Signature                                 Date                            Version  

 

________                         ___________                 _____________  
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Appendix 4: Confidentiality letter for Drama Teacher 
 
Title of project: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts  of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre 

Name of researcher: Patricia Tumelty 

 

Dear   

 

Thank you for agreeing to help develop workshops as part of a research project with 
a group of mothers attending a local Child and Family Centre. 

The workshops will be led by me, the researcher, and the format will be supported 
by your technical skills in Drama. This will help   us to find creative ways of describing 
stories of their experiences of motherhood. 

You are aware that potentially none of participants will have any dramatic skills and 
we will not be expecting them to say or do anything which they do not feel 
comfortable doing. 

You will also be aware of the need to adhere to the confidentiality policies of the 
Child and Family Centre.   All material will be confidentially stored by me as the 
researcher. 

If you agree to this can I please ask you to sign and date below. 

We look forward to working with you.  
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Appendix 5:  Risk Analysis and Assessment  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Title of project: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre 

Name of researcher: Patricia Tumelty 

 
The health and safety of the participants and researcher will remain foundational to 
the methodology and overall research study. 
The researcher will take account of the potential for participants to experience 
distress or sorrow in the remembering of stories of motherhood. The researcher will 
allocate weekly time slots for mothers to meet with her on a one to one basis should 
they wish to talk through any issues or concerns that may have arisen from group 
meeting. Another member of staff will also be available should they prefer to speak 
with someone other than the researcher.  
The researcher is familiar with the building where the group work takes place. 

Legal risks 

Full ethical clearance will be obtained from University of Wolverhampton prior to 
commencement of the study. No legal liabilities or responsibilities are envisaged as a 
result of carrying out the study. Previous studies have examined mothers’ stories but 
not in this context.  

Cultural Issues  

The study will be conducted in a Children’s Centre with mothers of diverse cultural 
and ethnic groups. The researcher is familiar with the cultural norms of mothers in 
the study setting having worked with mothers in health and education settings 
across the island of Jersey  for over twenty five years. As a result the researcher will 
be mindful of potential cultural sensitivities and differences affecting the viability 
and validity of the data.  

Written consent will be obtained from the participants before the study.  
Participants will give fully informed consent based on introductory letters, 
information sheets and information sessions to enable them to decide whether they 
wish to be research participants, without coercion or deception, and in the 
knowledge that participation is entirely voluntary. They will have the final say on 
what is included in data coming from the workshops.. Any written documents or 
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articles using this data will be anonymized.  Throughout the study their 
confidentiality will be maintained by sharing the information among only those that 
are involved in the study such as the researcher, supervisor and drama teacher who 
will also sign a confidentiality document. 

Language  

In Jersey, English language is the official language and is widely used in 
communication in both private and public places. As approximately 97% of the 
people in the Channel Islands communicate in basic English  language fluently,   
workshops will be conducted in English.  English will be the medium for all data 
collection, recording and reporting. Consent will be obtained from participants in 
English language.  

Protection of data  

Participants will be involved in generating and writing of the scripts or poetry which 
will be used as data.  Anonymity will be maintained in any write up of the material by 
using pseudonyms in place of participants’ personal names. Data collected in 
workshops will be protected by keeping any scriptsor tape recordings in a locked 
secure safe, in a locked office within the Centre, after group meetings. The data will 
be destroyed two years after the study is completed and examined 
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Appendix 6: Ethical approval from the University of Wolverhampton 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Date 24.12.14  
Bridget Tumelty  
University of Wolverhampton  
FEHW  
Dear Bridget Tumelty (Supervisor P Fuller)  
Re: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre  
submitted to The Faculty of Education, Health and Wellbeing Ethics Panel 
(Health Professions, Psychology, Social Work & Social Care)  
The Faculty Ethics Panel (Health Professions, Psychology, Social Work & Social 
Care) has considered and reviewed your submission.  
On review your Research Proposal was passed and given approval Code 2 – 
Approved Subject to Conditions. The conditions for Approval are below.  
A. Researcher/Supervisor to Monitor. Please address the minor amendments 
detailed below. If this is student research, supervisors must ensure the minor 
amendments have been completed prior to commencement of data collection.  
Suggested changes  

– may be difficult to get 20 mothers.  
 
Required changes  

– will people actually be able to withdraw at ANY 
time?  

 

 

tutor – potential conflicts of and vested interest 
needs to be explained and considered.  
 
Best wishes in the future.  
Yours sincerely  

H Paniagua  

Dr. H. Paniagua PhD, MSc, BSc (Hons) Cert. Ed. RN RM  
Chair – Ethics Panel  

D Chadwick  

Dr. D. Chadwick PhD, MSc, BA (Hons). PGCE., CPSYCHOL.  
Chair – Ethics Panel 
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Appendix 7: Letter to organization – letter for access and approval from 
management/organization 

[Name redacted]
 
[Address redacted] 

Dear Sir or Madam. 

As part of my professional doctorate programme at the University of 
Wolverhampton, I am proposing to conduct a research project into how mothers on 
income support view their interactions with professionals whom they encounter as 
part of their child’s normal development and other professionals such as social 
workers and key workers from your organization who they meet when they 
experience difficulties in family life.  

To do this I require your support and agreement from your Charities board for me to 
conduct my research with mothers attending your programmes at the centre.   

If you agree to take part this will involve me visiting mothers within one of your 
‘return to work’ groups; initially to gauge their level of interest and depending on 
responses, explain the nature of the research I wish to carry out.  

In practical terms, this would involve me inviting a group of 20 mothers to attend a 
drama  based workshop led by myself and a person with background in drama to 
engage in a range of activities including sharing ideas about favourite television 
programmes, movies, books or poetry,  which may have influenced them as mothers  

The potential benefits of this research include an opportunity for mothers to tell 
their stories of motherhood including their interpretation of interactions with 
professionals which they find useful and why. 

I am therefore writing to seek your permission to conduct this study within your 
organization with mothers who have been referred to your centre and I enclose a 
copy of the research protocol for your information.  

I look forward to hearing from you. 

Yours Sincerely 

Patricia Tumelty.  
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Appendix 8: Letter to participants 

Dear, 

I am writing to invite you to participate in a research project which I am conducting 
as part of a health and well-being course at the University of Wolverhampton. I 
enclose an information sheet which explains the title and aims of the project and 
what taking part will involve. 

I will also be visiting [name of location redacted] at the following times if you are 
interested and would like to know more about the project and what it involves. 
Speaking with me at these times does not commit you in any way to the project.  

If you feel that you would like to be part of an initial information session please 
indicate this on the attached sheet and hand the letter to reception at the Centre. If 
you would prefer not to be involved, please destroy or ignore this letter. If you 
decide not to be involved I would like to assure you that your time and services at 
the Centre will not be affected in any way.   

Yours Sincerely, 

Patricia Tumelty 
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Appendix 9: Participant information sheet 

Title of project: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts  of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre 

Name of researcher: Patricia Tumelty 

You are invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide it is important for 
you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please 
take time to read the following carefully and discuss with friends/relatives or 
workers at the Centre.  

Ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. 
Take time to decide whether or not you wish    take part.  

Thank you for reading this. 

What is the purpose of the study? 

The purpose of this study is to hear the views of mothers about their experiences of 
interacting with professionals generally, and in particular, since their referral for 
support at the Children’s Centre and during their time there.  

I want to know what communication with professionals you find useful in order for 
us to know what to concentrate our efforts on in the Centre. 

Why have I been chosen? 

You have been chosen to take part because you are a mother who has been   
referred for support at the Children’s Centre and you have been attending regularly 
for over a year. I will be asking nineteen other mothers to take part in this study. 

Do I have to take part? 

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part 
you will be asked to sign a consent form. If you decide to take part you are still free 
to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason.  
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Withdrawing from the study will not affect the standard of your services at the 
Centre in any way. 

What will happen if I decide to take part? 

If you decide to take part you will be invited to attend a weekly workshop with 19 
other mothers at the Centre facilitated by myself with support from a person with a 
background in drama.  I will be inviting this person to join us as I would like to use 
ideas from drama to explore and hear your views   I do not expect you to know 
about drama, or acting either, I am interested in your views and would like to use 
this format as a way of hearing them. The workshops will last for one hour, a crèche 
will be provided along with lunch for you and your children afterwards.  The group 
will run for six to eight weeks.   

The workshop will involve a range of activities including sharing ideas from favourite 
television programmes, movies, books and poetry, and describing various 
interactions with professionals since the birth of your children. From these 
workshops   and with your consent we may decide to  create  and present together a 
piece of drama which may include, short plays or poems  which  will come directly 
from your  stories but  which will be grouped together in such a way that you will not 
be identifiable.  We will have regular reviews of material we will be collecting and 
the final decision on what to include in any stories will be made by you.    

What are the potential benefits and risks of taking part? 

A possible initial benefit for you may be that you get an opportunity to do something 
different and may enjoy being part of a drama group while your children are cared 
for in the crèche. There may be no direct practical benefit to yourself  but, by taking 
part, you will help us to find out what mothers find useful about their interactions 
with professionals. The findings could be used to inform future training of staff who 
work with mothers like yourself and in this way improve services for all. The 
potential risks involved may include possible impact on you in the retelling of stories 
around your interactions with professionals which may have occurred during 
challenging times in your life. My background is in counselling and I will be available 
at specific times should you or other participants wish to discuss any issues that 
come up in the group. If you would prefer to speak with someone else I have a 
colleague who is a registered counsellor and  who will also be available.  

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 

The stories we work on together will be written up and, only with your consent, be 
presented by our drama group   to an audience of your selection.  The decision as to 
how to present will be made with help from the drama teacher but you will not be 
expected to say or do anything that does not feel comfortable to you. All material 
gathered in our workshops will be compiled in consultation with you and the other 
participants and if we decided to present it to an audience it will not be possible to 
attribute any one story to any one participant.  You and the other participants will 
have final say what is included. Only I, the researcher will have access to the 
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information which will be securely stored in a locked cupboard or on computer with 
a password. You will not be identifiable in any publication or report, any such data 
will be grouped together and all identifying information will be removed.     

If you mention something within the group that makes me think you or a member of 
your family or someone in the community is in danger of harm I will have to discuss 
it with another professional  and this  will depend on the nature of the concern, for 
example if a child was in danger I would have to speak to a social worker.  

What will happen at the end of the study? 

With your consent I would write up ideas and stories presented in the workshops 
which would form part of a final research report. With your consent we may also 
decide as a group to present our stories  together  to other mothers and 
professionals within the centre.   

What if I have a problem or concern? 

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study or require any more information 
about it, you should ask to speak with me and I will do my best to answer your 
questions.  
If you do not wish to speak with me, the researcher, you can address your concerns 
to the chair of the charity which oversees services provided at the Centre.  

Who has reviewed the study? 

The University of Wolverhampton Faculty of Education, Health & Wellbeing Ethics 
Committee (Health Subject Panel) 

Contact for further information. 
Patricia Tumelty.  

Research email addresses;    [e-mail address redacted] 

Thank you for your participation in this study 

Name                                       Date         Signature 
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Appendix 10: Consent form 

Title of project: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts  of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre 

Name of researcher: Patricia Tumelty 

Please initial boxes. 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet dated
January 27th 2015 (version  1) for the above study and have had the
opportunity to ask questions.

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw
at any time, without giving any reason.

3. I understand that my data will be stored securely and confidentially and that I
will not be identifiable in any report or publication.

4. I understand that the researcher may wish to publish this study and any
results found, for which I give my permission.

5. I understand that I and other participants may decide with the researcher to
present our stories in text or as a piece of drama, to an audience of our
choosing for which I give my permission.

6. I agree for drama workshops to be audio recorded on the condition that tape
recordings are locked in secure office and stored in password protected
computer.

7. I agree to take part in the above study.

……………………….. …………………….. ………………………… 

Name Date Signature 

…………………………. ……………………. ………………………… 

Researcher Date Signature 
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Appendix 11:  Participants confidentiality agreement  

Title of project: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre 

Name of researcher: Patricia Tumelty 

As part of our involvement in this research project we agree to the following grounds 
rules  

We will take turns to speak and listen to each other’s stories 

We will respect confidentiality and not discuss individual stories outside of our 
meetings 

…………………….       …………………….     ………………………………. 

Name          Date       Signature  
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Appendix 12: Consent form involving access to client held records. 

Title of project: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre 

Name of researcher: Patricia Tumelty 

Please initial boxes. 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet dated 27th

January 2015 (version 1) for the above study and have had the opportunity to
ask questions.

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw
at any time, without giving any reason, without my contact with the centre or
legal rights being affected.

3. I understand that sections of personally held correspondence from
professionals may be looked at by the identified researcher where it is
relevant to my taking part in research. I give permission for the identified
researcher to have access to records or correspondences which I hold.

4. I understand that my data will be stored securely and confidentially and that I
will not be identifiable in any report or publication.

5. I agree to take part in the above study.

Name       Data     Signature 

Researcher      Data    Signature 
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Appendix 13: Outline of Drama workshop 

Title of project: In their own words: An Ethnographic study of mothers’ accounts of 
interactions with professionals in a Children’s Centre 

Name of researcher: Patricia Tumelty 

Participants will meet weekly with myself and the drama teacher. Workshops will 
include elements of the following activities in all sessions; 

 Setting out aims of workshops and establishing ways of working together
including regular reminders of the importance of confidentiality and
agreement to support and listen to each other’s stories.

 Creation of theme boards on motherhood, participants will choose pictures
or words from a variety of magazines to create a picture which all
participants will be invited to share if they wish as part of a workshop

 Writing about major  themes   of motherhood as chosen by participants

 Remembering   favourite television programme, adverts, movies, books or
poetry from childhood.

 Workshops going over what we have written or discussed and looking at how
we might present this to an audience of our choosing

 Workshops on dramatic techniques which  can be used if we decide to
present our stories       to an audience

From the above workshops participants will be invited to contribute ideas for further 
sessions as we move through the weeks. 

Any questions please do not hesitate to talk to call me Patricia Tumelty : research 
number [mobile tel. no. redacted] 


