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Chapter 1 Introduction

This dissertation is about parenthood in Sweden. Or rather, involved pa-
renthood. In brief, I shall in this study define involved parenthood as 
the cultural norm prescribing that parents are to be responsible for their 
children, spend as much time as possible with them, and try to develop 
close relations to them. As we will see, these expectations are found in dif-
ferent areas of contemporary Swedish society. For instance, the different 
institutions of the Swedish welfare state, such as the schools, often express 
a wish that parents should involve themselves in their children by helping 
out with homework. Even the media tend to celebrate the norm of involved 
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parenthood and thus idealize those who are thought to enact it in daily 
life. A good example of how parental involvement was emphasized in the 
early 21st century is found in connection with the installation of the leader 
of the Conservative Party (Moderaterna), Frederik Reinfeldt, as Swedish 
Prime Minister the fall of 2006.
 In a number of reports, he and his wife Filippa Reinfeldt1 were presented 
as regular and highly involved parents with small children. It is true that 
they – in contrast to most Swedes – have a paid cleaning lady and a nanny, 
but in a number of articles they could be seen grocery shopping or eating 
dinner around the kitchen table in their house in a middle-class suburb. In 
interviews, Filippa emphasizes that she is a ‘totally regular mom with three 
kids’ and that she has her own career (Janouch, 2007). Fredrik points out 
the dilemma of trying to combine his work as the political leader of Sweden 
with parenthood and explains that he always tries to get home to eat dinner 
with the family and, if necessary, he will catch up with his work later in the 
evening (Wesslén, 2006). Despite the support provided by the family’s clea-
ning lady Fredrik enjoys ‘cheating’ and cleaning the house, because he ‘loves 
cleaning’ (Passanisi, 2006). Filippa argues that if you have several children 
you have to constantly take care of the tidying and pottering. She prefers 
to prepare dinner, while Fredrik takes care of the dishes and the laundry. 
They grocery shop together once a week. Around the dinner table, they 
are ‘just like any other family’; they talk about ‘mundane stuff ’ (Passanisi, 
2006). The couple’s three children are involved in different leisure-time 
activities, and Fredrik and Filippa alternate with other parents in driving 
them to these activities, such as the weekend soccer games (Passinisi, 2006). 
The Reinfeldts highlight the norm about involved parenthood by arguing 
that it is important to let their children be involved in decisions on where 
to live – whether to stay in the house in suburbia or move to the downtown 
palace in Stockholm where the Swedish prime ministers traditionally live 
(Wesslén, 2006; Janouch, 2007).2 Repeatedly, the Reinfeldts refer to their life 
as a constant ‘life puzzle’ (livspussel) with many demands and activities that 
need to be balanced against each other. Both have successful professional 
careers with long working hours, but they also want to spend as much time 
as possible with their children. In order to manage time and childcare, they 
have a nanny, but they also receive help from their children’s grandparents. 
As we shall see, the data of this study echoes the challanges of involved 
parenthood as described by the Reinfeldts.
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The Reinfeldts as Swedish middle-class working parents
There are several reasons for starting this dissertation with the media re-
presentation of the Reinfeldts. First, one could ask why they actively choose 
to represent themselves as regular middle-class, dual-earner parents trying 
to cope with everyday life. There is a long tradition among Swedish prime 
ministers of creating such a role model that the majority of the citizens 
easily can identify with. In the media, Fredrik Reinfeldt appears as one 
among all of the middle-class parents trying to combine work and family 
life. In this way, the media representation is probably rather successful, as 
a great majority of Swedish parents with small children experience being 
so stressed that they have a hard time managing (Statistics Sweden, 2003a). 
The picture painted of the Reinfeldts is that both have a career, and both 
are involved in childcare and household work. Moreover, they are child 
centered, most of their time outside work is spent on the children and the 
children’s leisure-time activities, and they let their children have a say in 
important family decisions.
 Second, the media representation of the Reinfeldts is not only informed 
by the family policy of the party, but also by Swedish family politics in ge-
neral. Here, talk about the ”life puzzle” is central. This term was introduced 
by The Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees (TCO) for the 
elections in 2002 and was later adopted by the majority of political parties 
in Sweden (Ramqvist, 2006). The term ”life puzzle” indeed, is illustrative 
of the challanges of balancing work and family life, as it depicts family life 
as a constant jigsaw puzzle in which one tries to combine work, childcare, 
household work, and the individual activities of family members. In his 
Statement of the Government address, Reinfeldt (2006) argues that ’Both 
women and men must be able to combine work and family and achieve a 
balance in their daily lives’. In the Swedish original, it says ‘få vardagspusslet 
att gå ihop’ literary meaning ‘get the jigsaw puzzle to come together’ (cf. 
Wennberg, 2006). At least to some extent, this aim follows the family po-
litics proposed by all Social Democratic governments since the late 1960s, 
when the dual-earner/dual-carer family was made the norm in Swedish 
legislation and policy (Björnberg, 2002). The aim has been, and continues 
to be, that men and women should be able to devote themselves both to 
paid work and their families. The Reinfeldts are constructed by themselves 
and in collaboration with Swedish media as icons of this family policy: they 
both have highly successful careers involving a great deal of work, and yet 
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they also spend a considerable amount of time with their children. They do 
some household work, but do not hesitate to hire people to support them 
carrying out the dailt chores and looking after the childdren so that they 
can prioritize what is most important in parents’ life – their children. 
 Third, the media representation of the Reinfeldts has much in common 
with the eight middle-class families studied in the present dissertation. All 
families live in a house in a suburb and have two or more children, where at 
least one is between eight and ten years of age. Like the Reinfeldts, most of 
the parents in the present study hold university degrees and devote a great 
deal of time to their careers; they all work fulltime, or almost fulltime. Only 
one family has a cleaning lady, but many of the families are supported by 
relatives, such as the children’s grandparents. And as we will see later on, 
all of the couples included in this study acknowledge the idea of involved 
parenthood.

Working parents in Sweden 
The complex of problems related to the ”life puzzle” that the media repre-
sentation of Fredrik and Filippa Reinfeldt points to make reference to recent 
research on work-family relations. In a recent review, Sarah Winslow-Bowe 
(2007) divides the research into three broad categories.3 First, some resear-
chers have focused on the demands from work. To a great extent, this area 
of research has dealt with how work affects family life, and in particular 
in families where both parents work, so-called working families. Work is 
argued to have negative effects on family life when parents devote too much 
time to paid work, or when role conflicts come up – that is, when behaviors 
demanded in working life collide with preferred behaviors in family life 
(Allard, Haas and Hwang, 2007). Scholars argue that work “spills over” 
into or “intrudes” on family life (cf. Schneider and Waite, 2005) and that 
time with the family has a positive effect on individual wellbeing. Lately, 
researchers have increasingly begun to study work-family conflict as a bi-
directional phenomenon, meaning that family life could affect working life 
both negatively and positively (Carlson, Kacmar and Williams, 2000).
 A second area of research concerns the demands from family life. For 
instance, Arlie Hochschild (1997) argues that women in particular view 
work as a relaxing part of life, while family life is demanding and causes a 
guilty conscience and stress. To some extent, this is because although both 
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men and women are gainfully employed and men are increasingly getting 
involved in household work and childcare, women are still given a dis-
proportionate responsibility for household labor (Björnberg and Kollind, 
2005; Nordenmark, 2002). In other words, family life is not merely a place 
for recreation; rather, it is a social space of gender specific expectations 
regarding labor and parenthood (Thorne, 1992).
 Third, work-family research has focused on the cultural norms and 
expectations of ideal workers and parents. On the one hand, men and wo-
men in professional occupations are often expected to dedicate themselves 
to their career (Mellström, 2006). On the other hand, parents also have 
to involve themselves in household work and childcare in order to ful-
fill cultural expectations for appropriate parenthood (Elvin-Nowak and 
Thomsson, 2001; Hays, 1996; Kugelberg, 2006). Parents are also expected 
to develop close relations with their children by spending a great deal of 
time with them and by devoting their leisure time to their children (Bäck-
Wiklund and Bergsten, 1997; Kugelberg, 1999). A common description of 
the history of the family is that after the industrial revolution, the family 
lost a number of important functions that were shifted to other emerging 
modern institutions, such as the school and industries (cf. Roman, 2004). 
This might be true, but Lars Dencik (1989) argues that what characterizes 
modern family life is rather that it is overburdened with expected func-
tions, parents should meet a number of needs that children have. The 
cultural norms and expectations imposed on parents also come from the 
welfare state, in particular through the school, which is a common every-
day contact parents have with the state. For instance, Swedish educational 
policy expects parents to involve themselves in their children’s education 
and to ’collaborate’ with the teachers (SNAE, 1994).
 The present study falls into the last two research areas of work-family 
literature that Winslow-Bowe (2007) presents – the demands from family 
life and cultural norms imposed on parenthood – with a particular focus 
on the everyday life of working parents in Sweden. As will be explored 
further in the next chapter, Sweden is a privileged context for parenthood 
and is often described as the best country for men and women to combine 
family and work. For instance, in an article in the Argentinean newspaper 
Clarín discussing work-family conflict, Sweden is argued to be a world 
leader in terms of parental support:

Sweden is in the lead of countries that have taken measures so that 
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families won’t have a hard time making ends meet. Parents are given 
one and a half years of parental leave, which is shared between the 
mother and father, on the condition that the father stays at home 
with the child for at least two months. These benefits imply a re-
duction in salary that does not affect the economy of these fathers. 
(Selser, 2008, p. 14)4

Similarly, in an article in the Seattle Times about an American delegation 
studying the Swedish after-school care system, Swedish family politics are 
presented as child centered and Sweden as one of the few countries putting 
words into action in order to facilitate family life: ‘When the Swedish say 
they value children, they mean it’ (Cameron, 2001). 
 Even scholars describe the Swedish model in positive terms. The Ame-
rican sociologist Phyllis Moen (1989), for instance, argues that Sweden 
is ‘perhaps the best place to seek new models for combining work and 
parenting’ (p. 5) because,

Nowhere have the legal and social norms regarding gender equality 
been more deliberately shaped than in Sweden. Nowhere is more 
assistance given to working parents in the form of parental leaves, 
reduced working hours, and other social supports. And nowhere 
in the Western world has a larger proportion of mothers of young 
children entered and remained in the labor force. Hence, [...] wor-
king parents in Sweden [is] an exemplary case of the lifestyle em-
bodied in contemporary parenting. (Moen, 1989, p. 136)

However, Moen (1989) shows that Swedish parents are far from as gender 
equal as their international reputation would suggest. Nevertheless, she 
argues that Swedish family policy has attempted to alter parenthood so 
that not only women are now able to work in the labor force, but so that 
men are also expected to do their fair share of childcare. Both mothers and 
fathers are now expected to involve themselves in their children’s everyday 
lives (Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten, 1997; Kugelberg, 1999). Other research 
shows that middle-class parents are most inclined to live up to these expec-
tations. For instance, Mikael Nordenmark (2004) shows that men with a 
higher education do more household work and childcare than other men, 
and Leif Ribom (1993) shows that middle-class parents are more involved 
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in their children’s education and their school’s activities than are parents 
from the working class. 

Aim of the study
Swedish mothers and, increasingly, fathers are in other words expected to 
get involved in their children’s everyday lives, and it seems that middle-
class parents are the ones most inclined to live up to these expectations. In 
order to critically discuss contemporary parental norms and practices, I 
will use the term involved parenthood. The norm of involved parenthood 
is contingent and takes shape in particular contexts. Even though the norm 
of involved parenthood and the ways in which it is practiced in daily life 
is characterized by some ideals regarding parents’ responsability for their 
children, it specifically concerns parents’ obligation to spend as much time 
as possible with their children and parents’ engagement in developing 
close relationships with their children. If people are to be understood as 
good parents, they ”have to” adhere to the cultural and social expectations 
of involved parenthood. 
 The overall aim of the dissertation is to study how Swedish middle-
class mothers and fathers are doing involved parenthood in everyday life. 
First, to some extent this implies asking relatively descriptive questions, 
such as in which ways parents get involved in their children’s lives and 
well-being and how they negotiate this involvement. I am particularly 
concerned about how parents engage in their children’s education and 
in childcare and rearing at home. Second, the study of parental practices 
of involvement, I would argue, needs to be related to an examination of 
identity constructions in terms of parents’ positioning, negotiations and 
subjectivity. Finally, focus is set on how men and women relate to invol-
ved parenthood as a norm and the dilemmas they face in their everyday 
lives.

Disposition
In the next chapter, Chapter 2, I will examine the middle-class norm of 
involved parenthood in a Swedish context by situating it in something of a 
historical context and in relation to previous research on family and parent-
hood in Sweden and some relevant research from other Western societies. 
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The chapter thus provides a contextual frame for this study. In Chapter 3, 
I will present a theoretical framework for my understanding of the ways in 
which norms, everyday practices and gendered identity formation intersect 
with one another. Here, in particular, theories on subjection as presented by 
Michel Foucault and Judith Butler will be the point of departure. Chapter 
4 introduces the eight families involved in the present study. The methods 
of collecting data, which were mainly participant observations using video 
cameras and qualitative interviews, will be presented and discussed. I will 
also discuss field relations, the ethical considerations taken throughout the 
research process, and the ways in which the data have been analyzed.
 In the first empirical study, Chapter 5, I shall highlight the parents’ stra-
tegies for managing time and childcare. As will be clear, parents attempt 
to be involved by employing a variety of household strategies, including  
delegating, alternating and multitasking. Chapter 6 focuses on the fathers 
and how they and their partners negotiate household work, childcare, and 
the spending of time with children. In Chapter 7, I explore how parents 
and teachers negotiate children’s education and rearing, by paying special 
attention to school letters. In Chapter 8, I elucidate the educational prac-
tices at home by analyzing how societal expectations concerning involved 
parenthood in children’s homework affect parent-child relations. Finally, 
Chapter 9 summarizes and discusses the findings of the study. 

Notes
1. Filippa Reinfeldt is also a politician in the same party and commissioner for the Stock-
holm County Council.
2. The family finally decided to move into Sagerska Palatset, the official residence of the 
Prime Minister of Sweden. 
3. For another recent research overview, see Perry-Jenkins, Repetti and Crouter (2000). For 
a research review of Swedish work-family literature, see Tyrkkö (2002). Recent Swedish 
research on work-family intersections includes Boye (2008), Bygren, Gähler and Nermo 
(2004), Bygren and Duvander (2006), Gonäs (2002), Haas and Hwang (2007), Härenstam 
and Bejerot (2001), Kugelberg (2006), Mellström (2006), Nordenmark (2004), Näsman 
(1999), Strandh and Nordenmark (2006), and Tyrkkö (1999).
4. In Sweden, parental leave is payable for 480 days, which is supposed to be shared equally 
between the couple. One parent may give up the right to parental benefit to the other 
parent, apart from 60 days. During the first 390 days, the benefit is related to the parent’s 
income (but lower than the regular income); during the last 90 days, all parents are given 
a fixed benefit. Fathers use 20.7 percent of all possible parental leave days (SSIA, 2009). 
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Parenthood and the Swedish welfare state
With the Industrial Revolution, a gendered division of labor within the 
household was introduced in which the husband was expected to be gain-
fully employed outside the home, while the wife was to stay at home and 
take care of the children. This gendered division of labor was particularly 
prevalent among the bourgeois and is often referred to as separate spheres 
(Moen, 1989). Men and women were seen as having more or less the same 
value, but they had different roles to play in society and the family. Jonas 
Frykman and Orvar Löfgren (1987), who have studied the emerging midd-

Chapter 2 Transformations of
 parenthood
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le-class during the Swedish industrialization of the late 19th century, argue 
that the bourgeois father was often regarded as distanced and moved freely 
between home and the outside world, while the mother was the emotional 
center of the home. During the period from the turn of the century up until 
the 1960s, the middle-class ideal of separate spheres increased and spread 
among the lower classes. Even though many women were indeed gainfully 
employed, the norm was that the woman should be at home and take care 
of the children – particularly when they were young (Axelsson, 1992).1

 The Swedish state has long shown an explicit interest in parents and 
children, at least starting in the 18th century when children were seen as 
a future work force and military resource (Ohrlander, 1987) and, in par-
ticular, through the expansion of the elementary school in the late 19th 
century (Sandin, 2003). In the early 20th century, the emerging welfare 
state intensified its interest in childhood and parenthood. A dividing line 
was the Population Political Commission (Befolknigspolitiska utredningen) 
led by Alva and Gunnar Myrdal during the 1930s. They argued that there 
was a ‘crisis in the population issue’ causing a need for increased public 
undertakings (Myrdal and Myrdal, 1934). Politics could no longer stop 
at the threshold, but needed to enter the home and set the standard for 
parenthood and childhood. The aim was increased nativity, which should 
be created through increased financial security, but also through impro-
ved child rearing. This was to be carried out through parent education 
and through expansion of public childcare (Lundqvist, 2007). The family 
had not only lost its productive function, but also its rearing function, the 
Myrdals argued. They were critical to the rearing in the family, as it neither 
stimulated women nor children sufficiently. Instead, childrearing was sup-
posed to be carried out in public by scientifically educated experts as parts 
of the so-called social engineering of the emerging Swedish welfare state 
(Halldén, 2007; Hirdman, 1989). The idea of separate spheres was also 
criticized: both women and men had the right to work and were needed on 
the labor market. However, in the end, most of the family policy reforms 
were aimed at mothers. 
 Swedish family policy after World War II was quite ambivalent (Lund-
qvist and Roman, 2008). On the one hand, it continued to be argued that 
women were needed on the labor market. On the other hand, the Po-
pulation Political Commission’s rather radical visions were criticized, in 
particular its ideas on childrearing outside the family. In most state com-
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missions during the 1940s and 1950s, children were still seen as a public 
responsibility, but the mother was highly valued and seen as important for 
the development of the child. These ideas were based to a great extent on 
a psychodynamic understanding of child development in which the focus 
was on the inner processes of the child and the emotional involvement of 
parents. It was argued that the child needed closeness and warmth and 
that the parents had to look after the child’s individual needs and wishes 
(Lundqvist, 2007). For this to occur, the best solution was a gendered di-
vision of labor with fathers as breadwinners and mothers staying at home 
to take care of the children. The housewife ideal and the emphasis on the 
mother’s involvement has been identified by Sharon Hays (1996) as inten-
sive mothering, an ideology that idealizes motherhood as an emotionally 
rich experience and that suggests that proper childcare demands ”inten-
sive” methods. A central component of the ideology is that the woman is 
supposed to be the person who assumes the main responsibility for the 
care of the child. Her love and affection are not only crucial, but are seen 
as natural, and the mother should focus all her energy and time on the 
needs of the child. Her love and care are absolutely needed for the sound 
development of the child. 
 After 1960, the housewife and the idea of separate spheres were under-
mined when women began working outside the home in gainful employ-
ment to a greater extent. There were increased demands for labor power 
and women were seen as potential workers who needed to be made use of 
(Lundqvist, 2007). The housewife ideal was also criticized by a number of 
feminists. Eva Moberg (1961), for instance, argued that the woman had 
become a slave in her home and that the idea of motherly love contribu-
ted to her exploitation. Moreover, she argued that it was not enough for 
women to enter the labor market, men also had to assume their fair share 
of the responsibility for the household and children (Klinth, 2002). 
 The Social Democratic Party, which was in office at the time, took up 
the feminist critique of the separate spheres. In 1964, they launched a po-
licy program with gender equality as its explicit aim. The Prime Minister, 
Tage Erlander, argued:

Equality between the sexes implies... that men get an increased opp-
ortunity to be close to their children, and to exert an influence over 
the upbringing of new generations. Women’s rights thus imply men’s 
rights. (cited in Hwang, 1987, p. 119)



22 

Thus, involvement in children’s rearing then became a matter also for 
fathers. In family policy, this was expressed in that instead of focusing 
on motherhood, politicians now began talking about (a gender neutral) 
parenthood (Lundqvist, 2007). The reforms came during the 1970s – pa-
rental leave (1974) and the expansion of public childcare were particularly 
important. The goal of these policies was the dual-earner/dual-carer fa-
mily – that both men and women should be able to work outside the home 
and spend time with the children, which would be in the best interest of 
the child (Björnberg, 2002; Klinth, 2002; Lundqvist and Roman, 2008). 
Public childcare made it possible for men and women to work fulltime 
because the children were taken care of by trained staff. Dual-earner pa-
rents were not only given relatively affordable support with child minding, 
but the state could also guarantee the quality and pedagogical content of 
children’s time outside the home (Björnberg, 2002). The gender-neutral 
parental leave aimed at making it possible for both women and men to get 
involved in the care of their children. Here, particular emphasis was put 
on men’s parenthood. Fathers were encouraged to get involved in child-
care, even during the first six months after the child’s birth. Yet when the 
parental leave was introduced, the emphasis was on parents being able 
to decide themselves who would stay at home with the children (Klinth, 
2008; Lundqvist, 2007). Even if family policy promoted gender equality, it 
did not always imply a radical critique of traditional gender relations. Men 
were enticed to use the parental leave by the benefits parental experience 
would have for their career, and men’s and women’s parental roles were 
often presented as complementary (Klinth, 2008). 

School and involved parenthood
For the majority of Swedish families, including the families in the present 
study, the relationship to the welfare state in everyday life is mainly con-
ducted through home-school relations. Several scholars have argued that 
home-school relations have become intensified and that there is an in-
creased expectation that parents should get involved also in their children’s 
education (e.g. Bager-Charleson, 2003; Bloch et al., 2003; Edwards, 2002; 
Whitty, Power and Halpin, 1998). There have been discussions about the 
necessity of connecting parents closer to school during most of the 20th 
century (Sandin, 2003). Since the 1940s, politicians the Swedish state has 
argued that home and school share an interest in rearing children to be-
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come democratic citizens, but for a long time teachers had precedence 
in this collaboration and parents were mainly seen as relatively passive 
partners. Teachers were seen as educational experts, while parents were 
not expected to take part in their children’s formal education to any large 
extent (Erikson, 2004). The focus was instead on parents sending their 
children to school properly dressed and rearing their children at home in 
line with the school’s and the state’s principles (Sandin, 2003). During the 
1970s, the Swedish welfare state was decentralized; the idea was to increase 
“real” democracy by allocating decisions as close to the citizens as pos-
sible. More of the responsibility for the governing the school was placed 
on a municipal level, and some at the individual school level. In order to 
increase citizen impact, parents were encouraged to get involved in local 
school boards and through parental associations, such as Hem och skola 
(‘Home and School’; Whitty, Power and Halpin, 1998; Bager-Charleson, 
2003; Kristofferson, 2002).
 The tendency of decentralization continued in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, but now in a market liberalist vein. Like previous decentraliza-
tion, this was a general trend in which great parts of the Swedish welfare 
state were privatized. An important component of ‘the marketization of 
education’ (Crozier, 1997a) was the introduction of the voucher system 
(skolpeng), which made it radically easier to start and run private schools 
(friskolor), as they also could now receive public financing for their pupils. 
The result of this reform was that Sweden went from having a relatively 
centralized and completely public school system with poor parental influ-
ence to have one of the world’s most liberal educational systems (Blom-
qvist, 2004). The basic idea of this new system was that parents should be 
able to choose schools and the best education for their children through 
market-oriented competition, thereby encouraging schools and teachers to 
reach higher levels of performance. The discussion about private schools 
is part of a Swedish discussion on the crisis in education, where parental 
involvement is seen as a way to solve problems. The debate about decentra-
lization, citizen influence and the voucher system has also caused regular 
public schools to try to increase parental involvement (Bager-Charleson, 
2003).
 As parts of these reforms, schools attempt to get parents involved in 
their children’s education. This is mainly expressed by choosing schools 
and participating in local school boards, but also the more day-to-day re-
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lation between home and school has been intensified. Teachers are obliged 
to continuously inform parents about pupils’ development, while parents 
are expected to attend both individual parent-teacher consultations as well 
as public parental meetings (Adelswärd, Evaldsson and Reimers, 1997). 
Moreover, parents are expected to help out on outings, come and visit 
at school and get involved in their children’s pedagogical development 
by helping out with homework at home (Hellsten, 2000; Klapp Lekholm, 
2004; Wingard and Forsberg, 2009). Homework, and parents’ involvement 
in homework, is among many researchers and policy-makers a taken-for-
granted part of school, and is seen as a way to enhance children’s learning 
(Hellsten, 1997). Overall, parent involvement tends to be seen as a way to 
not only increase democracy, but also to improve education itself. 
  The intensified relations between home and school imply an increase 
in the state’s insight into families, which could lead to a critique of parent-
hood. According to Carol Vincent and Sally Tomlinson (1997), partner-
ships between home and school tend to discipline parents into becoming 
‘good parents’. At the same time, partnership offers parents some insight 
into the school and some mutual disciplining. Parents and teachers both 
exercise and are subject to disciplinary power, while children are made 
into passive objects of control with little influence on home-school rela-
tions (Crozier, 1997b; Edwards, 2002; Edwards and Alldred, 2000; Keogh, 
1996).

Social reproduction as a public and private concern
During the 20th century, the welfare state’s responsibility for childhood has 
increased, so that today it is shared between the welfare state and parents. 
As Ulla Björnberg (2002) puts it: ’In Sweden, provision, socialization and 
care of children are regarded as responsibilities shared between parents 
and the welfare state’ (p. 36). Thus, social reproduction has to some extent 
become a public concern (Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten, 1997). When the 
best interest of the child has become a public affair, society has created an 
insight into the life of the child, but also into the life of the child’s parents 
(Donzelot, 1979; Sandin, 2003). Through school and social services, the 
state supervises parenthood, but the state also creates the basic conditions 
for parenthood through its distribution of welfare (Björnberg, 1992a). But 
it is not all about control; rather, it is an expression of the ‘Janus face’ of 
the welfare state – both care and control. What from the beginning was a 
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critique of politicians and experts on family competence has led to contri-
butions in which the competence of parents has been strengthened. This is 
of course dependent on the fact that parents follow the regulations of the 
state (Sandin, 2003). The state and the school have also opened themselves 
up for critical examination from parents; although far from all parents 
make use of this possibility. 
 Even though the Swedish welfare state has increased its responsibility 
for children, it has also imposed explicit expectations on parents, indica-
ting that they should get involved in their children in different ways. For a 
long time, mothers have been seen as crucial to their children and to their 
children’s development. Throughout the 20th century, ”good” motherhood 
has been equated with ”intensive” methods (cf. Hays, 1996). Starting in 
the 1970s, fathers have also increasingly been expected to get involved in 
the care of their children, and here ‘daddy leave’ is seen as the first step 
toward long-term involvement and gender equality. Likewise, parents have 
increasingly been expected to get involved in their children’s education, 
particularly through the possibility of choosing schools, but also by colla-
borating with teachers on a daily basis. Parents are, in other words, increa-
singly expected to be involved in their children’s rearing and education. 
Now, let us take a closer look at how previous research has discussed two 
central aspects of contemporary involved parenthood – parents’ long-term 
responsibility for their children, and parents’ child-centered everyday li-
ves.

Uniqueness of parent-child relations
Having children is considered to be a relatively natural part of the life 
course; the majority of Swedish young people want to have children in the 
future (Ds., 2001:57). However, children are something you choose and 
carefully plan. Generally this happens at a relatively late age. The present 
mean age for first-time mothers is 29, for first-time fathers it is about 31 
(Statistics Sweden, 2009). According to Lars Dencik (2001), most parents 
are therefore ‘highly motivated to take on the full responsibilities of parent-
hood: virtually all children born are “wanted children”’ (p. 11). Because 
having children is seen as such an important decision, it is crucial that you 
first have a stable relationship, financial stability, and reasonable working 
conditions (Bergnéhr, 2008; Engwall, 2005; Kugelberg, 2003; Lundqvist 
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and Roman, 2003). The child is to some extent seen as an expression of 
the parents having found ‘the right person’ and binds the ideal partners 
together in a common parenthood (Bergnéhr, 2007). 
 Having a child is not only seen as something special in Sweden, but 
the parent’s relation to the child is understood as different from other 
relationships. According to Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim 
(1995), in Western culture the parent-child relation is seen as more stable 
than couple relationships:

The child becomes the last remaining, irrevocable, unique primary 
love object. Partners come and go, but the child stays. Everything 
one vainly hoped to find in the relationship with one’s partner is 
sought in or directed at the child. If men and women have increa-
singly difficulty in getting on with one another, the child acquires 
a monopoly on companionship, sharing feelings, enjoying sponta-
neous physical contact in a way which has otherwise become un-
common and seems risky. (p. 37)

In this way, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim argue, the relationship to the child 
becomes the only relation in which the adult may commit himself or herself 
safely. Because the relationship to the child is the only one that promises 
long-term stability, children become surrogates for couple relationships. 
Children could create a sense of safety, closeness and durability, and it is 
therefore attractive to attach yourself to, and try to create close relations 
with, your children (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995).
 However, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) argue that parent-child 
relations, like all other social relations, are being individualized to some 
extent. Simply put, individualization is understood as the ‘process whereby 
people are released from pre-given ties, social relations, and belief systems’ 
(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2004, p. 503).2 Instead, individuals are tied, or 
standing in direct relation, to social institutions, such as welfare state po-
licy (Beck, 1997; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). A consequence is that 
parent-child relations are also negotiable, even though to a lesser extent 
than couple relations. The individualization of parent-child relations is 
perhaps most explicit in blended families. In the post-divorce family, says 
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002), it is no longer obvious that you main-
tain close relationships. After divorce, the number of kinship relations 
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increases for the child, but the character of such relations also changes. 
They become more vulnerable and dependent on children’s and parents’ 
own willingness and efforts, as well as external factors, such as where the 
parents live. 

Parents’ responsibility
Previous research on Swedish parenthood supports Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim’s (1995) argument that the relation to the child is firmer and 
less negotiable than the relationship to the partner. The decision to have a 
child is seen by Swedish parents as bonding one human being with another 
forever – it is simply impossible to abandon one’s child (Bäck-Wiklund 
and Bergsten, 1997). If the relationship to your partner ends, the relation-
ship to the child is expected to continue (Liljeström and Kollind, 1990). 
In contemporary Sweden, parental responsibility implies long-term com-
mitment. It is more or less impossible to renounce parenthood and the 
norm is that both parents should continue being active as parents even 
after the divorce. It is strongly stressed that the best interest of the child 
entails having continued contact with both biological parents (Edwards et 
al., 2002). However, post-divorce parenthood looks different depending 
on gender. In most cases, the mother is the so-called housing parent and 
has the main custody of the child. If this is the case, she also has the main 
responsibility for the care of the child and develops a closer relationship 
to the child than the father does (Hydén, 2001). Moreover, the biological 
father tends to not be as involved with the children from a previous mar-
riage, because the father sometimes lives far away (Sjöberg, 2003).
 Jane Ribbens McCarthy, Rosalind Edwards and Val Gillies (2000) argue 
that the notion of parents’ responsibility for children has a predominant 
status among British reconstituted (blended) families. In the interviews, 
more or less all parents argued that it was indisputable that adults have 
to be responsible for children that are in their custody and that children’s 
needs have to have first priority. In their study, there are no indications 
that parents could negotiate their responsibility, quite the contrary. Putting 
the needs of the children first may be ‘one of the few remaining unques-
tionable moral assertions’ in contemporary society (Ribbens McCarthy 
et al., 2000, p. 800). In a similar vain, in a study based on interviews, Ulla 
Björnberg and Margareta Bäck-Wiklund (1990) argue that, in Sweden, 
children determine their parents’ status in society as ”good” or ”bad” pa-
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rents. Keeping close contact with one’s child is a sign of being a good 
parent. Responsibility for children to some extent implies that children’s 
behaviors – through the close kinship relation – reflect on the parent. If 
there are any signs of neglect, the parent may be put in a bad light. At the 
same time, the parents in the Björnberg and Bäck-Wiklund (1990) study 
take their responsibility for their children for granted and keeping the 
family ”together” is an explicit aim.

Child-centered parenthood
The everyday life of middle-class parents is largely characterized by ta-
king care of the children. First, you have the “direct” childcare, such as 
homework help, reading bedtime stories, driving to different activities 
and general child minding. Then there are the parts of household work 
that could be regarded as “indirect” childcare, such as washing clothes, 
cleaning, taking care of dishes, cooking, and grocery shopping (Björnberg 
and Kollind, 2005; Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten, 1997; Magnusson, 2006; 
Statistics Sweden, 2003a). For instance, as Marjorie De Vault (1991) has 
shown, grocery shopping, cooking, and serving food are forms of house-
hold work aimed at taking care of children and the family. But even when 
the most basic needs have been met, the daily life of Swedish families 
is child-centered – it revolves around the children and their needs. Ulla 
Björnberg and Margareta Bäck-Wiklund’s (1990) study mentioned above 
shows how all parents – regardless of social background – spend as much 
time as possible with their children. Family was seen as being about fel-
lowship and closeness and as a project that parents work for and see as 
the meaning of life. The aim is to keep the family together and to assume 
responsibility for the development of the children. An interview study 
conducted some years later reported similar findings (Bäck-Wiklund and 
Bergsten, 1997). Children have a central position in the life trajectories of 
the men and women that were interviewed in that children force parents to 
have a relatively routinized everyday life. Because routines give continuity, 
meaning and a sense of belonging, a child orientation could therefore be 
understood as a way to compensate for the loss of cohesion in society, 
according to Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten (1997). In the family, people 
try to create a common and individual meaning. In this process, the child 
becomes central, because the child’s needs have to be met immediately and 
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it helps to create routines in everyday life (Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten, 
1997). Ingeborg Moqvist (1997), who has interviewed parents in a small 
Swedish city and compared it with studies carried out in the same city in 
the 1950s, argues that family life has become more emotional and that 
parents are more involved today than they were before. The focus is now 
set on intimacy between parents and children:

The prevailing view nowadays is that both parents should have a 
close relationship with the child (even if certain differences are also 
advocated) and that both are important. (Moqvist, 1997, pp. 293-
294).

According to Moqvist (1997), child rearing among the parents in her study 
is characterized by child-centeredness, and democratic, anti-authoritarian 
values, where the focus is set on the child’s inner processes rather than on 
its behavior. In order to teach the child proper behavior, the parents need 
to be positive role models and have close contact with the child so that they 
will know what is going on in the child’s inner life (cf. Brembeck, 1992; 
Halldén, 1991; Halldén, 1992). 

Dilemmas of child-centered parenthood
Child-centered parenthood contains some contradictions and dilemmas. 
In her interview study of Swedish dual-earner families from different so-
cial backgrounds, Clarissa Kugelberg (1999) argues that both the mothers 
and fathers are child-centered. They all show a ’deep concern for children’s 
welfare and growth’ (p. 266), orienting to the child’s individual qualities 
and needs. However, she found some contradictions in their parenting. 
First, the parents argued that children needed parental love and care, but 
also stimuli by having a social life of their own outside the family, such 
as in pre-school. Second, the parents wanted to develop an anti-authori-
tarian, democratic relationship with their children by avoiding conflicts 
and adjusting to the children’s needs. At the same time, they also tried to 
’direct the child in order to adjust it to the family’s and society’s norms and 
demands’ (Kugelberg, 1999, p. 147; cf. Persson, 1994). Thus, on the one 
hand, the parents tried to adjust to their children’s needs, but on the other, 
the children needed to be socialized, thus learning to adjust to parental 
boundaries. In other words, Swedish child-centered parenthood seems 
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to be related to cultural values of both community and individuality; it 
is about balancing between children’s needs for intimacy and their need 
for activity, and about parents adjusting to children at the same time as 
children have to adjust to parents (Kugelberg, 1999). 
 Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) highlight other dilemmas associated 
with child-centered parenthood. They argue that child-centeredness could 
become a threat to the couple relation; the more time and energy you 
spend on your child, the less time and energy there is left for your partner. 
It could also involve placing exaggerated expectations on the child, in that 
the child has to fulfill more of the expectancies imposed on the partner. 
The fact that more and more of children’s everyday life is spent in places 
outside the home – school, soccer club, piano lessons, each with its own 
time regime – also affects parenthood:3

Family life no longer happens in one place but is scattered between 
several different locations. Neither a fortiori is there a common 
temporal rhythm, for the family’s life is structured by different social 
institutions [...] It is extremely difficult to tie together the threads of 
these rhythms. (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002, p. 91)

The children’s different schedules have to be juggled with the parents’ 
working hours and leisure activities. This requires coordination, a task that 
is often given to women, according to Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002). 
So even though the parent-child relation is seen as more stable than other 
relations, in everyday life it is also characterized by individualized tenden-
cies, in that children are seen as individuals with their own lives outside 
the family (Beck, 1997).
 Child-centered parenthood is also in contradiction with another ideal 
in society – that both parents should work and have a professional career. 
This contradiction tends to lead to a sense of time pressure. A larger survey 
on Swedes’ time use shows that it is particularly parents with children who 
experience the most time pressure (Statistics Sweden, 2003a; cf. Larsson, 
2007). They report having so much to do that they have a hard time co-
ping. One half say that they often experience time pressure and another 
quarter that they experience it sometimes. Studies in other countries show 
the same tendencies (Darrah et al., 2007; Milkie et al., 2004). Quite often, 
the experience of time pressure is characterized by having a guilty consci-
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ence for not spending enough time with the children (Bäck-Wiklund and 
Bergsten, 1997; Elvin-Nowak, 1999; Kugelberg, 2006). Arlie Hochschild 
(1997) argues that many parents experience a constant ‘time debt’ to their 
children; they experience that they owe their children more time than what 
they can give. This time debt is supposed to be paid back. Sometimes this 
is done by giving the children candy, sometimes through softer rules, but 
the main idea is that the scarcity of time with the children can be compen-
sated for by ”quality time” (cf. De Vault, 2000; Kremer-Sadlik and Paugh, 
2007; Kremer-Sadlik, Fatigante and Fasulo, 2008). Quality time is the time 
when parents can devote undisturbed time to their children and nothing 
else. However, Kerry Daly (2001) argues that the idea of quality time is a 
romanticized version of family life that prescribes the importance of fami-
lies spending a great deal of time together in order to increase everyone’s 
wellbeing. Quality time, and family time should then be understood as 
prescriptive terms that maintain traditional family values rather than as 
descriptive terms that give objective versions of family life. According to 
Daly (2001), it is these high ideals that give parents a guilty conscience for 
not being involved enough or spending enough time with their children. 
 Even though the experience of time pressure is widespread, studies on 
time use show that, in most Western societies, parents actually spend more 
time with their children than ever before. In particular, they spend time on 
personal childcare and direct interaction with the children, such as play 
(Gauthier et al., 2004; Sayer et al., 2004). This, together with the fact that 
nativity has decreased, means that every individual child now has more 
time with his or her parents than ever (cf. Dencik, 2001). Nevertheless, 
time use studies show that Swedish parents are spending less time with 
their children today than in the 1980s, but that the difference between 
men’s and women’s time with their children is narrowing (Statistics Swe-
den, 2003a). Relatively speaking, Swedish parents still spend a considera-
ble amount of time with their children. They shorten the time spent on 
leisure and household work to spend as much time with their children as 
possible (Hallberg and Klevmarken, 2003).

Parenthood and class formation
As discussed above, the 19th century notion that the mother should deve-
lop close relationships with her children was to a great extent a bourgeois 
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ideal (Frykman and Löfgren, 1987). Although this ideal later spread to the 
working class, a number of researchers have argued that parental ideals 
and practices are still class-related (e.g. Brembeck, 1992; Lareau, 2003; 
Moqvist, 1997; Persson, 1994; Vincent and Ball, 2006). In this section, 
classed aspects of involved parenthood will therefore be discussed. 
 Defining class, and the middle class in particular, is hard. In line with 
Beverly Skeggs (1997), I understand class as a discursive and historically 
specific construction, a product of the political consolidation of the middle 
class. In other words, class is not merely an objective description of edu-
cation and income level – even though these are important criteria in 
understanding class. Rather, class is a discursive positioning that both cate-
gorizes people and is crucial to a person’s ability to acquire certain financial 
and cultural resources (Skeggs, 1997; cf. Skeggs, 2004; Walkerdine, Lucey 
and Melody, 2001). Historically, the notion of the bourgeois family has 
been central in the construction of the middle class and its definition in 
relation to the working class (Frykman and Löfgren 1987). Some scholars, 
like Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002), argue that class is no longer such 
an important factor when trying to understand society and family life. Yet 
research shows that there are differences between how middle-class and 
working-class parents create their family life. Thus, even though people 
in contemporary Sweden do not identify themselves as belonging to a 
particular class, class still seems to be important. The invisibility of class 
could be seen as the expression of a historical period in which the iden-
tity of the middle class is guaranteed. Previously, the middle class needed 
the term in order to uphold power differences, now these differences are 
institutionalized and, consequently, the term is no longer needed (Skeggs, 
1997). 

Ideals and practices of childrearing
Research has shown that there are class differences in parental ideals of 
childrearing. Departing from an interview study of Swedish parents, Gu-
nilla Halldén (1991) makes a distinction between the child as being and 
the child as project (cf. Halldén, 1992). ‘Being’ refers to an understanding 
of childhood and development as a natural process that is driven by inner 
forces. The task of the parent is to ‘be there’, but the development of the 
child cannot – and should not – be influenced. The child as project instead 
implies, according to Halldén, that the parent is important to the child be-
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cause the parent sets norms and serves as a role model. The development 
of the child is considered to be the result of collaboration between parent 
and child; you could – and you should – influence and support develop-
ment. Halldén has no explicit class perspective in her study, but presents a 
contrast between a major city and a countryside village, where the majority 
of parents in the city have a middle-class background, and the majority 
of parents in the countryside have a working-class background. Halldén 
emphasizes that both perspectives on childhood exist among all parents, 
yet the project perspective is predominant among the parents from the 
city, while the child-as-being perspective is more common among parents 
from the countryside. 
 In her ethnography of American childhood and family life, Annette 
Lareau (2003) makes a related distinction between different approaches 
to childrearing. The first perspective, accomplishment of natural growth, 
is similar to Halldén’s (1991) being perspective and involves a rearing in 
which the parent takes care of the child, but allows the child to develop at 
his/her own pace. The other childrearing perspective, concerned cultiva-
tion, is similar to Halldén’s project perspective, and implies that parents 
actively rear and assess the child’s talents, opinions and knowledge. The 
different rearing ideologies have consequences for daily life. The parents 
who mostly orient toward concerned cultivation tend to let their children 
participate in a number of different extra-curricular activities led by other 
adults. Interaction between parents and children includes some directives, 
but rather tends to be characterized by reasoning and negotiation, where 
the child is allowed to question parents’ opinions. An orientation towards 
the natural growth perspective often implies that the child to a lesser extent 
participates in extra-curricular activities, that the child mostly ‘hangs aro-
und’ after school  with siblings and other children, and that the parents to 
a greater extent use directives. Lareau argues that the natural growth per-
spective tends to be most common among working-class families, while 
concerned cultivation is a typical middle-class phenomenon. 
 This difference between middle- and working-class parents is not to 
be understood as rigid or fixed. To some extent Lareau, but in particular 
Halldén, emphasizes that most parents – regardless of which notion of the 
child they endorse – can be seen as child centered and interested in their 
children, and ”traditional” rearing practices may co-exist with ”modern” 
ones – among the working class and middle class alike. In other words, 
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differences between childrearing practices and ideals should not be under-
stood as meaning that working-class parents care less about their children 
than middle-class parents do.
 However, the findings point to the fact that middle-class parents tend 
to orient somewhat more toward an involved and ”intense” parenthood 
than do working-class parents. For instance, in her study comparing pa-
renthood and childrearing between Swedish upper-middle-class, lower-
middle-class and working-class parents, Helene Brembeck (1992) found 
considerable differences.4 According to Brembeck, working-class parents 
do not actively ‘steer’ their children’s development; rather, parents are 
supposed to let children develop at their own pace. Keeping the family 
together is important, but the working-class families did not engage in 
many activities together. Most often, the children were outside playing, 
at times the family watched TV together in the evenings. In contrast, up-
per-middle-class parents are very family-oriented and it is important to 
spend a great deal of time at home. The parents actively steer the child’s 
development and promote its individual talents. Parents from the lower 
middle class endorse an ideal according to which both parents should be 
‘intensively’ together with their children. Children’s development is seen 
as a process of interaction with the parents, and the goal is to create auto-
nomous individuals. The ideal is to develop close and equal relationships 
with the child – the parent-child relation is supposed to consist of two 
independent but emotionally close individuals (cf. Moqvist, 1997). 

Class and children’s education
Research also shows that middle-class parents have specific forms of invol-
vement in their children’s education (Ball, 2003; Crozier, 2000; de Carvalho, 
2001; Hutchinson, 2006; Lareau, 1989; Lareau, 2003; Reay, 1998; Ribom, 
1993; Vincent and Ball, 2006). For instance, middle-class parents often 
choose private childcare and schools for their children (Reay, 1998; Vincent 
and Ball, 2006). In Sweden, pre-school education and childcare (like the 
rest of the education system) has become increasingly decentralized and 
market-oriented, so that parents are now able to choose childcare. These 
choices have classed patterns. White, middle-class parents tend to choose 
private pre-schools, while parents with little higher education, in occu-
pations with no formal qualification, and born in non-Western countries 
keep their children in public pre-schools (Pérez Prieto et al., 2002). 
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 One way of explaining differences in childcare choice and education is 
middle-class parents’ cultural preferences for actively ”steering” children’s 
cognitive development. As mentioned above, Lareau (2003) argues that 
middle-class parents’ cultural logic of concerned cultivation affects how 
they invest in their children’s development by, for instance, letting them 
attend different extra-curricular activities. However, it may not only be 
an expression of cultural preferences, but also of financial resources – or 
(working-class parents’) lack thereof (Lareau, 1987; Chin and Phillips, 
2004; Thorne, 2001). 
 Another possible explanation, proposed by Basil Bernstein (1975), for 
middle-class parents’ involvement is that parents and teachers both be-
long to the middle class and use the same language codes, and therefore 
more easily relate to the ”invisible pedagogy” of the school (Bernstein, 
1975). Leif Ribom’s (1993) study of Swedish home-school relations con-
firms Bernstein’s argument. He argues that working-class parents have a 
weak understanding of their part in the home-school collaboration, while 
middle-class parents are the ones most inclined to get involved in the 
school’s activities and to make demands on educators. In a similar vein, 
Diane Reay (1998) shows that British working-class mothers make a clear 
distinction between home and school. This is not so much an expres-
sion of their not caring about their children’s education, but of a feeling 
of lacking the necessary resources to get involved. Middle-class mothers, 
on the other hand, tend to make greater demands on teachers and in-
volve themselves more in their children’s education. Reay (2004) argues 
that today the issue of involvement has reached the point ‘when parental 
involvement is no longer optional as parents are increasingly seen to be 
co-educators alongside children’s teachers’ (p. 76). Involvement has also 
become morally charged; uninvolvment is seen as an expression of ‘very 
bad parenting’ (p. 76) among middle-class parents and contemporary po-
licy makers alike. Middle-class parents also have long-term investments in 
their children; through choices of childcare, education, and ”enrichment 
activities”, they realize particular classed identities and reproduce middle-
class values over time (Vincent and Ball, 2006). Even though middle-class 
parents may choose childrearing simply so their children will be happy, it 
could also be seen as an expression of the ideal of concerned cultivation 
(Lareau, 2003). Vincent and Ball (2006) therefore argue that: 

...the work of childrearing can appear to be increasingly intense, 
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increasingly commercialized, and increasingly fraught with con-
cerns about doing the right thing and doing enough for the child. 
(p. 159) 

Gendered parenthood 
Up until now, I have just briefly mentioned gender differences when it co-
mes to involved parenthood. It is now time to deepen the discussion about 
how motherhood and fatherhood are shaped in contemporary Sweden. 

Motherhood ideology
In an international comparison, a great number of Swedish women, about 
80 percent, are gainfully employed. Sixty-eight percent of all children up 
to 17 years of age and 45 percent of children between one and two years 
have a mother who works or studies (Statistics Sweden, 2003b). However, 
research shows that women still have a ‘second shift’ (Hochschild, 1989) 
when they come home. Generally, Swedish women have the main re-
sponsibility for the great bulk of childcare and household work (Björnberg 
and Kollind, 2005; Boye, 2008; Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten, 1997; Flood 
and Gråsjö, 1997; Magnusson 2006; Magnusson, 2008; Statistics Sweden, 
2003a). It is true that men’s share of household work has increased during 
recent years, but women still do about 64 percent of the household work 
and 58 percent of the childcare (Flood and Gråsjö, 1997). Cohabiting wo-
men with small children (up to seven years) spend almost twice as much 
time on childcare and household work as their partners do. The relation 
between cohabiting men and women with children older than seven years 
is somewhat more equal (Statistics Sweden, 2003a). The tasks that men 
and women do are also gender specific. Women take care of traditionally 
female household chores, while men are responsible for traditional male 
chores such as reparations of the house, the car, and bikes (Bäck-Wiklund 
and Bergsten, 1997; Björnberg and Kollind, 2005; Magnusson, 2006).
 In the previous section, parents’ notions of childrearing were discussed 
as classed, but one could also take a gender perspective on this issue. For 
instance, Margareta Bäck-Wiklund and Birgitta Bergsten (1997) found no 
greater differences between working- and middle-class parents; in both 
groups, parents referred to children as both beings and projects (Halldén, 
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1991). However, they found considerable differences between women and 
men. The men in their study tended to see parenthood as something natu-
ral, something that more or less solves itself, and they had a more passive 
rearing strategy. In contrast, the women emphasized their responsibility 
and significance for the child and saw themselves as the creator of their 
child’s future. The women tended to have more explicit pedagogical aims 
than the men did, and they were also more child-oriented in that they 
always placed the child at the center of interaction, while the men tended 
to see the child as just one family member among others.
 Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten’s (1997) findings could be related to Sharon 
Hays’ (1996) argument that contemporary mothers are drawn between two 
contradictory ideals. On the one hand, they are expected to have a profes-
sional career; on the other, the ideal of intensive mothering is still prevalent 
in most Western societies. Important promoters of intensive mothering are, 
according to Hays, childrearing manuals and parental advice books. In her 
study, she shows how the ideology is predominant among American midd-
le-class as well as working-class mothers, and that they endorse the same 
childrearing ideals as the experts do. But while working-class women tend 
to be more rules oriented and demand obedience, Hays argues that middle-
class women emphasize negotiation and choice. Central to the ideology is 
that the mother is seen as the natural primary care giver; although fathers 
could help out if necessary, they are generally regarded as incompetent, 
because they do not understand how much it takes to care for a child.
 Elvin-Nowak and Thomsson (2001) found similar ideas in their study of 
Swedish mothers. They argue that there are two contradictory discourses 
on motherhood. The first one emphasizes the mother’s importance for 
the development of the child and that she needs to be close to and spend 
as much time as possible with the child. The second discourse prescribes 
that the woman needs to be content with her life, which is mainly done 
through a professional career; otherwise her unhappiness will affect the 
child negatively. To some extent, this discourse is in conflict with the first, 
which tends to give a sense of guilt. Therefore, the women in the study try 
to maintain separate spheres. Motherhood is seen as the primary task for 
women, and the aim is that the rest of the life should not affect mother-
hood too much. This is realized by adapting to the needs of the child:

Caring for children in a responsible way is the everyday life project 
for all the women in this study. To be a working mother becomes 
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an endless project of meeting the children’s needs and desires and a 
constant struggle to adapt everyday life circumstances to what these 
women understand as their children’s essential needs. (Elvin-Nowak 
and Thomsson, 2001, p. 419)

The women in their study do not see their partners as incompetent, but pa-
renthood still ends up being the responsibility of the mother, because the 
working hours of the men are regarded as rigid and because the wellbeing 
of the children is seen as dependent on a maternal presence (Elvin-Nowak 
and Thomsson, 2001).
 Brembeck (2003) argues that traditional, intensive motherhood is now 
being reexamined. Young women in Sweden are no longer brought up to 
only become future mothers, but to realize their dreams, get an education 
and develop a professional career. It is true that this creates conflicts when 
they have children, but they work actively to have time for themselves 
and to share parenthood with their partners. Some women even question 
motherhood all together, but normally the critique does not entail a repu-
diation of parenthood itself; rather, it is about the possibility of choosing 
parenthood and the way you want to shape it (Bergnéhr, 2008). 
 Mothers are primary caregivers also in their children’s educational mat-
ters (Crozier, 2000; Klapp Lekholm, 2004; Lareau, 1989; Lareau, 2003; 
Reay, 1998; Reay, 2005). Alli Klapp Lekholm (2004) argues that Swedish 
mothers assume a greater responsibility for their children’s education than 
their partners do, regardless of how much responsibility fathers assume for 
household work in general. For instance, when the mother has primary re-
sponsibility for the household work, the father helps with homework only 
to a limited extent. Yet when he has the main responsibility for household 
work, she still helps the children with their schoolwork to a greater extent 
than her partner does. In Reay’s (1995) study of British couples, half of the 
men were completely uninvolved, while the rest were involved in everyday 
schoolwork only when absolutely necessary. Even though middle-class 
fathers are becoming more involved in their children’s education, paren-
tal involvement still means very different things to mothers and fathers. 
Fathers ”help out” and are involved ”at a distance”, while their partners 
are given the main responsibility with few options of not being involved 
(Reay, 2005). Thus, parental involvement in children’s schoolwork tends 
to become yet another part of women’s unpaid care work. 
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Toward involved fatherhood?
If mothers throughout the 20th century have been expected to be involved 
in their children, it was first toward the end of the century that society 
began to expect fathers to assume a similar responsibility for childcare. 
In Sweden, this was connected to women entering the labor force and 
to the active promotion of the welfare state to alter gender relations. The 
two central components of the creation of the dual-earner family were 
gender-neutral parental leave and universal and publicly financed child-
care (Bergman and Hobson, 2002; Björnberg, 2002). The idea of public 
childcare is to provide support so that both parents can work, while the 
idea of shared parental leave is that if men use their daddy leave and get 
involved in childcare when the children are young, they will continue to 
be involved fathers throughout the childhood years. Today, the majority 
of Swedish children attend pre-school, about 96 percent of all children 
between three and five years of age (SNAE, 2005). Paternal leave has not 
had the same impact. Although it has been possible for fathers to take out 
daddy leave for over thirty years, they only use 20.7 percent of all possible 
days (SSIA, 2009). 
 Nevertheless, the ideology of involved parenthood that has dominated 
Swedish family policy since the 1960s seems to have had a relatively great 
impact on Swedish men. For instance, Lars Plantin, Sven-Axel Månsson 
and Jeremy Kearney (2003) show that Swedish fathers largely endorse pu-
blic expectations of the “new” fatherhood. Swedish fathers say they want 
to be open, involved and listen to the needs of their children. We find 
similar tendencies in a study of men from different social and cultural 
backgrounds, where Thomas Johansson and Roger Klinth (2008) argue 
that the involved father has become a common ideal: 

Today, the notion that fathers should get involved with their child-
ren, stay at home, and help care for infants seems to be met with 
complete acceptance and it is almost the predominant figure of 
thought. (Johansson and Klinth, 2008, p. 58)

However, figures on parental leave as well as studies on the gender division 
of labor indicate persistent inequality. Bekkengen (2006) argues that even 
though men have begun to orient toward the family to a greater extent, 
this does not necessarily imply gender equality. Rather, it is necessary to 
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make an analytical distinction between a child orientation and an orienta-
tion toward gender equality. More involvement with the children does not 
always result in greater responsibility for household work and childcare: 

The ’new man’ and child-oriented masculinity is more about the 
relationship between parent/dad-child than about the relationship 
woman-man. This may be an answer to the question of how the 
gender relationship can remain almost unchanged despite men’s 
seemingly increased orientation toward family and despite far-
reaching reforms (Bekkengen, 2006, p. 157).

Bekkengen’s discussion is in agreement with much of the international 
research on fathers and involvement (e.g. Brandth and Kvande, 1998; Col-
trane, 1998; Daly, 1996; Lareau, 2000). Recently, Susan Shaw (2008) has 
argued that men’s parenthood is distinguished from women’s in three ways. 
First, fathers’ involvement and child orientation does not mean that that 
they devote themselves to the “intensive mothering” mothers are expected 
to provide. Women assume the greatest responsibility for planning and 
carrying out childcare (cf. Flood and Gråsjö, 1997). Second, women and 
men change their working hours when they have children. Women tend 
to decrease the amount of paid work, while men increase their hours at 
work. Men also have more time for themselves outside the family than 
women have. A third difference concerns issues of time. Mothers are also 
present during much of the time fathers spend with their children. Men 
tend to relate to the time spent with their children as time for play, while 
the time women spend with children is regarded as care. 
 In addition, the expectations on men’s fatherhood are often expressed 
in complementary (and heterosexual) terms. For instance, the talk about 
”absent fathers” in Swedish social service often revolves around the idea 
that children – in particular boys – need biological fathers and ”masculine” 
role models. It is argued that children have the right to have a mother and 
a father, and men are seen as important for their children. But they are 
expected to have different functions than women have, such as being active 
(Johansson, 2003).
 In their careers today, young Swedish fathers seem to increasingly be 
facing similar dilemmas as their partners (Elvin-Nowak and Thomsson, 
2001). According to Ulf Mellström (2006), they have double loyalties, try-
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ing to be involved fathers and to have a successful career at the same time. 
They are positioned in between a ‘masculinity of the market’ and a ‘gender-
equal parenthood’. Nevertheless, even though the fathers argue they want 
to be involved parents, market-oriented masculinity – with its deadlines 
and performance – is prioritized.
 Even though men from different social groups in Sweden endorse the 
ideology of involved fatherhood (Johansson and Klinth, 2008), there are 
class differences in the understanding of how fatherhood is supposed to 
be carried out. In his study of Swedish men’s discussions on parental leave, 
Lars Plantin (2007) shows that working class men understand fatherhood 
as a natural part of the life course, implying that they do not see children as 
something that radically changes their lives. In contrast, middle-class men 
argued that becoming a father revolutionized their lives, their self-identity 
and their aims of life in a radical way. Plantin argues that this affects how 
they use their parental leave. The middle-class fathers used more parental 
leave, assumed a greater responsibility at home, and brought their project 
orientation into fatherhood. The children became projects for the middle-
class men. We also find class differences in relation to household work. 
The higher education and higher professional position Swedish couples 
have, the more the man is involved in household work (Ahrne and Roman, 
1997).

*******

In this chapter I have contextualized the present study through a presen-
tation of previous studies on dual-earner middle-class families, with a 
particular focus on Swedish research. The review shows that the research 
area is relatively broad and that the issues in focus in the present disser-
tation have already been discussed to some extent. The vast majority of 
research in this area has been based on either quantitative methods or 
qualitative interviews. Using these methods, researchers have been able 
to study attitudes toward and ideologies on parenthood. Parents’ practices 
have also been studied using self-reported data (e.g., questionnaires, time 
use studies, and interviews) on, for instance, home-school relations and 
household work. However, few have studied family life in Western socie-
ties through participant observations and still fewer using video cameras. 
It has been argued that participant observation is a method well suited 
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to acquiring a more nuanced understanding of everyday life, as it gives 
the researcher first-hand information on the complex ways of informants’ 
practices (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). In addition, using a video 
camera when carrying out participant observation makes it possible to 
observe family interaction in detail and to study how socio-cultural ca-
tegories and ideologies are realized in mundane interaction (Ochs et al., 
2006). One important contribution of the present dissertation to research 
on working families is therefore that it studies parents’ ideologies and prac-
tices, not only through self-reported data, but also through video-based 
observations of the everyday life of families. In Chapter 4, I will discuss 
the methodology of the present study in more detail, but first I will outline 
my theoretical framework.

Notes
1. This part is a brief overview of parenthood and the welfare state in Sweden. For further 
discussion, see Bergman and Hobson (2002), Gleichmann (2004), Klinth (2002; 2008), 
Leira (2002), Lundqvist (2007), and Lundqvist and Roman (2008). 
2. For futher discussion on their defenition of individualization, see Beck and Beck-Gerns-
heim (1995; 2002). For a critical discussion on individualization theory in relation to  Swe-
dish family politics and practices, see Ahlberg, Duncan and Roman (2008). 
3. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) do not specify what families they are referring to. 
However, many of the practices they mention seem to be located in a relatively privileged, 
middle-class context.
4. In Brembeck’s (1992) study, lower middle-class parents mainly consisted of professionals 
with a university degree, working in the public sector or with media. Upper middle-class 
parents mostly consisted of professionals and managers in the private sector, most of them 
had a university degree. Working-class parents did not have any higher education; they 
had either skilled or un-skilled jobs.
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In the previous chapter, I discussed the development of contemporary 
parenthood in Sweden. Although there have been unequal expectations 
on men and women’s involvement and although there are considerable 
differences in how parenthood is practiced in different social groups, the 
general trend, according to previous research, is that the social and cultural 
expectations on parents’ involvement have increased historically. In par-
ticular, today’s middle-class parents are seen – and regard themselves – as 
responsible for their children, and if anything goes wrong they are morally 
accountable. They understand parenthood as a long-term assignment, 

Chapter 3 Invovolved parenthood  and subjection
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emphasize the child’s need for a close relation to both biological parents, 
and develop relatively ”intense” rearing practices, as well as intimate rela-
tions to their children. They lead child-centered lives – apart from work, 
most things in life revolve around the children, their needs, education and 
leisure activities. All together, this makes it possible to talk about involved 
parenthood as a norm among middle-class parents in Sweden, a norm that 
affects people’s everyday lives, and how they manage intimate relations. 
But how are norms related to people’s identities and how and when do 
people follow norms? In the final part of this chapter, I will present two 
ways of understanding the individual’s relation to norms – starting from 
the works of Michel Foucault and Judith Butler. In doing so, I will present 
a framework for understanding how parental identities and norms are 
negotiated in everyday life. 

Power, norms and subjection 
In Discipline and Punishment, Foucault (1977) analyzes how new forms 
of social control developed in different institutions in Western society. 
The ideal model for this disciplinary power was the prison, where the 
prisoner was controlled not so much by threat of violence as by setting 
up norms for how to be and behave. Foucault found similar disciplinary 
power through normalization in other institutions, such as the school. By 
supervising, measuring and examining, the school disciplined children to 
become pupils and what Foucault (1977) calls ‘docile bodies’. 
 Foucault argues that contemporary power and governing have become 
indirect to a greater extent, and that they include the subjects themselves. 
According to some scholars inspired by Foucault, this novel governing has 
been developed in ‘advanced liberal democracies’ in particular (Lemke, 
2002; Rose, 1993; Rose, 1999; Bloch et al., 2003). When governing, people  
seek to control other people’s behavior by structuring the field of possible 
action, what is possible to do, in this way causing individuals to internalize 
the norms and regulate themselves in line with these norms (Foucault, 
1982; Foucault, 1991; Rose, 1999). Central to this critical perspective on 
governing is that power is not seen as repressive, but productive – po-
wer is not exercised on already existing subjects, in fact, it constitutes 
the subjects. By internalizing norms of correct behavior, the individual is 
created as a subject. For instance, by subordinating himself or herself to 
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the school’s regulations and norms of behavior, the child becomes a “pu-
pil”, a subject position entailing certain rights and responsibilities as well 
as specific ways for the child to understand himself/herself. Power is also 
productive in that resistance comes about through the exercise of power. 
Resistance is understood as power as well. A pupil’s resistance to being 
subordinated to the teacher’s and school’s regulations and expectations 
could be seen as counter-power, as it affects the professionals’ actions and 
their possible subject positions. In that sense, power is not only exercised 
top-down by a state apparatus, but ‘power is everywhere’ (Foucault, 1978, 
p. 93). In other words, power is decentralized and may be found both in 
welfare states’ paternalistic care of their citizens as well as in parental child-
rearing practices (cf. Bloch et al., 2003; Hultqvist and Dahlberg, 2001). 
Furthermore, power cannot be owned, but should rather be understood 
as something that is constantly circulating; it is a strategy, something that 
does something. People ‘are always in the position of simultaneously un-
dergoing and exercising this power’ (Foucault, 1980a, p. 98); at the very 
moment they exercise power, they could be subjects of power. Exercising 
power, governing, is mainly done indirectly, by governing other people’s 
conduct in ‘a more or less open field of possibilities’ (Foucault, 1982, p. 
789). Power is exercised not through “naked” power, but by guiding pos-
sible conduct and creating social order. In this way, the teacher governs 
the pupils by creating a common standard for expected behavior in the 
classroom. 
 Stuart Hall (1996) argues that even though there is a development from 
Foucault’s early, archeological, period to his later genealogical period,1 
Foucault’s individuals tend to accommodate themselves to power much 
too easily. Disciplinary power therefore appears as a monolithic force 
that always effectively coordinates all social relations. In his later work, 
Foucault moves away from this more deterministic perspective (Foucault, 
1980a; 1980b; 1982; 1985a; 1985b). In these later studies, he argues that 
it is not enough for power to create norms in order to discipline, but that 
power also needs some response from the subject (cf. Link, 2004; Mache-
rey, 1992). A central term in talking about this response, this turning to 
power, is subjection, which Foucault (1985a) defines as ‘the way in which 
the individual establishes his relation to the rule and recognizes himself 
as obliged to put it into practice’ (p. 27). Subjection means both being 
subordinated and becoming a reflexive individual. Thus, the subject is 
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still seen as the effect of power, but power is also seen as dependent on the 
individual:

The individual is an effect of power, and at the same time, or pre-
cisely to the extent to which it is that effect, it is the element of 
articulation. The individual which power has constituted is at the 
same time its vehicle. (Foucault, 1980a, p. 98)

On the one hand, the subject is given existence through being regulated 
and subordinated to power, and on the other, power, if it is to have an ef-
fect, is dependent on the subject and its self-formation (Foucault, 1982; 
1985a). Thus, in his later works, Foucault moved his focus from the subject 
as an effect of power to individuals’ creation of themselves as moral beings 
in relation to a number of codes and norms. Foucault (1985a) studied how 
the dynamics of power make the individual responsible, how one has to 
‘conduct oneself ’ (p. 26). That is, how the individual forms himself or 
herself as an ethical subject in relation to the prescription of norms. It is 
not only about making one’s behavior correspond to given moral rules, but 
about transforming oneself into ‘the ethical subject of one’s behavior’ (p. 
27). In order to do this, the subject needs to act upon itself by reflectively 
testing, supervising and improving itself. 
 Even though Foucault, in his the later works, opens up for a more dyna-
mic relation between subject, norms and power, Hall (1996) argues that he 
never really discusses why people internalize and follow norms. Foucault 
does not theorize about ‘the psychic mechanism or interior processes by 
which these automatic “interpellations” might be produced, or – more 
significantly – fail or be resisted or negotiated’ (Hall, 1996, p. 12). This 
issue has instead been developed further and articulated more clearly by 
Judith Butler.

Desiring subjection
A basic premise in explaining Butler’s perspective on norms is her un-
derstanding of the relation between power and the subject, which she has 
largely taken from Foucault’s later work. The relation between power and 
the subject is ambivalent, to say the least. Subjection (Butler also uses the 
term subjectivation) is both the process by which the individual becomes a 
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subject, subordinated to power, but also the process that makes subjectivity 
and agency possible in the first place:

Power not only acts on a subject but, in a transitive sense, enacts 
the subject into being. As a condition, power precedes the subject. 
Power loses its appearance of priority, however, when it is wielded 
by the subject, a situation that gives rise to the reverse perspective 
that power is the effect of the subject, and that power is what sub-
jects effect. (Butler, 1997, p. 13)

Depending on what perspective you take, power seems to be just as de-
pendent on the subject as the subject is dependent on power. Power, which 
first seems to be external, forcing the subject into subordination, takes on 
a psychic form that constitutes the self-identity of the subject. According 
to Butler (1997), power is neither completely outside the subject nor com-
pletely a part of the subject, but needs to be ”reiterated” in order to have an 
effect. The subject is the place where such reiteration is carried out. 
 Thus, the subject is not created from nothing, but self-formation is done 
in a context of norms that existed before the subject and that will exist after 
it. There is no ‘doing of yourself ’ outside subjection, no self-formation 
outside the norms that enable the different positions a subject may take 
(Butler, 2005, p. 17). But the norm acts neither as subordination nor as 
self-determination. Rather, 

It sets the stage for the subject’s self-crafting, which always takes 
place in relation to an imposed set of norms. The norm does not 
produce the subject as its necessary effect, nor is the subject fully 
free to disregard the norm that inaugurates its reflexivity; one in-
variably struggles with conditions of one’s own life that one could 
not have chosen. If there is an operation of agency or, indeed, free-
dom in this struggle, it takes place in the context of an enabling 
and limiting field of constraint. This ethical agency is neither fully 
determined nor radically free. (Butler, 2005, p. 19)

In other words, the norm is not something that people follow slavishly or 
passively, it is not the models that people try to resemble. Rather, Butler 
(2004) understands it as ‘a form of social power that produces the intelli-
gible field of subjects’ (p. 48). Norms are therefore not so much about force 
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and violence, but about positive control through ‘implicit logic’ (p. 49) 
where a common standard is created. Hence, norms are not being forced 
upon people or internalized in a simple way, but in order to have an effect 
on the subject, they have to activate fantasy, in particular ‘the phatasmatic 
attachment to ideals that are at once social and psychic’ (Butler, 2000, p. 
151). Thus, norms are active on a psychosocial level in that the subject 
idealizes and attaches itself (its self) through the norm of how to be and act. 
But it is not enough to “simply” perform the right behavior, the individual 
also has to learn the actual practices; the more the individual masters a 
practice, the more subjection is achieved:

To master a set of skills is not simply to accept a set of skills, but to 
reproduce them in and as one’s own activity. This is not simply to 
act according to a set of rules, but to embody rules in the course of 
action and to reproduce those rules in embodied rituals of action. 
What leads to this reproduction? Clearly, it is not merely a mecha-
nistic appropriation of norms, nor is it a voluntaristic appropriation. 
It is neither simple behaviorism nor a deliberate project. (Butler, 
1997, p. 119).

Individuals, such as children in school, do not only follow norms of be-
havior, but also acquire specific skills (ways of being, talking, acting, etc.), 
skills that have to be mastered in order for the child to become a self-re-
gulating subject. Butler does not only see the subject as constituted and 
contingent, but norms are social and contingent as well. Norms do not only 
exercise social power, but are themselves plastic and exposed to psychic 
and historical changes. Their psychic effect is not achieved mechanically 
and does not depart from anything pre-social, but from previous social 
relations (Butler, 1997; Butler, 2004). Norms could be explicit, but are often 
implicit and are almost only seen in their effects and are characterized by 
the fact that they operate ‘within social practices as the implicit standard 
of normalization’ (Butler, 2004, p. 41). It is possible to make an analytical 
distinction between norms and the effects of norms, practices, but Butler 
emphasizes that norms do not have their own ontological status – they ex-
ist as norms only as long as individuals enact them in their social practices. 
There is no subjection outside norms. As Butler (2005) puts it: 

There is no making of oneself outside a mode of subjectivation and, 
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hence no self-making outside the norms that orchestrate the pos-
sible forms that a subject may take (p. 17). 

The contradiction with subjection is that it creates existence and identity, 
on the one hand, and it reduces the field of possibilities and creates sub-
ordination, on the other. In order to be intelligible and to have agency at 
all, we need to be subjected. But subjection is never completely successful; 
the norm is unable to fully ‘determine the constitutive field of the human’ 
(Butler, 1997, p. 129), because norms are dependent on the individual in 
order to continue to have an effect. Thus, there is always a “remainder” in 
subjection, always a possibility for the individual to not attach himself or 
herself to a particular norm. However, Butler (1997) argues that subjection 
itself is always a prerequisite for social existence. She describes subjection 
as ’the subject’s continuing condition of possibility’ (p. 8) by discussing the 
child’s attachment to a carer:

...a child tended and nourished in a ”good enough” way will love, 
and only later stand a chance of discriminating among those he or 
she loves. This is to say, not that the child loves blindly [...] but only 
that if the child is to persist in a psychic and social sense there must 
be dependency and the formation of attachment [...] The child does 
not know what he/she attaches; yet the infant as well as the child 
must attach in order to persist in and as itself. No subject can emerge 
without this attachment. (p. 8) 

In other words, attaching yourself to norms could be seen as an expres-
sion of a desire to become an identity (Butler, 1997). Butler’s argument 
could be connected to what Anthony Giddens (1991) has called ontological 
security, a feeling of coherence and of being a stable, uniform subject (cf. 
Whitehead, 2002). He argues that it is a basic need of all individuals and 
has to be found in childhood. But in what Giddens calls ’late modernity’, 
ontological security is fragile and has to be worked on. Attaching yourself 
to norms and following them could then be a way of keeping existential 
anxiety at bay and attaining a sense of homogeneous identity (cf. Garfin-
kel, 1967). Thus, in the ‘passionate pursuit of recognition’ (Butler, 1997, 
p. 113), the subject looks for signs of its existence outside itself, in norms 
and social categories that promise existence. According to Butler, the re-
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sult is that norms operate as ‘psychic phenomena’ that both restrict and 
produce desire, that both form subjects and circumscribe their possible 
social life. A good example of this is found in Ylva Elvin-Nowak’s (1999) 
study of Swedish working mothers. The mothers not only see themselves 
as responsible for their children, but also explicitly express a desire to be 
involved. But facing the discrepancy between the expectations placed on 
motherhood and the realities of everyday life tends to create feelings of 
guilt. The women often feel that they are failing to be ‘good enough mot-
hers’ (Elvin-Nowak, 1999, p. 77), they have no time to be the mothers they 
ideally want to be, because time is scarce when they have to work. 
 Because norms both create subjectivity and subordination, questioning 
norms has certain consequences. First, the subject runs the risk of beco-
ming unintelligible to others. According to Butler (2000), norms regulate 
comprehension, norms make certain social practices recognizable and vi-
sible, while others remain visible or beyond understanding. Furthermore, 
not only what I can do, but also who I can “be” is regulated in advance by 
the regimes of truth that determine what can and cannot be recognized 
as a proper way of life (cf. Foucault, 1980b). In other words, self-forma-
tion is accomplished in a context of different norms that negotiate who 
“I” am in relation to these norms. People’s identities are in close relation 
to norms and regimes of truth: ‘any relation to the regime of truth will at 
the same time be a relation to myself ’ (Butler, 2005, p. 22). Thus, second, 
questioning a regime of truth and a norm that regulates subjection means 
questioning the “truth” about oneself. If I question the regime of truth, 
I also question the regime in which the being and my ontological status 
are placed; this is a radical questioning of myself. If we follow Giddens’ 
(1991) argument, loss of ontological security could cause existential anx-
iety. Consequently, norms do not only erect the frames for my behavior 
and my practices, but also for my relation to others and myself. The norm 
operates not only on my behavior, but also on the possible ways in which 
I could meet others and myself. 
 Third, breaking with norms could cause social sanctions. In order for 
the norm to exist, the subject has to reiterate or rearticulate the norms that 
have produced it. But there is a risk associated with this reiteration. If one 
fails to reiterate in the right way, one might be subject to further sanctions 
and feel ‘the prevailing conditions of existence threatened’ (Butler, 1997, p. 
29). Concurrently, the norm has a hegemonic function, by incorporating 
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resistance to the norm into the actual norm. Resistance could be used as a 
deviant case to strengthen the logical base for the norm and the regulations 
(Butler, 2000; Butler, 2004). The individual who acts differently runs the 
risk of being not only unintelligible, but also the antithesis of normal; this 
individual is given a ’negative’ identity, and understood as being radically 
different from those fulfilling the norm (Lacalu and Mouffe, 1985). For 
instance, a mother who does not assume responsibility for her children, or 
– even worse – who mistreats them is not only difficult to understand for 
most people, but also a shocking example of what constitutes the opposite 
of ”normal” and ”good” motherhood. 

Norms, discourse and subject positions
A central term in the present dissertation is discourse, which I shall define 
as a domain or group of statements and its rules and structures (Foucault, 
1972), which govern the way in which we can understand and speak about 
specific practices. Discourses are to some extent related to language, as 
they are articulated through talk and text (e.g., parenting manuals, fa-
mily legislation, political debates), but they are also articulated through 
practices (e.g., rearing practices, educational practices). Discourses are 
in constant struggle with other discourses (Foucault, 1980a) and involve 
competing ways of understanding and doing parenthood. People’s talk 
about, or practice of, parenthood is accomplished in relation to different 
discourses. Foucault argues that the subject is positioned in relation to 
these different discourses, and that discourses make some practices and 
identities possible to take on and others impossible (Foucault, 1980a). 
Yet, the subject is not entirely fixed by discourse, instead people are able 
to position themselves in relation to different discourses. However, the 
subject must speak from a discourse that is (most) intelligible, thus subjec-
ting itself to discursive norms (Butler, 1997; Foucault, 1980a; Hall, 1996). 
I will discuss the issue of analyzing subject positions further in the next 
chapter, but for now it is necessary to discuss how the term discourse is 
related to the term norm, as they seem to be very similar, or at least closely 
connected.
 In the present study, norms are understood as parts of discourses. First, 
while discourse is a (more general) term for patterns of talk and practice 
that regulate what positions subjects are able to take, the term norm high-
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lights the “addressive” aspects of discourses. If a discourse is a domain or 
groups of statements and its rules and structures, a norm could be under-
stood as the appeal to the individual. A discourse on parental involvement, 
for instance, could imply specific ways of talking about parenthood and 
doing parenthood that may be “intense” or “active”. The normative state-
ment of such discourse could then be ’involve yourself !’, because if you 
want to be understood as a morally “good” parent within a discourse on 
parental involvement, you need to be engaged in your children’s everyday 
life. This could be compared to Louis Althusser’s (1971) work on interpel-
lation. In Althusser’s example, a policeman hails a passerby on the street 
who turns around and recognizes himself/herself as the one who is being 
hailed. This act of interpellation is, according to Butler (1997), the ‘dis-
cursive production of the subject’ (p. 5). Encouragements from diffferent 
parts of the welfare state to individuals to be involved parents could be 
understood as the policeman’s hailing. 
 It is important to note, however, that – following Foucault and Butler 
– the hailing does not work so much as a restriction, but as an encourage-
ment and appeal to the individual. Particularly in Butler’s work, the term 
seems to be used to emphasize the psychosocial aspects of discourse. As 
discussed above, she argues that norms relate to the psychosocial aspects 
of ourselves and create the desire to become subjects. Thus, norms are 
not only statements, but also encouragements addressing our most basic 
longing to be intelligible social beings – to belong (cf. Macherey, 1992) 
– helping us to understand ourselves as coherent subjects. Thus, norms 
do not work so much as the policeman’s restrictive hailing, but as an in-
stigation to attach yourself to the norm. In Butler’s (1997) reinterpretation 
of the interpellation process, hailing is an attempt to create subjects and, 
consequently, interpellation may fail – the individual may not turn around 
when being hailed. 

Negotiating parenthood in everyday life
Departing from Butler’s perspective on norms and subjection, a subject 
position as involved parent is not completely locked and determined; pa-
rental involvement is to some extent open for negotiation. For instance, 
it is not taken for granted that a couple will divide household labor and 
childcare in terms of a traditional gender pattern. Moreover, it is not self-
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evident that parents should involve themselves in their children’s education 
and school life. In their study of family responsibilities, Janet Finch and 
Jennifer Mason (1993) make a distinction between explicit and implicit 
negotiations. What they call explicit negotiations are public discussions 
often prompted by particular needs or events, such as a family crisis. In 
contrast, implicit negotiations are not open or public, but consist of diffe-
rent forms of communication about the responsibilities of different family 
members. These occur on a day-to-day basis and over the life course. The 
negotiation term opens up for an understanding of people’s agency and 
possibility to influence their own lives, indicating that they are not deter-
mined by norms and do not follow them blindly. Moreover, the gendered 
and generational power relations are made explicit in negotiations. Thus, 
negotiations need to be studied in relation to the surrounding society, 
thus in relation to political processes, labor market relations, and cultural 
notions on parenthood (Björnberg, 1992b).
 Nevertheless, negotiation is a rather vague term with certain connota-
tions, which calls for a more precise definition of the term. It tends to im-
ply that family relations are democratic and that different family members 
enter negotiations on the same premises or as rational economical beings 
(e.g., Becker, 1991; cf. Roman, 2004). If used in this way, the term obscu-
res power relations rather than analyzing them critically. It is important 
to make the dynamics of family life explicit. Parental responsibilities are 
open for negotiation, but family members have different preconditions. 
For instance, fathers’ involvement tends to be more open for negotiation, 
while mothers’ involvement is taken for granted. A second problem with 
the term is that it is too vague. Lars Evertsson and Charlott Nyman (2008) 
propose a more narrow definition, according to which negotiations only 
take place explicitly, outside regular mundane life, and when the condi-
tions for the future existence of the relationships are at stake. This gives us 
a clearer definition, but ignores the fact that negotiations can occur on a 
daily basis and are not necessarily as radical as in the definition proposed 
by Evertsson and Nyman. Although a great deal of childcare is done with-
out negotiation, issues such as who should take care of the dishes, pick up 
the pre-schooler, or put the children to bed could cause negotiation to be 
carried out verbally or through other forms of interaction. Moreover, in 
Evertsson and Nyman’s (2008) definition, it is sometimes hard to distin-
guish negotiation concerning a mundane task from negotiation in which 



54 

the conditions of the relationship are discussed. Fairly often, questions as 
to the couple’s future are based on extremely mundane issues. I assume 
that negotiations do not take place because family members are completely 
equal; rather, negotiations are the places where gendered and generational 
power relations are made visible. 
 To summarize, understanding involved parenthood as a norm does 
not only imply seeing it as a general ideal or idealized notion that is inter-
nalized in a simple way. It is much more than that. First, it is a norm that 
regulates the possible parenthood practices people are able to perform. 
But individuals also (re)produce the norm through parenthood practices 
and parenthood identities; norms are dependent on individuals’ response 
to have an effect. There is always a possibility to act otherwise, to not 
respond, even though the individual runs the risk of being unintelligible. 
Second, the norm creates a sense of being a coherent subject, an identity. 
It meets our desire for ontological security. The relationship between the 
norm and subjection is an expression of the fact that governing is car-
ried out on a personal, psychosocial level, where norms encourage the 
individual to attach himself/herself to the “truth” about the subject. Third 
– because it is possible to not respond to norms, as norms (as parts of 
discourses) are caught in a struggle with other, competing discourses, and 
because norms have to be reiterated in everyday practices – discursive 
subjects can be negotiated. By articulating other discourses in everyday 
talk and practice, individuals are able to negotiate a particular discourse 
on, for instance, parental involvement.

Notes
1. The works prior to Discipline and Punishment are generally referred to as Foucault’s 
archeological period, where he aimed at historically studying the systems of the thought of 
knowledge without departing from the primacy of the individual subject. His focus was 
instead on different discursive formations in different periods. Through genealogy Foucault 
instead highlighted the complex origins of contemporary discourses with a particular focus 
on power relations and their effects on individuals (cf. Mills, 2003). Because later in life he 
focused more on subjection and ethics – in particular in the two last volumes of History of 
Sexuality (Foucault, 1985a, 1985b) – most commentators argue that after his genealogical 
period, Foucault had a third, ethical period (cf. Gutting, 2002; Hall, 1996). 
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The Everyday Lives of Families study
The present doctoral thesis is part of a larger ethnographic study com-
paring family life in Italy, Sweden and the U.S., called the CELF project1 
(Aronsson and Pontecorvo, 2002), originally initiated by professor Elinor 
Ochs. The purpose of this larger project is to undertake an in-depth analy-
sis of dual-earner middle-class families, using different, mainly qualitative, 
methods, such as participant observation and semi-structured interviews. 
The main goal is to study how families in the three settings handle their 
everyday life, and in particular how parents balance working fulltime and 

Chapter 4 
Methodology
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taking care of children and the household at the same time. 
 Comparative and cross-national studies have a long history in the 
social sciences and were carried out by early sociologists such as Emile 
Durkheim and Max Weber (Hantrais, 1999). Comparative cross-national 
studies could be carried out in a number of ways, although most such 
research uses quantitative and statistical methods to study social trends 
in different countries. But qualitative methods could also be used in com-
parative research, because they are well suited to studying people’s actual 
practices in relation to family life and parenthood (Smithson and Bran-
nen, 2002). Janet Smithson and Julia Brannen (2002) make a distinction 
between comparative studies that are mainly conducting descriptive or 
deductive analyses of macro data, on the one hand, and studies, such as 
the CELF project, that are ‘more analytical and establishes a relationship 
between micro- and macro-levels’ (p. 11), on the other. 
 In the CELF project, the lives of 32 American, eight Italian, and eight 
Swedish working families have been documented using the same methods. 
At each research site, a research team of three persons has carried out 
participant observation with video cameras in the homes of the families. 
The teams have also interviewed the families, taken photographic stills of 
the families’ houses, made floor plans, taken so-called ethno-archeological 
field notes, and each family has made video-taped guided tours of their 
own homes. All these method were carried out in more or less the same 
way at the three research sites. For instance, at all three sites, two ethno-
graphers carried out the video observations in the homes of the families, 
but the research team in the U.S. also followed the families in their vehicles 
and when doing errands outside the home. The U.S. study also departed 
from the other two by studying family stress, using clinical methods. 
 By using the same methods and perspectives when studying family 
life, it is possible to compare the families’ attitudes toward, for instance, 
parenthood, as well as to compare how family members interact in the dif-
ferent countries. But, as Smithson and Brannen (2002) have pointed out, 
if one is to compare qualitative data, it is also necessary to situate families’ 
interactions and accounts in a broader societal context, which has been 
done in the cross-national collaborations in the project (e.g., Wingard 
and Forsberg, 2009). In the present dissertation, comparisons are made by 
relating my research findings to the research conducted by our American 
and Italian colleagues. Through this comparison, it is possible to detect 
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specific cultural differences and similarities in parental practices.

Sampling
When working with small samples, such as in this study, sampling is cru-
cial. Traditional random sampling is often impossible, and it is difficult to 
attain full representativity of the people studied. While some ethnograp-
hers studying working families try to obtain as varied a sample as possible 
(e.g. Darrah, 2004), the CELF project has chosen a sample with as similar 
participants as possible in order to make cross-cultural comparisons. The 
aim was to obtain a sample in which all families were middle-class in a 
broad sense. 
 The basic criteria for participation of the families at all three research 
sites were that all couples should work fulltime, or almost fulltime (at 
least 75 percent), pay mortgage on their own house or row house, and 
have at least two children, one of whom is between eight and ten years old 
(the so-called “target child”). All parents worked at least 30 hours a week 
outside the home. The basic criteria were a starting point, but had to be 
specified in the different countries. In the Swedish part of the study, which 
has been led by Karin Aronsson, we chose to only include couples where 
at least one had a university degree diploma and a professional or mana-
gerial occupation, as they are central criteria according to the Swedish 
Socioeconomic Classification (SEI) definition of middle class (Statistics 
Sweden, 1982). According to the SEI, working-class (blue-collar) couples 
have no more than an upper secondary school degree and work within 
the production or the service sector; while middle-class (white-collar) 
couples have university or college degrees and work as professionals or 
managers. In all families in the present study, at least one parent has a uni-
versity degree. Two fathers have only secondary school degrees. The rest 
of the parents have university degrees, but in two families, both parents 
hold very high positions in their professional life and could be regarded 
as ”upper” middle class (cf. Plantin, 2001; Plantin, 2007, Statistics Sweden, 
1982). Only ethnic Swedes participated in the Swedish part of the study, as 
there were not many immigrant families in the schools through which we 
recruited participants. This could be seen as an expression of the ethnic 
housing segregation that characterizes most Swedish cities, where non-
Western immigrants tend to live in immigrant-dense areas consisting of 
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mainly apartment buildings with rental housing (Andersson, 1998).2 In 
this way, the Swedish part of the study includes a homogenous sample of 
six nuclear families, that is, the couples are married or cohabiting and have 
all children in common. Two families are blended, or reconstituted, i.e., 
the couples do not have any common biological children. All couples are 
heterosexual, whereas the U.S. sample includes two sets of gay fathers. In 
Sweden, the criteria did not exclude gay or lesbian parents, but no such 
couples volunteered. 

Recruiting families
In the Swedish part of the study, all families, except one, were contacted 
through schools with a number of pupils living in detached houses or 
row houses. Initially, principals or teachers were contacted and asked if 
it would be possible to visit a parent meeting to present the study and 
invite families to participate. At the meetings, the focus of the study and 
how it was going to be carried out were explained. The parents received 
a flyer with basic information about the study and how to get in contact 
with the research group. In some cases, the information was distributed 
as an attachment to the letters that schools and teachers regularly send 
to the families. The recruiting process was relatively unproblematic. We 
did not have an enormous number of families that wanted to participate 
(we had to turn down a few families that did not meet our sampling 
criteria, in that there was no child of 8 to 10 years of age or in that there 
was only one working parent). Yet, we had enough families to carry out 
the fieldwork. 
 The first contact from the parents was often made through e-mail, 
whereupon we phoned them. Over the telephone, the study was explai-
ned further, including what was expected of the participating families, 
and a first home visit was planned. Another research team member, Pål 
Aarsand, and I carried out the first visit. Over a period of a few hours, we 
met the entire family and discussed the study. At this visit, we gave them 
“the family binder” – a binder with questionnaires that the families were 
supposed to fill out, information about the study, contact information, 
and consent forms that all members had to sign before the family could 
participate. At this meeting, we also booked dates for the observations. 
 At this stage, we had obtained what Martyn Hammersley and Paul At-
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kinson (1995) call entry, that is, the families allowed us to continue the 
research in their house. In order to obtain entry, good relations to the 
gatekeepers are crucial, as they are the people who control entry to the 
’private settings’ (p. 63). In our study, the gatekeepers were the parents; 
without their invitation we would never have been able to carry out the 
observations. Even though all parents agreed to participate in the study, 
sometimes participation was initially the project of mainly one parent in 
the couple; it was this parent with whom we had most contact. Similarly, all 
children said they agreed to participate in the project, but it was sometimes 
hard to tell to what extent they understood what the research was all about 
and how their parents had convinced them. Here, the initial meeting was 
crucial in ensuring that all family members wanted to participate. Before 
the fieldwork began, all family members had given us permission to study 
their everyday lives and agreed to participate in the study.

Introducing the families
In the following, I will make an initial presentation of the families who 
participated in the study (see Table 1 on the next page). All families live in 
or outside the same mid-sized Swedish city. The city has a large technology 
industry and a large population of middle-class families living in houses 
or row houses in the suburbs. But there are also large areas of apartment 
buildings with mainly working-class families. 

The Andersson family
Both mom and dad in the Andersson family have a Master’s degree in 
engineering and hold leading positions in high-tech companies. He works 
fulltime, 40 hours every week, and she works part-time, but sometimes 
they work more – in particular when they have to go on business trips. 
They have three children: Johan (12 years old), Anna (10 years old), and 
their youngest son, Linus, who is 6 years old and attends pre-school. The 
older children attend a public school close to home. They all live in a so-
mewhat older house in a suburb. The parents alternate driving Linus to 
preschool; Anna sometimes gets to school on her own, but is always driven 
to her leisure activities (scouting, violin lessons, handball). Johan gets to 
school and to his leisure activities (scouting) mostly by himself.



60 

Familyi Parents Education and work Childreni

Andersson Dad (43)
Mom (41)

Both have a university 
degree diploma and 
work as engineers.

Johan (M12)
Anna (F10)
Linus (M6)

Bergman Dad (48)
Mom (38)

Both have a university 
degree diploma. They 
work within administra-
tion and finance.

Maria (F20)ii

Jenny (F17)ii

Erika (F13)iii

Linnéa (F10)
Emelie (F8)

Cederborg Dad (35)
Mom (35)

Both have a university 
degree diploma. They 
work in the public and 
health sector.

Lisa (F12)
Philip (M10)
Emil (M5)

Dahlgren Dad (47)
Mom (40)

Both have a university 
degree diploma. They 
work in primary educa-
tion and law. She also 
runs a small business.

Niklas (M13)
Andrea (F12)
Jens (M9)

Eklund Dad (41)
Mom (38)

She has a uniersity 
degree diploma and 
works with education. 
He works as a sales-
man.

Marie (F16)iv

Anders (M13)iii

Johanna (F8)
Sara (F4)

Franzén Dad (38)
Mom (38)

Both have a university 
degree diploma and 
work as engineers.

Ingrid (M8)
Harald (M4)
Arvid (M2)

Gustavsson Dad (40)
Mom (37)

Both have a univer-
sity degree diploma, 
working as advisor and 
consultant.

Jessika (F10)
Anton (M8)
Mikaela (F5)

Hagman Dad (42)
Mom (39)

She has a university 
degree diploma and 
works within the public 
sector. He has his own 
construction company.

Hanna (F8)
Ida (F5)
Ludvig (M3)

Table 1: The families and the parents’ education and 
occupation

(i) All names are fictional. (ii) Lives permanently in another city. (iii) Lives in this household 
every other weekend. (iv) Lives in this household every other week.
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The Bergman family
The parents in the Bergman family have no child in common, but five 
daughters from previous marriages. The dad’s oldest daughter, Maria 
(20), has left home and Jenny (17) lives permanently with her biological 
mother, but visits her father on a regular basis. His youngest daughter, 
Erika (13), lives in the household every other weekend. The mother in the 
Bergman family has two daughters, Linnéa (10) and Emelie (8), who live 
every other week in the Bergman house and attend a small public school. 
The mother takes the girls to school everyday. Both mom and dad have 
university degree diplomas. She works as a personnel manager, he as an 
economist. Both work fulltime. During the fieldwork they lived in a big 
central apartment in the same city as the other families, but soon moved 
to a detached house nearby.

The Cederborg family
The dad in the Cederborg family has a Master’s degree and works fulltime 
as project manager in a large company. Mom is a nurse working part-time 
with both night and daytime shifts. Their daughter, Lisa (12), and oldest 
son, Filip (10), attend a public school, while Emil (5) is in pre-school three 
or four days a week. Lisa goes to school and her leisure activities on her 
own (choir, scouting); Filip gets to school by himself, but is driven to his 
soccer practices; the parents alternate driving Emil to preschool. They live 
in a suburb, in an older house.

The Dahlgren family
The dad in the Dahlgren family has a law degree and works fulltime as 
lawyer in a small law firm. Mom is a pre-school teacher working fulltime: 
part-time as teacher in an elementary school and its after-school center, 
and part-time running a small company. They have three children: their 
oldest son Niklas (13) attends a private school, while their daughter An-
drea (12) and youngest son Jens (9) attend a public school. Niklas gets to 
school by himself; Andrea gets to school by herself, but is driven to her 
soccer practices; Jens is driven to school, sometimes he goes home together 
with his older sister. They live in a detached house in a suburb. 
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The Eklund family
The dad has an upper secondary school education and works fulltime as 
a salesman. He has two children from a previous marriage. His daughter, 
Marie (16), lives with him every other week and attends a public upper 
secondary school, while his son, Anders (13), lives with him every other 
weekend and attends a private school. The mom has a Bachelor’s degree 
and is currently studying fulltime at a teacher’s college while working part-
time as a teacher. On weekends, she also works in a store. She has two 
daughters from a previous marriage, Johanna (8) and Sara (4), who live 
with her permanently. Johanna attends a public school while Sara is in a 
public pre-school. Most of the time, the mom drives the younger girls to 
school and leisure activities (floor ball); Marie and Anders get to school 
by themselves. The family lives in a row house in a suburb.

The Franzén family
Both parents hold university degrees in civil engineering and work fulltime 
as middle managers in larger high-tech companies. They have three child-
ren. Their daughter Ingrid (8) attends public elementary school, while 
their sons – Harald (4) and Arvid (2) – attend public pre-school. The 
parents alternate driving the children to pre-school and school; Ingrid is 
also driven to her leisure activities (horse riding, swimming). They live in 
a detached house in a suburb. 

The Gustavsson family
The Gustavsson family lives in a newly built row house in the countryside 
outside the city. They have three children. Their oldest daughter, Jessika 
(10), and their son, Anton (8), attend a nearby public school. Mikaela (5) 
attends public pre-school. Both parents hold Master’s degrees and work 
part-time. He works as an advisor for career development; she is a consul-
tant for the municipality. The mom mostly drives Mikaela to preschool. 
Jessika and Anton take the school bus to school. After school, Jessika gets 
to the horse stable by herself and is later picked up by her parents. Anton 
takes the school bus to a friend after school and is later picked up. 

The Hagman family
The Hagman family live in a detached house in a suburb. The mom has a 
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university degree diploma and works part-time at a government authority. 
The dad has an upper secondary school education and works fulltime in 
his own construction company. They have three children: their son, Lud-
vig (3) and youngest daughter, Ida (5), attend a parent-run co-operative 
pre-school, while Hanna (8) attends a public elementary school. Mom 
always drives the children to school and preschool; Hanna is driven to 
her horse riding.

Researching the everyday life of families
The main method used in the present study was participant observation 
in the home of the families over a period of a week, involving video recor-
dings, ethno-archeological tracking, and field notes. The research team al-
ways consisted of three persons, two researchers who filmed and one who 
took ethno-archeological field notes. Initially, we switched the tasks bet-
ween us, but after a couple of families, Pål Aarsand and I always videotaped 
while a third research team member, Linda Schultz, took the field notes.3 
The fieldwork was carried out between April 2003 and March 2004.

Participant observation in people’s homes
Participant observation in people’s homes has long been used as a way to 
conduct ethnographic research in non-Western settings (e.g. Mead, 1928), 
and there is a burgeoning number of ethnographic studies of children and 
adults in their homes in Western societies (e.g., Darrah, English-Lueck and 
Freeman, 2007; Gullestad, 1984; Hochschild, 1989; Jordan, 2006; Lareau, 
2003; Norman, 1991; Willis, 1977). Researchers also increasingly use video 
cameras to conduct participant observations. Videotaping could be used to 
prevent loss of important information, which may happen when using re-
gular field notes (Pink, 2001). It could also be used to analyze interactions 
and behaviors in detail. The goal then is to analyze how socio-cultural ca-
tegories, such as family or parenthood, are realized in everyday interaction 
(Ochs et al., 2006). Often, participant observation with a video camera is 
carried out in “public” places, such as different organizations and work-
places, to analyze interactions between adults (cf. Hindmarsh and Heath, 
2007). There is also a burgeoning field of video-based studies of children’s 
and young people’s interactions in different settings, such as pre-schools 
(Corsaro, 2004), schools (Tholander and Aronsson, 2003), after-school 
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centers (Sparrman, 2005), homework clubs (Hutchinson, 2006), youth de-
tention homes (Andersson, 2008), and during sports activities (Kremer-
Sadlik and Kim, 2007). Compared to studies of children and young people 
in schools and other institutions, there are relatively few studies of family 
interaction that have used a video camera (but see Aarsand and Arons-
son, 2009; Fasulo, Loyd and Padiglione, 2007; Grieshaber, 2004; Rydstrøm, 
2003), which could be due to problems of gaining access to people’s homes, 
but also to the idealized notions in Western culture and among researchers 
about the home as a “private” sphere and, consequently, a part of life that 
cannot be studied (Gubrium and Holstein, 1990). 
 According to Alessandro Duranti (1997), people’s homes are a challen-
ging setting in which to conduct participant observation, because it may 
be difficult to find the right spot to stand or sit as well as the right demea-
nor. One problem of studying people in their homes in Western cultures 
is that it may be difficult to gain access for a longer period of time, which 
according to traditional ethnography is necessary if participants are to feel 
comfortable with the researcher (Agar, 1996). Ethnographers conducting 
fieldwork in Western settings have tried to deal with this by either making 
shorter visits regularly over a longer period of time (Lareau, 2003; Gries-
haber, 2004), or by following families more intensely over a shorter period 
of time (Darrah, English-Lueck and Freeman, 2007). At times, ethnograp-
hers using video cameras have let the families take care of the videotaping 
themselves (Ochs, Pontecorvo and Fasulo, 1996; Hutchinson, 2006), while 
others have chosen to set up stationary video cameras that the researchers 
manage (Relieu, Zouinar and La Valle, 2007). 

Video-based observations and tracking
In the present study, the video observations were carried out on two week-
days and two weekend days. On the weekdays, the families were followed 
in the morning, from the time they woke up until they left for school and 
work. The research team then came back in the afternoon when at least 
one parent and child had come home, and stayed with the families until 
the children went to bed. On Saturdays and Sundays, we arrived in the 
morning when the families woke up, and stayed until lunch. On Sunday, 
we then came back right before dinner and spent the evening there until 
the children went to bed. Because the sleeping habits of the families va-
ried, the time we spent with each family also varied. The younger children 
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tended to go to bed earlier, but also wake up earlier.
 Somewhere between 32 and 40 hours of interaction have been docu-
mented from each family studied, all together approximately 300 hours of 
video. When using a video camera in research, the researcher has to make a 
number of techno-methodological choices. Mia Heikkilä and Fritjof Sahl-
ström (2003) argue that, for instance, the choice of camera angle, type of 
microphones and whether you use a camera stand or not are crucial to 
the types of analyses that can be conducted. In the observations, the re-
search team used two digital video cameras (DV-CAMs) with wide-angle 
lens. In the first two families, we used regular camera stands with three 
legs (tripods). But because the family members moved around, changed 
rooms quickly, and much of the interaction happened in the transition, 
we tended to miss quite a lot of the interaction before we had had time to 
put up our cameras again. In order to be more flexible, we used one-legged 
camera stands (so called ipods) for the rest of the families. With the new 
stands, we were able to move around more freely, but at the same time 
rest the cameras on the floor to get a steady shot. We used external, mul-
tidirectional, condenser microphones that were attached to the cameras. 
This produced a better sound than if we had just used the built-in camera 
microphone, but at times it was still hard to hear what people were saying 
in multiparty conversations and when there was a lot of surrounding noise. 
When recording, we constantly looked for the angle at which the camera 
could capture the participants’ faces – something that makes transcribing 
easier, but this had to be balanced with finding a spot in the room that 
was least intrusive for the activity at hand and the possibility to record the 
activity (e.g., playing a video game). 
 The video taping was divided up so that one camera always focused on 
one child, most often the “target child” (the child between eight and ten 
years of age), while the other camera filmed an adult. However, this main 
division of labor had to be constantly renegotiated, because the family 
members moved between different rooms and interacted with different 
people. We always prioritized interaction before a sole participant who, for 
instance, was carrying out household chores on his/her own or watching 
television alone. Thus, sometimes we had to stop filming the target child 
and focus on other persons instead. At times, both video cameras could 
be videotaping the same event, for instance when the entire family was 
eating dinner. In these cases it was an advantage to be able to record the 
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same interaction from different angles, in that way focusing on different 
persons. The ethnographers doing the videotaping took some limited field 
notes, which was rather difficult as the ipod required that the researcher 
always held the camera with at least one hand. 
 Instead, the third researcher took field notes structured after an ethno-
archeological model (Ochs et al., 2006). The focus of ethno-archeology is 
on how people use time, space and artifacts in social interaction. Notes 
were taken on what happened in every room of the house every tenth 
minute, so-called tracking. The ethno-archeologist took notes on what 
people did, where they did it and what artifacts they used to do it, at a 
given moment. In this way, it is possible to get an overview of what the 
family members were doing when not being filmed. 

Reflections on video-based observations
According to a number of introductory books on ethnographic fieldwork, 
a researcher could have a number of different roles in relation to the infor-
mants when conducting participant observation (e.g., Agar, 1996; Adler 
and Adler, 1987; Duranti, 1997; Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). Ray-
mond Gold (1958) argues that the researcher could have everything from 
a marginal to a more involved role; one could be a complete observer, 
observer-as-participant, participant-as-observer, or complete participant. 
The idea of making this sort of division is to emphasize the difference bet-
ween doing observations and doing participant observation, where the re-
searcher is participating in the interaction. According to Hammersley and 
Atkinson (1995), most ethnographers move somewhere between the two 
extremes in their fieldwork. They propose that the ethnographer should 
try to balance between participation and detachment. In our fieldwork, we 
tended mostly to become observers-as-participants, for three reasons. 
 First, in the families our main focus was on the videotaping, and we 
often wore headphones, which meant that we clearly positioned ourselves 
as non-participants, people busy doing recordings, rather than conversa-
tionalists. Thus, the cameras positioned us as “passive” observers. As Susan 
Grieshaber (2004) describes her fieldwork experience, ‘operating the video 
camera required two hands and an awareness of what was happening that 
was not being filmed’ (p. 83). Second, we never became full participants 
or “insiders”, but were considered as temporary guests in the house and 
were referred to as the ‘film chaps’, ‘the researchers’ or ’the guests’. The 
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families often said that they initially felt somewhat uncomfortable in our 
presence, but that they relaxed and ‘almost’ missed us when we stopped 
coming. Third, the goal was to study the families interacting, not our in-
teraction with the families, we therefore often deliberately took on the role 
of observers. But this does not mean that we did not participate. It is true 
that we were quiet most of the time, but we were nevertheless constantly 
present. 
 The use of video in participant observation has raised issues of validity, 
in particular regarding whether the researcher and the video camera af-
fect participant behavior. Video-based observations have often been seen 
as either highly problematic (affecting and distorting the interaction too 
much) or as unproblematic (the participants quickly forget the camera). 
Helen Lomax and Neil Casey (1998) argue that both attitudes are inaccu-
rate – the first because it undermines the whole idea of video observations 
by trying to validate them with interviews, the second because it is hard to 
tell when a person is affected by the camera and not – except in the case of 
‘obvious camera behaviors’ (Duranti, 1997, p. 118), such as smiling at or 
playing with the camera. But I would argue that instead of just noticing the 
camera consciousness of the participants, one should rather assume that 
the researcher and the camera are always part of the videotaped activity. 
Thus, the camera could be understood as having some agency, in that it has 
an impact on the social situation and what knowledge is being produced 
(Barad, 2007; Latour, 1999) and positions the researcher as a researcher. 
As Sarah Pink (2001) puts it: ‘an ethnographer with a video camera is a 
person with a video camera, the camera becomes part of its user’s identity’ 
(p. 79). The camera and the researcher could also be understood as – using 
Latour’s (1999) term – delegates of the research community. A delegate is 
a human or non-human actor that takes another actor’s place when that 
actor is not physically present. Because the video data are transcribed and 
presented in, for instance, this thesis, readers of the present text could be 
understood as overhearers or bystanders to the family interactions (Goff-
man, 1981). A parental account or behavior cannot therefore be seen as 
simply directed to the children, but also to the participant observer and 
everybody else that the participant imagines could look at the material. A 
participant could position herself as “mom” and at the same time try to be 
a “research object” (Lomax and Casey, 1998). This could cause the parti-
cipant to try to present herself as a morally “good” parent and to therefore 
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avoid conflicts or being too aggressive, on the one hand, or it could cause 
the participant to feel she cannot be too good a parent if she is to appear as 
a credible research object, on the other. Thus, being an informant is about 
being able to handle relations, not only to the other participants, but also 
to the researchers.
 Above, I described how we gained entry to all the families, but although 
we had entry, we did not always get access to all the interactions or infor-
mation we wanted (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). Gaining entry to 
a place does not necessarily mean having access to all interaction in that 
place: ‘Not all parts of the setting will be equally open to observation, and 
not all may be willing to talk’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 79). 
Thus, we had to negotiate about access to interactions. Most informants 
told us that they felt somewhat uncomfortable and awkward at the begin-
ning, because they did not know what to do when we were in the house. 
Encouraged by us, they tried to continue doing the mundane chores they 
usually do, and they said they fairly soon got used to our relatively silent 
presence. The adults normally ignored us, just asking practical questions 
about the filming and making comments about their everyday life. Initi-
ally, many children were shy in front of the cameras and the researchers for 
the first few hours, but later they occasionally used the cameras as toys and 
the researchers as buddies by, for instance, singing and dancing in front of 
the camera or by occasionally sitting beside the researcher and pretending 
to videotape (cf. Sparrman, 2005). 

Questionnaires 
At the first meeting with the families, questionnaires that gave some basic 
information about their living conditions and everyday life were handed 
out. Every child was given a brief questionnaire, but the parents filled 
this out for the children who could not read or write. The questionnaires 
mainly focused on daily routines; among other things, the informants 
were asked to describe a regular week. The parents were given similar 
questionnaires and, in addition, they were asked about their social net-
works. The questionnaires were used as a basis for further discussion in 
the interviews.

Interviews
Some weeks after the video-based observations, the research team retur-
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ned to the families to conduct individual interviews with the parents and 
the target child. These interviews were semi-structured; they covered a 
number of themes, but were conducted in the form of conversations. Semi-
structured interviews are used to understand the behavior of members of a 
society (Fontana and Fey, 1994). In the interviews, the focus was therefore 
set on obtaining the participants’ subjective perspective on their own li-
ves in an attempt to understand their everyday lives. Adults and children 
were asked to describe what a regular week looks like, their relationship 
with other family members, and their participation in household work. 
In addition, parents were asked questions about the work-family balance, 
childcare, and their children’s education. Once, parts of the interview were 
conducted with both parents at the same time. The children were inter-
viewed separately about daily routines and the use of information tech-
nology (e.g., video games, computer). Once, on their own request, two 
children in one family were interviewed together. Moreover, the research 
team members carried out unstructured informal interviews with parents 
and children on and off during the videotaped observations, in particular 
when one researcher was alone with a family member. We asked them to 
clarify something or comment on what they were doing. Parents also often 
initiated these informal interviews themselves, commenting or reflecting 
on what they were doing. Both the semi-structured and unstructured in-
terviews not only gave a general sense of the participants’ everyday lives, 
but also their perspectives on and notions of ideal family life, parenthood, 
and childhood.
 A relation similar to the one between researcher, video camera and 
informant in participant observations can also be found in research inter-
views. Following Briggs (1986), Kvale (1996) and Mischler (1996), among 
others, interviews (just like observed events) are understood as social ac-
tions (cf. Heyl, 2007). According to George Mischler (1986), an interview 
is a co-constructed production of knowledge, where its local organization 
is crucial. Because the interview is seen as a social action, the interview 
analyses cannot focus on whether the information is true or false; rather 
they should be studied as a place in which participants construct them-
selves and others as moral agents (Atkinson and Coffey, 2002). This does 
not imply that the interviews cannot be used to acquire an understanding 
of family relations, but that the statements cannot be validated in terms 
of their truthfulness. I therefore do not contrast contradictions between 
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interviews and actions in order to get at “the truth” through triangulation. 
Rather, I understand the contradictions as different forms of subject posi-
tions that are part of the discursive struggles between informants as well 
as between researcher and informants. 
 It has been argued that children and adults have different linguistic 
and cognitive competences and therefore different possibilities to express 
themselves (cf. Punch, 2002; Woodhead and Faulkner, 2000), which has 
implications when conducting interviews. There is of course a point in 
this, but there are also considerable differences between different adults 
and different children (even of the same age), and children’s developmen-
tal stages are not universal (Woodhead, 1998). Others have argued that 
children’s statements are produced in relation to hegemonic adult ideolo-
gies and that the voices of children are always heard ‘through the cultur-
ally constructed childhood’ (Alldred, 1998, p. 155; cf. James, Jencks and 
Prout, 1998). While I agree with this perspective, it has to be mentioned 
that the statements of adults, too, are affected by predominant notions 
of, for instance, parenthood. Although some parents on some occasions 
positioned themselves as more involved parents than other family mem-
bers argued they usually are (cf. Chapter 6), all were honest about their 
shortcomings and explicitly reflected on their parenting and what I as a 
researcher thought about it. Nevertheless, the interviewer has often – in 
relation to both adults and children – a superordinate position, which has 
to be considered. This asymmetry is not constant, but fluctuates during the 
course of a fieldwork or an interview, in that, for instance, the participant 
can choose to some extent what to say or show to the researcher (Cotterill, 
1992). At the same time, it is the researcher who conducts the analyses 
and represents the data and, consequently, has control and a better general 
view of the results of interviews and interactions (Eder and Fingerson, 
2002).

Tour guides and photographic stills 
As discussed, we have documented the Swedish families using a number 
of methods, though here I am not using all the data collected. Two types of 
empirical data collected are not analyzed in the present thesis: the video-
taped house guides that the target child and one parent did of their house, 
and the still photographs that we took of the house (approximately 100 of 
each house). There are photos both of the exterior and interior of the hou-
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ses; every room has been photographed in detail. The photographs and the 
videotaped house tours are analyzed when researchers in the CELF project 
study the material culture of the families (e.g. Arnold and Lang, 2007; 
Graesch, 2008), but will not be analyzed in the present dissertation. 

Documents
In addition to the main methods of this thesis – videotaped observations 
and interviews – I have chosen to collect different documents to use in my 
study. In particular, the documents are school letters that teachers have 
sent home to the parents with the pupil. I asked two families to collect 
school letters during a semester. Altogether, 32 school letters from four 
teachers sent home with four children have been collected. The children 
are between 9 and 12 years of age and attend third, fourth or sixth grade in 
primary school. These letters have been analyzed and discussed in Chapter 
7. Moreover, in Chapter 8, I draw on analyses of 22 articles (1999–2004) in 
Lärarnas tidning (‘The Teachers Magazine’) that discuss homework and/
or parental involvement. The biggest Swedish teachers’ union, Lärarnas 
riksförbund, publishes the magazine. The magazine articles, together with 
an analysis of the National Curricula, work as a complement to the video 
recordings and interviews and offer us an understanding of the ideas that 
characterize contemporary discourse on home-school relations in Swe-
den.

Ethical considerations 
Participant observation with a video camera puts the researcher in parti-
cular moral dilemmas with regard to fieldwork relationships. The ethical 
guidelines of the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002) have 
been followed in the present study. The researcher is required to inform 
the participants about the purpose of the study, the participants have the 
right to informed consent, that is, to decide about their participation, in-
formation about the participants should be handled with confidentiality, 
and the collected data are supposed to be used for research purposes only. 
The Research Council also has more particular guidelines for research 
using videotaping (HSFR, 1996).4 Just as in the general guidelines, these 
mainly focus on the part of the research conducted before and after the 
fieldwork. As argued elsewhere (Aarsand and Forsberg, 2009; Aarsand 
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and Forsberg, in press), it is important to critically assess ethical issues 
throughout the entire research process. Issues of privacy are pivotal in all 
research and crucial when conducting participant observations in people’s 
homes, as participants often regarded the home as a ”private” sphere. 
 To deal with the ethical dilemmas of privacy, we employed a number 
of strategies. These strategies stretch from the initial meetings with the 
parents and families, through the week of observations, and continue to 
decisions about how to present our video data at conferences and in pu-
blications.5 
 First, when meeting the family and planning the week of observations, 
we discussed the issue of privacy. We described to the families how the 
week would proceed, and how other families had experienced being ob-
served and videotaped. During these discussions, we told the families that 
they could ask us to turn off the cameras or ask to edit certain parts of the 
videotapes afterwards whenever they wanted. We also encouraged family 
members to close the door behind them if they wanted to be alone in order 
to change or to talk in private. Because all children were not always present 
at this first meeting, we repeated this on the first day of filming. Through 
this encouragement, we to some extent gave them the responsibility to be 
gatekeepers to what they felt was too private to film or observe. The fami-
lies closed the doors now and then, but there were only a few occasions 
when they explicitly asked us to leave, or to turn off the camera; they have 
never asked us to edit any video-taped interactions afterwards. Teenagers 
were the family members who closed the door at times and, consequently, 
the ones we sometimes did not have access to.
 Our second way of dealing with children’s (and adults’) privacy was 
by not entering bedrooms and bathrooms whether the door was open or 
closed. At times, children and parents left the doors open, or we followed 
family members into an open room, and on the way in we realized that the 
child or the adult was changing clothes, at which point we retreated and 
waited outside. Parents and children also often left the doors open to the 
bathroom when children were bathing. At such times, we stayed outside 
and only entered when explicitly asked to do so. 
 Third, we sometimes walked out of rooms on request or when we felt 
it was inappropriate to stay. One example of this was when ten-year-old 
Anna wanted to be alone, while changing into her pajamas. Besides Anna 
and her mother, one of us researchers was there with a camera. After a 
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short discussion between the mother and Anna about the cleaning up, the 
mother encouraged Anna to get ready for bed. Then Anna turned to her 
mother and whispered something in her ear, which was impossible for 
the researcher to hear. But considering the mother’s reaction, Anna raised 
the issue of having to change clothes when there was a male researcher 
with a video camera in the room. The mother answered: ’Mm, you could 
come to my room and change to your dressing gown.’ The researcher im-
mediately reacted to this and said: ‘Well, I’ll go out. It’s fine, just tell me. 
It’s fine, just tell me, you know.’ The mother responded positively to this 
offer, and they both left the room so that Anna could change alone. This 
situation shows how privacy is negotiated; initially, the researcher had 
access, but later had to leave the room. Anna indicated that the situation 
was changing because she had to get undressed, and hearing the mother’s 
comment, he interpreted this as a matter of privacy and left the room. In 
this example, the child’s perspective was the determining factor for the 
researcher’s departure. 
 Fourth, ethical issues were also raised after the fieldwork, in particular 
issues of how to deal with all the data – video taped interactions, interviews 
and questionnaires – afterwards. Here, we have followed ethical guidelines 
on national and international levels arguing that data should be handled 
with confidentiality and only used for research. The Swedish Research 
Council’s guideline for research with videotaped material suggests that 
no information about the participants’ identities may be left on the ta-
pes, although the problems of un-identifying video material are discussed 
(HSFR, 1996). If it is not possible to un-identify, the tapes should be taken 
care of in the same way as clinical material. The researcher must also be 
careful regarding how he/she uses the videotapes; if they are to be shown 
for teaching purposes or at conferences, the participants must give special 
permission. In the present study, use of the collected data has been res-
tricted to the members of the research team. Moreover, in all publications 
the names and identities of family members have been altered to ensure 
anonymity. 

Methods of analysis
The analytical process was informed by my research questions and per-
spectives, but was not a deductive inquiry. Rather, as is the case in a great 
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deal of qualitative research, the research process was characterized by mo-
ving back and forth between the empirical material, previous research and 
theoretical perspectives. 

Activity logs
In order to get an overview of the video data, I coded it on the basis of a 
number of reoccurring daily routines and behaviors. Every new “scene” 
and topic is described in a relatively detailed manner and given codes to 
make it to easier to find in the material. The project in general, and my 
research interests in particular, guided the choice of code words, such as 
“school” (all school practices and all talk about school), “bedtime” (parents 
helping the children to bed and talk about going to bed), “conflict” (nego-
tiations and disputes between different family members), and “household” 
(different kinds of chores). The coding of the data was co-coordinated with 
that of the other researchers in the larger CELF project. On the basis of 
the coding categories, descriptions and the field notes, it was possible to 
find relevant pieces of interaction for further analysis. Together with the 
ethno-archeological field notes, the coding has also made it possible to 
get an overview of the course of events during, for instance, an afternoon 
or over several days.
 The next step in the analysis was to look through the video data, choo-
sing and transcribing the particular practices of interest, which were gui-
ded by previous research and my theoretical interest in power, subjectivity, 
and parents’ involvement. Some practices were relatively well defined and 
easy to find, such as homework talk and reading of school letters. In these 
cases, I transcribed all interactions. Other practices, such as household 
work, were just as easy to find, but it was hard to transcribe all those in-
stances because there were too many of them; parents do household work 
repeatedly during a regular day. In these cases, I first looked through this 
group of practices to get a general sense of how they unfold in the families, 
and then I chose to focus on and transcribe the interactions that interested 
me the most. Thus, I mostly looked for instances in which parental invol-
vement was negotiated in some way (between parents, between parents 
and children, and parents and teachers). To some extent, at times, this 
generated a slight bias toward problematic cases, in that something is seen 
only when it becomes a subject of discussion. In daily life, parental invol-
vement is not constantly negotiated, but rather mostly taken for granted. 
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Transcription
The detail and level of transcription is crucial to what sort of analysis is to 
be made. Elinor Ochs (1979) argues that transcription is “theory” in that 
it guides, or rather, should be guided by, the theoretical perspectives of 
the research. Transcriptions do not simply reflect what the video camera 
recorded (and neither is the video tape a simple reflection of interaction); 
instead, they are a construction and a simplification of the information on 
the tape, made from a certain perspective. There is no possibility to repre-
sent all information in a transcript; instead, the researcher has to choose 
what is interesting and necessary to show depending on his/her theoretical 
interests. At the same time, doing and presenting a rather detailed trans-
cription of an interaction is a way of creating some transparency in the 
analysis (Potter, 2003). Interviews were not logged, but transcribed in their 
entirety. The interviews as well as the chosen interactions were transcribed 
at a relatively detailed level, including pauses and intonations, following a 
simplified and modified version of the transcription protocols Atkinson 
and Heritage (1984) have developed (see transcription notation in Ap-
pendix A). This helped us find small details in the interactions. Yet, in the 
different articles that make up the present dissertation, the interactions are 
not always presented as transcripts, and when presenting transcripts, they 
are kept as simple as possible. There are two major reasons for this. First, 
at times, they are rather lengthy interactions that would take up too much 
space in a research article. The second reason is the issue of readability. It 
is true that detailed transcriptions could increase transparency, but they 
could also prove to be too technical, hard to read, and, consequently, not 
transparent at all. 

Data analysis
The next step in the data analysis was to read the transcripts and repeatedly 
watch the videotapes. When doing this, my analytical focus has been on 
how people position themselves and others in relation to different discour-
ses, both when talking about parenthood and doing parental practices. In 
both cases, the focus has been put on what Karin Aronsson (1998) has cal-
led ‘identity-in-interaction’, that is, how identities are locally construed in 
face-to-face interaction. Following Margaret Wetherell (1998), the aim has 
also been to study how mundane identity-in-interaction relates to broader 
cultural norms. This analytical approach is closely related to my interest in 
norms and subjectivity. As discussed in Chapter 3, the individual’s identity, 
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or rather, its subjectivity is closely related to discursive norms. In order 
to study the interrelation between norms and subjects, poststructuralist 
perspectives on identity have been employed throughout the study. Accor-
ding to Stuart Hall (1996), poststructuralists view identity as undergoing a 
constant process of construction. Identities are never unified, but fractured 
and fragmented. Poststructuralist scholars not only criticize the notion 
of people having a stable core – the self, but they also argue that people’s 
subjectivities are produced in relation to discursive practices and power 
struggles. As Julian Henriques and her colleagues argued in Changing the 
Subject: ‘...subjects are dynamic and multiple, always positioned in rela-
tion to discourses and practices and produced by these’ (1984, p. 3). This 
implies that people’s identities – as, for instance, parents – are not once 
and for all given, but negotiated in everyday life. Parenthood is then seen 
as being in: 

...a continually changing ontological state. It is a site of competing 
discourses and desires that can never be fully and neatly shaped 
into a single “identity”, and that involved oscillation back and forth 
between various modes of subject positions even within the context 
of a single day. (Lupton and Barclay, 1997, p. 16)

Identities are constructed by subjects who are trying to, or rather being 
forced to, make themselves intelligible within different discourses. On the 
one hand, the subject is positioned, forced to act in certain ways ‘within a 
highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time’ (Butler, 1990, p. 33). 
Yet on the other hand, as Butler (1990; 1997) has shown, this is not once 
and for all given, it needs to be constantly repeated and worked on in order 
to be taken-for-granted. As a result, that which is an effect of discursive 
practices appears as “natural”. For instance, what is seen as a natural way 
of doing parenthood is, following Butler, the result of discursive struggles 
and the ‘reiteration’ of specific parental subjectivities. In sum, discursive 
norms of parenthood are viewed as something that people simultaneously 
relate to, reconstruct and use in everyday life by positioning themselves 
and others in relation to specific discourses and norms of parenthood 
(Davies and Harré, 1990; Grieshaber, 2004; Henriques et al., 1984). As 
discussed in Chapter 3, these positions are not entirely voluntary, but they 
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are imbedded in discursive power struggles; the subject not only takes up 
different positions, it has to take up positions within given discourses. 
 An important aspect of the present study is its inclusive view of dis-
course, in which “everything” is discourse in the sense that it is impos-
sible to understand or talk about the social outside discourse (Laclau and 
Mouffe, 1985). It is by speaking from different discursive positions that 
subjects make themselves understandable. In the present doctoral thesis, 
the inclusive perspective causes me to understand language and nonverbal 
expressions, but also family practices, as parts of discourse (cf. Morgan, 
1996). The consequence of such a perspective is that both statements and 
practices are seen as positions in discourses and co-constructions between 
informants and the researcher. In other words, studying and analyzing 
parenthood practices is not epistemologically different from studying pa-
rents’ talk about these practices – they are all subject positionings made 
in relation to different discourses and different interactional settings. Ho-
wever, there are empirical differences between the two, as there is often a 
discrepancy between what people do and what they say they do. Video-
based participant observations do not reveal the “objective truth” about 
family practices or what parents “really” do (in contrast to talk about these 
practices). But they do give the researcher a first-hand experience, which 
yields rich data on how discourses on parenthood are articulated and ne-
gotiated in everyday life.

Toward an analysis of parental subjectivity
Let me give an example of how such an analysis of the subject positions 
of talk and practices could be carried out. The overarching theme of the 
present dissertation is childcare and parental involvement. As shown in 
particular in the first study, parents prioritize their children before many 
other things in life. This also includes exercise and working out. Out of six-
teen parents, only a few parents (two women and three men) exercise at all. 
These parents try to see to it that their exercise does not collide with child-
care by either training during working hours, early mornings, or exercising 
with the children. In the case of the family where the children live in their 
household every other week, the parents take the opportunity to exercise 
during the weeks without children. For most parents, regular training is 
postponed to a possible future, as the father in the Eklund family:

I wish there were time enough to get out and train and walk a god-
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damn fast long walk, but you don’t get that time, there’s no time. So 
then you have to say that you’ll do it later in life, that you have to 
refrain from it at the moment.

The father then explains that he likes to take a walk with the family, but 
these walks are not as quick and do not give as good exercise as he would 
like to get, because the younger children cannot keep up with his pace. At 
the same time he argues that these long walks are important to maintaining 
family relations:

Because then it feels like you verbally solve the problems of the 
world. The one who wants to walk hand-in-hand – who want to 
hold my hand and talk about what she did at pre-school yesterday 
can do that; or if Marie wants to talk about some homework, or An-
ders about a football problem, then they’ll do it. Then you stop for 
some hot dogs or sandwiches or something. You are shielded from 
the surrounding world of telephones and friends that come to the 
door and all that. Then you can be together in a simple [bonnaen-
kelt] way. When you have your rubber boots on and a fleece jacket 
and you’re out in the woods you do it. And then you’re natural. 

In these interview excerpts, the father positions himself in relation to dis-
courses on health and fitness and involved parenthood. Previous research 
has shown that in Western society there are predominant discourses on 
the significance of leading a healthy life through physical exercise and a 
sound diet (Johansson, 2006; Olsson, 1999). Embodiment and morality are 
intimately connected (Rydstrøm, 2003); for instance, in Wesern society, an 
overweight body is seen as a sign of poor character (Featherstone, 2007). 
In other words, the cultural norm could be said to be that you should be 
tender and slim, well trained and eat healthy food. The father positions 
himself in relation to this norm through his expressed wish to have more 
time for exercise, but also by displaying that he is in fact doing some ex-
ercise – he takes long walks with his children. This leads us to the second 
subject position, the one as an involved parent. As shown in Chapter 2, 
there is a predominant discourse implying that parents should be involved 
in their children in different ways, for instance by prioritizing them and 
developing close relationships with them. The norm could be said to be 
that if you want to be a ”good” parent, you need to be involved and child-
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centered. Here, the father does it in different ways. First, he argues that he 
prioritizes his children before his own health, that training simply is not a 
part of his current life phase. He then tells me that he takes long walks in 
the forest with his family. There, he takes time and talks with the children 
about their personal problems. The focus is set on the children and the 
family; because they are in the woods, they are screened from the rest of 
the world, which is argued to intrude on family time. This interaction is 
described as ‘simple’ (bonnaenkelt). In other words, there is nothing af-
fected in this fellowship; rather, he positions himself as developing a close 
relationship with his children while out in the woods. The long walks 
represent what Talcott Parsons (Parsons and Bales, 1955) argued was part 
of the expressive functions of the family, to give closeness and intimacy 
in a world that demands too much. According to Parson, working life de-
manded too much of the individual; here, it is the children’s friends that 
disrupt family time. 
 Analyses of subjectivity and positions are key elements in all four ar-
ticles in the present study. In the first article (Chapter 5), the focus is set 
on the different household strategies parents employ to manage time and 
childcare on a daily basis. The three strategies identified – delegating, al-
ternating and multitasking – to some extent do solve some of the dilemmas 
the parents face. But they also have unforeseen consequences. In particu-
lar, as in all practices people are involved in, parents produce different sub-
jectivities when employing household strategies. The focus of the analysis 
was therefore set on what subjectivities parents produce, as well as on their 
attachments to cultural norms regarding involved parenthood. The second 
article (Chapter 6) also studies household work and childcare, but explores 
the gendered aspects of parental subjectivity by studying how men nego-
tiate their parenthood with their partners and children. In particular, the 
focus is on how the men position themselves as involved fathers in relation 
to different – and somewhat contradictory – discourses on father involve-
ment. The two final articles take a closer look at parental subjectivities in 
home-school relations. In the third article (Chapter 7), a number of weekly 
school letters are analyzed, focusing on what expectations teachers have 
regarding parents’ involvement. In poststructuralist terms, it is an analysis 
of how teachers position the parents and prescribe their involvement, a 
subject position that is constructed as genderless – all parents, regardless 
of gender, should be involved. Nevertheless, it is in particular the mothers 
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who take up this subject position and involve themselves in their children’s 
education and rearing. In the fourth article (Chapter 8), a discourse on 
parents’ involvement in children’s homework is identified, as well as how 
parents and children position themselves within this discourse. Here, 
”aged” (or generational) subject positions are investigated. The discourse 
that prescribes parental involvement positions children as being in need 
of parents’ help and guidance. At the same time, children are expected to 
become independent individuals and do homework by themselves, which 
creates a dilemma for parents concerning how they should show their 
involvement when both involvement and non-involvement are expected 
simultaneously. 

Notes 
1. CELF is an abbreviation for Center on the Everyday Lives of Families. The project was 
initiated by professor Elinor Ochs at University of California Los Angeles and has been 
funded by Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. The Italian part of the project is lead by professor 
Clotilde Pontecorvo at Università di Roma “La Sapienza”, and the Swedish part by professor 
Karin Aronsson at Linköpings universitet. Publications from the project directly relevant 
to work-family research include Klein, Izqierdo and Bradbury (2007), Kremer-Sadlik and 
Paugh (2007), and Saxbe, Repetti and Nishina (2008); see also special issues in Discourse 
and Society (Ochs and Kremer-Sadlik, 2007) and Text and Talk (Tannen and Goodwin, 
2006).
2. In contrast, the U.S. part of the CELF project, which was conducted in Los Angeles, had 
a number of Latino, Asian and Afro-American families that participated in the study. 
3. In the first two families, two additional research assistants helped us, Sally Chesterton 
and Pija Johansson.
4. Humanistisk-samhällsvetenskapliga forskningsrådet, HSFR (The Scientific Council for 
the Humanities and Social Sciences), was made part of Vetenskapsrådet (Swedish Research 
Council) in 2001. There are no guidelines for video-based research published later than 
1996 (HSFR, 1996), while the general ethical guidelines were published in 2002 (Veten-
skapsrådet, 2002).
5. The discussion is based on Aarsand and Forsberg (in press).
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Chapter 9 
Concluding discussion

The aim of this study has been to undertake an investigation of parental 
involvement and everyday practices in eight Swedish middle-class fami-
lies where both parents work fulltime (or almost fulltime). Throughout 
the dissertation, I have shown how the participants position themselves 
in relation to a norm that encourages them to become involved parents. 
Initially, I argued that the norm included, among other things, expecta-
tions that parents should assume responsibility for their children, and 
spend as much time as possible with them, in this way developing close 
relationships with their children. However, involved parenthood is given 
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specific meanings depending on social context and gender. In the fol-
lowing, I discuss the main findings of the present study in relation to my 
theoretical perspectives, and sketch some possible explanations for why 
involved parenthood seem to be so important for these parents. 

Time for and time with children
In brief, you could say that the parents in the present study put their child-
ren above everything else. Even though considerable time is spent at the 
workplace, the time outside paid work is devoted to the children, and they 
are prioritized above, for instance, the parents’ own leisure activities. As 
demonstrated in Chapter 5, in order to spend as much time as possible with 
their children and be able to work fulltime at the same time, the parents 
employ different household strategies, such as delegating, alternating and 
multitasking. These strategies help the parents to use their time efficiently 
and to be as involved as possible. Through delegation of childcare, both 
parents can be gainfully employed as well as have time to do household 
chores, spend time on other leisure activities, and spend time with their 
partner. Nevertheless, the dilemma associated with delegating too much 
is that the parents do not spend much time with the child. They may also 
run the risk of being understood as irresponsible and uninvolved if they 
let the child stay too long at preschool or spend too much time in front of 
the television or the computer. 
 One way of solving this dilemma is to alternate, that is, parents share 
responsibility and divide up childcare as if it were a relay race. In this way, 
parents are able to both work and be involved. In the nuclear families in 
this study, alternating is often employed when parents take turns leaving 
and picking up children at preschool. While one parent is taking care of 
morning routines, the other one is already working. This parent then picks 
up the child at preschool and prepares dinner, while the other one comes 
home from work later in the evening. 
 In sum, the child is central to how the parents structure their everyday 
lives. The parents leave and pick up at preschool, leave and pick up at the 
children’s leisure activities, prepare dinner for their children and take care 
of the dishes afterwards. The parents help the children with homework, 
clean their rooms, put them to bed, read bedtime stories, and make sure 
they have clean clothes in the morning. On weekends, the parents like to 
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spend time with the children, going out for a walk in the forest, playing 
games, baking, or having a ‘Cozy Friday’ in front of the television. The 
results of this study are in accordance with previous research on middle-
class parenthood in Sweden – to a great extent, parents lead child-centered 
lives and are involved parents (cf. Björnberg and Bäck-Wiklund, 1990; 
Bäck-Wiklund and Bergsten, 1997; Kugelberg, 1999; Moqvist, 1997). 
 However, I want to specify and problematize what this involvement 
implies. First, as presented in Chapter 6, I want to make a distinction bet-
ween parents’ household work, childcare, and time spent with children. 
All these areas might be seen as parts of parents’ involvement. Not all, but 
a great deal of household work may be seen as care work, in that it largely 
concerns helping, feeding and nurturing the child (De Vault, 1991). Child-
care is related to direct care of children, through, for instance, homework 
assistance, reading bedtime stories, bathing children, or driving them to 
different activities. Finally, parents are involved when they spend time with 
the child; ideally, this is time in which the parent is devoted to and focused 
on the child. 
 This division is nevertheless somewhat problematic, as the different 
categories blend into each other and may be accomplished at the same 
time – parents may engage in multitasking (see Chapter 5). For instance, 
the time when a parent reads a bedtime story may be seen both as child-
care and spending time with the child, because the parent is devoting 
his/her time solely to the child. Ideally, homework assistance is to be seen 
as spending time with the child, but in practice this seldom seems to be 
the case (as seen in Chapter 8). Similarly, cooking and baking are not only 
household work and childcare, but potentially also time spent with the 
child, as in the example in Chapter 5, where all Eklund family members 
are baking Christmas cookies together. However, in most cases, the parents 
in the present study do not orient to cooking as time spent with children, 
but as household work and/or childcare. This, I would argue, results from 
a specific understanding of what spending time with children is supposed 
to involve. 
 A number of researchers have shown that time with children, or what 
in the Anglo-Saxon world is referred to as “family time”, is based on an 
ideological construction in which quality is supposed to compensate for 
lack of quantity. Researchers have shown that during family time, Ame-
rican parents understand it as not enough to be in the proximity of the 
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child, but this time has to be “quality time”, such that the parents shield 
themselves off from the “outer world” and spend undivided time with their 
child (cf. Daly, 2001; De Vault, 2000; Kremer-Sadlik and Paugh, 2007). The 
parents in the U.S. part of the CELF project often talk about family time, 
something that is neither found among the Swedish parents nor among the 
Italian parents (Kremer-Sadlik, Fatigante and Fasulo, 2008). Yet, as seen in 
Chapter 5, the Swedish parents often talked about ‘Cozy Fridays’ and other, 
similar, practices that could be compared to the American notion of family 
time. Moreover, most parents differentiated between time with children 
and time doing household work and childcare. Some argued that they 
want to be more ‘involved’ instead of taking care of household work and 
childcare. The parents do not only make this division in the interviews, but 
they also seem to do so in their everyday practices. They orientate toward 
both homework assistance and cooking as chores requiring efficiency, not 
as “family time” or time with children. Yet it is important to point out that 
even though time with the child represents ideal parenthood, it is probably 
the least common parental practice – at least on weekdays. 
 In other words, there seems to be a discrepancy between the parents’ 
talk about ideal family life and their descriptions of how they live everyday 
“reality”. This discrepancy is similar to what John R Gillis (1996) has de-
scribed as ‘families we live with’ and ‘families we live by’. The latter refers 
to ideal ways of spending time with the family, which is supposed to be 
characterized by intimacy and time spent with each other and the children. 
Particularly notions of family holidays, such as Christmas, are filled with 
ideas about what family relations are supposed to look like. At the same 
time, Gillis argues, most people’s everyday family life is far from the ideal 
family; the families we live with are very different indeed. 
 I would like to talk about parenthood in relation to Gillis’ (1996) terms. 
The parental subject that the parents desire, the involved parent, is cha-
racterized as spending a great deal of time with the children, where Cozy 
Fridays and walks in the forest are symbols of the good family life. Yet, 
in our eight families, parenthood in practice is instead characterized by a 
great deal of care work. The discrepancy between ideal life and the lived 
mundane life – the experience the parents often have that it is difficult to 
live up to the desired norm – seems to give at least some of the present 
parents a somewhat guilty conscience for not spending enough time with 
their children (cf. Elwin-Novak, 1999; Hoschschild, 1997), even if they 
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spend a great deal of time working for the child. I would therefore like to 
differentiate between parents’ time with their children and parents’ time 
for their children, which includes childcare and great amounts of hou-
sehold work. While both “types” of time are child centered, among the 
parents in the present study the first represents the ideal way of being an 
involved parent. Thus, there seems to exist different “degrees” of involve-
ment, where spending time with the child is regarded as “more” involved 
time than spending time doing household chores for the child. Now let us 
take a closer look at one part of parents’ time for their children – parents’ 
involvement in their children’s education.

Parenthood and school
Even though parents’ involvement in their children’s education may be 
seen as part of childcare, the parents give it a meaning somewhat different 
from other types of childcare, as demonstrated in Chapters 7 and 8. Here 
it is possible to make a distinction between parents’ involvement in their 
children’s rearing and parents’ involvement in their children’s learning. 
Parents are given (and assume) responsibility in both areas, but in diffe-
rent ways. Both parents and teachers place the main responsibility for the 
children’s educational development on the teacher. They are employed to 
teach the children and, as “teaching experts”, are able to give clear direc-
tives to the parents about how they can help their children, for instance 
with homework. Here, parents are expected not only to check that home-
work has been done, but also to follow the same didactic principles used 
by the teachers – and parents themselves take these duties more or less 
for granted. 
 In most families, parental involvement in homework implies a relatively 
great amount of work: Parents continuously remind their children that 
homework needs to be done, provide them with material, control that 
homework has been done and that the children know the content of their 
homework (cf. Wingard and Forsberg, 2009). It is the children who are 
supposed to do the actual homework, but the parents are responsible for 
it being done. To some extent, this involvement collides with one of the 
explicit goals of homework – teaching children independent work and au-
tonomy. Parental control positions the children as irresponsible, whether 
the children are responsible or not. This tends to lead to conflicts, particu-
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larly when older children start making demands for their own autonomy. 
Another explanation for homework being so conflict laden is that it is 
more or less non-negotiable. It is an assignment given by someone else and 
that the parents neither have complete responsibility for nor control over. 
Homework therefore seems to be a must. Its goal may be the educational 
development of the child, but in everyday family life, it is just another part 
of childcare, yet another chore to be done. Third, the conflict is caused 
by the different orders of priority of parents and children. While parents 
prioritize homework above many other things, children prioritize play 
and other activities. Parents want their children to do their homework 
the first thing after school, while the children usually want to postpone 
homework as much as possible. In homework research, homework is often 
understood as a way to enhance children’s learning, but as has been shown, 
it is also a social activity in which negotiations and conflicts are central.
 When it comes to children’s behavior in school, parental involvement 
is somewhat different in nature. Here, parents are seen as having the main 
responsibility for rearing, and as “rearing experts” they expect teachers 
to communicate how their children behave in school. When discussing 
issues of rearing, the teacher does not communicate any explicit expecta-
tions as to how parents should get involved; rather, they describe the kind 
of assistance they need from the parents. But explicit appeals are seldom 
needed – parents assume their responsibility and discipline their children 
anyway. This implies that teachers (as the delegates of the welfare state) 
and parents share the responsibility for rearing the children.
 The increased expectations on parental involvement in contemporary 
education could be seen as a manifestation of the notion that parents as 
citizens have gained greater influence in one of the institutions of the 
welfare state, but also that parents have been given greater responsibility 
for their children and in that sense greater empowerment. The increased 
influence is double-sided. On the one hand, it is about an increased free-
dom, where the individual is given the right to decide over his/her own 
life (or the lives of his/her children). On the other hand, it could be argued 
that the state has developed new techniques of governing so that it now 
controls the individual by integrating the individual into the governing 
practice (Cruikshank, 1999; Rose, 1996). What seems to be increased self-
determination could simultaneously be understood as increased control, 
as teachers are given insight into the “inner” relations of the family through 
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the intimate home-school collaboration (Donzelot, 1979). At the same 
time, I would interpret the teachers’ ways of expressing themselves in the 
school letters as implying that home-school collaboration has made them 
more sensitive to parents’ opinions, and that parents in fact indirectly 
govern and control teachers’ behavior. In line with previous research, one 
could therefore argue that parents and teachers mutually discipline each 
other (cf. Crozier, 1999; Vincent and Thomlinson, 1997). Who disciplines 
whom largely depends on whether the particular issue at hand concerns 
the educational development of the child or whether it concerns the child’s 
behavior. As seen in Chapter 7, one possible explanation for why parents 
so willingly assume responsibility for disciplining their children is that 
teachers frame problems in the classroom as issues of bad behavior and 
not as an effect of poor teaching, which may also be the case. Parents and 
teachers discipline each other, but they also discipline and control the 
child together, which shows that children have relatively little influence 
over home-school relations. Children are not only given a passive role in 
home-school relations, but they are also understood as irresponsible and 
in need of adult supervision. In other words, it does not seem as though 
increased parental influence in home-school relations has been matched 
by increased influence on the part of children (cf. Edwards, 2002). 

Involved parenthood and class
Previous research has shown that parenthood to a great extent is inter-
wined with class and that social background influences both parents’ 
notions of childhood and their parental practices (e.g., Brembeck, 1992; 
Halldén, 1991; Lareau, 2003; Reay, 1998 Ribom, 1993; Vincent and Ball, 
2006). Even though I have not focused on the issue of class throughout 
this dissertation, it is appropriate to briefly discuss in what ways we can 
understand the families in this study and their parenthood as enactments 
of a middle-class ethos, as the ideal (involved) parenthood in relation to 
school and parents’ childcare can largely be understood as the parenthood 
of the middle classes (cf. Gillies, 2005). Mike Savage (2000) argues that 
class identity, as well as other forms of subjectivity, can be seen in people’s 
practices and their talk about these practices. In the present study, class 
formation was particularly prevalent in relation to parents’ (particularly 
mothers’) involvement in children’s education and fathers’ orientation 
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toward a gender-equal and involved fatherhood. 
 The “intense” parenthood of the middle class, where the mother’s 
warmth and care is seen as crucial to the development of the child, has its 
roots in the emerging bourgeois of the late 19th century (Frykman and 
Löfgren, 1987; Hays, 1996). This ideology spread during the 20th century 
to other social classes, yet research shows that middle-class parents orient 
to a higher degree to, for instance, the child as a “project” (Halldén, 1991) 
and the need for “concerned cultivation” (Lareau, 2003) – two terms coi-
ned to highlight the notion that parents’ monitoring is crucial to their 
children’s development. To a great extent, parents in the present study 
engage in similar parental practices and ideologies as do parents repre-
sented in previous research (e.g., Brembeck, 1992; Halldén, 1992; Lareau, 
2003; Moqvist, 1997). Brembeck (1992) argues that parents from the lower 
middle class have an explicit ambition that their children should become 
independent individuals. In similar terms, Beverly Skeggs (2004) relates 
the wish – and the possibility – to create autonomous and self-regulating 
subjects to the middle classes. Even though parents in the present study 
orient toward fostering independent subjects, children’s autonomy tends 
to collide with parents’ wishes to be involved, for instance in the children’s 
homework (cf. Solomon et al., 2002).
 In the present study, the idea that parental involvement is crucial to 
children’s development was significantly enacted in relation to children’s 
education and learning: Many parents have made deliberate choices of 
schools for their children, others are deeply involved in their children’s pre-
school (through parental cooperatives), others put explicit demands on 
teachers, and all have visited and plan to visit their children in school. Also 
at home, the parents orient toward middle-class ideals concerning child 
development by, for instance, assuming responsibility for their children’s 
homework. 
 The parents’ middle-class subjectivity was also enacted in the fathers’ 
involvement (see Chapter 6). Previous research has shown that social 
background is crucial when parents use their “daddy leave” (which affects 
future involvement), and participation in household work and childcare 
(Ahrne and Roman, 1997; Boye, 2008; Plantin, 2001). According to Plantin 
(2007), middle-class men tend to orient toward a gender-equal parent-
hood and the child as a pivotal part of their self-formation. The men in 
this study allow their children to take a great deal of space in everyday life; 
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they often prioritize them before their own leisure activities, and assume 
responsibility for the children’s education, childcare, as well as for house-
hold work. The practices of these middle-class fathers are partly about 
creating themselves as child-centered and gender-equal subjects. This is 
also the case in relation to the presence of the researcher, as seen in the 
example with the father in the Gustavsson family. Assuming responsibility 
for household work in front of the researcher and his video camera may 
be a way of displaying involved and gender-equal parenthood for the re-
searchers and others outside the family. The researcher is a part of a larger 
‘scientific apparatus’ (Barad, 2007) and a representative of discourses that 
are predominant in academia and – as a public authority – in some parts 
of the welfare state (cf. Aarsand and Forsberg, in press). In other words, the 
scientific apparatus creates a subject position the father in the Gustavsson 
family is able to take in order to make himself intelligible as a “dad” in a 
supposedly “gender-equal” society. If not before, fatherhood becomes a 
reflexive project for this father when he is being studied, where he governs 
his behavior so that his subjectivity corresponds to a norm of involved 
fatherhood. This is not to say that he is not assuming responsability for 
household work otherwise. Rather, my point is that the subject position the 
father takes corresponds to the ideal subjects presented in Swedish family 
policy and educational policy, where parents are expected to be involved 
and men and women to be equal. In other words, this particular man (as 
many other contemporary Swedish men) is trying to live up to social and 
cultural expectations concerning parental involvement.

The mother as the involved parent
As we have seen, both mothers and fathers are involved in the everyday 
life of their children. However, involvement has somewhat different mea-
nings for them. Even though the parents in the present study seem to be 
somewhat more on an equal footing than parents in other Swedish studies 
(Boye, 2008; Flood and Gråsjö, 1997; Statistics Sweden, 2003a), the wo-
men still assume greater responsibility for household work and childcare 
than the men do. The men are involved in all areas of family life, but they 
never assume the main responsibility – not for the planning nor for the 
accomplishment – for household work and childcare.  
 First, as shown in Chapter 7, the involved parent in school is almost 
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always a mother. All fathers are involved to some extent, but they seldom 
assume the main responsibility for the educational work in the home. In 
interviews, four couples say that they share work relatively evenly, while 
the other couples say that it is the mother who assumes the main respon-
sibility. That homework to a disproportionate degree falls on the women 
could be explained by the fact that parents initiate homework activities 
when they pick up the children, or when they come home, and because 
most mothers work shorter hours, they are the ones who see the child first 
(cf. Wingard, 2006; Wingard and Forsberg, 2009). The parents do not give 
any clear-cut explanations for why the mothers are more involved, and 
neither mothers and fathers nor teachers argue that this is a particularly 
female task. Instead, mothers’ involvement is taken for granted. Thus, the 
educational work in the home seems to contain two contradictory logics. 
On the one hand, the involved parent has no “gender” – teachers do not 
expect mothers to be more involved, and in school letters they address “pa-
rents” in general. Likewise, the parents do not consider it to be a specific 
female practice; helping children with homework or choosing schools is 
not described in terms of masculinity/femininity. On the other hand, it is 
something that tends to fall on the women, which the parents explain with 
that the mothers have a greater interest in educational matters, a generally 
greater need to “be in control”, or that they want to have an influence on 
their children’s everyday lives. 
 Second, as seen in Chapter 6, the mothers are always the ones who as-
sume the greatest responsibility for household work and childcare, they 
take most responsbility working for their children. As in educational work, 
none of the parents argue that this is a female task, quite the contrary, both 
men and women argue that they want to do their fair share. In the inter-
views, the parents comply with an idea of gender equality in household 
work and childcare, and observations confirm that men do get involved 
in most chores in the household. Yet a disproportional amount of work 
falls on the women; they are the ones who most often assume the main 
responsibility. Moreover, some chores are divided by gender. Men almost 
always assume the main responsibility for technical apparatuses, such as 
maintenance of cars, bikes, the house, and computer; women have exclu-
sive responsibility for buying clothes. 
 When it comes to spending time with the children, most parents seem 
to share this relatively evenly and it is highly prioritized. However, time 
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with children is also gendered to some extent. Not too rarely, men spend 
time with their children by playing video games or working out with their 
children, while it is mothers in particular who read bedtime stories with 
their children (cf. Abrahamsson, 2007; Aarsand and Aronsson, 2009).

Resistance to involved parenthood
Even though all parents in the present study attach themselves to a norm 
of involved parenthood, the norm is not supposed to be seen as non-ne-
gotiable. As Butler (1997) points out, in order for the norm to have effect, 
the subjects must enact it. This implies that subjects have possibility to act 
differently. Foucault (1978) talks about this agency in terms of resistance: 
‘Where there is power, there is resistance’ (p. 95). Here, the term resistance 
may lead one’s thoughts to deliberate and reflexive action. But Foucault 
(1978) argues that resistance is just as complex and diversified as the 
forms of power it reacts against. Resistance, then, does not always need 
to be deliberate, unified, nor reflexive; rather, it is made up of all forms 
of non-conformist practices, such as avoidance, reluctance, inertia, and 
it is not necessarily exercised from the bottom–up, but from numerous 
‘points of resistance’ (Foucault, 1978, p. 96). Resistance may be expressed 
in direct, explicit resistance, but it is doubtful whether subjects will show 
resistance if a norm has a hegemonic position. Here, resistance is more 
likely to take on the nature of renegotiation or reluctance. In the present 
study, resistance to involved parenthood is expressed in three areas. 
 First, resistance is seen in the men’s fatherhood practices. The fathers 
position themselves mostly as involved fathers, both in the interviews and 
in observed practices. Yet there are moments of resistance. As discussed in 
Chapter 6, this is largely done by articulating and drawing on other strong 
discourses. To that discussion I might add that men are able to continue 
to be understood as involved in their children, without necessarily being 
involved in childcare and household work. Spending time with children 
could be used as an account for not taking time for children, not assuming 
full responsibility in other areas of parental involvement.
 There is also resistance to involved parenthood on the part of the child-
ren. In this study, this resistance has mainly been identified in relation to 
parent involvement in the schooling of older children, including conflicts 
about homework, where older children are hesitant about letting their 
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parents know what school work they have. Children’s resistance is also 
manifested in that older children are not overly keen on having their pa-
rents visit them during the school day. The teachers also understand this, 
which is why they arrange “open house” on evenings so that the parents 
can come and meet the teachers in the classroom and get a sense of how 
school life is arranged. 
 Although the school expects parents to be involved, it sets limits on 
involvement. The clearest example in this study is homework, where pa-
rents are expected to see to it that children do their homework and in some 
cases help out, but they are never allowed to do their children’s homework. 
Instead, schoolwork is supposed to teach children self-regulation and to 
create autonomous subjects. As seen, however, this discourse collides with 
involved parenthood. 

Why become an involved parent?
By describing parental practices in eight Swedish middle-class families, 
I have shown how they can largely be understood as child centered and 
gender equal, where the notion of involvement is central. Furthermore, 
I have discussed how involved parenthood is created and negotiated by 
showing how it changes in meaning depending on social context and 
gender. Finally, I have also discussed how the participants relate to the 
norm, and at times resist it. But despite this resistance, I would argue that 
involved parenthood is a norm with a hegemonic position among these 
middle-class parents – in terms of explicit ideals as well as in terms of 
everyday parental practices. The focus of this dissertation has been on 
how parenthood is constructed, but in these final pages I will discuss some 
possible explanations for why the parents – particularly the women – to 
such a great extent position themselves in line with a norm of involved 
parenthood.  
 A first possible explanation for why parents choose to be involved can 
be found in the fact that involved parenthood is a norm with a hegemonic 
position. Expectations concerning involvement have long been placed on 
mothers, where Swedish family policy throughout the 20th century has 
regarded it as natural that mothers should assume the main responsibility 
for their children (Lundqvist, 2007). In the 1960s, the state also started 
to put demands on fathers’ involvement, where “daddy leave” has been 
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argued to be the first step toward men’s further involvement in children 
and childcare. Increasingly, the school has also expected parents to be 
involved in their children. While family politics have focused on creating 
gender-equal relations in everyday parental practices, educational policy 
has mainly spelled out parents’ formal involvement (school boards, choice 
of school, and parent-teacher meetings) and has not put explicit demands 
on fathers. 
 Thus, the Swedish welfare state has explicitly tried to have an impact 
on parenthood in an attempt to make it more involved and gender equal,  
establishing norms that serve as encouragements to live up to the cons-
tructed ideal parenthood. But I do not see the relationship between encou-
ragments from different parts of the welfare state and the parents’ practices 
as being directly connected, that is, that the parents’ involvement is a di-
rect expression of the welfare state’s norms. As discussed above, idealized 
notions about involved parenthood are widespread in Swedish culture, as 
well as among the parents in this study. It is therefore hard to determine 
what is the hen, and what is the egg, that is, whether parents are involved 
because, for instance, teachers expect them to be, or because the parents 
themselves “really” want to be involved. We appear to end up in the same 
circle as Butler’s discussion on the relationship between norms and sub-
jects. Depending on what perspective you take, the norms seem to be just 
as dependent on the subejcts as the subject is dependent on the norms.  
My aim has not been to find casual connections, but what we may esta-
blish is that the same discourse found in, for instance, the media, policy 
documents, and teachers’ letters to parents is enacted also in the everyday 
lives of these middle-class families. However, involved parenthood is not 
hegemonic in the sense that it is non-negotiable or that parents follow it 
blindly. As Butler (1997) argues, discourses are never completely successful 
in their normalization. Even if norms have universalizing aims, individuals 
are never entirely subjected to them (cf. Butler, 2000; Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985).
 A second possible explanation relates to the fact that involved parent-
hood is a normative discourse deeply embedded in Swedish (middle-class) 
society and that it has a long tradition in the Western world. As discussed 
in Chapter 2, the idea of parents’ importance for their children is closely 
connected to the emerging bourgeois class in the late 19th century.  During 
the 20th century, this ideal was “democratized” and spread among other 
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social groups, so that what a hundred years ago was a specific middle-class 
phenomenon is now a general societal ideal. 
 These ideals have characterized much of the family research throug-
hout the 20th century (cf. Roman, 2004), but may have been expressed 
most distinctly in Christopher Lasch’s (1977) book entitled Haven in a 
Heartless World. According to Lasch, the family may have lost its produc-
tive function, but it still has a reproductive function and is meant to give 
emotional stability and cohesion in a time characterized by alienation. 
But, as Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) argue, in times when relations 
could terminate at any moment, long-lasting stability can no longer be 
promised in couple relationships. Instead, the focus is increasingly placed 
on the child. The child not only offers emotional closeness, but through 
everyday routines – through spending time for and with the child – a 
sense of coherence and stability may be rendered (cf. Bäck-Wiklund and 
Bergsten, 1997). 
 Foucault has argued that to be a subject is to “belong” (cf. Macherey, 
1992). In other words, the subject is not an isolated being, but to be sub-
jected is to bind yourself to other subjects and to ‘the global process which 
constitutes him [sic] as it normalizes him [sic]’ (Macherey, 1992, p. 181). 
Thus, enacting yourself as an involved parent is a way to to belong; it is 
a way to create both intimacy with your children and to receive recogni-
tion from other parents and society at large. However, the emotionality 
and intensity of contemporary Swedish parent-child relations are rather 
unique in a historical and cultural perspective. For instance, even though 
the mother was seen as the emotional center of the bourgeois family, far 
from all middle-class mothers in the late 19th century tried to develop the 
intimate relations that many middle-class parents in present-day Sweden 
try to live up to (Frykman and Löfgren, 1987; Kugelberg, 1999). 
 Finally, I would argue that the investment in parenthood could be ex-
plained by the notion that involved parenthood is a morally embedded 
subject position, it is connected to how people understand themselves 
as moral beings. None of the parents in this study positioned themselves 
as uninvolved. On the whole, the parents were greatly involved in their 
children’s education, in childcare, and tried to spend a great deal of time 
both for and with their children – even though the men did not assume 
as much responsibility as the women did. When I challenged their non-
involvement in a particular area, the fathers always pointed out practices 
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proving that they were in fact involved in other areas – almost always that 
they spent time being with their children. If we follow Butler’s (2005) ar-
gument, one possible explanation could be that both the men and women 
have attached themselves to the norm to the extent that a great part of 
their existence, their ontology, is based on the “truth” that they are good 
parents. And as good parents they involve themselves –  and want to in-
volve themselves –  in their children’s everyday lives. 
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Transcription notations
?   inquiring intonation 
!   rising intonation
.   falling terminal intonation  
(.)  micro pause
(1.0) pause, in seconds
=   latching between utterances 
[  overlapping speech
word  stressed word 
°word°  speech in low issue 
WORD  speech in high amplitude 
:   prolonged syllable
[...] part of the transcription omitted
[word] comments made by the transcriber
(word) uncertain transcription
xxx inaudible
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