Motherhood: An Insight into Modern Day Attitudes Towards Motherhood  

The concept of family is broad, metaphorically speaking our understanding of the concept of family will shapeshift in response to our viewpoint. For example, in academia sociologically the nuclear family is defined as ‘A unit consisting of spouses and their dependent children’ (Scott, 2014). In academia from a psychological viewpoint family is defined as ‘The primary social group, comprising parents, their offspring, and in some societies other relatives sharing the same household’ (Colman, 2015). These definitions will have similarities; however, the understanding is not the same, the wording is different implying the perspective is different, therefore the concept has changed. According to the UK government, ‘A family is a married, civil-partnered or cohabiting couple with or without children, or a lone parent with at least one child, who lives at the same address; children may be dependent or non-dependent’ (Office of National Statistics, 2022). The similarities in definitions are once again visible, however, unlike the sociological and psychological definition, the government perspective involves marriage or civil partnership. As demonstrated, perspectives can cause confusion, and confusion disrupts context. For the purpose of clarity, this essay will briefly highlight the role mothers have historically adopted in the home specifically in the UK but will focus and explore critically in greater detail the role mothers are adopting in the home, society and the workplace in 21st century as well as the norms and values that are coming with these adopted roles, along with the influences that impact these roles.
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The concept of motherhood in the UK cannot be simplified into one singular definition. However, historically it was simple enough to explain as the variables that exist in modern day society were not attainable to women in the past. The following photos are a few historical moments in women’s history in the UK that have contributed to the changes in attitude towards the roles of women. These three photos represent elements of development in women’s history that can be argued to of had a direct impact on some women’s attitude towards potential motherhood. The statutory maternity leave and pay for working women squashed a common idea that a woman had to chose between being a mother and her career. The first birth control clinic broke down the barriers of religious, political and patriarchal ideology. This historical moment reinforced a reminder to women that children are a choice not a necessity, a point that was just as important as the education of the reproductive system that came along with the birth control clinics. The last photo representing the first trade union for women, may seem to not have relevance to women's attitude towards potential motherhood, however, this moment in history was one of many catalysts that contributed to society today. A trade union for women promotes diversity within the workforce while simultaneously normalising women having careers that need to be protected. Normalising women in work and promoting a healthy environment for women was one of the many factors that inspired more women to pursue a career over a socially [image: ][image: A person in a hard hat]inherited role of [image: Photo of the First Trade Union Campaign For Women (1906)
]motherhood. Photo of first UK Birth Control Clinic (1912)
Photo Statutory Leave & Pay for Working Women (1993)
Photo of the first trade union campaign (1906)

[image: A graph of a graph with blue and red lines]In the UK understanding women’s attitude towards potential motherhood can be analysed from many different perspectives, and from each perspective a different conclusion can be reached. For example, an argument can be made that the state of the economy and stability of our work force has a direct impact on mothers and general women’s attitude towards potential motherhood. The office of national statistics has unknowingly supported that argument through various data collection. It was reported that from 1997 to 2017 the percentage of mothers with a child aged 3 or 4 in employment had ‘increased by almost 10%’ (Office of National Statistics, 2017). Here a is a graph showing the increase in inflation specifically consumer price index inflation from 2021 to 2024. Lastly, according to the office of national statistics ‘The total fertility rate (TFR) decreased to 1.49 children per woman in 2022 from 1.55 in 2021; the TFR has been decreasing since 2010’. (Office of National Statistics, 2024). In Simplifying these statistics down to chronological events, the possible impacts cannot be ignored. An increase in mothers within the workforce by 2017, this was matched with inflation rates that according to the graph stayed relatively stable until 2021 when inflation begun to rise, and in 2022 it was reported that there was a declining fertility rate. While it can’t be stated that these events affected all mothers / non-mothers during these periods, it also cannot be ignored the possible impact this may have had. The specific inflation this graph is referring to is consumer goods, retail stores such as supermarkets would fall under this type of inflation, when considering the fact that almost all retail stores sell baby products, baby food and children’s food, the connections become more visible. Moving on from statistical analysis,  as stated there are many perspectives to analyse mothers and non-mother’s attitudes towards motherhood. Giles and Shaw (2009) explored attitudes towards motherhood from the perspective of age and public opinion. In their article they used the phrase ‘motherhood on ice’ to contextualise what they found to be a growing trend of ‘older mothers’, ‘delaying’ or ‘postponing motherhood’. They went on further to imply that there are several possible reasons for this. The reason that this essay will focus on is their statement that ‘motherhood is inevitable or even obligatory for women, it is not simply a matter of if, only when’. It can be argued that this statement represents a trend of rebellion against religious, societal, and even scientific (biological) ideology. It is no secret that on a global scale, normalising the mirroring of fertility and youth has been at the forefront of understanding fertility, and yet according to Giles and Shaw (2009) many older women have chosen to rebel against this ideology. However, stating that ‘it is not simply a matter of if, only when’ implies this change in attitude still comes with restrictions, the timing can be viewed as deviant in some cases, but the result is still the same, children.Annual CPI and CPIH Inflation Rates (2024)

As seen above, government statistics and general statistics can provide insights into motherhood, women’s attitude to being mothers or the path towards motherhood, but statistics by themselves are only one element of understanding any group in society. The point in history that officially marked the changes to gender roles and general roles for women and mothers has no specific place in time, however, Harding (1996, p. 2) claims ‘post-second world war’ a massive movement manifested itself in Britain of ‘married women, including mothers’ essentially ditching the ‘housewife role’ and moving into ‘paid employment’ while Harding (1996, p. 2) does acknowledge ‘census records were not altogether reliable on female employment’ this shift was quantifiable enough to be noticeable without official statistics. Harding (1996, p. 4) explains the fluctuations of married women in employment from the first world war up till the late 19th century, going on further to highlight factors such as changes in attitude towards the ‘housewife role’ as well as the state of the economy and need for workers post-war. Fast forwarding into the 20th century, through a theoretical lens the element of feminism will take centre stage. Orgad and De Benedictis (2015) explored the UK media specifically traditional media such as newspapers, adverts (TV), news stations and shows and their influence and portrayal of the ‘stay at home mother’. From making comparisons between the UK and US, and other parts of Europe, in analysing trends in UK culture, Orgad and De Benedictis (2015) were able to conclude that rises in stay-at-home mothers were occasionally impacted by the UK press and heteronormative ideology. For example, Orgad and De Benedictis (2015) analysed reports taken from the daily mail and the sun in 2009 stating that 

‘SAHMs who were forced to go back to the labour market because of their family’s inability to depend on former financial arrangements/income (e.g. main breadwinner’s wage, state benefits).’

 Focusing on the phrases ‘the main breadwinner’, and ‘family’s inability’ in conjunction with the group reported to be affected suggests heteronormative ideologies were very much still present in the early 2000s. Who upheld these silent ideologies the most cannot be confirmed for certain. An argument can be made that the British media pushed nuclear families built on the finances of the husband/father as the norm to strive for, or it can be argued that being a stay-at-home mother brings a sense of security to mothers who don’t have to concern themselves with bills, finances etc, or from a sociological viewpoint, it can be argued through primary and secondary socialisation, gender roles and parental roles are adopted and absorbed from a young age and preserved throughout generations and time. Regardless of what the statistics and reports suggest, there isn’t a simple conclusion, the economy and media influence are factors, but further and wider research would most definitely uncover more factors in a variety of areas. 
For the purpose of relatability and justified bias, feminist theory will remain the main sociological lens as well as being used in conjunction with other fields of study. Hollway (2016) applied feminism and psychology to explore the affects becoming a mother has on women as well as the actual reality of becoming a ‘first time mother’. Hallway (2016) interviewed and studied a sample of diverse women in London, these women ranged from ages 17-35, came from a variety of ethnic backgrounds and even class. This study mainly focused on how women during their pregnancies felt about becoming mothers on a mental, biological, financial and even emotional level. In Hallway (2016) conclusion it was stated ‘career-orientated women are more prone to find the requirements of early mothering highly unsettling’. This statement can be unpacked in a number of ways. It can be argued that women who were previously career focused considered motherhood as almost a obstacle to career development, or were perhaps worried about the possible financial implications of being a working mother. Another argument that can be presented is a change in values. It is no secret that historically women’s values on a predominately global scale were heavily aligned with the paths that led towards motherhood, with various restrictions on women’s rights being removed over time, new possibilities (pathways) presented themselves. This allowed for more women to make life choices that were choices born from free will rather than patriarchal necessity, religious necessity, or even societal necessity. All arguments can be supported or debated in a variety of ways; Kokot-Blamey (2021) adds more context to earlier points made about obstacles to career development in their study of working mothers who became pregnant at work. It is worth noting that this was a interview based study researching working mothers specifically in accounting fields, in both the UK and Germany, as this essay is focused on the UK, the conclusions and analysis that will be made will have partial generalisations. In Kokot-Blamey (2021) study it was found that ‘childless men and women earn comparable amounts’ this was until those same women became mothers and it was commonly at this point that ‘fathers earnings begin to accelerate while the salaries of mothers start to stagnate’, while this evidence isn’t enough to make a global generalisation, there was a big enough sample in this study, setting the foundation for an argument that motherhood and women’s attitudes towards being mothers is easily influenced by factors such as working environments, work policies, and the economy as mentioned earlier. A further argument can be made that there is a common variable among all the evidence, that variable being male ideology and its influence. Firstly, most financial and accountancy roles in the UK are male dominated as recorded by (Office of National Statistics, 2023) when they published that ‘45.5% of the jobs in the "Accounting, book-keeping and auditing; tax consultancy" industry are occupied by women’. Secondly, most roles within the UK government are also male dominated as reported by (Institute for Government, 2021) when stating that ‘The UK ranks 25th in the world for the proportion of women in the lower house of parliament – 11th in Europe’, in addition to this, Institute for Government (2021) published a graph showing that gender balance in the UK parliament is still male dominated [image: A graph of a number of people

Description automatically generated]with  a 40-60 ratio percentage. Factoring in these statistics, as well as the interview based study by Kokot-Blmaey (2021) on women’s experience in accountancy working envirmoents, it can be argued that in many cases male ideology is the fuel that sustains the mechanisms that influence womens attitude and experience towrdas/in motherhood, women who are already mothers but working, women who are stay at home mums, and the very concept of motherhood itself.  Gender Balance of Parliaments in G7 and Other Nations November (2024)

Finally, this essay explored an array of evidence, the research analysed throughout this essay in its many forms has given insights to an assortment of avenues, that give endless possibilities of arguments to made about motherhood, as an idea as well as the individuals and groups it impacts and the variables that impact it. However, to conclude this essay by settling on one avenue or argument in an attempt to contextualise / over simply women’s experiences would be academically speaking – dogmatic. While the research does have fruitful results, and clearly shows the inner mechanisms that formulate motherhood as well as the elements that influence it, the information is still incomplete. This essay did narrow its focus down to the UK, but there were still many important elements that need to be factored in to even begin the process of making a full national generalisation. Elements such as sexuality, ethnicity, and age. There are many lesbian couples in the UK, women whose religion impacts their role as mothers and their attitude towards it, teenage mum’s and adult mum’s will have different experiences and views, mothers of different ethnicities will also commonly have different norms and values when it comes to motherhood as an idea or concept. These elements were not ignored due to a lack of importance or relevance but rather lack of space for depth and breadth within the required word count. This essay gave a foundation for arguments to be made, with research to support those arguments, and acknowledging the elements that weren’t explored allow for this essay to be concluded the right way. 
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1912:
First UK Birth Control Clinic

On 17th March 1921, Marie Stopes and her husband, Humphrey Verdon Roe, founded
the first birth-control clinic in Britain, The Mothers' Clinic for Constructive Birth Control,
which was free and open to all married women for education about birth-control
methods and reproductive health. Attracted by posters announcing the opening of the
clinic, on the first day that the clinic in Holloway, London opened, 2 queue of women
had formed

During the 30s, Marie established a network of regional birth-control clinics in Leeds,
Aberdeen, Belfast, Cardiff and Swansea which were modelled after the London Clinic.
In addition, Marie provided two horse-drawn Caravan Birth-control Clinics that
travelled to small towns which were the first mobile birth-control clinics in the world.
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1993:
Statutory Maternity Leave & Pay For Working Women

S

Following the introduction of The EU Maternity Leave Directive, all working women
in the UK were entitled to statutory matemity leave and pay.
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The National Federation of Women Workers was set up by Mary MacArthur as a
trade union for Women.

« 1909: The Trade Boards Act 1909- With many other women's organisations,
The National Federation of Women Workers campaigned to expose the evils of
the sweat-shop trades. They played a major role in persuading the government
to pass The Trade Boards Act 1909, which was an attempt to fix minimum
wages in certain of the most exploitative trades, usually the ones in which
women predominated.
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