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Abstract

Research suggests that single mothers are an increasingly vulnerable group in Scandinavia. Drawing 
on in-depth interviews, this study takes a closer look at challenges faced by Swedish working-class 
and low-income single mothers. It explores how working conditions and economic resources influ-
ence their access to valued practices, such as the possibility to reconcile paid work and family 
commitments. It is assumed that discrepancies between mothers’ notions of good mothering and 
their ability to act in accordance with these values give rise to conflicts and dilemmas. Findings 
show that lack of financial resources and low control over their work situation significantly limited 
the mothers’ possibility to combine various responsibilities and to practice the kind of mothering 
they preferred. Furthermore, the opening hours of preschools frequently did not match the mothers’ 
working schedules, and they could often not effectively benefit from some of the social rights granted 
by the Swedish welfare state. 
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Introduction

It has been noted that the kinds of state support that single mothers receive can be 
used as a measure of the position of women more generally (Hobson, 1994, p. 176). 
The Nordic countries, where family policies emphasize both gender equality and 

equality in children’s living conditions regardless of family form, are frequently cited as 
good examples. Universal publicly financed childcare has enabled single mothers to sup-
port themselves and their children by taking up paid jobs. This in turn has kept poverty 
rates down (Esping-Anderson, 2016, p. 82; Meagher & Szebehely, 2012, pp. 98–102). 
Surprisingly, little is known, however, about how single mothers cope with being both 
primary breadwinners and carers. Survey data indicate that work-family conflict and 
financial stress are the strongest predictors of subjective well-being for single mothers in 
Scandinavia (Bull & Mettelmark, 2009), but research on work-family reconciliation has 
mostly focused on dual-earner families. This is also the case internationally (Ciabattari, 
2007; Gibson, 2012; Kröger, 2009). 

The present study adds to previous research by exploring work-family reconciliation 
among low-income and working-class single mothers in Sweden.1 It is particularly war-
ranted to focus on low-income and working-class single mothers because international 

1 You can find this text and its DOI at https://tidsskrift.dk/njwls/index.
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studies about single mothers’ possibilities to reconcile paid work with caring respon-
sibilities have largely focused on middle-class women (Rowlingson & McKay, 2005). 
Moreover, as inequalities have increased in the Nordic countries (Kvist et al., 2012), 
single mothers have become an increasingly vulnerable group (e.g., Skevik, 2006).2  
Danish researchers even warn that marginalized single mothers will soon constitute a 
‘postmodern underclass in Scandinavia’ (Polakow et al., 2001, p. 4). 

This article focuses, in particular, on the ways in which inconvenient working hours, 
unpredictable working hours, and low income influence single mothers’ possibilities  
to reconcile paid work with caring responsibilities. The role of social networks, and 
mothers’ struggles to be ‘good’ parents are also discussed. This study shows that the 
mothers’ lack of financial resources and low control over their work situation signifi-
cantly limited the possibility to combine various responsibilities and practice the kind of 
mothering they preferred. Furthermore, the opening hours of preschools frequently did 
not match the mothers’ working schedules and they often could not make effective use 
of some of the social rights granted by the Swedish welfare state. 

The following three sections describe the Swedish context, the theoretical framework, 
and the research design of this study, respectively. The findings are then presented in the 
fifth section, followed by a concluding discussion, which also contains a brief comparison 
between low-income working-class single mothers and middle-class single mothers.

The Swedish context

Single-mother households make up 20% of all families with children in Sweden. This 
number has been fairly constant since the 1980s (Lassbo, 1994; Welfare, 2010). Employ-
ment rates are high among Swedish single mothers. In Sweden, all mothers are expected 
to take up employment (Fritzell, 2011, p. 8), and in fact, single mothers work full-time 
to a larger degree than partnered mothers (SOU, 2011:51, pp. 115, 571). 

Several measures have been developed to help all working parents reconcile employ-
ment and childcare, including a generous parental leave system, which comprises tem-
porary leave to be taken when children are sick (with reimbursement of almost 80% of 
the income before the child’s birth), the right to a 6-hour working day when children 
are under the age of nine (pay being reduced accordingly), and publically financed high-
quality childcare services (Duvander et al., 2015). Swedish municipalities are obliged to 
provide childcare for preschool children and schoolchildren up to 13 years. Approxi-
mately nine out of 10 Swedish children between 1 and 5 years of age are in licensed child-
care. They spend on average about 32 hours a week at the childcare center (The Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2007). The measures described obviously facilitate single 
mothers’ work-family reconciliation, as they can leave their children at preschool when 
working, stay at home with a sick child, and reduce their working hours when children 
are young. It will become clear, however, that it is not always possible for single mothers 
to effectively benefit from these rights. 

Another pillar in Swedish family policy is the economic transfer system. It is consti-
tuted by the provision of a universal child allowance, a means-tested housing allowance 
(of which single mothers are the largest beneficiary group) and support to single mothers 
from the Social Insurance Agency when the fathers are not able to pay child maintenance 
(Duvander et al., 2015, p. 58). Need-based social assistance schemes are also available. 
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Poverty rates are nevertheless much higher among Swedish single mothers than 
among dual-earner families. The income gap has widened since the 1990s economic 
recession. Hence, the proportion of single-parent households with a low economic stan-
dard more than doubled between the mid-1990s and 2006 (from 13% to 29% of all sin-
gle-parent households) (Social Insurance Report, 2009:4). Nearly three out of 10 single 
mothers in Sweden have an income level that is below 60% of the median in the country 
(the EU’s at-risk-of-poverty measure) (SOU, 2011:51, p. 117). Approximately half of all 
single mothers have difficulty making ends meet, and one-fifth depend on public assis-
tance (Social Insurance Report, 2010:10, p. 7; SOU 2011:51, pp. 100–101, 118–120; 
Stranz & Wiklund, 2011, p. 43; The National Board of Health and Welfare, 2013: 20). 

Even though many Swedish single mothers face a difficult financial situation, the 
variation between single mothers from different socioeconomic backgrounds is large. 
Mothers with a lower education are particularly vulnerable. Furthermore, statistics 
suggest that the economic gap between single mothers with more or less education 
is increasing (Social Insurance Report, 2009:4, pp. 5–6). While single mothers’ eco-
nomic situation on an aggregate level is well researched, few studies have explored 
low-income and working-class single mothers’ possibilities to reconcile paid work and 
family (this topic is, at least partly, addressed in Björnberg, 1997; Gardberg Morner, 
2003; Yazdanpanah, 2008).

Theoretical framework

Studies about the reconciliation of paid work and family responsibilities are an impor-
tant background for the present study. Much of this research highlights conflicts between 
working life and family life (Drobnic, 2011). Typically, paid work and family are seen as 
two incompatible domains. Conflict is assumed to arise when the individuals’ resources 
are not sufficient to meet demands in both domains (Bianchi & Milkie, 2010; Eby et al., 
2005; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Conflict thus arises from both working life and fam-
ily life, though studies indicate that expectations from the former domain are what usu-
ally generate conflict (Allan et al., 2007; Byron, 2005; Frone et al., 1992). Research has 
also revealed, however, that family-related expectations are particularly trying for moth-
ers (Hochschild, 1997). Gender has thus been pointed out as a central factor. Mothers 
generally report higher levels of conflict than fathers (Bianchis & Milkies, 2010; Michel 
et al., 2011; Öun, 2012). 

Studies of work-family reconciliation have emphasized time famine and strain as 
significant sources of conflict (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Research on single mothers 
shows that they experience time and strain-based conflict in a similar way as partnered 
mothers, even if levels of conflict tend to be higher (Albelda et al., 2004; Christopher, 
2004; Gill & Davidson, 2001; Minnotte, 2012). Culturally shaped ethical ideas about 
the right and proper way to parent/mother are also important contributors (cf. Blair-
Loy, 2001; Duncan & Edwards, 1997; Hennessey, 2009; Sayer, 2005). Work-family rec-
onciliation is thus not solely about juggling time and coping. The possibilities to act in 
accordance with notions of ‘good’ parenting are also part of the picture. 

The main finding in this study is that conflicts and dilemmas arise when there is a 
discrepancy between the culturally shaped ideal of a good mother and mothers oppor-
tunities to act as such. I use the concept of ‘structural ambivalence’ to understand and 
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explain this finding. The concept of ‘structural ambivalence’ was first advanced by Mer-
ton and Barber (1963), and later used in research on family relations by Connidis and 
McMullin (2002) and Hillcoat-Nallètamby and Phillips (2011), among others.3 There 
are several types of structural ambivalence, but one in particular is relevant for the pres-
ent study. This type is found in ‘the disjunction between culturally prescribed aspirations 
and socially structured avenues for realizing these aspirations … It turns up when cul-
tural values are internalized by those whose position in the social structure does not give 
them access to act in accordance with the values they have been taught to prize’ (Merton 
& Barber, 1963, p. 98). This conflict thus emanates from mothers’ position in the social 
structure. The concept of ‘structural ambivalence’ is used as a link between social struc-
ture and individual action (cf. Connidis & McMullin, 2002; Merton & Barber, 1963,  
p. 98). It becomes manifest in the lives of mothers when the opportunity structure 
prevents them from fulfilling (internalized) cultural norms associated with mothering. 
According to this view, structural contradictions ‘become real only through social actors 
who make decisions about and negotiate courses of action’ (Connidis & McMullin, 
2002, p. 563). Mothers are thus seen as actors whose behavior is guided by cultural 
ideas about the right and proper way to be a mother and who exert agency when deal-
ing with structural ambivalence. The analysis in this paper focuses, in particular, on how 
access to economic resources and control over work influence the possibility for mothers 
to act in accordance with their ethical notions ‘good’ mothering. 

The study 

This paper explores work-family reconciliation by focusing on the consequences of lim-
ited control over work and access to economic resources, including mothers’ possibil-
ity to act in accordance with their ethical ideals about good mothering. It is part of a 
larger research project that aims to improve our understanding of how different kinds of 
resources influence the possibility for single mothers to combine paid work and caring 
responsibilities. By control over work is meant the degree to which the mothers could 
decide when, where, and how much to work (cf. Moen et al., 2013). Access to economic 
resources refers to income. 

To take a closer look at single mothers’ own understandings and experiences, and 
the social context in which these are shaped, 39 relatively open thematic interviews were 
carried out with Swedish single mothers (cf. Mason, 2002). The term ‘single mother’ is 
understood as referring to a mother who has a dependent child up to 18 years of age 
who is bringing up the child without a resident partner. One important objective of this 
study was to avoid the middle-class bias common in family studies. It therefore spe-
cifically aimed at reaching both working-class and middle-class single mothers. Various 
channels were used to contact the mothers, including NGOs, preschools, unions, and a 
website for parents. A semi-structured interview guide was used, covering themes relat-
ing to paid work, caring, work-family reconciliation, etc. The interviews lasted around 
2 hours on average and were transcribed verbatim. The mothers were given the oppor-
tunity to approve and comment on the transcribed interviews. The Regional Ethical 
Review Board has approved the study.

Interviews were carried out with single mothers from different socioeconomic 
backgrounds, including highly educated professionals and less educated working-class 
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mothers. Interviews with low-income mothers (below approx. 2300 Euro/month) 
employed in working-class occupations were selected for the analysis in this paper. Work-
family reconciliation among the middle-class mothers is discussed elsewhere (Alsarve 
et al., 2016). The working-class mothers were mostly employed in female-dominated 
occupations such as assistant nurses, cleaners, restaurant workers, and assistant pre-
school carers. Many worked evenings and/or weekends. A few worked nights. Several 
had temporary or hourly employment contracts. This reflects the fact that nonstandard 
hours, involuntary part-time, insecure employment, and low earnings are very common 
among Swedish working-class women (Bergold & Vedin, 2015). In addition to work-
ing, some of the mothers were studying to obtain formal educational qualifications and 
improve their employment prospects. In Sweden, student aid consisting of grants and 
loans is available (for everyone) to make this possible. One mother had lost her job 
shortly before the interview. The mothers lived in urban and rural areas in various parts 
of Sweden. Most were divorced or separated. Some had never cohabited with the father 
of their child. The majority of the mothers and their children had little or no contact 
with the fathers. In two cases, however, the parents had alternating custody. 

A possible motive for the single mothers to participate in this study could be the 
experience of (unusually) high levels of work-family conflict. This would not, however, 
explain the participation of the many middle-class mothers whose experiences differed 
from those of the working-class mothers (see the concluding discussion). In any case, 
one of the main objectives of this article is to explore how limited control over work 
and low income influenced the mothers’ possibilities to reconcile paid work and caring 
responsibilities. Therefore, the question of representability is of less importance. 

A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was carried out in several steps, start-
ing with notes that were taken immediately after the interviews. The interviews were 
carefully read through a number of times, and summaries of the interviews were then 
written. The research software NVivo was used in the coding process. A number of 
categories and subcategories were constructed (e.g., work–family conflict, type of con-
flict, coping strategies), themes were identified, and systematic comparisons between the 
interviewees were made in order to look for patterns in the data. The themes in this arti-
cle emerged from the data, but theoretical ideas and concepts also played a role in the 
analysis (e.g., control over work, structural ambivalence) (cf. Layder, 1998). The findings 
section is structured by the identified themes. Excerpts from the interviews are used to 
illustrate important mechanisms or typical cases. Some information has been changed to 
protect the identities of the participating mothers, who have been given assumed names. 

Findings

The low-income and working-class single mothers in this study generally found it very dif-
ficult to reconcile paid work and family responsibilities. The analysis reveals that inflex-
ible, physically strenuous jobs, nonstandard working hours, and insecure employment 
conditions are important explanations of this (cf. Ammons & Kelly, 2008; Campbell 
& Moen, 1992; Dodsons, 2013; Fagan & Walthery, 2011; Minnotte, 2012). Financial 
difficulties aggravated conflicts. In the following paragraphs, I will try to show how and 
why low control over work and limited access to economic resources created dilemmas, 
conflict, and emotional stress in the everyday lives of the mothers. This is discussed under 
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the five headings: inconvenient working hours, unpredictable working hours, parenting 
on a low income, dependence on social network, and struggling to be a ‘good’ mother. 

Inconvenient working hours

A couple of the mothers had chosen to work night shifts to get a higher income. Typi-
cally, however, the working-class mothers could not choose their working hours. For 
mothers with preschool children in particular, nonstandard hours often meant huge 
problems with coordinating different schedules. One reason for this is that few pre-
schools in Sweden are open evenings, nights, or early mornings (The Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2013). 

The interview with Rakel provides an illustrative example of how inconvenient 
working hours and involuntary part-time influence the possibility of reconciling paid 
work and family. Rakel is an assistant nurse in her forties and a mother of three. She 
worked nonstandard, inflexible hours for a low wage. She sometimes worked split shifts, 
meaning that her working day was divided into two parts with a several hours break in 
the middle. These days she would be away from home both morning and evening. Rakel 
was involuntarily employed on a part-time contract (0.85 FTE). Her part-time earnings 
were not, however, sufficient to support the family. To ‘avoid a financial catastrophe’, 
Rakel had managed to get enough extra hours to reach full time.

It was far from easy to reconcile a full-time job, nonstandard hours, and split shifts 
with caring responsibilities. When asked how she manages to combine the job with 
caring for her children (aged 11, 15 and 17), she explained that it was indeed difficult.

you never think you’ve done the right and … decent thing. Because you feel that you 
prioritize your work. And you have to do that [to support the family]. So you always feel 
inadequate. You can never be a good enough mom, so to speak, because you can’t take full 
responsibility. You always have to put some of the responsibility on the children. (Rakel, 
assistant nurse)

One of the reasons why Rakel felt inadequate was that her work schedule meant that she 
often had to leave her children alone at home, forcing her to put ‘some of the responsi-
bility’ on their shoulders. When she worked early shifts, she left home before the chil-
dren woke up. When she worked nights, the children had already gone to bed when she 
returned home. On top of that, her physically demanding job made her feel so worn out 
after a day’s work that she would often go to bed before the children did. She was ‘too 
tired to keep going’. Inflexible, nonstandard working hours, combined with the physi-
cally demanding job, thus aggravated the conflicts between different commitments. 

Rakel had no access to a social support network to help her out. One of her chil-
dren was old enough to take care of the younger siblings for brief periods, however. 
Thanks to her, Rakel was able to work long and inconvenient hours. The daughter 
helped with ‘all these things, taking care of the younger ones, accompanying them on 
the bus, taking care of this and that’. Although Rakel obviously did not feel particu-
larly good about putting too much responsibility on the oldest child, this interview 
reveals that, as they grow older, children can provide significant help to their mothers 
(Ridge & Millar, 2008: 45).
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Unpredictable working hours

Several of the interviewed mothers were temporarily employed, sometimes with non-
standard working hours as well. Some were employed hourly as on-call workers; in 
other words, they covered for other employees in critical situations. Just as with non-
standard working hours, this type of employment is most common among working-
class women (Aronsson et al., 2002, pp. 153–154, 171; Bergold & Vedin, 2015, p. 7; 
Håkansson, 2001, p. 71). 

Based on the accounts of single mothers with temporary employment, the follow-
ing paragraphs aim to portray how this type of employment affected their ability to 
combine paid work and care for children. Let us begin with Louise, who worked on an 
hourly basis as a preschool carer. Her employer would call in the morning if they were 
short of staff. Not knowing whether or when she would work was problematic, accord-
ing to Louise. For one thing, it caused childcare problems, as some shifts began earlier or 
finished later than the opening and closing times of her youngest child’s preschool. While 
Louise’s colleagues had agreed that she could bring her youngest child to work in the 
morning if necessary, and take her to preschool when it opened, for the most part Louise 
depended on her mother and sister being able to turn out on short notice. Other single 
mothers with on-call employment shared this predicament. They repeatedly had to ask 
close relatives for help whenever there was a problem with dropping off or picking up 
their children at preschool, or when their children were sick. This will be discussed at a 
greater length below.

Income insecurity was another major problem for the mothers employed on an 
hourly basis. For this reason, they strived to work as many hours as possible. For exam-
ple, at the time of the interview, Louise, who is quoted above, had been working practi-
cally full-time for an extended period. Although she would have liked to work fewer 
hours to have more time together with her children, she needed ‘all the money [she] 
could get’. Otherwise, she could not make ends meet. Louise made it plain that com-
bining work and family was truly difficult. She found ‘everything very stressful’ and 
frequently felt drained of energy. 

So I really don’t know how to make it work [to combine work and family], but, as I said, 
you have to [make it work]; you really don’t have a choice. There are plenty of times when 
you feel like: ‘I can’t go on anymore; to hell with it all, I just can’t go on.’. (Louise, on-call 
preschool carer) 

The mothers typically did not want to express feelings of anguish and strain in front of 
their children. Their efforts to maintain a happy face indicate the existence of a social 
rule instructing mothers to spare their children from their own feelings of sorrow and 
grief (cf. Hochschild, 1979). Louise, for example, used to ‘cry a bit’ alone in the bath-
room to avoid displaying difficult feelings. Afterwards, she was ready to keep on going. 

As mentioned earlier, Swedish family policy includes the right for parents to stay 
at home from work if a child is sick (up to 120 days per child annually). The economic 
compensation for parents who are employed by the hour is typically much lower than 
the expected earnings that day, however. The reason that they are not fully compen-
sated for loss of earnings when staying at home with a sick child is that the yearly 
income is the basis of calculation. This was a big problem for the mothers with on-call 
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employment. Felicia’s situation is instructive in this regard. In addition to studying to 
become a preschool carer, thereby improving her prospects of getting a permanent job, 
she worked as an on-call assistant preschool carer. Constantly short of money, Felicia 
found it difficult to stay at home on the days she had promised to work. Therefore, she 
sometimes took her son to preschool even though he was sick. 

… and [the child] was a bit ill as well, but I felt that I had to work, and I would work until 
half-past-three, and then I felt like, oh God, okay, I have to do this; he has to be okay, like. 
So it really is the worst … I didn’t want to become the kind of mother who drops off her 
child with a runny nose, but I often feel that I have to do that. (Felicia, on-call assistant 
preschool carer)

Finding themselves in an economically vulnerable position, the mothers were thus occa-
sionally forced to act in ways they did not consider beneficial to the child.

Insecure employment was problematic in other ways. The mothers worried that 
they would not be hired again if they could not do a shift they had already agreed to. 
They were afraid of ‘being a problem’. The interview with Susanna, a truck driver, is tell-
ing. She explained that she would ‘do anything’ to avoid leaving her employer ‘without 
a driver for a truck’. So occasionally, she took her sick child with her in the truck. 

Well, she wasn’t that ill in the morning, but when we arrived at the town, she was wiped 
out and couldn’t walk. I unloaded the goods, and the guy there said, ‘You can borrow our 
car to go and buy some aspirin’. After that, I thought, ‘It’s not right that she has to experi-
ence this’. (Susanna, on-call truck driver)

Bringing her sick child to work engendered feelings of guilt in Susanna, but her fear of 
not being hired again drove her to do so anyway, a situation that Susanna described in 
terms of being caught in a trap. 

Parenting on a low income 

The above discussion has shown that the mothers’ limited access to economic resources 
intensified conflicts between paid work and family commitments. This section discusses 
additional ways in which financial difficulties aggravated conflicts. While the low-income 
single mothers were not poor in an absolute sense, a majority depicted their financial 
situation as bad or very bad. There was no money for extras, and the mothers lacked 
the economic resources needed to sustain the same lifestyle as other families. Despite 
struggling to keep consumption down, they frequently had difficulty making ends meet.

 … so then I don’t buy any clothes; I wear the same ones as before, and, well, there are a lot 
of things you have to do without. / … / You have to be smart. But sometimes it just doesn’t 
add up anyway. (Rose-Marie, cleaner)

Always being short of money was a resented aspect of single motherhood. The mothers 
worried about not having enough money to cover expenses. This was seen as the ‘abso-
lutely worst part’ of being a single provider. 
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It’s really heavy because there’s never any money left over. Never, ever, ever. (Elin, on-call 
assistant preschool carer)

The most difficult aspect of it had to do with the children’s well-being (cf. Hjort, 
2004, p. 47). The mothers wanted their children to have ‘normal childhoods’, that 
is, to get what other Swedish children supposedly get, be it things, leisure activities, 
or vacations. Having a very tight budget made it difficult to realize this aspiration, 
however. Not having enough money for short vacations, visits to amusement parks, or 
organized activities for their children, ‘like everyone else’, was a source of distress for 
the mothers. 

… the most difficult part is that I really want to give [the child] as much as possible. And I 
feel so restricted in what I can give him. / … / I mean not having enough money to go away 
on a winter vacation, and such, like everybody else. And not being able to afford, well, to 
give him as much [as other parents]. / … / Like toys and trips and … like visiting Skansen 
[open-air museum and zoo] and that sort of thing. I feel extra pressure because I can’t give 
him all the things that everyone else has ... well, his friends in preschool. So it’s a bit tough. 
(Felicia, on-call preschool carer)

Sometimes schools and preschools made things worse by arranging activities that cost 
money (trips, excursions, picnics, etc.). This tended to put the mothers in an even more 
problematic spot because of their tight budget.

The children sometimes made distressing comparisons with other children. The 
interview with Denise, an office assistant, is a good example of this. When she still was 
cohabitating with her former partner, the family lived in a house in a residential area. 
After the separation, Denise and her son moved to a flat in the same area. She did not 
want him to have to change schools and find new friends. However, the child eventu-
ally discovered that his friends had things, and did things, that he could not have or do. 
According to Denise, this troubled him. 

‘Mother, why don’t we live in our own house? Everyone lives in a house except us. I also 
want a house’ and ‘I want that’ and ‘Why can’t I go on a skiing vacation?’ and ‘All my 
friend go skiing; why don’t we go skiing?’ (Denise, office assistant) 

Denise’s story highlights the importance for children of not deviating from other children. 
Not being able to afford a living standard similar to that of her child’s friends, Denise 
eventually decided to move to another housing area (cf. Hooper et al., 2007, p. 29). 

One strategy used by the low-income mothers was to try to find alternative ways 
to acquire things that their children wanted or needed, like buying second hand clothes 
and things. ‘Thank heaven for Tradera’ [a second-hand Internet site], exclaimed 
Susanna the truck driver, when talking about her child outgrowing clothes and shoes. 
The mothers also borrowed equipment to make it possible for their children to par-
ticipate in school activities, for example, or asked relatives, friends, and colleagues if 
they had used things to spare. 

I’m not afraid to be given things. And to ask friends, and so on, who have older children if 
they … I have asked: ‘If you have things your kids have outgrown that still work, I would 
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be very happy to take them,’ and this has resulted in ... I have a friend who came by with 
a car loaded with super nice stuff, a brand new bicycle that had never been used. She just 
said, ‘Take it, you’re welcome!’ (Denise, office assistant)

The concept of ‘relative (economic) deprivation’ seems appropriate for describing the 
participating low-income mothers’ financial situation. According to Peter Townsend 
(1979, p. 31), people are relatively economically deprived if they lack the resources 
to ‘participate in the activities which are customary, or at least widely encouraged or 
approved, in the society to which they belong’. The quote from the interview with 
Denise above exemplifies that feelings of relative deprivation depend on expectations 
and social comparison. The discussion above also shows that relative deprivation, 
which can be seen as an instance of structural ambivalence, fosters feelings of frustra-
tion and inadequacy on the individual level (cf. Runciman, 1972, pp. 10–12; Pettigrew 
2002, p. 368).

Dependence on social network

As previously mentioned, social support networks were vital for the mothers’ ability 
to cope (cf. Ciabattari, 2007; Gardberg Morner, 2003, p. 208; Gill & Davidson, 2001; 
Kröger, 2010; Millar & Ridge, 2009; Nelson, 2000). Close relatives, if healthy and liv-
ing nearby, played a particularly significant role. It was mostly the single mothers’ own 
mothers who acted as the most important secondary caregivers (besides preschool 
teachers). These grandmothers frequently offered to help when the child was sick or 
when the preschool schedule did not match the mothers’ working hours. Some of the 
mothers were in practice completely dependent on help from close relatives. Moa, for 
instance, an assistant nurse who worked night shifts for the better pay, relied entirely 
on help from her parents. They regularly took care of her child when she worked. 
Moa explained that ‘if they weren’t here’, she would ‘have to quit [her] job’, because 
no public childcare was available nights and evenings where she lived. The situation 
for Susanna, the temporarily employed truck driver, is also telling. She ‘loved her job’, 
but it was problematic for her to take morning shifts because they began before her 
child’s preschool opened. 

And sometimes they call me and ask, ‘Can you take a truck at five?’ And who the heck do 
you call at half-past-four in the morning? Well, it’s poor grandma who has to get up at 
half-past-four to take care of [my child]. (Susanna, on-call truck driver)

According to Susanna, it would be ‘impossible to keep working as a truck driver’ with-
out her mother’s help. 

The single mothers were grateful for the assistance they received from relatives. 
The downside is that it gave rise to feeling of vulnerability, dependency, and lack of 
autonomy (cf. Skinner & Finch, 2006). Receiving extensive help could also create feel-
ings of being indebted. One of the mothers, Rose-Marie, who was employed as a cleaner 
and received much practical help from her parents, put words to this when explaining 
that she felt like she was carrying a huge amount of ‘gratefulness capital’, which had 
become ‘debt capital’.
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Struggling to be a ‘good’ mother

The single mothers who participated in this study considered providing and caring for 
their children as two important parts of respectable motherhood (cf. Bak, 2003; Björn-
berg, 1997; Gardberg Morner, 2003, pp. 151–156). They highlighted the importance of 
having a paid job to support themselves and their children, as well as spending time with 
their children and meeting their various needs. The above sections reveal that reconciling 
the different responsibilities was far from easy, however. The mothers found themselves 
in a situation characterized by structural ambivalence. Limited financial resources and 
low control over their work restricted the mothers’ ability to provide the kind of par-
enting they considered appropriate. There are plenty of examples of this above. The 
mothers wanted to ‘be there’ for their children, stay at home with them when they were 
sick, pick them up early from preschool, do fun things with them, and so on, but the 
mothers’ working conditions and tight budget severely limited their possibilities to do 
so. Not having the means to act in ways they considered to be in the best interest of the 
child engendered feelings of guilt and inadequacy (cf. Scheff, 2000, p. 92). Felicia clearly 
spelled this out when saying that she ‘didn’t want to become the kind of mother who 
drops off her child with a runny nose’, but that she had to do exactly that in order to 
support herself and her son. The challenges confronting the mothers can be described as 
the money–care dilemma. They needed to earn enough money to provide for the family. 
To this end, they had to work long hours, leaving them less time and energy to spend 
on their children. Yasmine who had to work late evenings to make ends meet nicely 
captures this dilemma. 

 ... on the one hand I want to work more because it means money, but on the other hand 
I must think of the child, who means even more than that. (Yasmine, restaurant worker 
and mother of one)

At times, teachers and preschool personnel added to the mothers’ bad conscience by 
communicating cultural parenting ideals that were difficult for the mothers to live up to. 
For example, they occasionally told mothers that it would benefit the child not to stay 
too long days in preschool. Isabel, a former cleaner, who for financial reasons worked as 
an assistant nurse alongside her studies, told these remarks made her feel like a failure 
as mother. It added ‘to [her] already bad conscience’ for having to work to ‘pay [the] 
bills’. She felt that the message conveyed that she was considered the kind of ‘parent who 
doesn’t act in the interest of the child’. Generally, the expectation that children should 
not spend long days at preschool complicated the everyday lives of the single mothers. 
Some mothers frequently asked friends and relatives to pick up the child in order to 
meet the expectation from preschool teachers. These stories illustrate not only that cul-
tural norms about parenting are negotiated in everyday interaction, but also the role of 
experts (teachers) in reproducing these norms. 

Some Swedish researchers have described the dominating parental ideal in Swe-
den as ‘involved parenthood’ (Forsberg, 2009, p. 11; cf. Hays, 1996; Lareau, 2002). 
According to this cultural norm, both fathers and mothers should make time for and be 
together with their children. This norm advises parents not only to spend as much time 
with their children as possible but also to engage with their children’s preschool, school, 
homework, etc. (Forsberg, 2009; Lindgren, 2016). Other researchers emphasize that it 
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is mothers, in particular, who are expected to be accessible and close to the child (Elvin-
Nowak & Thomson, 2001). In any case, the interviews with the single mothers in this 
study indicate that, at least partly, they had internalized the idea that ‘good’ parenting 
means spending a large amount of time with their children. However, in practice, the 
money-care dilemma meant that these parents had to spend long hours at work, leaving 
them less time to devote to their children. This discrepancy between the notion of ‘good’ 
mothering and the means to attain that goal was a source of conflict that fostered feel-
ings of guilt and inadequacy.

The mothers were far from being passive victims of circumstances, however. They 
tried to improve their situation and that of their children in several ways. One important 
day-to-day coping strategy was to carefully plan housework and care tasks such as gro-
cery shopping for the whole week, preparing meals in advance, and so on. This way, the 
mothers could spend more time with their children when out of work. Turning to their 
social network for help was also an important strategy that has already been discussed. 
To make coordination easier, the mothers furthermore negotiated working hours with 
employers or colleagues. 

Also, to make things better in the long run, long-term strategies such as studying 
alongside working, in order to increase ‘employability’, were also frequently used (cf. 
Håkansson & Isidorsson, 2015, p. 6). Several mothers had changed jobs to get better 
working hours. Denise, for example, who was employed as an office assistant, used to 
be employed as a restaurant worker. Working late evenings was impossible to combine 
with caring responsibilities. She had managed to get a job with convenient working 
hours. Others, like Isabel who was quoted above, studied in order to improve things in 
the long run. 

Concluding discussion

This study has explored the ways in which low control over work and limited access 
to economic resources influence low-income and working-class mothers’ possibilities to 
reconcile paid work and caring tasks in a negative way. The results show that lack of 
control over work and limited access to economic resources seriously constrained the 
single mothers’ ability to combine paid work and family commitments. It created dilem-
mas, caused high levels of work-family conflict, and engendered feelings of deprivation 
and guilt. Low income, in combination with inconvenient and/or unpredictable working 
hours, split shifts, and insecure employment, thus significantly reduced the mothers’ 
opportunities to be the kind of mother they wished to be (cf. Campbell & Moen, 1992; 
Minnotte, 2012). The mothers wanted to ‘do the right thing’ as mothers, but had to 
devote much time and energy to paid work in order to cover household expenses. The 
money-care dilemma meant that it was difficult for them to reduce their working hours 
to spend more time with their children, to stay at home with a sick child, or to turn 
down job offers. This structural ambivalence, that is, the discrepancy between the moth-
ers’ culturally shaped notions about good mothering (being an involved parent) and the 
resources available to them to make these ideals come true, fostered feelings of guilt, 
shame, and inadequacy. Feelings of guilt and shame were thus clearly connected to eco-
nomic inequality (Sayer, 2005, p. 225). They reduced the well-being of the low-income 
and working-class single mothers, which is in line with quantitative studies showing 
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a correlation between access to economic resources and health among Swedish single 
mothers (Fritzell, 2011, p. 45; Larsson, 2012, p. 45). This study adds to that research by 
shedding some light on how this correlation comes about. 

The above discussion has furthermore shown that a lack of control over work and 
limited access to economic resources may in practice reduce the possibility for Swed-
ish low-income and working-class mothers to benefit from some of the rights to which 
they are entitled. Because of limited household finances, the mothers typically could not 
make use of their right to reduced working hours. Mothers with on-call employment 
contracts had difficulty staying at home with a sick child, a problem that was intensi-
fied by employment insecurity. On top of this, the opening hours of Swedish preschools 
frequently did not match the mothers’ working schedules. This mismatch meant that 
mothers were often completely dependent on their social networks.

The working conditions described above are by no means exceptional. There is both 
a class and a gender dimension to this. To begin with earnings, working-class women 
employed in female-dominated occupations in the Swedish labor market often work 
for low wages. There are substantial wage gaps between blue-collar and white-collar 
workers on the one hand, and between women and men, on the other hand (The Wage 
Report, 2013). Secondly, working-class women more frequently have physically strenu-
ous jobs and work nonstandard hours (Bergold & Vedin, 2015, p. 10; Larsson, 2009, 
pp. 26–32). They seldom have the possibility to use flexitime. Furthermore, split shifts 
and involuntary part-time employment are widespread in ‘female’ working-class occu-
pations (Bergold & Vedin, 2015, p. 8; Larsson, 2009, p. 3; Mårtensson & Wondmeneh, 
2013, pp. 8–16). 

How does the situation of the working-class mothers discussed in this article 
compare to the situation of middle-class mothers who were interviewed in this study? 
Although this is discussed in greater detail elsewhere (Alsarve et al., 2016), I will make 
a brief comparison. To begin with, both groups of mothers to some extent shared a 
similar orientation toward work and family. Having a paid job and being able to sup-
port their family was central to all the interviewed mothers, as was the wish to spend 
much time with the children (cf. Sihto, 2015). Regardless of education and profession, 
they furthermore experienced stress and a lack of time in their everyday lives. Gen-
dered notions of mothering clashed with the demands of working life. However, the 
professional middle-class mothers had a considerable degree of control over when and 
where to perform their work tasks, and thus could adapt their working hours to suit the 
needs of their children (cf. Hill et al., 2008; Peters et al., 2009). This made scheduling 
easier, reduced stress, and increased their feeling of control over their everyday lives. 
This ‘employee-friendly’ flexibility stands in sharp contrast to the ‘employer friendly’ 
flexibility experienced by the working-class mothers (Fleetwood, 2007). In contrast to 
the low-income mothers, the middle-class mothers in most cases also had the financial 
resources to reduce their working hours. Many furthermore received considerable finan-
cial help from their parents. The parents of the working-class mothers also sometimes 
helped out in this way, but the sums of money involved were much smaller. A plausible 
explanation of this, of course, is that the middle-class mothers’ parents were in a better 
position to help their daughters financially (cf. Björnberg & Ekbrand, 2008, pp. 27–34; 
Hjort, 2004, p. 48). In this way, the middle-class mothers escaped some of the dilem-
mas facing the working-class mothers. This highlights the importance of not conceiving 
of single mothers as a homogenous social category. Differences between the mothers 
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were generated in the intersection between gender and class (cf. Rowlingson & McKay, 
2005). At the same time, work demands also created conflicts in the lives of the middle-
class mothers. Blurred boundaries between work and family life could engender a feeling 
that their work was encroaching on their time with their children, and heavy workloads 
and exacting performance requirements could make it difficult for them to reduce their 
working hours or to devote themselves exclusively to their children when the latter were 
sick. However, by and large, they appreciated the great opportunities they had to choose 
their own working hours and experienced lower levels of work-family conflict. 

This study shows that, despite their difficult position, the low-income and working-
class mothers actively tried to improve their situation in different ways (cf. autho; Gard-
berg Morner, 2003). Perhaps the most important long-term strategy was to improve 
their employment prospects by studying in addition to working. This way, ‘the lump in 
your stomach’ would go away, as one mother phrased it. Studying was considered an 
investment that would eventually result in better working conditions and more secure 
employment. The most important day-to-day coping strategy was perhaps to ask social 
support networks for help. Having access to helping hands made a big difference. Thus, 
although the Swedish welfare state supplies generous and low-cost licensed childcare, 
informal care was crucial to combining paid work and family responsibilities (cf. Cia-
battari, 2007; Kröger, 2010). Mothers who did not have access to a social support net-
work were especially vulnerable. In particular, the assistance of close relatives relieved 
pressures in many ways, not least by covering gaps in licensed childcare and helping the 
mothers when their children were sick. Some mothers had even moved from one town 
to another in order to be closer to the helping hands of their own parents. The downside 
of this was that receiving a lot of help meant being reliant on others, which generated a 
sense of dependency and loss of autonomy. 

This study has aimed to lay bare how limited access to economic resources and 
low control over work influence single mothers’ opportunities to reconcile paid work 
and family commitments. It cannot answer questions about the number of low-income 
and working-class single mothers that share the same predicaments as the mothers dis-
cussed in this article. However, as pointed out earlier, wages and working conditions 
are strongly related to both class and gender in the Swedish labor market. Working-
class women generally have worse working conditions than other employees, with such 
things as low wages, temporary employment contracts, physically strenuous jobs, and 
low control over working hours (Aronsson et al., 2002, pp. 153–154, 171; Bergold & 
Vedin, 2015, p. 10; Håkansson, 2001, p. 71). Comparative research in Finland, Nor-
way, and Sweden shows that job, employment, and income insecurity all are related to 
mental health (Vulkan et al., 2015). The findings in this study reveal the ways in which 
such working conditions aggravate the conflict between working life and family life, 
and show that a crucial dimension of this is that they make it difficult to act in accor-
dance with ethical ideals about good mothering. The feelings of insufficiency this causes 
may be key to understanding the profound negative consequences that problems with 
integrating paid work and caring commitments can have on individuals’ physical and 
mental health (e.g., Blanch & Aluja, 2012; Byron, 2005; Mauno et al., 2011). To con-
clude, the findings of this study not only dispute the rather overoptimistic image of the 
situation for single mothers in Sweden but also suggest that the trend toward a growing 
flexibilization of the labor market is likely to increase the structural ambivalence among 
working-class single mothers. 
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End notes

1	 This study is funded by the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet). 
2	 �Due to an economic boom and low and falling unemployment rates, Norway is an excep-

tion (Skevik, 2006, p. 255).
3	 The term used by Merton and Barber is ‘sociological ambivalence’.
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