Acknowledging

a qualitative study

the agency

into youth, motherhood,

of young

and socioeconomic

mothers

independence

Marijke Sniekers

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 1

02-12-19 10:04

© Marijke Sniekers, 2019
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior permission in
writing by the author, or when appropriate, by the publisher of this publication.
Print & design: Ipskamp printing
ISBN: 978-94-028-1841-3

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 2

02-12-19 10:04

Acknowledging the agency of young mothers:
A qualitative study into youth, motherhood, and socioeconomic independence

Proefschrift ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor
aan de Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen
op gezag van de rector magnificus prof. dr. J.H.J.M. van Krieken,
volgens besluit van het college van decanen
in het openbaar te verdedigen op
woensdag 8 januari 2020
om 16.30 uur precies
door
Marijke Mathilda Christina Sniekers
geboren op 30 januari 1978
te Weert

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 3

02-12-19 10:04

Promotor:
Prof. dr. M.C.L. van den Brink
Copromotoren:
Dr. E.W.M. Rommes
Dr. A. Reverda (Zuyd Hogeschool)
Manuscriptcommissie:
Prof. dr. A.H.M. van Meijl
Prof. dr. W.M.A. Vanwesenbeeck (Universiteit Utrecht)
Dr. J.C. Keinemans (Zuyd Hogeschool)

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 4

02-12-19 10:04

5

Contents
1

Introduction to young motherhood9
1.1 Representations of young motherhood9
1.2 Aims and research questions12
1.3 Motherhood and socioeconomic independence in the Netherlands13
		
1.3.1 Young motherhood in the Netherlands13
		
1.3.2 Young motherhood in Parkstad Limburg15
		
1.3.3 Welfare structures in the Netherlands16
1.4 Theoretical background18
		
1.4.1 Intersectional approach18
		
1.4.2 Constructivist approach20
		
1.4.3 Agency of young mothers20
1.5 Outline of the dissertation	
22
Research methodology
27
2.1 Research strategy: An ethnographic approach27
2.2 Research population28
		
2.2.1 Young mothers28
		
2.2.2 Social professionals31
2.3 Data collection33
		
2.3.1 Participant observation during young mother group meetings33
		
2.3.2 Participant observation in other spaces35
		
2.3.4 Semi-structured interviews with young mothers36
		
2.3.5 Semi-structured interviews with social professionals40
2.4 Data analysis41
2.5 Ethical aspects of the research43
2

3

Ascribing vulnerability to age: Social professionals’ constructions
of ‘young’ motherhood
49
Abstract
49
3.1 Introduction50
3.2 Theoretical background51
		
3.2.1 Young motherhood51
		
3.2.2 Intersectionality52

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 5

02-12-19 10:04

6

Acknowledging the agency of young mothers

3.3
3.4
3.5
		
		
		
3.6

Research setting53
Research methods54
Results55
3.5.1 Organisational age limits of ‘young’ motherhood	
55
3.5.2 Professional discretionary space56
3.5.3 Professionals’ perceptions of ‘young’ motherhood58
Discussion and conclusion64

4

Acting their age? An intersectional approach to young motherhood
from young mothers’ perspectives
69
Abstract
69
4.1 Introduction
70
4.2 Theoretical background71
		
4.2.1 Age and young motherhood71
		
4.2.2 Gender and young motherhood72
		
4.2.3 Intersectionality73
4.3 Research methods73
4.4 Findings75
		
4.4.1 Young mothers discursively positioning their (young) motherhood75
		
4.4.2 Young mothers navigating intersections of youth and motherhood78
4.5 Discussion and concluding remarks84
Defining dreams: Young mothers’ agency in constructions of space
87
Abstract
87
5.1 Introduction88
5.2 Theoretical framework89
		
5.2.1 Young motherhood89
		
5.2.2 Space91
		
5.2.3 Agency92
5.3 Situating the research93
5.4 Research methods94
5.5 Young mothers’ perceptions of space96
		
5.5.1 Social dimensions of neighbourhoods96
		
5.5.2 Economic-political dimensions of neighbourhoods97
		
5.5.3 Physical dimensions of neighbourhoods98
5.6 Norms of mothers, homemakers and housekeepers99
		
5.6.1 Adhering to norms99
		
5.6.2 Searching for a perfect home101
5.7 Concluding remarks and discussion104
5

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 6

02-12-19 10:04

Contents

7

6

Navigating norms and structures: Young mothers’ pathways
to economic independence
109
Abstract
109
6.1 Introduction110
6.2 Dutch norms related to education, employment and mothering111
6.3 Agency of young mothers113
6.4 Research methods114
6.5 Findings116
		
6.5.1 Structural challenges related to education116
		
6.5.2 Structural challenges related to employment118
		
6.5.3 Norms related to mothering120
		
6.5.4 Norms related to economic independence122
6.6 Discussion123
6.7 Conclusion	
125
7

Conclusion
127
7.1 Introduction127
7.2 Young mothers’ agency shaped by norms and structures128
7.3 Theoretical contributions130
7.4 Contributions to society132
7.5 Reflections and suggestions for further research134

References

137

Summary

157

Samenvatting

165

Acknowledgements

175

Curriculum Vitae

179

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 7

02-12-19 10:04

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 8

02-12-19 10:04

9

1 Introduction to young motherhood
1.1 REPRESENTATIONS OF YOUNG MOTHERHOOD
Femke (22 years) lives with her three-year-old child and two cats in a flat in the town centre near
the main shopping area. Every weekend her partner joins them, and every other weekend his
children also stay with them. In her living room, she tells me about her Monday morning routine:
I always bring the kids to school. I have to be there at 8:45, so I get up at 7:45, so we can get
ready. And then we are picked up by my partner’s ex-wife, with their child, and she drops
us at school, and I take the children inside, because she has to rush to work. Afterwards I
walk to the store.
Femke’s weeks are busy: running back and forth to nursery school, shops, the market; cleaning
the house; going to counselling, physiotherapy and a young mother group; with some moments
of relaxation and playing music with her child and friends. Her life is structured around mothering
and household practices, and she moves about in similar spaces. When her child is in bed at night,
Femke watches television, plays computer games, and enjoys handicrafts.
Valerie (23 years) lives in a rental house in a crowded neighbourhood, together with her twoyear-old child and her partner, who works full-time. The house is prominently furnished for
children; a swing hangs in the doorpost. Her partner’s job also requires night shifts and her unpaid
internship, which is part of her studies, requires her to work some evenings too. This limits her
childcare options, because a day care centre costs too much and operates during office hours.
Before she goes to school or to her internship, she takes her child to preschool or to her parents(in-law), apart from one weekday when her partner is home with their child. She usually comes
home before her partner does, so she picks up their child. ‘My mother often prepares a hot meal
for lunch for [my child], like noodles with fish. So, in the evening when we are late or have
evening shifts, [my child] just needs a sandwich before going to bed’. In the evenings, Valerie does
her homework. She usually spends weekends with her family and friends, as well as cleaning the
house, doing laundry, and grocery shopping.
This research is about young mothers’ agency, or the ways in which they navigate their everyday
life, and institutional structures and norms in education, employment, care, and leisure spaces. I
spent time with young mothers such as Femke and Valerie to learn what it means for them to be
a mother and young, while balancing childcare, housework, employment, school, leisure, family,
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(ex-)partners, and friends. I talked with them about their lives in their towns and neighbourhoods,
where they take the children to preschool, go shopping, meet family and friends, and often also
work or attend school.
These young mothers are, generally, under the scrutiny of social professionals and
policymakers. Reasons differ as to why young motherhood is regarded a problem from practice
and policy perspectives. Young motherhood is commonly seen as a socioeconomic problem, for
society, for the young mothers themselves and/or for their children when living in poverty or
receiving welfare benefits. The causes and effects of young motherhood have received ample
academic and policy attention. On the one hand, disadvantaged socioeconomic living conditions
are identified as contributing factors to early motherhood (Johns, 2011). Under marginalised
circumstances, young women are said to have only a few options to advance their studies or
career, and being a mother provides them with status and a goal in life. On the other hand,
marginalised conditions are also seen as consequences of young motherhood (Breheny &
Stephens, 2010; Spear & Lock, 2003; Wellings, Wadsworth, Johnson, Field, & Macdowall,
1999). With a child, young women are said to have fewer opportunities to complete their
education, find well-paid, secure employment, and develop a supportive social network, so they
end up in marginalised positions.
Furthermore, young motherhood is generally considered to be morally wrong. Notions on
morally ‘good’ and ‘bad’ motherhood reflect how a woman should behave according to gender,
sexuality, age, ethnicity, and class norms that prevail in society. Studies on Western societies
portray a ‘good mother’ mostly as a woman who is socially and developmentally fit to support
and care for her child(ren), is not teenaged, has planned her child, is financially able to provide
for herself and her child, is in a stable relationship, is heterosexual, divides parenting tasks with
the father of the child(ren), breastfeeds her child, is middle class, and does not mostly work
outside the home (A llen & Osgood, 2009; Bailey, 2000; Hadf ield, Rudoe,
& Sanderson-Mann, 2007; Lesser, Anderson, & Koniak-Griffin, 1998; Marshall, Godfrey,
& Renfrew, 2007; Phoenix, 1991). A ‘bad mother’ is mostly seen as a woman who is teenaged,
has unplanned children, is single, receives welfare benefits, is unemployed or (paradoxically)
works full-time, is lower class, is homosexual, or uses drugs or alcohol (Allen & Osgood, 2009;
Arai, 2007; Bailey, 2000; Koniak-Griffin, Logsdon, Hines-Martin, & Turner, 2006; Lesser et
al., 1998; Rolfe, 2008). Accordingly, young women are not supposed to have children (yet).
However, young mothers are also represented as strong, determined, and resilient. Studies
challenge the problem-oriented and normative discourses (Keinemans, 2010; Mollborn &
Jacobs, 2012; Stapleton, 2010). Some argue that not all teenage pregnancies are unwanted or
unplanned. They find that some young women imagine having children sooner than later in life
and have always pictured themselves as mothers without professional careers (Duncan, 2007;
Montgomery, 2004). Other studies state that motherhood helps young women to find focus in
their life, take up responsibility, and establish structure and control (Koniak-Griffin et al., 2006;
Rosengard, Pollock, Weitzen, Meers, & Phipps, 2006; Seamark & Lings, 2004; Spear, 2001).
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This perspective has received increasing academic attention, with more emphasis on young
mothers’ perspectives and their life stories (Chohan & Langa, 2011; Levac, 2013b; Moloney,
Hunt, Joe-Laidler, & MacKenzie, 2011; Nayak & Kehily, 2014; Shea, Bryant, & Wendt, 2015).
These studies highlight young mothers’ motivation, perseverance, maturity, and responsibility
(Chohan & Langa, 2011; Ponsford, 2011), which Duncan (2007) calls agency.
This study ties in with the latter perspective. It focuses on the lived experiences of young
mothers and challenges notions of young motherhood as problematic and morally wrong.
This means that I will explore how young motherhood is constructed, and which (combinations
of) identity categories of young motherhood matter to young mothers in their everyday lives.
This emic, or inside, perspective (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002; Kottak, 2006) of young mothers
is combined with a representation of young motherhood by the social professionals with
whom young mothers are often in contact, since these professionals partly represent and
determine the institutional context with which young mothers engage. Insight into how
youth and motherhood are constructed can help determine how norms are reiterated,
reinforced, challenged or weakened and the ways structures affect this interplay. I explore how
young mothers express agency given the interaction of norms and structures in everyday life,
when attending school, going to work, caring for children, doing housework and spending
leisure time with friends.
The research was conducted in the region of Parkstad Limburg1 in the south of the
Netherlands, because this region stands out nationally in terms of socioeconomic, demographic
and spatial characteristics. Parkstad has higher unemployment rates, lower educational levels
and more people depending on welfare benefits than to the rest of the Netherlands in general
(Engbersen & Uyterlinde, 2017; Marlet & Van Woerkens, 2015). Young mothers are considered
to belong to a category of welfare-dependent people who do not to live up to national
socioeconomic norms of completing school, being employed, and providing for oneself.
Additionally, Parkstad is a peripheral Dutch region with a high rate of young mothers compared
to the rest of the county and more particularly to other peripheral regions (CBS, 2010; Hospers
& Reverda, 2012). Moreover, Parkstad is experiencing greater shrinkage in terms of population
decline and ageing in comparison with other Dutch regions (Hospers & Reverda, 2012). In a
shrinking region, young mothers could be welcomed for bringing children into the world, but
welfare and care organisations are focused on preventing young parenthood (FIOM, 2018).
Young mothers in Parkstad do not adhere to Dutch age or gender norms, since they are
considered to have become mothers too early in life. The abovementioned aspects characterise
the research setting in which the lived experiences and situated practices of young mothers were
studied, as well as perceptions on young motherhood of social professionals from welfare and
care organisations.

1 The region is formally called Parkstad Limburg, but, for readability I will mostly refer to it as Parkstad.
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1.2 AIMS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research places the experiences and practices of young mothers within institutional structures
and norms. It provides an emic perspective on how young mothers perceive their motherhood and
youth, and it provides insight into how social professionals who represent welfare and care
institutions, attribute certain aspects of vulnerability to clients. My research therefore moves beyond
representations of young motherhood as primarily problematic due to their age. This study shows in
which ways young mothers as young people and as mothers navigate education, employment, leisure
and care spaces, but also illustrates institutional norms and structures that affect young mothers’
pathways in life. The aim is to improve social practice and policy about supporting young mothers,
by providing insight in how institutional structures and norms on gender, age, education and
employment in young mothers’ everyday lives hinder or advance their motherhood and economic
independence. Knowledge on how youth and motherhood are constructed by young mothers and
social professionals in young mothers’ everyday lives could contribute to seeing how norms are
reiterated, reinforced, challenged or weakened and the ways institutional structures affect this
interplay. Professional discussion and reflection on the impact of norms and structures could
improve support for young mothers and tackle counterproductive policies and interventions.
The main research question is the following:
How is young mothers’ agency shaped by socioeconomic, gender, and age norms and institutional
structures in education, employment, care, and leisure spaces?
The main question is divided into four sub-questions. Each of the following sub-questions is
addressed in separate chapters of the dissertation.
1. How do social professionals construct ‘young’ motherhood as in need of social support?
This sub-question, covered in Chapter 3, addresses the perceptions on young motherhood of
social professionals from welfare and care organisations as part of institutional structures that
produce norms.
2. What are young mothers’ perceptions and practices of youth when combining youth with
motherhood?
This sub-question, in Chapter 4, pertains to young mothers’ emic understandings of how they
practice their age and youth, and gender and motherhood bounded by norms and institutional
structures in education, employment, care and leisure spaces.
3. Which modalities of agency emerge from young mothers’ spatial engagements with their
neighbourhoods and homes?
Sub-question 3, covered in Chapter 5, refers to norms and structures in the spaces of homes and
neighbourhoods in the region of Parkstad Limburg and the ways young mothers express agency.
4. In which ways do young mothers navigate structures and norms of education and
employment?
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Sub-question 4 in Chapter 6 addresses norms and structures that young mothers face in the
spaces of their school, workplace and leisure settings while caring for children, and ways in which
young mothers express agency in these spaces.
Chapters 3 and 4 both examine the structures and norms of young motherhood, while challenging
the notions of young motherhood as being problematic due to age only. These chapters analyse
notions of ‘youth’, based on social professional perspectives (Chapter 3) and on young mothers’
perspectives (Chapter 4). Chapter 3 addresses the perspective of professionals in situating young
motherhood in institutional structures and norms. Most of the focus of the dissertation, however,
is on the emic perspective of young mothers, which is addressed in Chapters 4 to 6. These chapters
describe young mothers’ experiences and practices of education, employment, leisure and care,
the latter including childcare and homemaking. These categories are based on the common
everyday activities of young mothers as young people and mothers. Chapter 5 examines how
young mothers express different modalities of agency, shaped by norms and structures in the
spaces of their homes and neighbourhoods. Chapter 6 shows young mothers’ agency, shaped by
contradicting and colliding norms and structures of economic independence and motherhood.
Because two chapters of this dissertation have been previously published as articles and two
chapters have been submitted for publication, there is overlap in their introduction, theoretical
background, and research methodology.

1.3 MOTHERHOOD AND SOCIOECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE
IN THE NETHERLANDS
In the next sections, I introduce motherhood and socioeconomic independence in the
Netherlands and in Parkstad Limburg to provide insight into the relevance of Parkstad as a
research setting. I start with comparing the late ages of childbearing and low fertility rates of the
Netherlands with those of other countries in Europe and the world, followed by an explanation
of these rates in the context of the specific context of women’s participation in the Dutch labour
market. Next, I compare the high percentages of young mothers in Parkstad Limburg to those in
the rest of the country, after which I describe the region’s specific socioeconomic marginalisation
and people’s engagement with their living space in a shrinking society.

1.3.1 Young motherhood in the Netherlands
Women in the Netherlands have been bearing fewer children in the last decades, with on average 1.6
children per woman in 2017, and at increasingly later ages (CBS, 2018d). The mean childbearing
age in the Netherlands has risen from 24.3 years in 1970 to 29.8 years in 2017 (CBS, 2018d). This
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is among the highest in Europe and in the world. In Europe, the highest mean age of childbearing is
31.9 years, in Spain, and the lowest is 28.6 in Belarus (United Nations, 2017). Worldwide, the
highest mean age of childbearing is 32.8 years in Libya, and the lowest is 25.4, in Bangladesh
(United Nations, 2017). In Europe, the highest fertility rate is 39.5 per 1000 women aged 15–19
years, in Bulgaria, and 97.9 per 1,000 women aged 20–24 years, in Albania (United Nations, 2017).
The percentage of Dutch teenage mothers, that is under the age of 20, decreased from six per 1,000
women in 2006 to almost two per 1,000 women in 2017 (CBS, 2018d). Teenage fertility rates in the
Netherlands are the second lowest in Europe, and among the 10 lowest in the world (CBS, 2017;
United Nations, 2017). The Netherlands has a fertility rate of 22.2 per 1000 women aged 20–24
years, and is among the 15 countries with the lowest rates (CBS, 2017; United Nations, 2017).
The high mean age of childbearing and low fertility rate for women under 24 years in the
Netherlands can be explained in various ways. First, postponing childbearing and low fertility rates
for young women are said to be the result of successful birth control and family planning education
and policies (United Nations, 2013; De Graaf & Beets, 2015). Second, in ‘developed countries’,
such as the Netherlands, a high mean age of childbearing and low fertility rate for young women are
said to be the result of the greater importance that women attach to educational attainment (Singh
& Darroch, 2000; Woertman & Van Mens-Verhulst, 2010). Women in the Netherlands are more
highly educated than men, finish their education at a faster pace, and are less likely to leave school
early (Portegijs & Van den Brakel, 2018). Third, low fertility rates for young women are associated
with young women’s lower aspirations towards motherhood (Singh & Darroch, 2000; Woertman
& Van Mens-Verhulst, 2010). This is especially the case for young women in higher education. They
aspire towards economic independence and want to have leisure time for themselves, and combining
these with the responsibilities of motherhood increases pressure (Portegijs & Van den Brakel, 2018;
Woertman & Van Mens-Verhulst, 2010). Fourth, the growing participation of women in the labour
market and their permanent employment are also reasons why women postpone childbearing
(Portegijs & Van den Brakel, 2018; Van der Mooren, 2015). The Netherlands has an employment
rate of 71% for women, which is higher than the average of 64% for women in the European Union
(Portegijs & Van den Brakel, 2018). These four interconnected aspirations and responsibilities of
motherhood, education, employment and leisure contribute to the high mean age of childbearing
and low fertility rate for women under 24 years in the Netherlands.
Despite its high employment rate for women, the Netherlands also has the highest rate of women
working part-time: 75% of Dutch women work part-time, compared to an average of 32% in the
European Union (Merens & Bucx, 2017; Portegijs & Van den Brakel, 2018). A 1.5-wage-earner
model is common in the Netherlands, which means that women are generally employed part-time
and men full-time (Merens & Van den Brakel, 2014), with a ‘mother contract’ of work during
children’s school hours (Benschop, Van den Brink, Doorewaard, & Leenders, 2013). As in other
Western societies, Dutch women are generally expected to fulfil the roles of childcarer, employee,
and community volunteer (Bailey, 2000; Kloosterman & Moonen, 2016; Smyth, 2012). In the
Netherlands, men are generally expected to and do earn the family’s income, and women are
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generally expected to and actually perform unpaid care work for children, even when they have fulltime paid jobs (Kloosterman & Moonen, 2016; Merens & Van den Brakel, 2014). An intensive
motherhood ideology prevails in the Netherlands, which means that mothers should be the main
carers, should always be present for their children, and should focus primarily on their children’s
needs (Arendell, 2000; De Hoog, Harthoorn, & Servage, 2011; Johnston & Swanson, 2006;
Malacrida & Boulton, 2012; Plantenga, 2002). For Dutch young women, on the one hand, a norm
of economic independence exists and, on the other hand, an intensive motherhood ideology
prevails. This research examines how the combination of care, education or employment, and
leisure shapes the everyday lives of young Dutch women in Parkstad Limburg.

1.3.2 Young motherhood in Parkstad Limburg
Parkstad Limburg was chosen as a research setting because it appears to be a marginalised region
that matches common images of young mothers in terms of unemployment, welfare dependency
and participation in society. First, from 2010 to 2018, the province of Limburg had higher absolute
numbers of mothers under the age of 20 compared to the other provinces with shrinking regions
Zeeland and Groningen (CBS, 2018a). In terms of mothers under 20 years old among the total
number of mothers, in 2017, Parkstad’s largest towns, Heerlen and Kerkrade, had higher
percentages, 2.8% and 2% respectively, than the Dutch average 1.2% (CBS, 2018a). Similarly,
Heerlen and Kerkrade had higher percentages of mothers aged 20–25, 14.5% and 22% respectively,
than the Dutch average 11.1% (CBS, 2018a). Although there were 10 times fewer mothers under
20 years old in absolute numbers in Heerlen and Kerkrade than in Rotterdam, Amsterdam, and The
Hague, in the main urban Randstad area (CBS, 2018c), the percentages of mothers under 20 years
old were similar or higher (CBS, 2018a). Young motherhood in Parkstad thus occurs more often
than expected, given the declining birth rates and ageing population. A Catholic and familyoriented context can perhaps explain the relatively high occurrence of young motherhood.
Second, the Parkstad region differs from other Dutch regions in socioeconomic terms.
Parkstad’s current socioeconomic situation has arisen from a specific historical process. The
coalmining companies and the Roman Catholic Church used to determine nearly every aspect of
everyone’s lives, from their employment, education and care to their religious practices, social
networks, and leisure activities. The intertwined employment, religious, care, and leisure
structures disappeared with the closures of the mines, with the area’s economic downfall
(Chkalova & Nicolaas, 2009). The national government intended to increase employment in
Parkstad and decided to establish several institutions2 in the region to compensate for the

2 These institutions were the National Bureau of Statistics (CBS), the Open University and the National
Civil Pension Fund (ABP).
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unemployment that had arisen. However, the knowledge-based labour insufficiently matched the
knowledge and skills of the predominantly working class population (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015;
Ročak, Hospers, & Reverda, 2016b), leading to higher unemployment rates, lower educational
levels and income than the Dutch average that characterise present-day Parkstad (Marlet & Van
Woerkens, 2015; Netherlands National Institute for Public Health and the Environment, 2013).
Additionally, the levels of welfare dependency and financial support for people who are unable
to work are higher in Parkstad, compared to the rest of the Netherlands (Engbersen & Uyterlinde,
2017). Young and/or highly educated people leave Parkstad for either the Randstad area, Belgium,
or Germany for better or more employment opportunities (Chkalova & Nicolaas, 2009; De Jong
& Daalhuizen, 2014). Moreover, Parkstad’s two biggest municipalities are among the top 15
Dutch municipalities with the lowest levels of child well-being (Steketee, Tierolf, & Mak, 2014).
The above statistics paint a picture of a region that matches the stereotypical image of marginalised
young mothers who are poorly educated, unemployed, and without prospects of socioeconomic
independence. This study looks at how young mothers navigate the socioeconomic structures in
such a context of persistent marginalisation.
Third, Parkstad stands out as the only urbanised area of the three Dutch shrinking regions,
considering demographic and socioeconomic decline trends and prognoses through 2040 (De
Jong & Daalhuizen, 2014; De Jong & Van Duin, 2009; Hospers & Reverda, 2012). Parkstad
does not try to fight shrinkage, but rather utilises it (Hospers, 2010) as a chance to identify its
strengths with regeneration projects to redefine relationships between its residents, their living
space, and local governments (Gebrookerbos, 2017; IBA Parkstad, 2018; Wiechmann & Bontje,
2015). Parkstad’s residents often have little trust in the government, because they feel that their
input in regional regeneration is insufficiently taken into account (Ročak, 2018; Ročak, Hospers,
& Reverda, 2016a). They do not formally (want to) participate in calls for redevelopment
projects, and doubt that these projects will improve the quality of their own lives (Ročak, 2019;
Ročak, Hospers, & Reverda, 2016a). Since they do trust their neighbours and feel attached to
their neighbourhoods, they participate actively, but in informal ways, with responsibilities,
resources, and powers different from what policymakers expect (Ročak, 2019; Ročak et al.,
2016b). This research explores an emic perspective of young mothers’ participation in their living
space in a region that is redeveloping, and the responsibilities and resources they have in their
living space, particularly their neighbourhoods and homes. I examine the ways young mothers
engage with their living space and the agency they exert in their neighbourhoods and homes.

1.3.3 Welfare structures in the Netherlands
Young mothers receive intensive support from social professionals, and are often targeted by
welfare organisations and social policy. Generally, in policies and practice, mothers in need of
support range from teenage mothers, under 20 years of age, to ‘young’ mothers, under 24 years
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of age (De Groot, Hoogenboezem, Huzen, Van Lier, & Van Staalduinen, 2015; Dudevszky,
Lohman, De la Rie, & Van Twist, 2012; Inspectie SZW, 2014; Massink & Groenendijk, 2014;
Nederlands Jeugdinstituut, 2014; Oudhof, Zoon, & Van der Steege, 2013). On the one hand,
social professionals in the Netherlands, as well as in Parkstad, commonly aim to increase young
mothers’ socioeconomic independence and, on the other hand, improve their mothering skills.
Empowerment, strength-based work (Laffra & Nikken, 2014; Wolf, 2016), and talent-based
work (Abdallah, Kooijmans, & Sonneveld, 2016) are methods or approaches that social
professionals adopt to help develop or increase young mothers’ strengths, talents and skills. Social
professionals often use tools such as a life area model (Van Leeuwen-Den Dekker & Poll, 2016)
or a self-sufficiency matrix (Lauriks et al., 2017) to analyse young mothers’ pathways in life and
map their functioning, strengths and capacities in areas of for example education, employment,
housing and social network.
Institutional structures of welfare and care in the Netherlands have changed profoundly
with the privatisation of social services, the shift from offering services at a national level to
local government levels, and the focus on active citizenship and social inclusion (Van Ewijk,
2010). Internationally, similar changes from state-based social-interventionist to marketoriented neoliberal policy paradigms have been recognised in which individual socioeconomic
participation in society has become crucial (Bundschuh, Freitas, Palacín, & Žganec,
forthcoming). In the Netherlands, these changes can be seen in the Social Support Act (Wet
maatschappelijke ondersteuning), which went into effect in 2015. This not only was a policy
transition, but also led to transformations in social practice, professional identity, and
accountability (Bundschuh et al., forthcoming; Linders, Feringa, Potting, & JagerVreugdenhil, 2016). This meant that, because social policy, practice and professional identities
are closely connected, the power dynamics between the government, welfare organisations,
professionals and clients have shifted (Meeuwisse & Swärd, 2007; Van Ewijk, 2010; Vitus,
2017). Social care has become the responsibility of local governments, who buy in services
from welfare and care organisations. Professionals have had to adopt different ways of working,
based on people’s strengths and abilities. In activating support from informal networks instead
of offering this support themselves, social professionals need to facilitate social inclusion
(Bundschuh et al., forthcoming). For young mothers this means that they ought to participate
in society as fully as possible, and primarily rely on their own informal social network before
asking for formal support from social professionals. Professional support for young mothers is
embedded in these institutional structures of welfare and care. This research also explores the
professional perspective on young motherhood, and professional justifications for supporting
young mothers.
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1.4 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The previous paragraphs have described the context of young motherhood in the Netherlands
and Parkstad Limburg, and specific socioeconomic norms and institutional structures that affect
young mothers’ lives. In this study, I examine the interplay between everyday life, and the norms
and structures in physical spaces (for example, houses, neighbourhoods, schools, workplaces,
youth centres), social spaces (for example, family, friends, mother groups, school, and work
environments) and economic-political spaces (for example, welfare system, class, political
climate) the women occupy. This research unpacks young mothers’ and professionals’
constructions of young motherhood in these spaces. It contributes to understanding how norms
are reiterated, reinforced or challenged, and how structures affect young motherhood.
The next sections introduce the research approach I have taken and the concepts of youth,
motherhood, and agency on which this study is based. First, I describe the different identity
categories that are central to the concept of young motherhood, and explain why the intersections
of these categories need to be addressed in this study. Next, I explain that an emic perception of
the ways in which structures and norms affect young mothers’ lives, requires a constructivist
approach. Lastly, I present the concept of agency to connect young mothers’ everyday practices
with the structures and norms they manoeuvre around and engage within their living spaces.
Furthermore, each empirical chapter of this dissertation has a separate theoretical paragraph that
discusses theory relevant to the sub-question and aim of that chapter.

1.4.1 Intersectional approach
Young mothers’ identities are shaped by expectations and images of young motherhood,
institutional structures, and social norms. Different identity dimensions or social categories come
together in young motherhood. In social reality they are co-constructed and constantly interact,
but in research they are often distinct for analytical purposes (Davids, 2017). The main social
categories that interact in this study are age and gender.
Age is usually chronologically defined in years. However, age is more than a statement of years
and is not a static concept (Utrata, 2011): rather, it is dynamic and contextual. Not every society
uses the number of years as a demarcation of life stages; instead, some employ different
terminologies or time concepts, such as associating maturity in women with menarche, first
childbirth, or marriage (Kramer, 2008; Montgomery, 2009; Sniekers, 2005). In the case of young
motherhood, common age-related concepts are adolescence, maturity, young, and early or late.
Moreover, age is gendered (Utrata, 2011) and women can age differently than men. Certain
behaviours are associated with women or men of a certain age (Utrata, 2011). For example,
women are commonly expected to become mothers, unless they are too young. This research
explores the concept of age by identifying the dynamic and contextual practices of age and youth,
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especially in relation to motherhood. This means looking at age and the practices and perceptions
of youth from the emic perspective of young mothers, as well as exploring age and youth in a
professional context.
The next social category is gender. Whereas sex generally refers to the biological differences
between women and men, gender refers to sociocultural norms, structures and practices of
femininity and masculinity (Vanwesenbeeck, 2011b). Gender can be understood as a structure
of social relations and processes, and as a related set of practices based on sexed bodies (Connell,
2002). For example, women generally perform reproductive and care tasks, based on their ability
to bear and nurse children. Even though motherhood is not an essential characteristic of
femininity (Davids, 2017), motherhood is a pervasive gender role, with multiple responsibilities
extending to household and employment (Smyth, 2012).
Motherhood in this study is thus not only seen as a gender role, but also considered to be a
separate social category. Motherhood depends not only on the actual care, needs fulfilment and
meaning mothers provide for children, but also on how mothers, and their roles and activities are
perceived by society, institutions and politics. Motherhood is a private matter, but also a public,
political, moral, and policy issue. It is constructed and grounded in historical, political, and
cultural practices in certain spaces, with different connotations and outcomes (Davids, 2017;
Stapleton, 2010). Davids (2017) states that motherhood signifies power, in the sense that it
articulates the inclusion and exclusion of women who, for example, are not mothers, do not
aspire to be mothers, or are non-heteronormative mothers. I explore how young motherhood is
perceived and constructed by young mothers and social professionals, and which structures and
norms home, neighbourhood, school and workplace spaces include or exclude young mothers
and in which ways.
An intersectional approach does not merely distinguish different social categories, but also
analyses their intersections. The concept of intersectionality was coined by Crenshaw (1991) and
has become a widely used theory, method, or approach (Davis, 2008; Smiet, 2017). It identifies
an interplay of social categories and uncovers power differences due to these dimensions
(Crenshaw, 1991; Lutz, Herrera Vivar, & Supik, 2011; Phoenix & Pattynama, 2006). The main
categories that are interplaying in this study are age and youth, gender and motherhood. In every
chapter, a different emphasis is put on these categories, whereby class, educational attainment,
and employment status also play a role. The categories are not merely individual characteristics
and attributes, but also continuous and interactional accomplishments, actions, and processes,
that simultaneously produce and reproduce institutional structures, norms and social expectations
(Butler, 1988; West & Fenstermaker, 1995a, 1995b; West & Zimmerman, 1987). The categories
can support and reinforce, as well as contradict, challenge, clash with, and undo each other and
possibly produce contradictory effects (Moser, 2006). In this research, I study how the categories
of age and youth, gender and motherhood are (un)made, (un)done and performed in the spaces
of young mothers’ homes, neighbourhoods, schools, and workplaces, within a social network of
family, friends, classmates, colleagues, and professionals.
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1.4.2 Constructivist approach
In this research, I not only look at the intersections of the different social categories of age and
youth, gender and motherhood, but also question how these categories are constructed as a result
of norms, structures, and everyday practice. Young motherhood can be a social practice, cultural
norm, ideal image, symbolic status, attributed role, or subjective identity. Through employing a
constructivist approach (see Berger & Luckman, 1966), I can study the multiple dynamics in
social constructions of young motherhood. This means exploring how young mothers experience
their everyday life, that is shaped and bounded by structures and norms. In this way, I can provide
an emic understanding of young mothers’ perceptions of age and youth, gender and motherhood
that are situated in their living spaces. I do not only look at how young motherhood is shaped by
structures and norms in their living spaces, but also at how young mothers’ agency manifests in
constructing and (un)doing their youth and motherhood. This allows me to question the
problem-focused and normative connotations of ‘young’ motherhood that prevail in social policy
and practice (Duncan, Edwards, & Alexander, 2010a).
Moreover, a constructivist approach also enables me to examine how power differences are
constructed. The process of making of social categories entails a hierarchy or power differences.
Young mothers are often portrayed as youngsters at risk of marginalisation. As mothers they
belong to a majority in society, while at the same time they are ‘Others’ (Sprague, 1992, p. 125),
because they are mothers while being young, and thus deviate from expectations for young people
to follow a common pathway from school to employment to settling down and having children
(Darroch, Frost, & Singh, 2001; Kloosterman & Moonen, 2016; Van der Mooren, 2015;
Woertman & Van Mens-Verhulst, 2010). Uncovering multiple constructions of young
motherhood can reveal ‘Otherness’, exclusion and inequalities, and can show how norms are
reiterated, challenged, or weakened. Working towards structural equality and social inclusion for
client groups, such as young mothers, is an aim of social work practice and an important task of
social professionals (Bundschuh et al., forthcoming; Dominelli, 2002; Van Mens-Verhulst &
Radtke, 2009b). This research also examines how social professionals represent and translate
institutional structures of welfare and care, and which roles they play in (re)producing norms
around young motherhood. This will bring insight into the interconnected power relations that
reinforce or work against marginalisation from inclusion and exclusion mechanisms at
professional and organisational levels (Mehrotra, 2010; Van Mens-Verhulst & Radtke, 2009a).

1.4.3 Agency of young mothers
This research perceives young motherhood as an active construct that is shaped and negotiated in
everyday life by the women in spaces of work, education, leisure, and care. The construction and
(un)doing of young motherhood pertains to the concept of agency. This means that women are
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not ‘passive “recipients” of an identity position’ such as young motherhood (Shields, 2008, p.
302). However, they ‘“practice” each aspect of identity’ as informed by other identities and in
different social spaces (Goffman, 1956; Shields, 2008, p. 302), in this case the social spaces of
education, work, care and leisure and the physical and social spaces of their neighbourhoods and
homes. The concept of agency has been widely discussed in, for example, gender studies,
anthropology, social work, youth studies, development studies and philosophy. A common
understanding of agency is the perception of one’s life and life plans as one’s own (Madhok,
Wilson, & Phillips, 2013a), and taking responsibility for one’s location in the world (Hemmings
& Treacher Kabesh, 2013).
In this study, agency means young mothers’ navigational processes in their everyday life,
bounded by structures and norms. Bounded agency (Aaltonen, 2013; Evans, 2007; Munford &
Sanders, 2015; Tomanović, 2012) means that everyday practices and experiences are affected and
demarcated by the structures and norms confronting young mothers. Through professionals,
young mothers encounter institutional structures and norms that bound their agency. Therefore,
professional perceptions are also included in this study. Furthermore, agency is embedded in
everyday life (Bordonaro, 2012; Payne, 2012), such as in young mothers’ own experiences and
practices at school, work, or home or by interactions with classmates, colleagues, or relatives.
Their agency manifests in manoeuvring within these structures and norms to shape their everyday
life.
Furthermore, I see expressions of agency as more than just coping and survival struggles to
fight oppression or individual acts to reduce vulnerability (Madhok, Wilson, & Phillips, 2013b;
Reader, 2007; Wray, 2004). Agency is not necessarily intentional in terms of changing one’s life
or changing dominant social structures (Mahmood, 2004; Rao, 2015). This means that agency
also entails stabilisation or balancing one’s everyday life. Agency is expressed through daily
activities, negotiations with others and considerations on how to go on. Not only do individual
strengths matter, such as discovering or acknowledging one’s interests, aspirations, skills and
knowledge in relation to one’s own values and in alignment with one’s social space (Boomkens,
Metz, Van Regenmortel, & Schalk, 2019; Wolf, 2016), but so do the structures and norms of that
space, and how women deal with and relate to them. Family, neighbourhood, municipality, state,
and political structures, as well as norms, relationships, laws, and rules can facilitate but also
impede women’s decision making and leadership (Davids, 2017; Van Eerdewijk et al., 2017).
Research on agency often points to the relationship of individuals and their environment, and
describe the interaction between people and social and institutional structures. These studies
distinguish dichotomies of, for example, free choice versus coercion, individual versus collective
agency, resistance versus conformism, or activity versus passivity (Aaltonen, 2013; Bordonaro,
2012; Evans, 2007; Mahmood, 2004; McNay, 2000). These dichotomies are disputed by
emphasising an agentic spectrum between the extremes (Davids, 2017; Madhok et al., 2013b;
Reader, 2007; Van Eerdewijk et al., 2017). This study does not take a stance on either side of the
dichotomies; rather, it examines what work agency does (Madhok et al., 2013a) in reinforcing,
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challenging, or weakening norms regarding motherhood and age, and institutional structures in
work, study, leisure, and care spaces. A study of the lived realities of young mothers requires
examination of the various ways individuals perceive their freedom, individuality and subjectivity,
which are bounded by structures and norms.

1.5 OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION
The next chapter of the dissertation describes my research methods. I then present the research
findings in four chapters. Each chapter contains a short introduction with the aim and subquestion, followed by theory and research methods, and ending with a discussion and conclusion.
The dissertation ends with a concluding chapter, presenting an overall conclusion, the study’s
contributions of the theory and social practice, and reflections and suggestions for further
research.
Chapter 33 critically analyses the perspective of social professionals, illustrates their perceptions
of young motherhood, and paints a picture of the organisational institutional structures that
bound young mothers’ agency. The following question is answered: how do social professionals
in the Netherlands construct ‘young’ motherhood as being in need of social support? The aim of
this chapter is to provide insight into how social professionals employ and negotiate policy
regulations about young motherhood, and perceptions of young motherhood on which these
negotiations are based. This chapter challenges the idea that age in young motherhood is primarily
problematic. I argue that, under the umbrella of age, professionals attribute various problems to
young motherhood that are not necessarily related to age. The chapter examines the theoretical
perspectives on young motherhood, intersectionality and the power relationships between social
professionals and clients. Semi-structured interviews with social professionals lay outthe national
policy and legal regulations on age, young people, and motherhood to which these professionals
adhere. This is followed by the organisational age criteria of young motherhood that professionals
employ when deciding whether to support young mothers. Professionals’ negotiations of age
limits are then described, followed by the perceptions of vulnerability that professionals use to
surpass age limits.
Chapter 44 answers the research question of: what are young mothers’ perceptions and practices
of youth given the combination of youth and motherhood? This chapter is based on semistructured interviews with young mothers and participant observation in two young mother
3 Chapter 3, ‘Ascribing vulnerability to age: Social professionals’ constructions of ‘young’ motherhood’ is
under review at the Journal of Social Work.
4 Chapter 4, ‘Acting their age? An intersectional approach to young motherhood from young mothers’
perspectives’, coauthored by Dr. Els Rommes, is under review at Affilia Journal of Women and Social
Work.
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groups and in young mothers’ living space. It aims to move beyond representations of young
motherhood as problematic by providing insight into the intersections of youth and motherhood,
and by uncovering whether and how these categories collide, concur with or reinforce each other.
This chapter explores theories on intersectionality, age and youth, and gender and motherhood.
I challenge the idea that young motherhood conflates with problematic motherhood. Whereas
Chapter 3 examines the notions of age and youth in relation to motherhood from social
professionals’ perspectives, Chapter 4 analyses the practices and experiences of youth intersecting
with motherhood from the emic perspectives of young mothers. The findings determine whether
and how young mothers identify and manage problems related to youngness. They also show
young mothers’ perceptions and practices of young motherhood and in relation to the settings
and people with which they situate themselves.
Chapter 55 draws from the interviews with young mothers and the participant observations on
which Chapter 4 is also based. It addresses the following research question: which modalities of
agency emerge from young mothers’ spatial engagements with their neighbourhoods and homes
in Parkstad Limburg? The aim is to disclose inherent gender, age and spatial norms from young
mothers’ emic, or insider, perspectives. This chapter focuses on young mothers’ living space and
their experiences and practices of their young motherhood in their neighbourhoods and homes.
Chapter 5 provides a social perspective of the issue of urban and demographic shrinkage,
looking at young mothers as a specific category of people who show agency in a region affected by
shrinkage. I challenge common understandings of agency, using the theoretical frame of modalities
of agency as young mothers’ actions that ‘overtly’ resist or challenge spatial and gender norms, as
well as forms of ‘tacit’ agency such as desires and aspirations that maintain continuity or stability.
The findings present young mothers’ perceptions of space, spatial norms and practices. From
these, four modalities of agency can be discerned: adhering to norms, defining dreams, challenging
rules and considering options.
In Chapter 66 the following research question is answered: In which ways do young mothers
navigate structures and norms of education and employment? This last chapter again draws from
participant observation and interviews with young mothers and thus shows young mothers’
perspectives. Here, young mothers’ socioeconomic participation is central, given the examination
of their employment and education practices as young mothers. The chapter addresses
institutional practices, norms and expectations for youngsters on education and employment.
The aim is to provide insight into the complex structures and norms related to motherhood,
5 Chapter 5 is published as: Sniekers, Marijke. (2018). Defining dreams: young mothers’ agency in
constructions of space. Social & Cultural Geography, 19(8), 1073-1096. doi:10.1080/14649365.2017.
1344872
6 Chapter 6 is published as: Sniekers, Marijke, & Van den Brink, Marieke. (2018). Navigating norms
and structures: Young mothers’ pathways to economic independence. Journal of Youth Studies, 22(2),
187-204. doi:10.1080/13676261.2018.1492102
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education and work in order to show their impact on young mothers’ lives and how these can be
counterproductive for young mothers. Theoretical concepts of everyday and bounded agency are
used, and Dutch norms on education, employment and mothering, such as a motherhood
ideology are explicated. The findings demonstrate young mothers’ structural challenges in
education and employment, as well as the norms on mothering and economic independence they
express and experiences. Young mothers’ agency is demonstrated throughout, in navigating such
structural barriers and contradictory norms.
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2 Research Methodology
2.1 RESEARCH STRATEGY: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH
In this chapter, I describe the methods used in collecting and analysing the data, as well as the
ethical aspects of my research methods. Understanding the lives of young mothers in Parkstad and
their experiences and practices of care, employment, education and leisure requires qualitative
research methods. More specifically, I used an ethnographic approach to gain a thorough
understanding of and insight into the meanings and experiences of individuals in their social
situations (Hesse-Biber, 2007; Spradley, 1980), in this case, young mothers in their employment,
education, leisure, and care contexts, and social professionals working with young mothers.
Ethnography is a responsive and iterative form of research that questions the social and cultural
practices of groups of people to understand their life worlds from their perspective (Buch & Staller,
2007; Spradley, 1980). I adopted an ethnographic approach to learn from young mothers and
social professionals about young mothers’ lived experiences and practices in their living space and
in their interactions with other young mothers, children, and social professionals. An ethnographic
approach has allowed me to respond to the activities in the young mother groups and actions of
young mothers in their homes, as well as to maintain a critical position as a researcher.
To understand young mothers’ experiences and practices, an emic perspective is appropriate.
In anthropological studies, an insider or participant viewpoint is often adopted to uncover local
explanations, perceptions and meanings (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002; Harris, 2001; Kottak, 2006),
namely, in this case, the life world of young mothers in Parkstad. Moreover, an emic perspective
aims to determine how young mothers give meaning to their world, which, in this case, contrasts
with an etic perspective of outsiders’ explanations and meanings (Harris, 2001; Kottak, 2006).
Participant observation allows me to adopt an emic perspective.
Semi-structured, in-depth interviews with young mothers and social professionals, and
participant observation in two young mother groups and in young mothers’ homes were the main
methods of data collection. Bucknall (2014, p. 72) suggests the term data construction rather
than data collection because data is not just ‘out there’ waiting to be gathered, but, rather, is the
outcome of a joint enterprise between the researcher and the researched. For my research,
constructing knowledge together was the case during participant observation in two young
mother groups. The interviews with young mothers, furthermore, were a tool for me to gather
information as well as a means for the women to tell their life stories, develop their narratives, and
reflect on their practices and experiences.
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In the next sections, I first describe the research populations. I then describe how I conducted
the interviews with the young mothers, followed by the interviews with the professionals. Then I
describe how participant observation was carried out. Lastly, I present the ethical aspects of this
research. Furthermore, each of the following chapters specifies the research methods I used.

2.2 RESEARCH POPULATION
2.2.1 Young mothers
Young mothers are the main research population of this study. I interviewed 41 young mothers,
17 of whom participated in one of the two young mother groups. I interviewed all the women
who visited almost weekly. In addition to these 41 women, I met 13 women who attended the
mother group meetings a few times, so I included them in my participant observation. However,
I was unable to interview these 13 women for various reason, from not wanting to be interviewed
to not being able to contact them outside the meetings after I met them.
Age is a crucial concept in research on young mothers. Apart from the theoretical understandings
of age in relation to young motherhood (see Chapters 3 and 4), I made methodological decisions
on whom to include in my research population, based on age. Since the study explores intersecting
identities and roles of women, I included mothers who had a few years of experience as a mother
and as student and/or employee. This led to the selection of women who had had their first child
by the age of 23 or earlier, women who, at the time of the interview, were 27 years or younger. The
age of 23 is the maximum age that corresponds to the definitions of young motherhood of national
organisations such as the Dutch Youth Institute (Nederlands Jeugdinstituut or NJI) and welfare
organisations (Nederlands Jeugdinstituut, 2014; Oudhof et al., 2013). However, Dutch social
policy considers people under the age of 27 as youngsters (Inspectie SZW, 2014). The Dutch
Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS, 2016c). employs the term teen mothers for women who gave
birth to their child when they were under the age of 20. I explored what lies behind the notions of
age and youth from both perspectives, in interviews and during group meetings.
Table 1 presents the characteristics of the women, as also described in the following paragraphs.
The women’s ages at birth of the first child vary from 17 to 23 (see Table 1). The woman who was
the youngest when her first child was born had turned 17 the day, and her second child was born
two years and two days later. The ages of the women at the time of the interview varied from 18
to 27 years. I also interviewed a woman who was 19 and pregnant (her child was born when she
turned 20). Most women had one child. Seven women had two children, and two had one child
and were pregnant with their second. Three women had three children.
The Parkstad region was the research site, so the inclusion criterion for participation in the
research was to be living in Parkstad at the time of the interview or participant observation. All of
Parkstad’s municipalities but one were represented in the interview and participant observation
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population of young mothers, and most lived in Heerlen and Kerkrade. In this respect, the
research population represents the regional demographics (CBS, 2018b). Living in the region
does not mean that all the women were born and raised there. Five of the interviewed women
have moved from another part of the Netherlands to Parkstad, and 12 of the interviewed women
had a migrant background, either because they were born abroad (four women) or one or both
their parents were born abroad (eight women). Countries other than the Netherlands in which
the women or one or both their parents were born cannot all be mentioned to ensure the women’s
anonymity, but they include Belgium, Germany, the Dutch Antilles and the United States. The
situations of young mothers with Dutch backgrounds differed from those of the young mothers
from ethnically diverse backgrounds (mainly Surinamese, Dutch Antillean, Sub-Saharan African,
and Chinese). The latter experience more unequal power structures in social relations and a lack
of openness regarding sexuality (Cense & Dalmijn, 2017). Even though more young mothers in
the Netherlands have a migrant background (CBS, 2017; Van Berlo, Wijsen, & Vanwesenbeeck,
2005), my research population generally reflects the ethnic homogeneity of the population of
Parkstad (CBS, 2014).
The relationship statuses of the interviewed women varied from being single (13) to married
(seven), to having a boyfriend (25). All the women who were married cohabitated with their
husbands and 10 women with a boyfriend also cohabitated with their partner. One woman was
semi-cohabitating, because her partner only came home on the weekends due to his employment
requirements. Some of the women’s relationship status changed during the time I was in contact
with them. One woman is now divorced, two women who lived together now live separately but
are still in a relationship, two women with partners are now single, and two women who were
single now have partners.
The main research population is diverse in terms of occupation. Most of the women (23) of the
interview population self-identified as ‘stay-at-home’-mothers, with 17 who were receiving
government benefits, and six of these 17 women receiving professional support to live
independently. Parkstad’s socioeconomic marginalisation can be recognised in the research
population (Marlet & Van Woerkens, 2015; Netherlands National Institute for Public Health
and the Environment, 2013). Two women have a partner who earns an income for the family. A
total of 16 women were attending school, one was studying at the master’s level, three at the
bachelor’s level, and 12 women were studying at a vocational school. This reflects pathways to
stereotypical women’s jobs of ‘working with people’ rather than of professions in science and
technology (Rommes, Overbeek, Scholte, Engels, & De Kemp, 2007). One woman who received
benefits was also studying at a home school institution. Six women worked part-time: three in
nursing care, one at a restaurant, one in administration and one owned a business.
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Table 1. Personal characteristics of young mothers.
		

Age of mother at first childbirth
17

18

19

20

21

22

23

Total

(n=3)

(n=4)

(n=12)

(n=6)

(n=8)

(n=2)

(n=6)

(N=41)

Number of children								
1

2

2

11

3

6

1

4

2

1

1

1

3

1

1

2

3

0

1

0

0

1

0

0

29
10
2

								
Income situation/work/study								
Vocational student

2

1

5

0

2

0

0

Bachelor-level student

0

0

0

0

1

1

1

Master-level student

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

Business owner

0

0

0

1

0

0

0

Paid job

0

0

2

1

0

0

1

Partner has a paid job

0

0

0

1

1

0

0

Welfare benefits

1

3

5

3

3

1

4

10
3
1
1
4
2
20

								
Relationship								
Partner (not married)

2

0

7

4

5

2

4

Married

1

1

2

0

2

0

1

Single

0

3

3

2

1

0

1

24
7
10

								
Living situation								
Living with a partner

1

1

5

3

4

1

4

Living independently

1

0

4

2

4

0

1

Living with parent(s)

1

1

2

0

0

0

0

At a shelter with other women

0

2

1

1

0

1

1

19
12
4
6

Ethnic background								
Mother and parent(s) born in the Netherlands

2

2

11

5

5

2

4

Mother and/or parent(s) born in a non-Dutch,

0

1

1

1

2

0

0

31
5

1

1

0

0

1

0

2

5

Western country
Mother and/or parent(s) born in a non-Western
country
								
Housing type								
Apartment

2

0

7

House

1

2

4

Room at a shelter

0

2

1
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5

0

2

2

3

1

3

1

0

1

1

19
16
6
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Municipality of residence								
Brunssum

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

Heerlen

1

2

6

4

5

1

2

Kerkrade

0

0

3

1

2

0

2

Landgraaf

0

2

1

1

0

1

2

Nuth

2

0

0

0

0

0

0

Onderbanken

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

Simpelveld

0

0

2

0

0

0

0

Voerendaal

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

1
21
8
7
2
0
2
0

								
Age mother
at interview								
18 years

0

1

0

0

0

0

0

19 years

0

0

1

0

0

0

0

20 years

0

2

4

2

0

0

0

21 years

1

0

1

1

0

0

0

22 years

1

1

3

0

1

0

0

23 years

1

0

1

1

2

0

2

24 years

0

0

1

0

1

0

2

25 years

0

0

1

0

0

0

1

26 years

0

0

0

2

2

2

1

27 years

0

0

0

0

2

0

0

1
1
8
3
6
7
4
2
7
2

2.2.2 Social professionals
Social professionals were another group in my research population. Even though my research
focuses on young mothers’ perspectives, this study includes a chapter on social professionals’
perspectives on young motherhood. This is done, firs, because many young mothers encounter
professionals by virtue of their being young and mothers and receive professional childcare
support, psychosocial support, financial support, and assistance through welfare-to-work
trajectories, or meet social professionals in youth work, street corner work or community work.
The encounters shape young mothers’ perspectives, and the norms and structures they experiences
partly involve their contact with professionals.
Second, I interviewed professionals, because this research aims to uncover institutional
structures and norms, and social professionals work in welfare, care, educational, expert
organisations, and government bodies that develop and execute policy, methods, networks and
interventions that affect young mothers, women and young people. Furthermore, the
professionals often acted as gatekeepers to the young mothers’ lives, ensuring their privacy. When
studying young motherhood, then, including interviews with social professionals helps in
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studying the boundaries that are kept, both professional ones and ways of working. Lastly
including interviews with professionals can provide additional insight into the structures and
norms that exist around young mothers and young motherhood.
I conducted interviews with 15 professionals and three professionals in training from welfare,
educational, and expert organisations working with young mothers. The professionals worked as
either social caseworkers, youth workers, community workers, youth educator, health care
workers or counsellors. One professional in training was interviewed individually. The other
professionals in training were interviewed jointly with a professional, which was also the case for
the third professional in training. I refer to both the professionals and professionals in training as
professionals since the latter participated equally in the interviews, worked independently and
shared knowledge on the topics addressed.
A total of 14 professionals shared their information with me in individual semi-structured
interviews. Several unstructured, informal interviews were held with one professional, because
multiple attempts for a formal, semi-structured interview had failed. During two interviews two
professionals were present. Interviewing two professionals at the same time worked very well,
because in the beginning, they described their perspectives, opinions, and experiences separately,
and later they also discussed these with each other. They thus informed me and each other. Two
professionals of the welfare organisations were especially helpful and offered entrance into the
mother groups (see also Section 2.3.1), and another professional welcomed me into her
organisation so I could ask young mothers to participate in interviews.
The professionals were interviewed, because they all worked in organisations that worked with
young mothers in the Parkstad region and offered activities, interventions, training or counselling.
Most of the organisations focused on young mothers, whereas two organisations worked with
mothers or women of all ages. The organisations had broad ranges of expertise, and were located
at multiple sites, all tailoring their services to women or young mothers in Parkstad, but mainly
in its main towns of Heerlen and Kerkrade. Their work settings also varied from between youth
centres, schools, residential care homes, welfare centres and clinical care. Most professionals also
had other clients besides young mothers, except for one, whose organisation focused only on
young mothers. The organisations had multiple locations and a broad range of expertise. All of
the organisations worked in the Parkstad region: only two have offices outside the region, but
their services are also aimed at Parkstad clientele. The organisations generally provide support and
care to women and mothers and/or work with youngsters, though they have different goals and
methods (for more information about the organisations, see Chapter 3). To ensure the
confidentiality and anonymity of the professionals (Spradley, 1980), I cannot name the
organisations that participated and I have divided the organisations into three groups that all
consist of more than one organisation, according to their own institutional characterisations:
educational, welfare, or expert organisation.
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2.3 DATA COLLECTION
The methods of data collection were participant observation at the young mother group meetings
of two welfare organisations in Parkstad and participant observation in other spaces, mostly in
young mothers’ homes. Furthermore, data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with the young mothers and social professionals of the welfare, education and expert organisations
working with them. In the next sections, I describe these methods in more detail.

2.3.1 Participant observation during young mother group meetings
Participant observation is an integral part of ethnographic research (Gobo, 2008; Hammersley
& Atkinson, 1995; Spradley, 1980). Through participant observation, the researcher ‘takes part
in the daily activities, rituals, interactions and events of a group of people as one of the means of
learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life routines and their culture’ (DeWalt & DeWalt,
2002, p. 1). This involves ‘establishing a direct relationship with the social actors’ (Gobo, 2008,
p. 5), but also detaching oneself and taking a step back to maintain a critical perspective (Van
Meijl, 2005). The previous quotes capture the essence of my participation observation: as a
professional outsider, I took part in the daily lives and interactions of the young mothers in
various ways, and established a direct relationship with them.
I conducted participant observation in two young mothers groups of two welfare organisations
in two different towns in Parkstad during their weekly meetings. In one mother group, I was able
to start immediately after I spoke with the youth worker. This group had already been in existence
for a few years already. Although the participants changed, there was a core group of five mothers
who visited the meetings almost weekly. I started joining their meetings in January 2013. I
participated monthly until May 2013. From June 2013 to July 2014, I participated twice a
month. From November 2013 through September 2014, I joined the mother group of the other
welfare organisation twice a month. A core group of six mothers attended the group almost
weekly; in this group also, some mothers joined for only a few weeks. During the time I joined
the groups, the two youth workers organised two meetings together; one in February 2014 and
in July 2014. In total, I attended 49 meetings (25 with one youth worker, 22 with the other youth
worker, and two with both youth workers together).
After most meetings I wrote a chronological report of the meeting, starting with who was
present and where they were seated, what the space and artefacts looked like, and the goal of the
meeting. I focused further on who said what to whom. I observed the attendance of the mothers
and children, as well as the youth workers, volunteers and professionals in training/interns. This
not only helped me learn about the young mothers’ lives, but also gave me insight into the work,
role, work, tasks, and responsibilities of the professionals. I also observed which activities took
place, the physical spaces in which the activities took place, what handicrafts were made and how,
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how the participants worked on the goals of the meetings, the seating arrangements; mother–
child interaction, the interactions between mothers, the interaction between the mothers and the
professionals (including volunteers, interns and experts), the topics discussed among mothers,
and the topics discussed by the experts. The conversations were mostly casual, unless an expert
facilitated a workshop on a specific theme and led a discussion. During conversations and
workshop discussions, I paid extra attention to the following topics: problems and successes in
childcare and training; ways of managing relationships with the partner and/or father of the child;
ways of dealing with (lack of ) family support; problems and successes in social relationships;
activities with friends, partner, and family; combining work, childcare and leisure activities;
combining education, childcare, and leisure activities; welfare-to-work trajectories; financial
situation and management; feelings related to childcare, work and education; health matters;
housing issues and plans; use of the neighbourhood and town; and future plans and dreams.
An important, integral part of participant observation is small talk (Driessen & Jansen, 2013).
I made small talk to learn about the everyday lives of the young mothers and to sensitise my
perceptions of the intergroup dynamics, underlying tensions and bonds between the mothers in
the young mother groups that could not be explicitly addressed in interviews (Driessen & Jansen,
2013). For instance, I would ask how a woman was doing if last time she had been ill or was still
absent, and I could tell from the responses who knew what was going on and who had been in
touch with whom. When I sat next to someone during the meetings, I could also ask how their
weekend had been or about the well-being of their children, and then slowly move on to my
research topics. I spoke with a woman about her house search, and when she had found a house,
I asked about her efforts of renovating it, from sanding the floors to painting the walls and
decorating the children’s room. The boundaries between small talk and interviews are thin and
fluid, and small talk can also be part of an interview (Driessen & Jansen, 2013), which was often
the case in the interviews I held at young mothers’ homes. Small talk in my research was important
to make a connection with the mothers, build trust in each other, and establish rapport (Driessen
& Jansen, 2013). This could lead to questions about more emotional or private issues such as
problems with an ex-partner, the father of the child and/or current partner, or to invite them to
participate in a formal interview. I tried to capture the small talk in my participant observation
notes as much as possible for inclusion in the data analysis.
Outside of the mother group meetings, I communicated with the women by using their own
means of contacting each other and their peers, which consisted mainly of social media platforms
Facebook and WhatsApp. These were good ways of reminding myself about important things in
their lives, such as birthdays, events, their children’s first school day, and meetings with (ex-)
partners or lawyers, which I could use to start a conversation during the offline mother group
meetings. I could see on Facebook that the women often posted pictures and activities, and other
mothers, relatives or friends commented on them. I was part of the WhatsApp group of one of
the young mother groups, and I used WhatsApp with other mothers, with whom I exchanged
phone numbers with. The women sent each other pictures, messages and information about
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activities in conversations that I sometimes joined. Sending messages via WhatsApp or Facebook
was a also good way for me to keep in touch in between the mother group meetings and other
visits, and useful for planning an interview or checking whether plans have changed, for example,
due to a sick child or other unplanned situations (as shown in the status updates or posted
images). I did not use this social media information as data for analysis, but I used it as reminders,
to plan, to stay updated on personal situations and group activities, to show interest by responding
and to establish rapport.

2.3.2 Participant observation in other spaces
Participant observation took place not only during the group meetings, but also during the
interviews, when I entered the women’s personal social and physical living spaces in their homes,
families, work and school spaces. This provided me with many different situations in which I
could learn about their lives, and with more real life contexts related to care, work, school, and
leisure than that in only the young mothers groups. Participant observation also helped me
establish a rapport with the women and reciprocate their time and stories (see also Section 2.5). I
stayed in touch with some of the women after the interview, and I also met individually with some
of the women from the young mother groups. For example, I visited two women at home who
had just given birth, to admire their newborns and bring them a gift for the baby, according to
birth customs. Several times, I visited one particular woman at home, because she was distressed.
I knew she was in touch with social care workers, to whom I had referred her as well, since I am
not a social worker and could not help her with her issues. When one woman had found a new
house, I visited her new place to admire the work she had done in renovating. Additionally, I
spent time with some of the women in their homes during the afternoons, socialising with them
and their children. We chatted, played with the children, drank tea, checked Facebook and
listened to music, picked up the children from school, or went to a playground.
Furthermore, holding the semi-structured interviews with women at their schools was
convenient for them, and, for me, it was also an opportunity to see their educational space. I went
to a hair salon where one woman worked, so she could give me a haircut and I could see her work
space. I made an extra visit to another woman – who had been very helpful in opening up her
network to me and had given me the contact details of eight young mothers she knew – when she
asked me for help regarding work. We sat and talked about what had happened in her life after
the interview, as well as about work, my network, and the possibilities for her to find a job.
Another part of my participant observation was being a driver. Since I attended the young
mother groups and some of the women lived quite far from the meetings places, I sometimes
picked them up and drove them back home after the meetings. Otherwise a youth worker or
other mother would have picked them up, or, if that was not possible, they would not attend,
since they could not or would not pay for public transportation. I also acted as a driver when the
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groups had trips that were too far to walk to and could only take place if we had enough car space
for the women and children. These trips started out as providing transportation for the women’s
activities, but turned out to also be good opportunities for me to learn about the region and
relevant spaces in the region.

2.3.4 Semi-structured interviews with young mothers
In addition to participant observation, I conducted semi-structured interviews with the young
mothers. Participant observation and interviews were often intertwined, first, because I
interviewed women who also participated in the young mother groups, and second, because, by
interviewing the women, I also participated in their everyday lives. Hammersley and Atkinson
(1995) discuss the difference between interviewing with and without participant observation. In
both cases, the researcher must build rapport but, in interviews, the researcher has had little or no
prior contact with the informant, the task of building rapport quickly is important (Hammersley
& Atkinson, 1995) and this ‘instant rapport’ requires putting the informants at ease to answer the
questions (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 43). To gain insight into the diversity of the young
mothers’ lives, I have also interviewed women who did not participate in the young mother
groups. Most of these women opened up quickly, I noticed, and told me their life stories without
much prompting from me, perhaps because I was an outsider and a person they would probably
never see again. Other interviews were briefer, and these conversations followed a clear question–
answer structure. For the women in the mother groups, I became more of an insider than for the
mothers I had only met during an interview. As an insider, women shared things with me openly,
including things they said they had not even told the youth worker. These interviews built on
situations I had been a part of and information I had previously heard.
All the semi-structured interviews, inside or outside a participant observation context, were
‘based on the use of an interview guide, a list of questions and topics, in which the interviewer
maintains discretion to follow leads, but which also leaves both the interviewer and informant
to follow new leads’ (Bernard, 1995, pp. 209-210). I did not strictly adhere to the order and
precise wording of my questions, but I maintained a balance between guiding the conversation
to the research topics and following what the young mothers wanted to share with me. They
could also lead the conversation and talk about issues that were relevant and important to
them. This is what Hesse-Biber (2007) describes as important; not trying to disrupt the flow
of the interview, but doing your best to interject questions at a time when a new space opens
up in the conversation. This is also important in gaining an emic perspective. For example,
even though giving birth was not a main research topic, the women shared related information
with me when they thought it was important. However, Bernard (1995, p. 211) explains that
‘an interview is never like a casual, unthreatening conversation in everyday life’. This means
that, despite my efforts to give the women opportunities to determine the content of the
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conversation, I was still the one who ‘gave them this opportunity’ and kept the conversation
focused on a topic (Bernard, 1995).
The topics for interviews with the women were drawn from the literature and from interviews
with professionals and were based on the main research question and sub-questions, with the main
topics being the women’s living situation, care, employment, education and leisure. For example,
the literature on motherhood, agency, space, gender, youth expectations and intersectionality
indicates that women, especially women with children and young women, play multiple roles and
face social expectations (Keinemans, 2010; Madhok et al., 2013b; Phoenix, Woollet, & Lloyd,
1991; Smyth, 2012; Stapleton, 2010). I therefore developed my topics to find out about women’s
practices, roles, responsibilities and expectations in the intersection of care, education, employment
and leisure. To study young mothers’ agency and to explore the context of socioeconomic
independence and pathways, the following common domains of social life in which roles,
responsibilities, tasks, and expectations meet are chosen as interview topics: family situation,
partner relationship, father of the child, friends, significant others, living situation, neighbourhood,
town, pregnancy, childcare, education, work, housework, daily activities, combining childcare and
work/education/other occupation, leisure time, being young, being a mother, life changes, and,
lastly, the future. For each topic, open questions were drawn up in an interview guide. These
questions ask about young mothers’ everyday tasks; recurring responsibilities; daily and weekly
activities; how they manage being a mother/student/employee; and practices, experiences, and
choices in combining childcare, work, education and leisure activities.
In total, I interviewed 41 young mothers. I used my own and my colleagues’ professional
networks and approached several welfare organisations to contact young mothers, which led to
interviews with four women who were living in an institutional care home. I held 16 interviews
with women attending the young mother groups (seven attending one group, and ten the other).
I have interviewed nine women contacted through fourth year students of a research module of
the Faculty of Social Studies of Zuyd University. I interviewed six women contacted through
other students of the Faculty. I have interviewed one woman after a call for participants I posted
on a website for young people in Parkstad (www.jonginparkstad.nl). Lastly, one woman I
interviewed was very valuable in providing me with the contact details of eight women, which led
to five interviews. Two women did not respond to my calls or messages and another woman I
interviewed turned out to be older than the age limits I had set for my research. I also contacted
young mothers who were not living in Parkstad or whom I considered too old, and who were
therefore outside the scope of my research.
I tried other ways to contact young mothers, such as putting up flyers in shops and schools. I
also contacted health care professionals, municipalities, obstetricians, youth and family centres,
and one organisation specialised in youth care, who were all ultimately unwilling to cooperate in
the research. Their mains reasons were that they did not want to violate young mothers’ privacy
and could not give me contact details, even though I requested that they ask the mothers to
contact me so I would not need their contact details. The youth workers who did agree dealt with
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the privacy issue by inviting me to ask these women themselves to respect the women’s decisionmaking and control by having them decide.
The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and two hours, depending on who was present
during the interview besides the young mother and whether this person participated in the
interview. The length of the interview also depended on how talkative the mothers were, whether
the interviewees were involved in other activities, such as putting the children to bed and
preparing meals, and depended on their time constraints for example, if they were picking up
their children from school. The interviews were conducted in Dutch, but, for this dissertation, I
translated the quotes into English. All the interviews but one were audio-recorded and transcribed
verbatim. One mother did not want her story to be recorded, so during that interview I wrote
down as much as possible. Afterwards, I worked on my research notes so I could code them. Two
research assistants also transcribed the interview recordings. I checked all their transcripts by
listening to the recordings and occasionally changing the wording or filling in inaudible sections
that I noted or remembered from the interview. The fourth year students were present during
nine interviews, to take notes and observe interactions. They also accompanied in the interviews
me to learn more about the lives of young mothers and about interviewing.
The interviews took place in three different time frames during the research period. A pilot
interview was held in October 2012, after which an interview guide was established with the final
interview topics and questions. The woman whom I interviewed also suggested topics for
discussion in further interviews. A first set of eight interviews took place from December 2012
until March 2013, after which a first analysis was conducted, which led to a slight change in the
emphasis on the topics and questions. I found that I had gained much detailed information on
pregnancy and child birth, and less on leisure time and living spaces of the neighbourhood and
town. The second round of interviews was held from October 2013 until September 2014.
I made appointments for formal interviews with 40 of the 41 young mothers. One young
mother joined an interview with another one. They were friends, and she came for the visit
because the first woman had invited her since she thought this would be interesting for both her
and me. This conversation became a duo interview, with both women answering the questions
according to their own situations and discussing their choices and experiences with each other.
The presence of another person during the interview was not unusual during the other interviews
either, which made them more informal. Partners, parents, or friends were present during 14
interviews. The women introduced me as a teacher from the university who wanted to interview
them to learn about young mothers’ lives. If the women did not introduce me, I introduced
myself as such. These interviews were held at the homes of the young mothers. When the interview
took place in the evening, the partners or parents the mother lived with were often present. In
eight of those interviews, the people partially joined the conversation and gave their opinions,
which steered the conversation a certain way. I included this input of others in the conversation
as data to be analysed as well.
To be sensitive to the women’s everyday responsibilities, I interviewed them at their homes,
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and the children were present during most of the interviews. The children often joined the
interview, depending on their age, the time the interview took place, and the presence of another
person. The women considered babies too young to understand what was going on and what was
said, so they were often present. However, some toddlers and older children listened and
responded to us: ‘Was I already in your belly when that happened?’ ‘Mum, you should tell the
lady that I helped with washing up today’. Some children knew me from the mother groups and
came to give me toys to play with them or show me something: ‘Look what I have drawn, I love
drawing’. Some children wanted to play with the phone that I used to audio-record the
conversations, which, in my opinion, was not a good idea, because it disturbed the recording.
Others wanted to see and help me write notes in the notebook I used during interviews. Therefore,
I always took something with me that the children could play with, such as colouring pencils and
a notebook. Children also joined the interview non-verbally, because the mothers had to tend to
their needs. The children were sometimes sat at a table with pencils and a colouring book, or put
in a corner of the room with toys or in front of the television with a snack to make sure they did
not ‘disturb the conversation’. The women used the same strategy when the children were not
supposed to listen to certain conversation topics. One woman said that she could not explain
something because ‘little pitchers have big ears’. When it was time for bed, or for their children
to eat or drink, the women often asked their partner, parent, or friend to help out if they were
present. One young mother’s father played with his grandchild and took care of this child during
the interview without the woman having to explicitly ask him.
Most mothers wanted to speak to me without too many interruptions, not realising that these
also revealed to me a part of their lives and their everyday practices without me having to explicitly
ask questions about it. I welcomed the interruptions, because they gave me a chance to ask about
ideas on raising children and balancing household, childcare and personal activities. Other
mothers wanted to continue their activities with their children without me interrupting those too
much. They held their children on their lap, fed them, changed diapers, played with their
children, or put them in bed when it was time for the child to go to sleep. Some mothers invited
me to join them in putting the child to bed and on some occasions I asked if they would mind if
I joined them. Again, these were opportunities to learn about the women’s lives and their home
environment, and when I stayed behind, I could also look around the room or talk to the other
person that was there.
Not only the children, but also partners and relatives occasionally joined the conversations.
This occurred when the mothers would ask their partner or parent when they were unsure of how
things had happened or at what time: ‘Which study did I follow at that time? Can you remember?’
A few times, when a woman was putting the child to bed, her partner started talking to me. One
partner told me about his job, his hobbies, and their child’s character and described about a baby
monitor with video: ‘Every night before we go to bed, we watch [our child] on the monitor, so as
not to wake [our child] up, sometimes even for half an hour’. Others joined the conversation
when they felt an urge to say something: ‘We are being disconnected from the outside world by
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that road’, one woman’s father emotionally said as she and I talked about a new highway that she
now had to cross to bring her child to school. Most of the time, however, the other people were
watching television or were doing things on the computer or phone. The women did not seem to
be held back by other adults in the room in discussing the interview topics.

2.3.5 Semi-structured interviews with social professionals
The interviews with the social professionals were semi-structured with a list of questions based on
the main topics to learn about the professionals’ perspectives on young motherhood, the age
limits for young motherhood they employed, how they perceived young and how they viewed
their client population, and their ways of working with young mothers as their clients. I developed
an interview guide with topics and open questions that allowed me to discuss the topics more
specifically. The topics comprised organisational goals, methods, policies, ways of working, target
groups, partner organisations, staff and volunteers, networks, definitions of the term young, the
ages of young mothers, and, lastly, the strengths of and challenges of young mothers (whom they
have encountered). The professionals’ expertise, ways of working and experiences with young
mothers determined the order and depth of the topics discussed. I encouraged the professionals
to provide specific examples about (anonymised) clients to obtain detailed information on young
mothers instead of generalised statements, since I wanted to hear about their ways of working
with young mothers and their perceptions of young motherhood.
I contacted the professionals through my own network and that of colleagues at the Faculty of
Social Studies of the university where I work. I also called and wrote to organisations unfamiliar
to me or with my colleagues, such as obstetrics practices and antenatal care organisations. With
many organisations, I had to keep asking for permission further up the ladder, often without
success in the end. However, a variety of professionals from various types of organisations agreed
to participate. I have send them all a leaflet summarising my research plans and I sent the interview
questions to those who asked for it. From the beginning to the end of 2012, I interviewed five
professionals. From April till June 2013, I spoke with eight more professionals and, finally, in July
and March 2014, I held two more interviews.
The interviews lasted from 45 minutes to 1.5 hours. Except for the informal interviews, they
were audiorecorded and transcribed afterwards. All interviews were held in meeting rooms or
offices of the organisations of the professionals without others entering them, except for one
organisation where we sat in an office that young mothers could enter when they had questions
or needed to use the computer.
Furthermore, to adhere to the ethical principle of making the research findings available
(Spradley, 1980), I presented the results of my research several times at professional network
meetings, discussed my findings with social professionals and sent participating professionals
(and other professionals) my articles and book chapters.
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2.4 DATA ANALYSIS
A common position among qualitative researchers is that data analysis is interpretive work that
includes the perspectives and voices of the people under study, to understand of their actions
(Strauss & Corbin, 2005). Analysis of qualitative data can then be conducted in various ways,
from an inductive, bottom-up manner to a rigorous, grounded method, in order to generate
theory from the research data or elaborate on or modify existing theories (Strauss & Corbin,
2005). A key aspect of my data analysis is that it includes the perspectives of the participants, for
example to understand their notions and meaning of young motherhood. This could be called a
descriptive analysis in which the social realities are examined at a meta-level, as well as from the
viewpoints of the participants (Evers, 2015), in this case, young mothers living and professionals
working in the Parkstad region. I stayed close to the data, to what I have observed and heard from
the women and professionals in participant observation and interviews. I looked for theoretical
elements in the data such as quotes that exemplified, explained or contrasted theory.
Interview transcripts and participant observation reports were imported into the qualitative
data analysis programme ATLAS.ti for coding and data structuring to unravel connections and
links between individual practices and experiences, and between social norms and structures. This
is a way of establishing a connected network of relations between concepts (Huberman & Miles,
2005). I also used ATLAS.ti in the initial stages of data collection and after the coding to write
memos on choices of data collection methods, theoretical insights, and analysis. Most importantly,
I used the programme to code the interview transcripts and participant observation reports, and
to categorise codes, quotes and observations in clusters or families, as ATLAS.ti calls them.
I followed an iterative process of data collection and data analysis, that entails examining the
data, returning to data collection and then refining and modifying this process based on
subsequent data. This approach was adopted to go from the more concrete and descriptive to the
more explanatory and abstract (Huberman & Miles, 2005). However, it was also a pragmatic
analysis (Evers, 2015), considering the different times frames and methods of data collection. The
analysis thus took place in several phases, because the data collection also occurred in several
phases. Reading, re-reading and coding during the first and second rounds and, going back and
forth between professionals’ and young mothers’ accounts and reading the participant observation
reports enabled me to reflect on the initial analysis and identify inconsistencies, patterns,
similarities, and variations.
After the first round of interviewing the professionals, I coded the interview transcripts. After
the second round of interviews with professionals, I coded the interview transcripts and returned
to the first coded data to respecify the codes and add codes that arose from the second round of
coding. After the first interview with a young mother, I coded that interview. A subsequent round
of interviews followed, which I coded after that round together with the observation reports.
After the last interview round with the young mothers, I coded the last interview transcripts and
reports. After the first months of participant observation in one group, I carefully read the reports
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to learn from them for interviews throughout the research process. I also found that I needed to
change the focus, with less on the interactions between the women, between the women and the
children, and on the space and the handicrafts they developed, and more on the activities and
processes leading to these activities, including contact with the professionals/volunteers/interns.
First, the analysis was conducted through open coding (Evers, 2015). This coding process is an
interpretative act carried out by deciding which text segment is to be coded and what code is to
be linked to it (Evers, 2015). I divided the texts into small fragments of similar content. My use
of open coding was intended to identify young mothers’ and professionals constructions,
definitions, and meanings. Following an emic perspective, I used open coding and remained close
to the women’s words and to the professional jargon in the interviews. As I went through the
interviews, my code list grew. At one point in the analysis process, I realised I was also using
thematic codes, which are based on theory or concept (Evers, 2015); however, I had not developed
these beforehand, but instead during the analysis process. This means that the inductive coding,
employing the words of the young mothers and professionals (for example, village sense, work
experience, responsibility, disability, and self-image) was combined with deductive coding, using
theory-related codes inspired by relevant theories (for example, housing situation, educational
ambitions, inter-professional discussions, and professional dilemma). From then on, and
retrospectively, I marked codes with a T for thematic and I for inductive codes, to distinguish an
emic from an etic perspective. Towards the end of the coding process, I increasingly tried to use
codes from the list, making sure the text segments and codes had similar meanings. To check the
meaning of the codes, ATLAS.ti allows researchers to add definitions to the codes, which was
helpful for me to revisit and check data that I had already coded.
Second, recurring themes emerged from the data and codes. The codes were then grouped
together into families according to these overarching themes. After categorising and identifying
the main themes I conducted additional literature research, which again led to reorganising the
codes into the families. For example, the codes on housing situation, living environment and
living situation were grouped into physical, economic-political, and social space according to
theory about space, place and environment. Some codes fit into more than one family, for
example, work strategy code fits in the family of strategies as well as in the family of paid work.
Depending on the theory related to each research sub-question for each chapter, the main themes
were identified that form the basis of the four chapters. For example, Chapter 6 focuses on young
mothers’ socioeconomic independence. For that chapter, motherhood, education and paid work
are families that relate to theory on economic independence and motherhood ideology. In each
empirical chapter, I provide examples of codes and families, and information on how these relate
to the main findings and concepts in each chapter.
For each sub-question in each chapter, I returned to the codes and the code families to
determine which families were relevant for the research question, and whether further or different
categorisation was needed. The main themes in Chapter 3 are policy and legal age regulations,
professionals’ explanations of these regulations, professional discretionary space related to

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 42

02-12-19 10:04

Reserarch Methodology

43

accepting so-called young mothers as being in need of support, and professionals’ attributions of
so-called young motherhood, inspired by the literature on the professional constructions of
clients, professional discretionary space and intersectionality in social work. The main themes in
Chapter 4 are positioning young motherhood and doing young motherhood, inspired by the
literature on youth, motherhood and intersectionality. The main themes in Chapter 5 are social
space, economic-political space and physical space, inspired by the literature on space and young
people’s agency. The main themes in Chapter 6 are considerations, negotiations, control,
strategies, dreams and norms, inspired by the literature on agency and young people’s economic
independence.
Discussions with my supervisors, fellow researchers, research assistants and fourth-year
students supported my analysis and coding process. For example, my supervisors challenged me
to legitimise the analytical process, and their perspectives led me to critically assess my own points
of view. I participated in an interdisciplinary research seminar session every two months, and a
weekly research meeting with fellow researchers in social studies. In addition to learning about
theory and other studies that I could use to enhance my own research, I regularly presented my
work to receive comments and feedback, especially on the analysis. Furthermore, the students
each coded and analysed an interview separately from me, and we discussed their analysis in a
group. This provided useful insights into their views on the meanings and implications of the
data. All this allowed me to critically assess my codes and families of codes, and facilitated an etic
perspective after my immersion in mother group events and young mothers’ activities to
experience and think more from an emic perspective.

2.5 ETHICAL ASPECTS OF THE RESEARCH
Researchers negotiate between different strategies and roles when conducting participant
observation (Buch & Staller, 2007; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). Participant observation
requires researchers to engage in complex everyday lives but to detach themselves to remain critical
in order to gain insight into the dynamics of practices, norms and structures (Van Meijl, 2005).
First, the establishment of rapport is a negotiation process between researcher and participant. It
is an essential part of participant observation, and is both a tool and a goal (DeWalt & DeWalt,
2002; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). As discussed above, I also established rapport through
small talk to gain young women’s trust. Rapport was also necessary to reach behind a potentially
defensive façade. Professionals told me that most young mothers they worked with, did not easily
trust and open up to new people, especially people who could be seen as the allies of social workers.
Hammersley and Atkinson (1995, p. 99) argue that people who meet the researcher will cast that
person into certain identities based on ‘ascribed characteristics’, as well as aspects of appearance
and manner. Participant observation requires researchers to embody different roles in different
contexts (Van Meijl, 2005), which meant I had to be aware of my ambiguous position. Since I was
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cautious about possible distrust towards me if young mothers perceived me as a social worker, I
shaped the nature of my role to facilitate gaining data (Van Meijl, 2005) as much as possible.
Therefore, I introduced myself to the women as a lecturer in social work doing research, and not
as a social worker. I explained that I was interested in getting to know them better and learn about
their lives, as well as group activities, and would therefore ask them questions. I also established
rapport by not referring to myself as a social worker, avoiding social work jargon, presenting myself
as a mother and sharing my mothering and childcare experiences with them. Because the women
were interested in and curious about my children, I showed them pictures. In this respect, I was an
insider; however, as a mother in that group I was an outsider. too. Unlike the other women, I did
not bring my children with me to each meeting, because I would go there during my working day
as a lecturer, and my children were looked after by others while I was working. I only took one of
my children, who was not in school, to the end-of-year barbecue.
Second, researchers must negotiate between overt and covert participant observation. Overt
participant observation means that the research participants are aware they are being studied,
whereas, in covert participant observation, they are unaware of this (Gobo, 2008). To
communicate the research objectives and receive informed consent for this study (Hammersley
& Atkinson, 1995; Spradley, 1980), I informed all the participants on multiple occasions,
verbally and with leaflets, because I wanted to give as comprehensive an impression as possible of
my research. I thus overtly positioned myself as a researcher. Since I wanted to learn from the
women, they had to be able to decide whether or not to accept me as a researcher into their lives.
I explained that I was a lecturer in social work conducting research and wanted to learn more
about young mothers’ lives from their own perspective. Both groups responded similarly: they
asked me questions about my work and personal life, which I answered openly, aware that I would
ask them similar questions later. Others kept quiet and did not seem to care much whether I
would be there. Some women wanted to know whether I would write a newspaper article that
would make them famous, as a journalist had done in a regional newspaper about a woman
attending one of the groups, and they were disappointed that I was not writing for a newspaper.
This, however, gave me an opening to explain that I was intending to write a book about young
mothers. Nobody openly disapproved of my participation in the meetings, but I was aware that
some might not have felt comfortable to speak their mind, so, in the beginning, I participated in
small talk mainly. I found out that the women were used to volunteers working in the groups,
students doing their internships, experts occasionally joining the groups for workshops or
presentations, and young mothers coming and going according to their everyday needs and
opportunities to join. Every time a new mother attended, I introduced myself and explained to
her – and thus reminded the others – that I was conducting research, to maintain my overt
position as researcher, because people often forget they are being studied (Buch & Staller, 2007),
since I could have become too familiar.
Third, participant observation is a constant balance between participation and observation,
and ways of combining them. Spradley (1980) distinguishes five types of participation, from
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complete participation, with high involvement with people and their activities, to
nonparticipation, with no involvement, or as a complete observer as Hammersley and Atkinson
(1995) call it. In the mother groups I actively participated in whatever the women were doing, to
gain acceptance and to learn about their behaviour. In other situations, however, I participated
moderately while finding a balance between being an insider and an outsider, though not merely
passively observing (Spradley, 1980). I did not want to be an observer, sitting on the side only,
since that would have limited my interactions with the women, the knowledge the women and I
would construct together, and the information I could gain. Moreover, research and policymakers
predominantly depict young mothers as deviant and troubled, which could imply difficult
contact. Participation was a means of learning about the women’s lives in ways other than
speaking with them, a way to avoid socially desirable answers as much as possible and to learn
about their tacit routines and practices they even might be unaware of themselves. My intention
was to participate as actively as possible, so I sat around the table with the women, listening and
talking. I joined their conversations, and handicraft activities, presentations of invited experts,
workshops, cooking sessions, walks to the park, and playground visits. I often played with the
children, who were always present. Sometimes I participated less and sat back to make notes.
Even though my participant observation was overt, I felt that writing notes made me stand out as
an outsider more than the insider I intended to approximate. Sitting, participating, listening and
talking made my research more unobtrusive while minimising the ‘research effect’ (Gobo, 2008,
p. 130) of the women expressing themselves in socially desirable and less natural ways.
Furthermore, constantly taking notes limited my contact with the women and the rapport I
intended to establish. Therefore, I balanced using breaks to makes notes with joining them on
their smoke breaks even though I do not smoke. Sometimes I entered short bits of information
in my smartphone during the meetings. All the women had smartphones and were often sending
messages through WhatsApp, checking Facebook, watching videos on YouTube or listening to
music. Sometimes I took pictures of their handicrafts, but only when they also did so themselves,
or when the youth worker took pictures to post on the mother group’s Facebook page. I mostly
used the pictures to refresh my memory about the activities and the participants.
Fourth, reciprocity, or mutual exchange, is part of participant observation (DeWalt & DeWalt,
2002; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). I wanted to show respect to the women and acknowledge
them as people with value and knowledge that is special to me (Komter, 2007). The (im)material
(and nontangible) gifts I presented the women had social rather than economic value in
reciprocating that they welcomed me into their lives. This reciprocity also reflected their use of
handicrafts as gifts to friends and relatives (Sniekers, 2015). I was conscious to avoid as much as
possible an asymmetrical relationship or debt (Komter, 2007). DeWalt and DeWalt (2002) state
that reciprocity in research includes not only telling the truth when the researcher is asked about
the research, research goals, and the researcher’s life stories, but also sharing goods and providing
services as appropriate in the setting, arranging for material returns to individuals or communities,
and, lastly sharing the research results with the community. The visits to the women’s homes were
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not only a means of collecting data, but also an expression of my interest in their lives and my way
of lending an ear and providing company (sometimes much appreciated). Most women offered
me a drink when I came to their home. Therefore, I always took some small food items when I
visited them, because I did not want to increase their financial expenses. I usually brought biscuits
for tea, fruit, or bread buns (around lunch time) as a snack during visits or to say thank you. Some
women would not let me leave the house before I had eaten with them and their children. Since
offering tea or food could be a way of showing their hospitality, politeness or good homemaking,
I accepted a drink and usually took some of the food they offered.
Besides food, I also brought pencils and colouring books for the children to entertain themselves
during the visits and to keep afterwards. Moreover, the women in the group often mentioned to
each other they were looking for certain baby items or household equipment. I also noticed that
the women regularly bought and sold second-hand items via Marktplaats (translated: Marketplace,
an online buying and selling platform for second-hand items). Therefore I brought some of the
women children’s clothes and baby toys that I no longer needed. Nevertheless, when giving them
my items, I made sure they still looked good and I made sure not to present them during the
meetings, where others could see it, to avoid shaming the women as much as possible. When the
women wanted to pay for the items, I told them it was not necessary and they would do better
adding the money to savings for their child. One last aspect of reciprocity was leading one of the
group meetings to train the young mothers in discovering their core qualities and challenges.
The ethical principle of safeguarding informants rights’, interesst and sensitivities as well as
protecting their privacy (Spradley, 1980), is important to me, since social professionals and
academics perceive young mothers as a vulnerable group. As discussed before, the social
professionals acted as gatekeepers, which also put them in a lead position to decide on my presence
in the groups. For the interviews, I always informed the women that they could ask a relative or
friend to be present. The young mothers could agree to an interview after I described my research
to them in person or on the phone. The women who agreed could decide on the time and location
of the interview themselves (provided it fit my teaching schedule). To live up to a researcher’s
responsibility of maintaining confidentiality (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995), I told all the
women that they could withdraw at any time. When they suddenly became quiet or hesitated, I
would tell them to take their time, to change the topic, or attend to their children or to their own
needs. Nevertheless, most of the young mothers welcomed me proudly and wholeheartedly to
their homes because this was convenient to them. Some young mothers chose a different location.
I interviewed three students at their schools, in between lessons. Three mothers, who were
hesitant at first, later said they preferred the interview to be at the youth centre where the mother
groups were held.
To further protect their privacy, I have asked the women to determine their own pseudonyms.
Only two women preferred a different name. Even though the others did not mind me using their
real names, in order to safeguard them and protect their privacy, I chose to use pseudonyms, and
to not provide too much detailed information on their children, ethnicity, work place, residence
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or education when the combination would allow their identity to be discovered. Making reports
available to the participants is another ethical principle (Spradley, 1980) I adhered to by offering
all the women the interview transcripts. A few women wanted to receive them, mostly to read
their story as they told it. None have asked me to modify the transcripts. On request, I sent some
women an article I had written. Furthermore, the research assistants and students all signed
confidentiality forms, regardless of existing friendships, which I also consider to be part of the
ethical principle of protecting the privacy of the participants (Spradley, 1980).
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3 Ascribing vulnerability to age:
Social professionals’ constructions of ‘young’
motherhood
7

ABSTRACT
This chapter describes the role of professionals in negotiating and constructing ‘young’
motherhood as problematic, as is often claimed in policy and practice discourses. The research
question is as follows: how do social professionals in the Netherlands construct ‘young’
motherhood as being in need of social support? Semi-structured interviews with professionals
from educational, welfare, and expert organisations show that the professionals, in their
institutional structure and using their professional mandate, construct young mothers as women
with a vulnerability. Findings show that in inter-professional discussions and by using their
professional discretionary space, social professionals negotiate the organisational limits of
maturity and being young, based on different explanations of young mothers’ personal situations.
For professionals, not only age but also age intersecting with a multi-problem situation, a poor
socioeconomic environment, and ‘low’ levels, limited development, and lack of employment
skills defines young motherhood as problematic. A double mandate of supporting and
empowering clients, and directing them towards socioeconomic trajectories requires professionals
to describe ‘young’ mothers as vulnerable. This reveals that professionals reproduce structural
inequality through intersections of class, gender and socioeconomic status, in combination with
age. Supporting individual young mothers does not suffice when socioeconomic individualbased norms are reinforced at the institutional and practice levels. To not reinforce such norms
and implement related policies for young mothers, there is a need to critically reflect on the
assumptions of vulnerability in policy and practice, without equating ‘young’ with these
assumptions. Addressing structural normative assumptions and professional–client power
relations could be essential to subverting structural inequality.

7 Chapter 3, ‘Ascribing vulnerability to age: Social professionals’ constructions of ‘young’ motherhood’ is
under review at the Journal of Social Work.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION
In social policy discourse, young mothers are generally categorised as bad mothers and as youth at
risk. Studies state that social policies commonly construct young motherhood as morally wrong
(Duncan, Edwards, & Alexander, 2010b; Macvarish & Billings, 2010; Stapleton, 2010). In
policies, young motherhood is often considered problematic, because it is seen as a mistake or an
incorrect choice and moral problem, especially in relation to the comprehensive sex education for
teenagers in capitalist countries, which focuses on pregnancy prevention for adolescents and aims
to delay parenthood (Keinemans, 2010; Naezer, Rommes, & Jansen, 2017; Rudoe, 2014).
Furthermore, policies often emphasise young mothers’ dependence on welfare benefits (Macvarish
& Billings, 2010; Stapleton, 2010). Welfare dependency and a disadvantaged living situation are
perceived as consequences of young motherhood, whereas a marginalised socioeconomic
environment is also identified as a contributing factor (Breheny & Stephens, 2010; Johns, 2011;
Spear & Lock, 2003). Policymakers categorise young people who are not in school and unemployed
as ‘at risk’ (Yates & Payne, 2006), and expect young women to finish school to find a well-paid job
in the future instead of receiving welfare benefits (Russell, 2016). These categorisations in social
policies construct young mothers as morally wrong and economically irresponsible.
In addition to policies, social and health professionals often construct young motherhood as
problematic. Stapleton (2010) shows that professionals play important roles in shaping discourses
around young mothers, and that young mothers report that health professionals increase stigma
instead of supporting them. Professionals regularly position young mothers as adolescents who are
not developed enough in terms of psychosocial maturity due to their age, and they consider young
mothers’ ‘adolescent’ behaviour as inappropriate for mothers (Breheny & Stephens, 2007).
Furthermore, professionals identify young mothers as socially and emotionally disadvantaged,
often due to unstable relationships (Hurley, 2010). This constructs young mothers as bad mothers,
which legitimises the surveillance practices of young mothers by professionals and entails a power
relation between professionals and clients (Breheny & Stephens, 2007).
Social professionals have a double mandate of, on the one hand, supporting and empowering
individuals to cope with life path problems and choices, and, on the other hand, deciding about
and directing individuals to specific trajectories to integrate and participate in society (Walther,
2017). Social professionals aim to facilitate young mothers’ inclusion in education and welfare
state systems to prepare them for productive and reproductive adult roles. To do so, social
professionals employ various practices to support young mothers, emphasising parenting
support, interaction between mother and child, increasing self-confidence and developing
independence (Payne & Anastas, 2015; Simonič & Poljanec, 2014). Furthermore, complying
with social and health policy regulations that emphasise the socioeconomic risks and moral
deviancy of young mothers, social professionals develop programmes to prevent both young
motherhood and the socioeconomic exclusion of young mothers (Arai, 2009a; Bonell, 2004;
Breheny & Stephens, 2010).
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This study is set in the Netherlands, which has a similar discourse of young motherhood as a
moral and socioeconomic problem (Cense & Dalmijn, 2017; Keinemans, 2010), and a policy
focusing on socioeconomic participation, as in other neoliberal societies (Linders et al., 2016;
Vitus, 2017). The decentralisation of welfare and care services requires the withdrawal of
professional support from people’s everyday lives (Kwekkeboom, 2010; Tonkens, 2008) towards
interventions only if people cannot solve problems individually or within their social network.
The work of professionals should be more demand driven than supply driven, more network
oriented than individual oriented, and more strength focused than problem focused (Linders et
al., 2016). Studies on social support for young mothers have identified empathy, personal care,
and attention, belief in young mothers’ potential and practical support as success factors of
professional practices (Dudevszky et al., 2012; Oudhof et al., 2013). However, an area that has
received insufficient attention has been the professional constructions of young mothers’ need for
support. This chapter covers this gap.
This chapter aims to explore how social professionals employ and negotiate policy regulations
about ‘young’ motherhood and the perceptions of ‘young’ motherhood on which these
negotiations are based. The main question is: how do social professionals in Parkstad Limburg in
the Netherlands construct ‘young’ motherhood as being in need of social support? Supported by
the results of semi-structured interviews with social professionals, this chapter challenges the idea
that age, primarily, is problematic in young motherhood and argues that, under the umbrella of
age, professionals attribute various problems to young motherhood that are not necessarily
related to age.

3.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
3.2.1 Young motherhood
This chapter is inspired by studies from young mothers’ perspectives that illustrate their
responsibility, autonomy, focus, and resilience (Keinemans, 2010; Ponsford, 2011; Shea et al.,
2015). Studies show how young mothers take control of their lives (Seamark & Lings, 2004) and
are motivated to continue their education (Chohan & Langa, 2011). Research furthermore
contradicts the assumption that young mothers must be ignorant and irresponsible, if they are
not ‘developing properly’ psychosocially or socioeconomically (Levac, 2013a, p. 344). Levac
(2013a), for example, finds that young mothers show leadership and community participation
abilities, in addition to mothering skills. These agency-centred accounts from young mothers
address inequality for young mothers and offer a counterbalance to the stigma and stereotypes in
young motherhood (Stapleton, 2010). The narratives of young mothers reflect resistance to moral
norms and to socially constructed notions of young motherhood (Greene, 2006; Shea et al.,
2015).
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In international academic discourse, young motherhood has different meanings and age limits.
The meanings of young motherhood differ from those of adolescent motherhood indicating a
developmental process to adulthood (Allen & Osgood, 2009; Breheny & Stephens, 2010),
teen(age) motherhood for women who gave birth before the age of 20 (Hurley, 2010; Rosengard
et al., 2006), early motherhood in comparison to late or older motherhood (35 and older)
(Ermisch & Pevalin, 2005) and lastly young motherhood indicating women who have recently
become ‘new’ mothers, regardless of age (Simonič & Poljanec, 2014). The age limits of young
motherhood in academic studies range from a minimum age of 10 years to a maximum age of 25
years (Kramer, 2008; Yardley, 2008). Adopting a constructivist approach, this chapter examines
diverse perceptions and age limits of young motherhood that professionals employ, and explores
how professionals conceptualise the term young.

3.2.2 Intersectionality
Unpacking assumptions and constructions of inequality allows for an intersectional approach.
Social work scholars argue for the use of intersectional and feminist social work practices to
address structural inequality and social inclusion for clients (Dominelli, 2002; Van MensVerhulst & Radtke, 2009b) and to ‘create greater understandings of how interconnected systems
of inequality operate on multiple levels to affect marginalized people’ (Mehrotra, 2010, p. 419).
In this research, the clients comprise young mothers in an interconnected system of professionals,
their organisations, institutional policy and law regulations, and social discourse and norms.
Therefore, this study perceives intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991; Lutz et al., 2011; Phoenix &
Pattynama, 2006) as an analytical disposition that calls into question and invokes certain
dimensions of identity to analyse connections and the co-construction of inequalities (Smiet,
2017). The identity dimensions of the young mothers who were questioned in this chapter are
age, motherhood, class and gender. Naezer’s (2018) study on young people’s sexual practices
found multiple undertheorised categories of social differences such as maturity, smartness and
popularity that play an important role in young people’s identity performances, instead of
common categories such as age, educational status and sex. This chapter therefore also identifies
which other categories are relevant in professional constructions of young motherhood that could
contribute to young mothers’ marginalisation.
Furthermore, social work scholars state that social professionals work to create egalitarian
relations between clients and social workers (Dominelli, 2002) and to challenge paternalistic
relationships between expert social workers and dependent clients that can arise due to a
hierarchical contrast between professional expertise and the experiential wisdom of, in this case,
young mothers (Dominelli, 2002; Van Mens-Verhulst & Radtke, 2009a). Professionals’
representations and perceptions of young motherhood entail power relations (Macleod, 2014),
that influence the practices and interventions of health and welfare organisations. Professional
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practices regarding adolescent sexuality and reproduction allow the ‘expert’ to define the
characteristics of the ‘client’, and to describe ‘deviant’ behaviour from the experts’ framework
(Macleod, 2003, p. 433). This chapter examines ‘expert’ ways of thinking, negotiating and
defining. These considerations are based on law and policy regulations, and a normative evaluation
of clients’ characteristics, balancing moral dilemmas and their professional discretion (Hupe &
Hill, 2007; Keinemans & Kanne, 2013). The study explores which the policy regulations and
characteristics professionals identify as constituting young mothers as ‘deviant’ clients in need of
social professional support, and to implicitly construct themselves as ‘experts’.

3.3 RESEARCH SETTING
Studies on support for young motherhood in the Netherlands have mostly focused on central
urbanised areas (De Groot et al., 2015; De Jong & Van der Aa, 2011) and less on peripheral
Dutch regions. This research focuses on the latter, Parkstad Limburg, in the south east
Netherlands, an area with greater dependency on welfare and financial support for people who
are unable to work, especially young people, compared with the Netherlands in general
(Engbersen & Uyterlinde, 2017). Higher unemployment rates, a higher percentage of low
educational levels, and lower incomes than the Dutch average have characterised the Parkstad
region since the 1970s, since the closing of the mining industry (Netherlands National Institute
for Public Health and the Environment, 2013). Furthermore, Parkstad has been experiencing a
decline in its numbers of young people, with low birth rates and an ageing population (CBS,
2016a). This context makes Parkstad a unique setting for studying how social professionals in
welfare, expert and educational institutions provide support for young mothers.
Support and welfare programmes for young mothers are commonly in line with national law
and policies on age and youth. Young people in the Netherlands under the age of 27 must attend
school until they are 18 years old, have attained a basic secondary level education, or participate
in a welfare-to-work programme (Nederland, Noordhuizen, & Van Dijk, 2016). Furthermore,
18 years is the age of legal maturity, when women receive formal authority over their children
(Ministry of Security and Justice, 2017). At 16 years, however, a woman can request a judge to
declare her an adult and grant her formal authority over her children (Ministry of Security and
Justice, 2017). Additionally, 21 years is the age when a child’s parents’ financial responsibility
ends, and young people have to financially manage their own livelihood (Inspectie SZW, 2014;
Ministry of Security and Justice, 2017). This illustrates the legal and policy context for age and
youth, in which professionals’ constructions of ‘young’ motherhood are embedded.
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3.4 RESEARCH METHODS
Data were collected through interviews with 15 professionals and three professionals-in-training
working as social caseworkers, youth workers, community workers, youth educators, or counsellors.
These professionals were selected to create diversity based on jobs, expertise and organisational
context in the region. Their expertise varies from welfare work with youngsters and/or mothers,
educational and socioeconomic support, and social pedagogy, to unintentional pregnancy
counselling. These social professionals work at organisations that tailor services to young mothers
in Parkstad, plus two organisations that work with all women including young mothers.
The organisations of the professionals support women and mothers in general and/or work
with youngsters in general. The organisations have broad ranges of expertise, and multiple
locations. To ensure the anonymity of the professionals, I divided the organisations into three
groups that all consist of more than one organisation, according to their own institutional
characterisation: educational, welfare, or expert organisations. The educational organisations
offer training, workshops and coaching with a predetermined, fixed content and participation
requirements. The welfare organisations offer care, creative activities, individual or group
coaching and peer contact, sometimes in residential settings. The expert organisations offer
individual or group coaching, peer contact and informative workshops. The organisational
settings included the youth centre, an educational setting, a residential care home, a welfare
centre and a clinical care setting.
The interviews were semi-structured, with questions based on the main topics, to explore
support practices at the institutional, professional, and client level, including institutional goals,
methods, policies, target groups, partner organisations, staff and volunteers, networks, definitions
of young, client population of young mothers, strengths of and challenges for young mothers.
The professionals’ expertise and experience with young mothers determined the order and depth
of the topics discussed. The professionals were encouraged to provide examples about
(anonymised) clients in order to obtain detailed information instead of generalised statements.
All the interviews were transcribed and coded. Analysis was carried out through open, thematic
coding (Robson, 2011). First the texts were divided into small fragments of similar content that
were coded as, for example, financial situation, self-image, welfare trajectory, age, adolescence,
methods, strengths, referral colleague, and policy regulations. The use of open coding was
intended to identify professionals’ constructions, definitions and meanings of ‘young’
motherhood. However, the list of codes showed recurring subthemes that were broader than first
envisaged. In a second round of coding, the codes were respecified according to subthemes such
as client age, age policies, institutional age limits, inter-professional discussions, professional
dilemmas, multi-problem situations, the environment, and employment skills. These new themes
incurred further theoretical study on social work, professional mandate and discretionary space,
in addition to the intersectionality that had been studied. This final theoretical body helped
identify three main themes of the results section. Two themes contain the institutional context in
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which professionals decide about ‘young’ mothers, that is organisational age limits and
professional discretionary space. The last theme comprises professionals’ perceptions of ‘young’
motherhood as employed in taking on young mothers as clients.

3.5 RESULTS
3.5.1 Organisational age limits of ‘young’ motherhood
Before addressing how professionals perceive ‘young’ motherhood, their understanding of
organisational age policies in which youth and age definitions are embedded must be described.
This section explores the age margins of young motherhood in organisational policy. More
specifically, it illustrates professionals’ explanations for why they employ certain age margins.
Most professionals say that their organisations have set strict age limits in their policy for
supporting young mothers. Various explanations for organisational age limits can be discerned.
Professionals often argue that certain age limits are set because of municipal funding requirements
that the organisation must meet and which are linked to national law.
On the one hand, support for young mothers involves minimum ages. One educational
professional stated a minimum age of 18 years to be considered as a potential client, because ‘then
young mothers can receive welfare benefits’. This view is related to the welfare-to-work/education
trajectory of these young mothers, which requires legal maturity. Other professionals employ
different minimum ages:
Our limit is 16, because we assume a certain development before we can intervene. Now we
have living arrangements in a group, but in the future we won’t anymore and all young mothers
will have their own apartment, their own front door. And then someone has to be developed to
a certain extent, must have a certain amount of self-reliance. (Welfare professional)
This minimum age relates to independence in a sense other than legal maturity, namely, selfreliance and independence from a psychosocial development perspective. These professionals
perceive independence to be important in relation to minimum ages, but these ages vary and
independence is understood as legal and psychosocial maturity.
On the other hand, support for young mothers requires a maximum age for young mothers to
be considered potential clients. One educational professional stated a maximum age of 21,
because the organisation focuses on ‘personal growth and recognition, especially at a young age,
in obtaining support and understanding from each other’ that is otherwise lacking in their social
environment. The educational professional felt that young mothers ‘need recognition and support
from peers, which they lack in their social network’. Other welfare professionals said that their
organisations set the maximum ages between 21 and 23 years. One professional explained that
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‘those girls can be similarly vulnerable as young ladies of 18 years’ (expert organisation). This
statement suggests that having similar problems as peers is an argument professionals use in
setting a maximum age. They consider peer networks important when establishing maximum
ages, but mention different benefits such as peer recognition, support, and similar experiences.
Moreover, the explicit meaning of peer is similarity in terms of age, but an implicit understanding
is similarity in terms of being a mother.
This section illustrates that a certain category of ‘young’ mothers that these professionals work
with are legally considered to be mature and independent. The professionals express different
organisational age margins regarding who is to be considered a ‘young’ mother. Moreover, it
seems that educational professionals have narrower categories of ‘youth’ than welfare and expert
professionals, perhaps because educational professionals are more directly involved in welfare-towork trajectories.

3.5.2 Professional discretionary space
The previous section explored the age limits professionals employ for ‘young’ motherhood, and
why. This section shows how social professionals negotiate and challenge these age margins by
using their discretionary space. Professionals must decide which young mothers they can support
as clients, but making such decisions can be a dilemma. One educational professional stated:
‘There is policy, we are paid to deliver, often very opposite to what you feel as a person and choices
you would make’. This quote illustrates that professionals such as her negotiate between the
organisational policy and their personal values and norms. A professional from an expert
organisation explained how she finds creative solutions to account for extra time spent supporting
young mothers: ‘What are you allowed to do and what are you paid for? I was a bit creative in
accounting for it’. Such professionals must justify their own decisions and choices as to who is a
‘young’ mother in terms of being a client and to support her within policy and organisational
parameters. The professionals in this study described professional discretionary space as the space
in which they could manoeuvre between professional and personal norms within organisational
parameters. The outcome of this discretionary consideration of norms can surpass age criteria in
order to decide to support young mothers.
When using their discretionary space in balancing organisational policy and, personal and
professional norms the professionals often negotiate with colleagues from their own organisation
as well as from partner organisations. A welfare professional described situations in which young
mothers ‘in need of help’ did not fit the institutional age margins: ‘I am often trying to convince
my colleagues, because I think that [support] has to be given’. She justified to her colleagues why
they should support a young mother who, according to institutional age regulations, would not
be allowed to participate: ‘But her children will be taken from her, which is avoidable if we can help
her’. Professionals such as her have explained to colleagues why the dire situation of a young
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mother should overrule age limits, to justify taking her on as a client. Using explanations to
colleagues seems to be a way of not appearing to be personally biased. To bypass organisational age
norms, professionals need support from their colleagues to confirm their professional decisions.
The following excerpt from an interview with a welfare professional is an example of interprofessional negotiation, involving someone who is ‘too old’:
Professional: I even have someone of 27. But I did choose that [age], because I notice that
the ages of some mothers, um… in terms of development, they fit the group very well. So I
won’t maintain an age of 23. I’d rather look at who fits in the group.
Researcher: How do you determine that?
Professional: Together with the social caseworkers. They have intakes and they observe
certain things, and they tell me they think she’ll do well in the group. And then I welcome
her. Then it’s also just trying out and seeing what kind of girl she is.
This professional challenged age criteria by accounting for the young mother as a client, mainly
in terms of fitting the group, ‘even’ when she knew the mother was older than 23. Together, these
professionals negotiate age limits by categorising women as ‘young’ mothers who match peers in
similar situations. The context of fitting in with peers surpasses age criteria, when professionals
choose to support a young mother.
Another example of inter-professional negotiation involving someone considered ‘too young’
was stated by another welfare professional. She accepted a 13-year-old mother in a particularly
dire situation, even though the organisational policy required mothers to be at least 16 years of
age to receive support. The arguments the professional used to convince her colleagues were: ‘She
needed a place to stay, had nowhere else to go, lacked family support and had a limited social
network’. This professional thus prioritised criteria other than age. This example shows that, for
such professionals, age is not the main argument for accepting this young mother as a client. In
fact, in this example, the mother’s age was a contraindication. Because of her age, she could not
be considered a young mother; she was ‘too young’. This and the previous examples illustrate how
professionals use their discretionary space by challenging and negotiating age limits and accepting
certain young mothers as clients. A young mother’s problematic situation and whether she fits in
with a peer group are criteria that surpass institutional age limits, in decisions to support young
mothers.
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3.5.3 Professionals’ perceptions of ‘young’ motherhood
In the previous section we saw that defining young motherhood is highly contextual and depends
on inter-professional negotiations and professional’s use of discretionary space. According to
professionals, young mothers’ problems prevail over age criteria in these negotiations. In these
contexts, professionals often speak of young mothers as women ‘with a vulnerability’ (met een
kwetsbaarheid). This section highlights in more detail what constitutes this vulnerability of
‘young’ mothers according to the professionals.

Girls who can cope
To start with, professionals do not consider all young mothers problematic. Some ‘extraordinary’
young mothers, who are studying for their bachelor’s degree, are well-known among the
professionals. A welfare organization professional recounted: ‘One girl gave birth at 19. She now
lives independently and is studying at the bachelor’s level’. This 20-year-old woman is no longer a
client, but professionals now invite her as a guest speaker and role-model at workshops to explain
how she combines motherhood and study. Another example comes from a welfare professional who
stated: ‘Girls with good coping mechanisms, family networks […], we do not meet them, because
they have taken care of things’. Similarly, an educational professional said: ‘A lot of girls, they just
don’t need anything. They get support from their mother. Or father. They go about their business
as usual. Then you have to leave them be, I think, and not create problems that don’t exist’. These
statements demonstrate that these young mothers have problems they ‘cope with’ or ‘obtain
support’ for, even if it is not from professionals. The statements also suggest that professionals do
not encounter young mothers who are managing life on their own or who have an informal support
network.

Multi-problem situation
When asked about the characteristics of the ‘young’ mothers they work with, the professionals
pointed out numerous problems. They often characterised young mothers’ vulnerability as being
‘multi-problem’. One professional said: ‘Everything that can go wrong, will go wrong. Every week
a new problem pops up. From housing issues, debts, to physical abuse’. A welfare professional
explained the different problems of one young mother: ‘She lived in various shelters, became
pregnant, her relationship ended, she had no place to live, not with her parents, she came here, she
also has borderline diagnosis, and that is her story’. This shows that certain problems add up and
reinforce each other. Common examples that recur in professionals’ stories about young mothers
involve financial debt, unemployment, unfinished education, homelessness, psychological
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problems, limited social networks, violence, and drug or alcohol abuse. The professionals
described a multi-problem situation as the complexity and synchronicity of problems in many life
areas. However, these issues not only occured in young mothers’ lives, but also in adults’ lives;
mere age did not lead to such problems. Nevertheless, the professionals emphasised a multiproblem situation in relation to being young, and often by talking about a specific young mother.
This affects the understanding of young motherhood negatively, and reinforces an image of young
mothers as being vulnerable.

Socioeconomic environment
Professionals often associated a multi-problem situation with the socioeconomic environment of
the young mother. One welfare organisation professional described it as follows:
You often see, when you go back to the past, that the mother was also teen mother. The
percentage [of teen mothers] is high [in Parkstad], they have a past in the coal mines, very
low literacy, a low educational level, a lower social class. So choices are made in that kind
of environment.
This quote illustrates that the professionals perceived lower class and lower education as a
vulnerability, in intersection with age. They saw not only individual young mothers’ situations
as problematic, but also the young mothers’ environment:
In [the neighbourhood], there are complete families that receive support. It passes from
generation to generation, but we also have an entire neighbourhood where this is concentrated. That is interesting and could come from the mining past. (Welfare professional)
This professional recognised structural, collective issues recurring in individual life paths.
Professionals such as her have suggested that the region is poor due to its working class history
and the closure of the mines, leading to people’s disadvantaged situations. However, people also
accept this socioeconomically marginalised position and accept their welfare dependency, as
another welfare professional explained:
You also see that the social environment plays a role here. The past, a mother receiving
welfare benefits,the parents of the boyfriend receiving welfare benefits, and everybody is
fine with their benefits. But everyone says, not in my home [a young mother with a baby],
and then it’s on the plate of society. And I’m not phrasing it nicely, but it does say something about the people, right? But society itself is to blame for this.
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This professional highlighted welfare benefits as one problem of the socioeconomic living
environment of young mothers. She mentioned two aspects of the disadvantaged region, that
the above quote also illustrates: first, professionals identify poverty in the region and individual
poverty as a problem; because people have little resources, they rely on welfare benefits.
Individuals such as young mothers cannot lean on their family or friends because they are also
poor. Second, professionals identify the lack of responsibility as problematic. People depend on
welfare benefits and see no need to find paid employment. Individuals such as young mothers
expect to be supported by welfare, because they see that happening around them.
The professionals, however, not only linked this lack of responsibility and dependency in
income generation to individual young mothers, but also to families, neighbourhoods and even
an entire region. The professionals suggested that young mothers lacked other role models, since
their mothers were teen mothers. Instead of age, the professionals identified the cycle of poverty
and socioeconomically deprived networks as a structural problem, that contributes to the image
of young motherhood as problematic. However, socioeconomic irresponsibility and dependency
are identified as a problem of young mothers, when these actually involve the whole region.
Accordingly, ‘young’ motherhood is not a problem, but ‘socioeconomically marginalised’
motherhood is.

Employment skills
Additionally, the professionals associated a lack of employment skills with ‘young’ mothers’
vulnerability. For the professionals, employment and the young mothers’ pathways to
employment are important in the support of young mothers. A professional from a welfare
organisation described a welfare-to-work trajectory:
Because when the integration does not match the capabilities, and, well, you don’t have to
give them what they prefer most, but if you have them putting buttons in a box… There
has to be a certain challenge. You work to support yourself, I think. What I notice in my
unit is that the young mothers do not have the social skills to handle such a job. They will
go for an interview in a good mood and all made up with their hair done. And then the
employer says, you can start. And they work until 1.00 p.m. and well, the day after they
can’t get out of bed. So you will have to teach them some skills before someone can go to
work at all. Like upholding agreements, being on time, accepting authority and so on.
This professional called it ‘social skills’, but she added other skills related to employment, such as
time management and acceptance of authority. Some professionals portrayed young mothers as
rebellious. A professional from a welfare organisation explained this in greater detail, in relation
to voluntary work at her organisation:
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Here is the place to start doing volunteer work that is necessary to keep their welfare
benefits. To start getting used to the daily um, getting out of bed in time, learning to work
for several hours, be present, be there, and have a solution for childcare, a babysitter or
whatever. Yes, here childcare is free, but afterwards it changes, and they have to pay high
prices of day care services8, which is a difficult story then. Because those are often women
who have few chances in the labour market and therefore always end up in low jobs with
low income, which again makes it hard to get by, low income and expensive childcare. […]
And then it’s often a solution when the children can go to school at age four9, because then
when a child stays over at school for lunch, they have time from nine to three. And in that
time, they don’t have to give much of their wage to childcare, so it gets easier. So the
requirement to participate in the labour market is easier when children go to school.
Like that professional, most of the professionals stated that young mothers must demonstrate
that they can uphold agreements, arrive on time, look presentable, and participate actively, which
are considered as skills necessary in working life. They explained that young mothers do not have
these skills yet.
What the statements above also illustrate, is that young mothers’ vulnerability is related not
only to an individual’s lack of employment skills – such as not conforming to authority, not
upholding agreements and poor time management –, but also to a structural challenge to
participation in the labour market. It is difficult for women of any age in paid employment
with children under the age of four, to find interesting employment and affordable childcare
during working hours. According to the professionals, it is especially mothers from a working
class background who face financial struggles, because childcare is expensive. Professionals
perceive young mothers as vulnerable because they fail to live up to employment expectations
and socioeconomic norms. It is not so much young mothers’ age, but the age of their children
in relation to compulsory school age and their socioeconomic class that can imply rebelliousness
and hinder their employment. This structural economic challenge, in intersection with their
age, makes young mothers vulnerable.

8 The Netherlands have no public or government run day care or childcare facilities, only expensive,
private day care organisations. However, people can apply for government subsidies for day care services.
Subsidies are income related, so people with low income receive more subsidies.
9 In the Netherlands, children are allowed into preschool at the age of two, commonly start primary
school at four, and are obligated to go to primary school from five years onwards.
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‘Levels’ of young mothers
Another problem related to young motherhood is the so-called ‘level’ of young mothers to which
professionals refer. This ‘level’ has several meanings, according to professionals. First, it can mean
a level of disability. For example, when discussing whether a young mother fits the group,
professionals take into account the cognitive ‘level’ of young mothers. One welfare professional
explained that she has successfully convinced everyone to accept a young mother with an IQ level
in the category of mild cognitive disability. Another welfare professional explained that many
young mothers she works with have a disability: ‘Here we have many mothers with Wajong10
financial support, so they are pretty disabled. And then we have young mothers who are normally
able’. What professionals call a disability can be explained as a physical or intellectual challenge.
However, they do not associate physical impairment with young motherhood, but connect young
motherhood more frequently to a cognitive or intellectual disability. This association conflates
‘young’ motherhood with intellectual disability.
Second, professionals more often speak of a ‘level’ of young mothers in terms of educational
achievement. The professionals said that most young mothers they meet have ‘low’ educational
levels, have not finished secondary school or vocational training, or have only completed
vocational training ‘at most’. As one educational professional stated: ‘These are ladies with a
low level in all areas, socially, communicative, grammar, maths. They end up in vocational
education at most’. Another educational professional said: ‘There are some who can be
enrolled at the bachelor’s level, which makes me think “Yes”! That’s what you do this job for’.
These quotes show that professionals consider vocational training a ‘low’ educational level
which young mothers should be able to complete, and that a ‘high’ bachelor’s level is seen as
an ultimate goal.
Moreover, the statements illustrate that the professionals reflect a widespread societal norm on
educational achievement, which is to look down upon ‘low’ educational levels. Even if unfinished
education is related to age, – because, if one is young, one is less likely to have completed all the
years of schooling yet –, the professionals did not mention age in this case, but focused on
educational achievement. Not only age, but also age in combination with a ‘low’ educational level
makes professionals construct young mothers as vulnerable.

10 Wajong, the Disablement Assistance Act for Handicapped Young Persons, provides financial support
for people under 19 years of age who have a disability or illness that prevents their employment, or
for people between 18 and 30 years who were studying when they acquired a disability or illness that
prevents them from studying or working (Rijksoverheid, 2018).
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Socioemotional development of young mothers
In addition to young mothers’ vulnerability in terms of low levels, professionals also refer to
young mothers’ socioemotional development. The professionals expressed this as a combination
of self-image and relationships with others. They stated that ‘young mothers often have a poor
self-image’ and think negatively about themselves and their abilities:
I see that they lack assertiveness, saying no. They say it themselves, that they find that
really hard. And that is in their attitude towards their children, and in relationships with
others. That is, most have had unhealthy [romantic] relationships or are in an unhealthy
relationship. (Welfare organisation professional)
That professional linked a poor self-image to difficulties in developing healthily. Age, in this case,
is conflated with a poor self-image and the inability to develop social ties. She continued:
Some mothers don’t have any friends. Or they consider the women of the group as their
friends. They also don’t really know what friends are. You see that their network is very, very
limited –, some even don’t have a best friend. Contact with parents, with relatives is often also
very, very limited. And at one moment parents are there, but another moment they aren’t.
Professionals such as her perceive young mothers’ family ties as frequently unstable. Young
mothers are said to lack the ability to create and maintain social ties. The professionals seemed to
say that young mothers lack assertiveness, both for themselves and in their relationships. The
intersection of age with limited socioemotional development and a lack of supportive relationships
constitutes young mothers’ vulnerability. Age is associated with a poor self-image and the
inability to develop social ties, with socioemotional problems attributed to young motherhood
and not primarily to age itself.

Biological development of young mothers
A last aspect that adds to young mothers’ vulnerability is their biological development. In contrast
to socioemotional development, professionals link this development to the ‘adolescent brain’.
One welfare organisation professional stated,
Well, being young, being an adolescent, and having those needs. And yet having to bear
the responsibility for a child. Because often, and this is a problem, you see that they have
difficulties postponing their own needs, and, with a baby, that relies on you as a mother 24
hours per day, when you are very young, you want many things, school, going out with
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friends, hanging around. And how do you deal with that? That has to do with the brain
development. Young people don’t have yet, um, their own needs are very central.
This professional related this adolescent behaviour to brain development. According to her,
adolescents focus on themselves too much. Egocentrism is associated with being an adolescent
and having an adolescent brain, which is a problem for young people, especially in relation to
motherhood:
Because they are adolescents in an adult body and they are not capable yet of bearing the
responsibility [for children].… They are not there yet, that is inherent to the adolescent
brain. Consequences, reflection, that is not on their hard drive yet.
This quote illustrates how a professional speaks of a capability and responsibility that young
mothers do not yet have; its lack is inherent to the adolescent brain of all young people. The
adolescent behaviour that accompanies it is common to all young people, according to the
professionals, but constitutes a vulnerability for young mothers because of an assumed lack of
childcare capabilities and responsibilities. Vulnerability, in this case, is an age problem, as the
professionals suggested, because it is related to biological brain development that causes
irresponsible and egocentric behaviour, and this biological development is related to age. The
irresponsibility and egocentrism matter especially in combination with motherhood; however,
if a young mother behaved responsibly and altruistically, there would be no problem, but if an
adult mother behaved irresponsibly and egocentrically, there would be a problem.

3.6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This chapter examines how social professionals employ and negotiate policy regulations about
young motherhood and the perceptions of young motherhood on which these negotiations are
based. The findings from the interviews with the professionals from the educational, welfare, and
expert organisations demonstrate that social professionals negotiate the organisational limits of
maturity and youth, based on different explanations of young mothers’ personal situations,
through inter-professional discussions and by using their professional discretionary space.
This chapter first contributes to academic research related to the ‘problem’ of ‘young’
motherhood. It shows that professionals explain and negotiate organisational age margins on
young motherhood differently, and that their analysis of young mothers’ problematic personal
situations surpasses age criteria. This finding is consistent with other research, which claims that
in social policy and practice young motherhood is perceived as problematic (Duncan et al.,
2010b; Macvarish & Billings, 2010; Rudoe, 2014). However, this study adds that age is not
primarily problematic, but that professionals attribute vulnerability to young motherhood when
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it intersects with age. Many of the problems ascribed to young motherhood, such as a multiproblem situation, poor self-image, and unhealthy relationships, can arise at any age, but their
intersection with age makes young mothers extra vulnerable. Professionals also associate a poor
socioeconomic environment, low intellectual and educational levels, and a lack of employment
skills with the vulnerability of young mothers. Accordingly, social professionals construct and
reinforce young motherhood as problematic.
Second, by identifying undertheorised, intersecting identity categories associated with young
motherhood, this study contributes to research on the power relations between social professionals
and clients. Professional perceptions of age are conflated with a multitude of problems, which
suggests that being young is problematic when it is intersected with motherhood, whereas actually
class, educational status, and employment status as intersecting identity dimensions have the
greatest impact on vulnerability. Adding to these dimensions commonly highlighted in
intersectional theories (Smiet, 2017), this study identifies undertheorised categories of social
difference (Naezer, 2018). According to professionals, these low levels, irresponsibility, poor selfimage, and rebelliousness are relevant categories of young motherhood. Power inequalities are
manifested in the way professionals seem to disapprove of low levels of education, unemployment,
and the receipt of welfare benefits, rather than appreciating vocational training or the adoption
of childcare responsibilities. This study therefore opposes what Dominelli (2002) and Van MensVerhulst and Radtke (2009a; 2009b) argue for; instead of addressing structural inequality and
challenging hierarchical, paternalistic relationships between professionals and clients,
professionals reproduce unequal power relations with their representations and perceptions of
young mothers as vulnerable clients and themselves as experts (Macleod, 2014).
Furthermore, this chapter supports from the perspective of social professionals what Rudoe
(2014) and Russell (2016) find from the perspective of young mothers, which is that classed
inequalities produce social exclusion problems for young mothers. Findings demonstrate that the
intersections of the various identities present a normative life path for young women that includes
the completion of a bachelor-level education and finding a job before giving birth. According to
the professionals in this study, young mothers generally do not live up to these expectations. The
results concur with those of social work studies that claim that social policy ascribes the
disadvantages (Walther, 2017) or deficiencies (Vitus, 2017) of young people to their individual
deficits rather than to structural issues. Moreover, this study finds that not only policymakers, but
also professionals mostly ascribe the disadvantages of young motherhood to individual faults and
problems than to structural issues.
This chapter has thus contributed to social professional practice. It illustrates that the
organisational age criteria of ‘young’ motherhood seem incongruent with professional practices,
because professionals categorise young mothers in terms of vulnerability, rather than young in
terms of age. Balancing between age margins and a vulnerability narrative reveals professional
discretion and freedom of action, as stated by Hupe and Hill (2007). This study’s results confirm
what Hupe and Hill (2007) note, but add that professional discretion is also embedded in inter-
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professional networks and clients’ situations. Accordingly, professional discretion is not just a
freedom, but also is a challenging balancing act in which professionals are caught.
The relevance of the research to social professional practice also relates to the double mandate
of social professionals. The study confirms the long-standing professional dilemma of supporting
people themselves versus empowering clients to rely on their social network for support. Social
workers need to categorise people as clients to uphold the profession, but also aim to make social
work redundant and create a participatory society. The problem-based constructions (Breheny &
Stephens, 2007; Hurley, 2010) and agency-based constructions (Levac, 2013a) of young
motherhood together reflect a double mandate and moral dilemma of social professionals
(Keinemans & Kanne, 2013; Walther, 2017). Professionals are in a double position as bearers of
particular ideologies, which manifests in their professional discretionary space, and as
implementers of a social mandate that is determined in the political arena and reflected in the
policy and legal age regulations (Dominelli, 2002). An ‘expert’ task and a mandate to supporting
‘vulnerable’ people defines and legitimises the professionals’ existence and underpins the practices
of social professionals.
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4 Acting their age? An intersectional approach
to young motherhood from young mothers’
perspectives
11

ABSTRACT
This chapter challenges the assumptions in social policy and practice of young motherhood as
problematic and morally wrong. Although support for young mothers generally focuses on
improving parenting skills, their practices as youngsters and their perceptions of youth are less
known. Using an intersectional approach, this study uncovers how young mothers’ social
categories of youth and motherhood collide, concur with or reinforce each other. The research
question is the following: what are young mothers’ perceptions and practices of youth when
combining youth with motherhood? The research methods include 18 months of participant
observation and 41 semi-structured interviews with young mothers in the Netherlands. Analysis
shows that young motherhood should not be conflated with problematic motherhood. Young
mothers position themselves as ‘new’ parents, single mothers, and working parents. Their
motherhood practices illustrate adherence to an ideology of child-centred, omnipresent, and
responsible motherhood. Young mothers navigate intersecting dimensions of young, age,
motherhood and gender through 1) discontinuing youth practices, 2) alternating between
motherhood and youth, 3) transforming youth practices into young motherhood practices, and
4) reinforcing youth through young motherhood. Unlike their youth, their motherhood prevails
and can never be entirely undone.

11 Chapter 4, ‘Acting their age? An intersectional approach to young motherhood from young mothers’
perspectives’, coauthored by Dr. Els Rommes, is under review at Affilia Journal of Women and Social
Work.
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4.1 INTRODUCTION
‘I try to stay young, not be a mother completely’, said Desiree, a 22-year-old Dutch woman with
a three-year-old child. Desiree suggested that motherhood is taking over her ‘staying young’ and
that she attempts to be ‘young’ in addition to being a mother. This article explores young
mothers’ practices and experiences of ‘young’. Young mothers such as Desiree have received
extensive policy, professional and academic attention. Academic research draws heavily on
young mothers’ experiences, practices and skills of mothering, signaling how commonly the
intersection of youth and motherhood is presumed to be problematic. For example, studies
highlight the experiences of becoming or being a young mother, identify daily mothering
practices and ordeals, and focus on recognition as mothers (Keinemans, 2010; Rolfe, 2008;
Stapleton, 2010). Furthermore, studies examine parental support and mentoring programmes
to strengthen young mothers’ parenting skills (Bogat, Liang, & Rigol-Dahn, 2008; Schrag &
Schmidt-Tieszen, 2014). These studies focus specifically on improving young mothers’ practices
and skills because the intersection of motherhood and youth is considered problematic. This
chapter explores the contexts and ways in which motherhood and youth intersect. It complements
the existing focus of motherhood, paying specific attention to young mothers’ practices and
experiences of youth.
Academic research on young motherhood often highlights how problematic the intersection
of youth and motherhood is problematic. For example, research shows that social and health
professionals and policymakers construct young motherhood as a social, economic and moral
problem (Duncan et al., 2010a; Macleod, 2014; Rudoe, 2014). A dominant norm in neoliberal
Western societies in particular is that young people should first finish school, become employed,
live independently from their parents, have a stable partner relationship, and then start having
children (Singh & Darroch, 2000). Even though sexual mores for girls are ambivalent and
dynamic (Bay-Cheng, Bruns, & Maguin, 2018; Vanwesenbeeck, 2011), an enduring norm is
that ‘good girls don’t get pregnant’ (Kulkarni, 2007).
Policymakers and social and health professionals typically portray young mothers as poor,
working-class, welfare-dependent, socially excluded, and unambitious and rarely as motivated,
socially engaged, focused, active, and skilled women (Greene, 2007; Levac, 2013b; Nayak &
Kehily, 2014). Young age and motherhood thus seem to be a problematic combination: youth
disqualifies these women from being a good mother, and motherhood disqualifies them from
being a so-called good girl. This chapter challenges this perception that conflates young
motherhood with problematic motherhood, by investigating whether and how young mothers
identify and manage problems related to youth.
The aim is to move beyond representations of young motherhood as problematic by
providing insight into the intersections of youth and motherhood, and by uncovering whether
and how these categories collide or reinforce each other. We argue that young mothers do not
see age as the variable that makes young motherhood difficult, and point instead to other
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variables in the sociocultural construction of young motherhood. The main research question
is as follows: what are young mothers’ perceptions and practices of youth when combining
youth with motherhood? The study was conducted in Parkstad Limburg in the south of the
Netherlands. Women in the Netherlands have been bearing children at increasingly later ages,
due to successful family planning education, women’s higher prioritisation of educational
attainment, and women’s greater labour market participation (De Graaf & Beets, 2015;
Portegijs & Van den Brakel, 2018; Singh & Darroch, 2000). The mean age of childbearing in
the Netherlands increased from 24.3 years in 1970 to 29.8 years in 2017, among the highest
ages in the world (CBS, 2018d). Moreover, the Netherlands has one of the lowest fertility rates
among teenaged women (<20 years) and young women (20–24 years), with, respectively, two
per 1,000 women and 22.2 per 1,000 women (CBS, 2018d; United Nations, 2017). Although
the Parkstad region has an ageing population and low fertility rates, it has a high percentage of
young mothers (<24 years) compared to the Dutch average (CBS, 2018a; Hospers & Reverda,
2015). Children in Parkstad have a high chance of growing up in poverty (Steketee et al., 2014),
and welfare organisations provide support to young Parkstad mothers. Through in-depth
interviews and participant observation among young mothers, data were collected that show
young mothers’ perceptions and practices of their young motherhood and the settings and
people in relation to which they situate themselves.

4.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
This chapter uses young motherhood to examine the social categories of age and gender. These
categories are experienced and constructed in relation to each other. The next sections describe
the concept of youth, notions of motherhood, and the intersectional approach of this chapter.

4.2.1 Age and young motherhood
This chapter explores the meaning of young motherhood and uses youth as a social category. In
international academic discourse, categories of age such as teenage, early, adolescent, and young
mothers exist that identify mothers in their teens or early 20’s in a psychosocial development
phase between that of a child and that of an adult (DeVito, 2007; Hurley, 2010; Jacobs &
Mollborn, 2012). Youth, however, is not a static concept and is more than a chronological age in
years (Utrata, 2011). Interactions and institutions shape the meanings of people’s gendered age
performances (Sniekers & Van den Brink, 2018; Utrata, 2011). Youth and childhood have
multiple meanings in diverse international contexts. Children, for example, are perceived as
innocent and pure; as incompetent and inferior; as a means to enhance one’s status, especially
sons; as economic and future investment; or as individual, autonomous persons (Jansen &
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Driessen, 2016; Montgomery, 2009). The latter perspective has recently gained academic
attention. Scholars in youth studies increasingly address children’s and young people’s perspectives
and agency (Aaltonen, 2013; Munford & Sanders, 2015). Bordonaro (2012) and Payne (2012),
for example, urge social professionals and policymakers to start from emic perspectives of young
people to avoid listening to young people in a tokenistic manner and setting up inappropriate
interventions for them. In addition to an examination from young people’s perspectives, Naezer
(2018) uses emically defined dimensions of age such as ‘maturity’, because the category of age has
little meaning to the young people she studied. These studies show that young people’s
perceptions, particularly their notions of youth, cannot be overlooked in research and practice.
In this chapter, youth is thus conceptualised as a socioculturally constructed and dynamic
category, not only shaped by the norms and expectations for youngsters, but also by young
people’s own meanings and perspectives. This chapter explores how young mothers perceive and
practice young motherhood in multiple settings to uncover contextual understandings and
intersections of youth in relation to motherhood.

4.2.2 Gender and young motherhood
Women are generally expected to become mothers and perform reproductive, productive and
community tasks. Gendered roles, practices, identities and responsibilities of motherhood have
been extensively studied (Laney, Hall, Anderson, & Willingham, 2015; Malacrida & Boulton,
2012; Phoenix et al., 1991; Smyth, 2012). Motherhood is a construct with different connotations
in different political contexts and circumstances (Davids, 2017). In Western societies, women
deal with multiple gender roles and the responsibilities of motherhood in various ways; from
rationally planning and controlling childcare and work, to pragmatically adjusting goals and
practices according to maternal experiences (Smyth, 2012). Laney et al. (2015) state that maternal
identity surpasses other identities and that women give up other needs. Malacrida and Boulton
(2012, p. 769) find a gendered moral imperative for women to be selfless as ‘core attribute of
femininity and motherhood’. It illustrates the gender norm of an ‘intensive motherhood ideology’
with child-centred mothering and omnipresent mothers as main carers of their children, even
when mothers are employed and share parenthood with fathers (Arendell, 2000; Johnston &
Swanson, 2006). These studies show that, while women in Western societies negotiate gendered
norms on childcare, employment and housework in multiple ways, motherhood is still an identity
and social category that surpasses most others.
Especially in contemporary capitalist societies, young women are pressured to be successful.
Young women are expected to be ambitious, independent, empowered, choice-making agents
who make conscious life decisions (Harris & Dobson, 2015). However, motherhood is not seen
as a choice young women should make. Popular and policy discourse deems young motherhood
to be problematic and does not recognise young mothers’ agency (Duncan et al., 2010a;
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Keinemans, Kanne, & Potma, 2018; Nayak & Kehily, 2014). Few studies address young mothers’
ambitions to develop activities to simultaneously achieve success as mothers and as paid employees
or community leaders (Greene, 2007; Levac, 2013b). However, the combination of multiple
roles, work settings, and gender expectations can, particularly for young mothers, lead to
conflicting responsibilities as caregivers, employees, and students, because young women should
not (yet) be mothers (Kloosterman & Moonen, 2016; Zhou, 2017). Uncovering multiple roles,
responsibilities and practices of young mothers entails learning how they navigate intersecting
social categories and handle related difficulties and advantages.

4.2.3 Intersectionality
This chapter draws on the concept of intersectionality to identify the interplay of social categories
(Crenshaw, 1991; Lutz et al., 2011; Mehrotra, 2010; Phoenix & Pattynama, 2006). An
intersectional approach is a critical, analytical disposition to uncover multiple connected
workings of power and inequality, by analysing the connections and co-constructions of social
categories (Smiet, 2017). These categories are considered to be continuous, socially guided and
interactional accomplishments, rather than individual attributes, that simultaneously sustain,
reproduce and legitimise institutional structures (Butler, 1988; West & Fenstermaker, 1995b;
West & Zimmerman, 1987). The intersecting categories in this study are age, gender, and
motherhood. An intersectional approach entails unravelling identity categories that are done or
performed at the individual and institutional levels, are scripted in social expectations and norms
(Butler, 1988; West & Fenstermaker, 1995b), and intersect, concur with or collide with each
other (Moser, 2006). Intersecting positions and social categories can not only be constructed,
but also undone when, for example, youth becomes irrelevant and motherhood dominates a
woman’s identity or vice versa. This chapter conceptualises young motherhood as a dynamic
spectrum of ways of (un)doing, (dis)continuing, conforming with and contesting the categories
of gender and age. This includes unpacking the aged and gendered behaviour of how young
mothers act as youngsters, as mothers or as young mothers, and in relation to whom and which
settings and norms their categories are constructed, undone, reinforced, transformed or
alternated.

4.3 RESEARCH METHODS
The first author of this chapter conducted semi-structured interviews with young mothers and
carried out participant observation in the young mother groups of two welfare organisations in
Parkstad. The main research population consisted of 41 women. Of these, 17 women who
attended the young mother groups regularly were interviewed. Another 24 women who did not
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attend the mother groups were also interviewed. An additional 13 women sometimes attended
the groups and were included for participant observation. We chose 27 years as the maximum
age of the women, because Dutch social policy considers all people until the age of 27 young
people (Inspectie SZW, 2014). We chose 23 years as the maximum age for childbirth, because
Dutch welfare and youth organisations consider mothers up until the age of 23 to be young
mothers.
Participant observation is a method in which a researcher observes and participates in people’s
activities in a social situation, to gain tacit, inside knowledge and learn about cultural rules
(Spradley, 1980). The first author conducted participant observation once every week in two
mother groups of welfare organisations, alternating between the groups for 18 months. During
every meeting she joined the women for tea, chats, playground visits, workshops, handicraft
sessions, cooking sessions, or the presentations of invited experts. She combined small talk and
informal conversations, which are crucial in establishing rapport (Driessen & Jansen, 2013),
with home visits to learn about the everyday events and issues of the young mothers. The
participant observation was overt, because the researcher told the women who she was and why
she was there, every time a new woman joined the groups. The researcher wrote short observations
notes during the meetings, which she developed into extended observation reports after every
meeting.
Most interviews took place in the women’s homes, with their children, partners, parents or
friends present while everyday life continued. For example, the interviews occurred while the
women cared for their children or prepared meals. This allowed for an emic, or inside, perspective
of their daily lives (Kottak, 2006; Spradley, 1980). Some interviews took place in other spaces
where the women felt comfortable, such as a coffee shop or room in the mother group building.
We designed an interview guide with topics and key questions to steer the interviewer, and to give
informants enough space to take charge (Robson, 2011). The main topics were the women’s
family, partner, father, friends, living situation, childcare, education, employment, housework,
daily activities, leisure, youth, motherhood, life changes and future. The interviews were audiorecorded and transcribed verbatim, except for one, during which notes were taken and written up
later.
The interview population (41) included 20 women receiving welfare benefits and two
women dependent on their husbands’ income, who all considered themselves stay-at-home
moms. It also included one woman in a master’s programme, three in a bachelor’s programme,
and 10 attending vocational programmes. Furthermore, one woman owned a business, and
four worked part-time in care services, administration, or a restaurant. Ten women were single
and 31 were in a relationship, seven of whom were married. All the women lived with their
children; 12 lived independently, 19 with partner, four with parents and siblings, and six lived
in women’s shelters. All the women lived in Parkstad, a region with eight municipalities. Most
lived in the largest towns of Heerlen (22 women) and Kerkrade (10 women). Parkstad is in
socioeconomic decline, influenced by higher unemployment and lower educational levels than
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the national average (Marlet & Van Woerkens, 2015; Netherlands National Institute for
Public Health and the Environment, 2013). This fact is reflected in the research population:
half of the population depended on welfare benefits and few women worked or were studying
at the bachelor’s or master’s level. In this study, 31 women were native Dutch. Even though
teenage mothers in the Netherlands more frequently have a migrant background (CBS, 2017;
Wijsen & Van Lee, 2006), the research population reflected the ethnic homogeneity of
Parkstad population (CBS, 2014). A total of 46% percent of the main research population had
given birth to their first child before the age of 20. Although no minimum age was set and a
search was conducted through flyers, Facebook messages, peer contacts, snowball sampling,
and contacting professionals, no women who gave birth before the age of 17 were found. This
concurs with the data, where 2.8% of mothers in Parkstad’s main city were under the age of 20
years and 14.5% under the age of 24 (CBS, 2018a). To ensure anonymity, all the names are
pseudonyms, and the type of work/education or ethnic background in relation to the place of
residence are not specified. The quotes that were selected were felt to be the most representative
of all the mothers.
The first author analysed the data in several steps, using the qualitative data analysis program
ATLAS.ti. The second author then validated the data analysis, coding, and clustering. First, open
coding was applied to all the interview transcripts and observation reports (Robson, 2011). This
resulted in codes based on the women’s words (for example, playing like children) and new codes
(for example, leisure events). Then, the codes were compared and clustered into families (for
example, young, motherhood, activities, strategies). For instance, the family young includes
codes of playing like children, leisure events, and attending education. To uncover the
intersections or interferences of young and motherhood, the last step entailed organising the data
around concepts of continuing, discontinuing, alternating, transforming, and reinforcing
practices of youth. To distinguish between perceptions and practices, we then organised the
findings section into discursively positioning youth and the practices of youth intersecting with
motherhood.

4.4 FINDINGS
4.4.1 Young mothers discursively positioning their (young) motherhood
This section highlights how young mothers discursively position themselves through certain
difficulties they experience, and with whom they identify, after being asked what difference their
age makes in their motherhood. It turns out these differences do not directly speak to young
motherhood. Rather, their narratives demonstrate which social categories intersect with
motherhood and which intersections they acknowledge as relevant to their lives.
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First, some women positioned themselves as ‘new’, or first-time, mothers. Daniëlle (18, fourmonth-old child) feels that motherhood is difficult for all women who have their first baby:
It really doesn’t matter whether you are young or old. It’s a whole new life, even for
someone who is 30 and has a first baby, for someone who’s married, has a house. For them
it’s all new and it will be hard.
This statement illustrates that new parents must accept new experiences and hardships in life that
a first child brings, regardless of age or gender.
Second, young mothers place the challenges of mothering within te context of single
motherhood. Floor (27, six-year-old child) said:
I think it doesn’t depend on being a young mother. What matters is whether you have a
partner who supports you. That’s how I experienced it myself. Someone who can take over
for you and sometimes say, “You’re also a good mother when you take time for yourself.
Relax and recharge, to get enough energy again, for your child.” But I didn’t have that, so I
think, for me, it was hard, but not because I was a young mother.
In Floor’s situation, the child’s father was not present in either her or her child’s life. Her statement
shows how motherhood is more difficult, not because Floor was young, but because she had
nobody to share the childcare. She does not adhere to the gendered morality of an intensive
motherhood ideology where mothers who should always be there for their children (Arendell,
2000; Johnston & Swanson, 2006), but, from a practical perspective, she is a parent who must be
omnipresent because she is single. Similarly, some mothers who do have a partner experience
feelings of single motherhood, because they do not feel their partner supports them. Femke (21,
two-year-old child) explained it as follows:
He picked up [my child] from day care, came home, put [my child] in the playpen and
started gaming. […]. He was always doing nice things, he went to his friends, he was
always out. And I was sacrificing myself. I had to stay at home for my child, because he had
plans. (Femke’s emphasis)
Femke’s complaint illustrates inequity in the gender norms of a caring mother and an absent
father. Being there for your child is what women such as Femke consider an important aspect of
parenting, for both mothers and fathers. These women identify with women who lack a partner’s
support.
Third, some women discursively position themselves in a working parent context, including
those who are students. For working or student mothers, arranging childcare during work/school
hours is often difficult:
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I had a night shift at my work placement, and when I came back, I made my child his
sandwiches, took [my child] to school and then his teacher said: “You look bad.” And I
said, “I haven’t slept yet.” That was hard. And when you’re just about falling asleep, you
must get up again to pick [my child] up from school. (Manon, 26, five-year-old child)
Manon expressed difficulties in mothering responsibilities and managing night-time working
hours. Agnes (23, two-year-old child) positioned herself as a student-mother and explained her
complex childcare and education schedule:
Four days a week [my child] is with a babysitter, actually three babysitters. Monday is for
my mother-in-law. Tuesdays and Thursdays, my grandfather and grandmother babysit.
Wednesday morning my partner has parental leave, well, parental leave, he is an entrepreneur, he can plan his morning off himself. On Wednesday afternoon, [my child] goes to
my mother, because she has the afternoon off from her job, and Friday is for me. And
when I have class on Friday, I ask a friend to babysit for that period. So they all help us
with childcare, and [my child] does not have to go to day care.
While Agnes’ partner can takes half a day off, Jolanda’s partner cannot. Jolanda (25 years old, with
a six-year-old and a four-year-old) follows a common Dutch wage-earner model in which women
work part-time and men work full-time, based on a gender norm that women should be home
for their children. Jolanda works 20 hours per week and her husband works full-time. Because
Jolanda chooses to work during their children’s school hours and to be home when school is out,
she must work early shifts: ‘This way, we only need a short babysitting time before school’. When
they both have to leave early for work, her mother-in-law takes the children to school before going
to work herself. As other working parents, Agnes and Jolanda have to consider their own and their
partners’, grandparents’ and friends’ contexts, if they cannot afford day care and rely on them for
childcare, particularly when adhering to the gender norms of women as main carers being at
home for their children.
The examples above show that young mothers perceive that it is not young motherhood or their
age that makes the challenges they face in relation to motherhood different, but, rather, their
support networks, finances in relation to job/school flexibility, and gender norms of being at
home for your child and caring for your child yourself. What most women highlight are parenting
responsibilities and the practically omnipresent motherhood they share with other mothers. They
perceive a common motherhood and express different intersections with motherhood besides
those of age. By presenting certain difficulties as similar to those of new, single, or working
parents, they identify themselves with these categories.
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4.4.2 Young mothers navigating intersections of youth and motherhood
Although the women themselves discursively presented age and youth as being less important
factors in the difficulties they face, they did provide practices and give examples of their behaviour
that illustrate how age plays a role. This section challenges an assumed problematic, dichotomised
relationship between youth and motherhood, by uncovering a dynamic, contextualised range of
intersections of youth and motherhood. These vary from collisions between the categories,
alternating between youth and motherhood, transforming the notions of youth, and reinforcing
youth through motherhood.

Discontinued youth: living carefree and acting impulsively
Regarding the practices of youth intersecting with motherhood, some women said: ‘It’s only the
freedom, and for the rest I don’t see myself any different’ (Melanie, 20, one-year-old child), or:
‘It’s only the little things, I can move around less easily when I have the little one with me’ (Esther,
20, eight-month-old child). These women do not consider that their motherhood significantly
interferes with their youth.
For other women, however, youth collides with and contradicts motherhood. Living in a
carefree manner is one way of doing youth that does not concur with motherhood easily,
according to these women. They gave examples of how they used to live in a carefree manner as
young people before they had children. This means living ‘at home together with parents and
siblings’ where ‘parents take care of things’. Sabine (20, one-year-old child) mentioned that ‘as a
young person you shouldn’t know those things. You should be happily ignorant and not worry
too much’. Floor (27, six-year-old child) explained ‘those things’:
Because you are 21 and have a child, suddenly you cannot go out anymore. You’re stuck at
home. You have a child you need to feed and change and care for. You must do laundry,
because your child needs clean clothes. You have to worry about different things. I paid
bills before, living in a dorm, but you can’t compare. You have to manage things, apply for
child support. […] There are completely different things to worry about. If you have a
child, you always have worries. You always want them to do well.
For Floor, children bring responsibility. Rachelle (23, six-year-old child) also said she did not have
to account for anything before she had her child: ‘I went out every weekend, doing nice things
that I wanted, no obligations, sleeping lateoin the weekends, not having to pay attention to
anything’. When she had her child, single mother Rachelle continued to spent her time with
friends, while her mother cared for her child. She ended up arguing with her mother, because her
mother thought she was doing motherhood in the wrong way. The turning point was when
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Rachelle noticed that her child no longer called her mum, but called grandmother mum instead.
Rachelle felt her behaviour did not match her identity as a mother. Rachelle said she realised she
was doing something wrong and went to a social worker for help. She discontinued her carefree,
‘young lifestyle’ and took up a gender-stereotyped role of a mother staying at home and taking
care of her child. For Floor and Rachelle, a caring responsibility, worrying about your child, and
being there as a mother supersede the youth behaviour of living in a carefree manner.
Acting impulsively is another way of doing youth that collides with motherhood. Irene (21,
four-year-old child) stated that before she had her child: ‘I was always out, doing things with
friends. I was very impulsive. I never thought about anything’. Floor (27, six-year-old child)
recognised this in her classmates:
All of my fellow students are like, “I’m going out, come on, join us, just for fun, with
friends”. Yes, I want to come but my child needs to eat in half an hour and I have to be
back then and then, because she needs to drink again.
The young mothers talked about the practices of youth as freedom of choice and impulsive decisions
about whether to go out dancing with friends, which collides with the motherhood practice of
planning activities around children’s meals and nap times. Participant observation shows how the
young mothers plan activities around their children’s nap times and school hours. Furthermore,
some women relate impulsive behaviour to alcohol and drug use. Emily (24, three-year-old child)
said: ‘I didn’t think things through, I was still young, all I could think about was partying’. Nicole
(23, 1.5-year-old child), for example, stated: ‘Before I had my child, I used to drink a lot, hang out
with friends’. These women said they ‘did not think through’ their behaviour of partying and
drinking with friends. Some women, however, explicitly state that their motherhood led them into
a different phase: ‘When I was pregnant, I didn’t use anymore. I quit everything’, says Chayenna
(20, two-year-old child) who had been using drugs before she became pregnant. These quotes
illustrate that the women acted on impulse by gratifying their immediate needs with alcohol and
drugs, a behaviour they often consciously stopped when their children arrived. Their motherhood
identity then superseded youth behaviour. The mothers seemed to perceive doing youth in terms of
acting impulsively for instant gratification of their needs as incompatible with motherhood
practices, which imply thoughtful decision making and the planning of leisure activities.

Alternating youth and motherhood: having fun with friends
As in the previous examples show, an important element of doing youth for most women is going
out. This means hanging out with friends, without children, doing fun and exciting things. A few
women explicitly mentioned how they love amusement parks with carrousels, roller coasters, and
life-size cartoon figures walking around. Some save their money for yearly trips to special parks.
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However, the town centre can serve just as well as a space for having fun with friends, without a
budget:
Sometimes I just don’t want to think and want to act crazy just like my classmates. Playing
pranks, just hanging around town and only later picking [my child] up from the babysitter. But
then when I pick up [my child], I’m just a mum again, an adult. (Sabine, 20, one-year-old child)
This suggests that being a mother is the regular mode of behaviour: Sabine is ‘a mum again’,
whereas acting young is the exception, which is how she wants to behave sometimes.
Another example of alternating between mothering and youth behaviour is Emily (24, threeyear-old child). A year ago, she went to a discotheque she used to go to before she had her child.
She describes how she struggled to enjoy going out again:
I felt, well, I needed to reboot, yeah, it took a few drinks. And my friend had to do her best
to get me switched off [from motherhood]. I couldn’t get it out of my system. It took me a
while to loosen up. And my dad wanted to babysit, no problem at all. He said [my child]
was really sweet, ate very well, didn’t protest, nothing really. It was the first time after a
year or two that I was in that discotheque. It was really strange.
Emily spoke about an intersection between motherhood and youth in which she could turn one
on and the other off with a switch. She exchanged mothering for acting young by going to a place
she went to when she was younger. She explains being able to push her motherhood into the
background. However, she could only act young when she could trust that her child was well
taken care of, and, even then, this took an effort. This example illustrates the dominance of a
motherhood ideology. Emily and Sabine’s youthful behaviour was reinforced by being with
classmates and friends in spaces where their children were not present, whereas their motherhood
was reinforced by the presence of children and babysitters. These women cannot undo their
motherhood completely, but they alternate between their practices of motherhood and age.
Certain people and places determine which identity dimensions dominate. By changing places
and people, the young mothers can temporarily exchange their motherhood for youth.

Transforming youth: seriousness, home-making and motivation
Whereas women such as Sabine and Emily changed their company and context in order to alternate
youth with motherhood when these intersected, other women transformed their youthfulness.
Most women noted how they start to ‘lead a different life from friends’ (Eveline, 27, six-year-old,
four-year-old and two-year-old children). Bianca (26, six-year-old and four-year-old children) said:

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 80

02-12-19 10:04

Acting their age? An intersectional approach to young motherhood from young mothers’ perspectives

81

Well, my friends could go out immediately if they wanted. But we had a baby, I was tired,
that was different. We could also see that, when we had children we found a different type
of friends to do other things with.
Eveline and Bianca recognised that their lives had changed. Just like Agnes (23, two-year-old
child), their ways of going out had changed:
The real going out is different […] it used to be until four of five in the morning. But
instead we now just, very boringly, go out for dinner and drinks at a café. I prefer that over
drinking too much alcohol until 3 a.m. and then waking up with a hangover. I mean, a
hangover does still happen sometimes, but then from the soccer canteen. But when a
student sorority, you know, I got invited to their party Thursday, which seems fun. But I
have a toddler Friday morning who calls me at eight: “Mummy, I’m awake.” Then you
notice the difference in going out, and being more serious and aware of certain things.
This excerpt illustrates that going out has a specific meaning involving partying and drinking
until the early morning, as well as a broader meaning that entails a more ‘serious’ way of meeting
friends in, for example, restaurants. Agnes still sees herself as young, since she goes out and
drinks, but she does not fully act accordingly, because her style of going out is a ‘boring’ earlyending dinner and drinks. In intersections of youth and motherhood, young mothers such as
Agnes transform the partying sense of going out into a serious one, in terms of less alcohol and
being home early, which displays an awareness of motherhood responsibilities the next morning.
Other women provided examples of transforming common practices of youth into acting like a
homebody when motherhood and youth interfere. They redefine acting young by spending leisure
time at home. For example: ‘I’m away from home 34 hours per week for school and work, and I’m
there only from 18:00 to 23:00. So I like to be at home’ (Nicole, 23, 1.5-year-old child). Mothers
who work/study value their scarce family time, which explains their preferences for staying at home
and creating a cosy atmosphere. Patricia (24, five-year-old child) often spends time with her family
and prefers to buy her own alcohol for home, because ‘at home I can party and decide what to do,
and I can care for [my child]’. Patricia combines some of the practices of young people, such as
consuming alcohol and partying, with family time and staying home. Patricia has transformed the
common practice of young people of going to a discotheque into partying at home. Providing
childcare herself and being there for her child are her reasons for staying home. Most women invite
friends over regularly, which they also did during interviews or participant observation at their
homes. Friends or relatives showed up, mostly after the children had gone to bed, to chat, play
cards, check their smartphones for funny pictures and videos, play computer games, or watch
movies. The women still had fun with friends, and their mothering practices continued when their
friends were around. Motherhood transforms their youthful behaviour into playful but domestic
behaviour to align childcare possibilities with friends and family time.
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In addition to transforming a youthful lifestyle within a social setting, young mothers also
transform the practices of youngsters in an educational setting. Even though deadlines,
presentations, exams, and arguments with teachers generate experiences similar to those of
students without children, most women experience differences due to dividing their time between
childcare, household, and homework. Additionally, Manon (26, five-year-old child) said: ‘So
much more depends on it, I have a totally different responsibility. But other students don’t seem
interested [in school]’. She feels that her motivation distinguishes her from students without
children. Sabine (20, one-year-old child). also stated:
It’s very unusual to be in school as an older student, and being the only one who is a
mother. I started mothering my classmates. I was saying things like, “You have to attend
school, because I didn’t finish three other studies.” I thought, come on, I know exactly
what you’re doing, I did the same. So I said: “You must attend.” I was very strict for them. I
really wanted them to do it, but they thought they could just hang out with friends and
stuff. And they were, like, it’s her again.
This excerpt shows that, when motherhood interferes with youthful behaviour in an educational
context, where the women could be young in the sense of meeting peers, their motherhood
surpassed practices of youth, such as skipping class. Sabine challenged her classmates’ behaviour
and becomes ‘motherly’, urging them to complete school. Although Manon and Sabine socialised
with classmates and went to school as is expected of youngsters, their stories suggest that their
youth practices, in terms of hanging out with friends and skipping school, were transformed into
acting ‘responsible’ and being ‘motivated’ as students, with a motherly twist.

Reinforcing youth: playing like children and bonding with (grand)children
The previous examples showed that young mothers transform practices of youth either by
changing their company or location, or by modifying their practices of going out into behaviour
that expresses their seriousness, domesticity, motivation and responsibility. However, when youth
and motherhood intersect, some of the women expressed ways of behaving young in which their
motherhood reinforces their youth.
One way in which the young women’s motherhood and age reinforce each other is through
playfulness. The women who participated in the mother group meetings enjoyed the handicraft
sessions during the meetings, where they drew, painted, and decorated items such as jewellery
boxes and photo frames, which they then displayed in their homes. Some of the women became
absorbed in colouring, making puzzles, and playing house with their children. The act of playing
like children was also seen during participant observation on trips to playgrounds or parks when
the mothers joined their children on the swings, trampoline, or slide. Nicole (23, 1.5-year-old
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child) said: ‘I’m a bit of a child myself. So when I’m at the playground, I’ll run with her and jump
with her, and I see those parents look at me, but I don’t care’. The women raced each other down
the slide or dared each other to have a ball fight, but they also helped their children onto a slide to
make sure they did not trip over the steps. Such actions counter professional and policy fears that
the young mothers are still children themselves and therefore inadequate mothers. Sabine (20,
one-year-old child) stated: ‘They’re running around with their children on their back, that’s what
younger mothers do instead of older mothers. Then you notice the difference. They are still young
themselves. They’re more or less the child’s brother or sister’. In some ways, Sabine considers
young mothers to be children themselves, or like the children’s siblings instead of their mothers.
Inside the home, too, when not around other people, some women said they play like children.
Bianca (26, six-year-old and four-year-old children) explained:
My sister has a child the same age as mine, but my sister’s seven years older than me. And I
see the difference in how I play with my children, run around the house, play hide and
seek. My sister wouldn’t do that. I even hid on top of a cupboard once and my husband
had to come and take me down, because I couldn’t.
Bianca related the difference between her and her sister’s behaviour to age instead of to different
personalities or pedagogical ideas, for example. Playing with their children provides these young
mothers opportunities to play like children. These practices of youth continued when the women
had children, and even intensified through having children. Their motherhood allowed them to
do youth in terms of playfulness more intensely.
Another way in which age and motherhood strengthen each other is in anticipated bonding
with (grand)children. Young mothers perceive youth as an advantage, ‘because when I’m 36, [my
child] will be 18. So you’re not an old mother. You can develop a bond with your child, like going
to the movies, talk about girlfriends’ (Daniëlle, 18, four-month-old child). Young mothers feel
an ease of bonding with their children, because parent and child do not differ much in age: ‘I’m
still young when my children have grown up. When they’re 16, I’m 36, that’s still very young. So
you can do what you want. They will have children and I’ll be a young granny, that’s nice too’
(Bianca, 26, four-year-old and six-year-old children). Young mothers such as Bianca often say
they will continue to be young, that they have their whole lives ahead of them and will regain their
freedom once their children become adults. To some extent, they expect the carefree living and
impulsivity to return. A future as a young grandmother, which Bianca mentioned, also emerged
in the mother groups during a workshop on making a collage of dreams for the future. Apart from
a handsome boyfriend, house, car (and driving license), and holidays, many women wanted to
become a grandmother. They cut pictures out of magazines of smiling ladies with grey hair and
fancy clothes. This act also redefines the concept of old. The women did not consider being old
grandmothers in nursing homes with old-fashioned flowery dresses, but fashionable, vital
grandmothers who can do everything with their grandchildren. The women’s young motherhood
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allows them to extend their youth as fun, fancy grandmothers through the intersection of youth
and motherhood. They extend a perceived ease of bonding with children to bonding with
grandchildren, which is reinforced by their age and acting young.

4.5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS
This chapter shows when and how different aspects of youth and motherhood are constructed in
different spaces. First, the results demonstrate that young mothers do not position themselves as
mothers with problems due to their age, contrary to what social and health professionals and
policymakers perceive, according to other studies (Duncan et al., 2010a; Macleod, 2014; Rudoe,
2014). From young mothers’ perspectives, the difficulties they experience relate to their
educational or employment context, lack of partner support, or their first time as a parent. They
discursively position themselves as new parents, single mothers, or working parents, with whom
they share similar parenting experiences and everyday mothering responsibilities. Adding to
research on employed mothers who often have trouble combining family responsibilities with
employment outside the home (Smyth, 2012; Zhou, 2017), for young mothers who are students,
the combination of school and childcare produces similar problems. Mainly for single young
mothers, but also for young mothers with partners that do not contribute in the childcare and
household tasks, the challenges lie in managing childcare, household, and education/
employment, rather than in age.
Furthermore, the results demonstrate that a motherhood ideology, in terms of being there for
one’s children, taking responsibility, and planning, is pervasive among young mothers. Their allembracing motherhood identity and responsible motherhood practices confirm for young
mothers what other studies have determined for all mothers, irrespective of age, which is an
intensive, child-centred, and omnipresent motherhood (Arendell, 2000; Johnston & Swanson,
2006; Laney et al., 2015; Malacrida & Boulton, 2012; Smyth, 2012). Nevertheless, young
mothers’ experiences show that they must contend with the Western norm that so-called good
girls do not become mothers (Kulkarni, 2007; Wahn, Nissen, & Ahlberg, 2005), and not being
a good girl transfers to not being a good mother. The women thus knowingly identify and position
themselves, based on their motherhood identity, highlighting the practicalities and responsibilities
of mothering, moving beyond moral condemnation due to a supposed lack of sexual morality as
youngsters(Bay-Cheng, 2015; Jacobs & Mollborn, 2012; Vanwesenbeeck, 2011a). They might
not be good girls, but, through their motherhood perceptions and practices, they show they are
good mothers.
Additionally, young mothers’ narratives and practices illustrate a dynamic, contextualised
spectrum of intersections of youth, motherhood and gender in which the dimension of
motherhood predominates. The results show four kinds of intersections: 1) Young mothers
discontinue the youthful practices in the sense of living carefree and impulsively when these
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collide with mothering, in the sense of acting responsibly, seriously, and with a domestic and
motivated mindset. The mothering aspect takes over when they experience a dichotomy of youth
versus motherhood. 2) The women alternate between youth and motherhood practices. Changing
company and settings and arranging childcare allow them to switch between mothering and
youth behaviours, temporarily undoing motherhood to be young. 3) Young mothers transform
youth practices into the practices of young motherhood. Instead of drinking and dancing at a
club, they go out for dinner or spend time with friends at home, so they can look after their
children at the same time. Motherhood dominates youthful behaviour, but does not fully take
over. 4) Mothering also reinforces young practices. Playing like children and bonding with (grand)
children can only happen because the women are young mothers. Just as women who redefine
themselves through motherhood once they become mothers (Laney et al., 2015), these young
mothers also redefine themselves as youngsters. This redefinition builds on the intersectional
literature of (re)shaping, (un)doing and (re-)enacting identity categories in multiple realities
(Moser, 2006; West & Fenstermaker, 1995b; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Young mothers
express multiple, concurrent dimensions of identity, such as new, working, or single motherhood,
along with discontinued, alternating, transformed, and reinforced practices of young
motherhood. Nevertheless, in their narratives and practices, the identity category of motherhood
prevails, and, unlike youth, motherhood cannot be fully undone or let go.
Young mothers perceive their age as constructive, rather than problematic, in navigating the
categories of youth and motherhood, which adds to notions of young mothers’ agency of
re-articulating and reappropriating representations of young mothers (Duncan et al., 2010a;
Greene, 2007; Levac, 2013b; Nayak & Kehily, 2014). They project themselves into the future
through anticipating their role as grandmother. The young mothers in this study navigate
intersections of youth and motherhood in different ways, which illustrates that being young is not
problematic per se when intersecting with motherhood. For young mothers outside the scope of
this study, however, other identity categories could prevail that might be navigated through
different practices. Therefore, young motherhood should not be confused with problematic
motherhood, because the problems that young mothers experience are nuanced, can vary
according to their lived realities and local specificities (Macleod, 2014), and relate to other social
categories intersecting with motherhood.
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5 Defining dreams: Young mothers’ agency
in constructions of space
12

ABSTRACT
Understanding young mothers’ emic, or insiders’, spatial experiences is critical to realising how
their agency manifests in constructing and producing spaces, as opposed to common images of
them as passive, vulnerable women living in deprived neighbourhoods. Set in the shrinking
region of Parkstad Limburg in the Netherlands, this chapter draws on in-depth interviews and
long-term participant observation in order to explore which modalities of agency emerge from
young mothers’ spatial engagements with their neighbourhoods and homes. This chapter
contributes to greater diversity and more agentic representations of young mothers than
commonly perceived, and to a nuanced understanding of agency. The findings reveal that these
women are continually navigating the social, physical, and economic-political dimensions of
space, from which four modalities of agency emerge: 1) ‘adhering to norms’, 2) ‘defining dreams’,
3) ‘challenging rules’, and 4) ‘considering options’. Contrary to understandings within a
dominant independence-oriented discourse of agency as taking subversive action, this study
shows that agency occurs in tacit, routine spatial practices, while navigating through individual
circumstances and sociospatial structures and norms.

12 This chapter is published as: Sniekers, Marijke. (2018). Defining dreams: young mothers’ agency in
constructions of space. Social & Cultural Geography, 19(8), 1073-1096. doi:10.1080/14649365.2017.
1344872
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5.1 INTRODUCTION
Understanding young mothers’ spatial experiences is critical to realising how their agency
manifests in constructing spaces, as opposed to common images of them as passive, vulnerable
women. In public health and policy studies, young motherhood is often considered problematic
for mothers and for society, because of the women’s presumed lack of mothering skills, education,
and formal employment (Duncan, 2007; Hurley, 2010; Macleod, 2001; Rosengard et al., 2006;
Spear & Lock, 2003). Additionally, in public health and nursing research, disadvantaged
environments characterised by poverty and unemployment, are identified as factors contributing
to young motherhood (Breheny & Stephens, 2010; Spear & Lock, 2003; Wellings et al., 1999).
This study moves beyond such negative representations of young mothers through examining
their agency from an emic perspective. This insider or participant viewpoint (DeWalt & DeWalt,
2002) focuses on local explanations, and on how local people perceive and give meaning to the
world, contrary to an etic perspective that emphasises outsiders’ explanations, meanings, and
categories (Harris, 2001; Kottak, 2006). In urban studies, areas with economic and demographic
‘shrinkage’, where urban poverty increases and the underclass grows, are often seen as unfavourable
spaces to live (Martinez-Fernandez, Audirac, Fol, & Cunningham-Sabot, 2012). However,
analysing young mothers’ everyday practices and experiences in such areas, contributes to a
greater diversity in and more agentic representations of young mothers than common images of
young people as vulnerable (Bär, Erdmann, & Hamann, 2009; Bordonaro, 2012; Hil & Bessant,
1999; Jupp, 2007).
Additionally, this chapter explores young mothers’ agency in the intersections of gender, age,
and space. Studies in anthropology, urban planning, and geography show that people have
different gendered experiences of their residential areas and spatial opportunities, and that
gendered spaces exist that determine people’s spatial movements (Huxley & Winchester, 1991;
Jaffe & De Koning, 2015; Rösing, 2003). Political and feminist geography scholars have
problematised the naturalised dichotomy between ‘political spaces of men’ and ‘apolitical spaces
of women’, by placing, for example ‘personal, private, domestic’ issues of childcare on the political
agenda (Dyck, 2005; England, 2003; Staeheli & Martin, 2000). Such intersections of gender,
space, and age need to be taken into account when understanding agency of young mothers, whose
‘private’ lives become politicised. Through enhancing knowledge on how young women engage
with contemporary gender, age, and spatial norms, this paper will provide more nuanced insights
on agency beyond the more commonly understood public, political, and rational explanations.
This chapter aims to disclose inherent gender, age, and spatial norms, and to challenge
common understandings of agency. It draws on ethnographic research on young mothers living
in Parkstad Limburg, a ‘shrinking’ region of 250,000 people in the south of the Netherlands, with
high unemployment and out-migration of young people, low birth rates, and an ageing
population (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015). The research question is the following: which modalities
of agency emerge from young mothers’ spatial engagements with their neighbourhoods and
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homes in Parkstad Limburg? I will use Mahmood’s frame of modalities to examine agency as
young mothers’ actions that ‘overtly’ resist or challenge spatial and gender norms, as well as forms
of ‘tacit’ agency such as desires and aspirations that maintain continuity or stability.
The next section describes the theoretical concepts, followed by the research setting and
methods. Three empirical sections present young mothers’ perceptions of space, spatial norms
and practices. From these, four modalities of agency emerge: 1) adhering to norms, 2) defining
dreams, 3) challenging rules, and 4) considering options. Contrary to dominant understandings
of agency as taking subversive action to achieve independence, this chapter shows that agency can
also occur in tacit, routine spatial practices whilst navigating through individual circumstances
and sociospatial structures and norms.

5.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Bringing together notions of agency, gender, age, and space enables an intersectional analysis
(Crenshaw, 1991) on individual, structural, and symbolic levels. I have conceptually limited
gender and age to young motherhood, and space to neighbourhoods and homes. Agency
manifests in the intersections of these notions where norms, institutional rules and young
mothers’ individual practices meet. The following paragraphs separately detail young
motherhood, space, and agency. The interplay of these is analysed in the findings.

5.2.1 Young motherhood
Anthropologists have pointed out that concepts of motherhood, and more specifically young
motherhood, in relation to childhood and adulthood vary according to different contexts
(Kramer, 2008; McCallum & Reis, 2005; Montgomery, 2009). Scholars in urban, human, and
feminist geography have focused on geographies of mothering, particularly in everyday spaces
and physical places through examining local, daily practices and constructions of spatial norms
(Jupp & Gallagher, 2013; Luzia, 2010; Wilson, 2013). However, in relation to physical spatial
contexts and sociocultural spatial norms, limited attention has been paid to young mothers
transgressing norms through ‘embodied space’ (Low, 2003) or to spaces of ‘unfamiliar parenting’
(Luzia, 2010) such as young motherhood in this chapter.
In academic studies, ‘young’ motherhood is mostly called adolescent motherhood (Breheny &
Stephens, 2010; DeVito, 2007) or teen(age) motherhood (Hurley, 2010; Stapleton, 2010). These
studies mainly focus on mothers who gave birth before 20 years of age (Rosengard et al., 2006;
Yardley, 2008), in contrast to late motherhood for women over 35 years (Ermisch & Pevalin,
2005). However, ‘young’ can also mean recently having become a mother (at any age). Following
other studies, I will use the notion of ‘young’ motherhood (Allen & Osgood, 2009; Levac, 2013b)
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for women who had their first child by the age of 23; this allows me to include other meanings of
‘young’ apart from teenage or adolescence, and encompasses young mothers’ own understandings
of their motherhood.
In nursing, public and mental health studies, young mothers are often seen as marginalised and
vulnerable because they lack education and formal employment (Spear & Lock, 2003), are stuck
in a cycle of disadvantage (Wellings et al., 1999) and are physically and emotionally not ready for
new responsibilities and raising children (Hurley, 2010; Rosengard et al., 2006). Such problems
have evoked academic and policy studies, and prevail in policy and political discourse on
pregnancy prevention among young people – although mostly women are targeted – and on
socioeconomic community participation (Duncan, 2007; Macleod, 2001; Macvarish, 2010;
Stapleton, 2010). Nevertheless, other studies in social and health care show that motherhood
helps young women to gain focus, responsibility, structure, and control over their lives
(Keinemans, 2010; Koniak-Griffin et al., 2006; Seamark & Lings, 2004), which are seen as
positive actions of young mothers to change and take charge of their lives. Studies from young
mothers’ perspectives often identify motivation, perseverance, responsibility, and maturity
(Chohan & Langa, 2011; Ponsford, 2011), which Duncan (2007) calls agency. Notwithstanding
the difficulties that young mothers face, this study will contribute to a positive representation of
young mothers by focusing on their agency.
In the Netherlands, academic research that argues against moralisation and problematisation
of young motherhood (Keinemans, 2010) is less prevalent than policy studies focusing on
sexuality of young people, pregnancy prevention among youth and related professional
interventions (Dudevszky et al., 2012; Hoogenboezem, Oomen, Thiele, Donders, & Mourits,
2010; Van Berlo et al., 2005). In popular Dutch media, young mothers are generally stigmatised
and portrayed as disadvantaged (Brandt, 2012; Zwaan Producties & Van den Boom, 2015;
Skyhigh & Van der Want, 2014), spreading another common idea that childbearing belongs to
adults (Wahn et al., 2005). Every Dutch province has shelters for young mothers and young
mother groups for handling difficulties. The number of Dutch young mothers is among the
world’s lowest, due to successful birth control and family planning (De Graaf & Beets, 2015).
Nevertheless, after the number of Dutch teenage mothers gradually decreased from 2000-2014
(with the exception of 2009 and 2010), it increased by 6% in 2015, from 2429 to 2579 (CBS,
2015). In Parkstad, which has a declining population, the rate of teenage motherhood from
2000-2015 was higher than the Dutch average, and often two to three times higher for Heerlen
and Kerkrade (CBS, 2016a, 2016b). Stigmatisations and efforts to reduce such young
motherhood rates suggest that Dutch social work and policy efforts aim to overcome the problem
of young motherhood. This study, however, does not approach young motherhood from a
problem-centred perspective to fight its incidence, but is instead concerned with emic experiences
of young mothers to explore their own perceptions.
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5.2.2 Space
Scholars in urban anthropology and geography differentiate notions of place and space. Place is
understood as a unique location such as a region, city or park, with symbols that can express this
uniqueness, in which people are embedded when having settled down (Rösing, 2003; Spain,
2014; Staeheli & Martin, 2000). Space is seen as a relational, reciprocal system of people and
things over time (Löw, 2006). People and their spaces are closely connected and influence each
other (Huxley & Winchester, 1991; Probst, 2013). The concept of space incorporates how people
shape and are shaped by their social, cultural or geographical past, present and future lives.
Space is constructed or socioculturally and symbolically understood and experienced, and is
produced or materially and physically shaped by people (Klaufus, 2012; Low, 2009). This
includes spatial embodiment, and discursive practices of and within spaces (Low, 2011). In this
chapter, young mothers’ engagement with space is seen as constructing and producing space, in
a ‘process-oriented, person-based’ approach to ‘allow for agency’ of the persons within spaces and
places (Low, 2009, p. 22). This approach is useful for ‘uncovering systems of exclusion that are
hidden or naturalised and thus are rendered invisible’ (Low, 2011, p. 391).
Space encompasses intersecting dimensions in which this interrelation becomes clear. The first
dimension is the physical, which includes built and natural environments such as parks, houses,
shops, and schools. The second is the social dimension, ranging from family and friends to
institutions (Probst, 2013). This also includes neighbourhoods, homes, cultural resources, work,
and school (Jin & Whitson, 2014; Probst, 2013). The third dimension is the economic-political,
for example poverty and employment structures, political climate, and moral expectations. This
includes expectations of people’s participation in society as ‘active’ citizens in socioeconomic
spaces and ‘good’ citizens in legal and political spaces (Staeheli, Attoh, & Mitchell, 2013). My
focus is on young mothers’ neighbourhoods and homes, since in these spaces the social, economicpolitical, and physical dimensions come together in daily life. Furthermore, analysis concentrates
on the women’s perceptions of these spaces and the normative discourse the women engage with.
Houses can be seen as more intimate and private spaces in the city, which reflect socio-cultural
constructions of domestic and family relations (Jaffe & De Koning, 2015) and through which
people produce their own spaces, by making their house into a home. Neighbourhoods can also
be understood as contexts for socialising and sources of identity (Jaffe & De Koning, 2015), but
are generally less intimate and private. In this chapter, three understandings of neighbourhoods
come together. First, neighbourhoods are socially constructed by people who feel connected to
each other and the place they live in; second, they are considered administrative units; and third,
they exist through visual and verbal representation in definitions and meanings of media and
‘outsiders’ (Jaffe & De Koning, 2015; Jupp, 2007).
Discourse on young people in neighbourhoods is ambiguous: youngsters are seen as threatening
and antisocial people, and as ‘victims’ in need of protection, but also as welcome citizens with
human rights and as persons (re)constructing and (re)defining meaningful spaces (Hil & Bessant,
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1999; Van der Burgt, 2015). Studies on young people in communities acknowledge the need for
youth to participate actively in society, but in a shrinking region particularly their participation
hardly exists, according to Bär et al. (2009) and Schwarz (2011). Actions in the economicpolitical space of work and polity are generally considered as rational and agentic, and are
associated with struggle (Goddard, 2000; Staeheli & Martin, 2000). So, young people may just
be less visible in the economic-political space, as they may be more present in social, private space,
related to reproduction (Goddard, 2000; Greene, 2007). This chapter intends to uncover this
overlooked, less visible kind of agency in private, social spaces.

5.2.3 Agency
People are embedded in social, temporal, and structural situations, and transform these situations,
either through short-term tactics or long-term strategies (Evans, 2007; Jeffrey, 2012). Agency is
often seen as such an active process of intentionally moving beyond oppression to change
individual or collective pathways in life (McNay, 2000). This view has been opposed by various
academics who challenge the likening of agency with notions of resistance, freedom, autonomy,
coping, and resilience (Bordonaro, 2012; Durham, 2000; Madhok et al., 2013a; Mahmood,
2004; Payne, 2012). Some have proposed concepts of everyday or situated agency in order to
indicate that agency does not necessarily come from crisis or social issues, but is embedded in
daily life (Panelli, Kraack, & Little, 2005; Payne, 2012). Moreover, scholars in gender and
philosophy assert that research on agency should be aware of implicit ‘positive’ aspects such as
action, capability, choice, and independence as central elements of personhood, and not assume
that constraints, inabilities and necessities are regarded as ‘deficits’ that need to be overcome (Rao,
2015; Reader, 2007). Patiency, humility, necessity and dependency are also central to the concept
of selfhood, and represent the ‘other side’ of agency (Reader, 2007).
Academics studying everyday agency in childhood and youth note friction between the
theoretical acknowledgement of a capacity for human agency – also for children and youth – and
the everyday practices of agency that show autonomy, but in different ways than morally and
socially expected (Bordonaro, 2012; Durham, 2000; Payne, 2012; Van Blerk, 2006; Van der
Burgt, 2015). This generates the risk that privileged children are ascribed more agency than
vulnerable children, who show what is seen as deviant behaviour (Pells, 2012; valentine, 2011).
These tensions also exist for young mothers, not only because some consider them vulnerable and
deviant since they are seen as children raising children (Yardley 2008), but also due to the conflict
between acknowledging their agency and recognising ‘active’ participation in society as ‘good’
citizens.
Agency in this chapter is therefore not simply understood as the antithesis of oppression
(Madhok et al., 2013a), or merely analysed as subversive or resistant (Mahmood, 2004).
Mahmood (2004) problematises the universality of the wish to be free from subordination. In
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other words, the common discourse of resistance and subordination might not hold in every
space. Using instruments of what is considered oppressive can be an act of resistance. Mahmood
goes further than Goddard (2000, p. 3) who sees agency as ‘the capacity and willingness of actors
to take steps in relation to their social situation’. Mahmood (2001) also includes the relation to
the embodied self, and states that agency entails the ways individuals work on themselves to
become willing subjects of a particular historically embedded discourse. These agentic acts do not
have to result in change only, but can also aim toward continuity or stability. Mahmood (2004)
prefers to see agency as modalities of action, as multiple ways of resisting and inhabiting norms.
I refer to agency in a broad sense to include tacit or hidden agency. Agency describes ways in
which young mothers address gender and spatial dimensions of their pathways in life, while
negotiating the complexity from practical everyday issues to structural norms. The multiple
modalities of action, which occur from young mothers’ capacity and willingness to move from or
within certain spatial circumstances, lead to different modalities of agency. I examine agency as
young mothers’ navigational processes that resist or challenge spatial and gender norms, and as
practices that seem to adhere to such norms. This means exploring embodied and discursive
spaces and taking into account continuity, stability, desires, and aspirations.

5.3 SITUATING THE RESEARCH
Parkstad Limburg region is the south-eastern part of Limburg, a Dutch province situated between
Germany and Belgium. It consists of the city of Heerlen as its central municipality, along with
Kerkrade, Landgraaf, Brunssum, Nuth, Voerendaal, Simpelveld, and Onderbanken, which share
regional policies as well as urban and socioeconomic development strategies (Verwest, 2011).
Parkstad is a former mono-industrial, coal mining region that had a collective, closed society in
which coal mines and the Catholic church determined most aspects of economic and sociocultural
life from labour, health care, and education to leisure (Chkalova & Nicolaas, 2009; Elzerman &
Bontje, 2015). Together with two other Dutch regions, Parkstad is characterised as a ‘krimpregio’,
or shrinking region (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015; Hospers & Reverda, 2015; Verwest, 2011).
Parkstad is the only urbanised region among these peripheral areas (Hoekveld & Bontje, 2016;
Meier, Reverda, & Van der Wouw, 2015).
The process of cities growing smaller, which I refer to as ‘shrinkage’ in this article, is defined
differently in various disciplines. The term urban shrinkage (‘schrumpfende Stadt’) was coined in
urban sociology in Germany to indicate economic downfall and population decline, and currently
such processes mainly occur in the American Rust Belt, Europe, and Japan (Großmann, Haase,
Rink, & Steinführer, 2008; Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012; Wiechmann & Pallagst, 2012).
Urban decline is the dominant term in Anglo-Saxon discourse on urban and regional planning,
examining post-industrial economic decline or change, also in relation to poverty and segregation
(Großmann et al., 2008; Hoekveld, 2014; Wiechmann & Pallagst, 2012). Both terms have a
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negative connotation through their connection to urban decay and poverty (Großmann et al.,
2008; Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012).
I understand ‘shrinkage’ as a multidimensional process with demographic, economic and
physical dimensions of decline, as well as social aspects that permeate throughout. First,
demographic decline for Parkstad means population decline due to an ageing population, low
birth rates, a decrease in the number of youths, and emigration of highly educated people
(Elzerman & Bontje, 2015). Second, economic downfall in Parkstad is evident in higher
unemployment rates, higher percentages of low education levels, and lower incomes than the
national averages (Marlet & Van Woerkens, 2015). Closure of the mines, a ten-year process up to
1975, is seen as an early cause of economic decline (Chkalova & Nicolaas, 2009; Verkennis,
Rienstra, Bakker, & Rohlfs, 2015). Presently, highly educated people – especially youth – leave
the region in search of further educational and employment opportunities (Chkalova & Nicolaas,
2009; Kooiman & Latten, 2011). Third is infrastructural or physical degeneration, such as vacant
and deteriorated buildings, which Parkstad is infamous for (Bontje, 2009; Hermans, 2016).
However, social, economic and physical decline in Parkstad is concentrated in certain
neighbourhoods, primarily in Heerlen and Kerkrade (Verkennis et al., 2015). In other
neighbourhoods and villages, I noticed well-maintained houses and gardens, restored apartment
blocks, and new shopping areas.

5.4 RESEARCH METHODS
Data were collected through interviews and participant observation. I interviewed 41 young
mothers aged 18-27 years. They all had their first child between 17 and 23 years of age (see Table
1). While the category ‘young’ mothers varies across different contexts worldwide, for this
research population a maximum age limit was set at 27 years, because Dutch people are considered
‘young’ in social and economic welfare and education policy up to the age of 27 (Inspectie SZW,
2014). Dutch welfare and youth organisations that work with young parents consider women up
to 23 years of age with children as young mothers (Hoogenboezem et al., 2010). Economicpolitical norms show a pathway for women to first finish school, find work, buy a house with a
partner and then start a family (Inspectie SZW, 2014; Woertman & Van Mens-Verhulst, 2010),
which could lead to older ages at which women become mothers than in societies where norms
and life paths differ (Montgomery, 2009). The average age at first childbirth for women in the
Netherlands is 29.8 years in 2017 (CBS, 2018d).
No minimum age limit for the research population was defined. Despite several efforts, such
as posts on local online youth fora and Facebook, and purposive sampling among youth and
women’s groups, I did not meet any women who had given birth before 16 years of age. To recruit
young mothers under 27 years who had given birth up to 23 years, I approached welfare
organisations, municipalities, health care organisations, obstetricians and centres for youth care.
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Professionals often acted as gatekeepers who protected ‘their’ clients’ privacy and interests. Three
professionals welcomed me into their groups, resulting in participant observation and half of the
interviews. Through personal and professional networks of students of social studies and
education, I interviewed other young mothers who did not presently receive welfare support.
Of the 41 mothers interviewed, 17 participated in the young mother groups. I interviewed all
mothers from both groups who visited regularly. I met (but did not interview) another 13 young
mothers who attended a few times. All women interviewed live in Parkstad (see Table 1 for
municipalities, living situation and housing type). Four women were born in another Dutch
region. Seven were first-generation migrants and five were second-generation migrants. A total of
24 women were ‘full-time’ mothers (see Table 1 for income situation).
I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews at the young mothers’ homes, except for five
interviews that were conducted in another space that was familiar for them. All interviews but one
were voice-recorded (one mother did not agree to recording) and transcribed verbatim. Using the
qualitative data analysis computer programme ATLAS.ti, analysis of the interviews was performed
through open coding (Robson, 2011), first using the women’s words as codes (for example village
sense, talk about others) and also creating new codes (for example housing situation,
neighbourhood facilities). Inspired by theories on space, neighbourhoods and agency, I have then
categorised the codes into main themes of social, physical, economic-political space, house and
neighbourhood. For example, social space as main theme consists of, for example, family, living
situation, village sense, and talk about others; economic-political space contains, for example,
norms on motherhood and youth, prejudice, and citizenship; physical space as theme includes,
for instance, town, housing situation, school, and mobility.
Interviewing and participant observation often intertwined as I interviewed the women at
home with their children, family, friends or partners present, going about their business as usual.
Participant observation is an integral part of ethnographic research (Spradley, 1980). It is ‘a
method in which a researcher takes part in the daily activities, rituals, interactions and events of
a group of people as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life routines
and their culture’ (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 1). I conducted participant observation for 18
months at meetings of two young mother groups in two welfare organisations, alternating weekly
between their locations in Heerlen and Kerkrade. The first was held in an activity room in a youth
centre, while the second was held in a kitchen of a preschool in an educational centre.
At the young mother groups, women came together with their children for two hours every
week to drink tea, chat, and discuss daily matters and personal issues during activities. I joined
their arts and crafts activities, along with workshops on topics such as first aid, emotions, domestic
violence, budgeting, and study and work support. We sometimes went to a playground or park,
or prepared food together. Youth workers usually led these meetings. They developed a programme
together with the women, integrating the women’s ideas about activities and supporting them to
lead meetings themselves, for example on cooking spring rolls.
Joining the activities and sharing my ideas, I participated as a researcher, volunteer, mother,
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and woman. I made small talk to learn about young mothers’ everyday lives and to sensitise my
perceptions of the intergroup dynamics that I could not explicitly address in the interviews
(Driessen & Jansen, 2013). Small talk was important to make a connection with the women,
discover each other’s trustworthiness and establish rapport (Driessen & Jansen, 2013). Notes
taken during activities were written into detailed accounts at the end of observation days. I
analysed these accounts in the same way as the interview transcripts. The women’s names in the
following empirical findings are pseudonyms.

5.5 YOUNG MOTHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF SPACE
Agency in this chapter refers to the ways in which young mothers overtly and tacitly address
gender and spatial dimensions to navigate their pathways in life. These spatial dimensions are
social, physical, and economic-political. The following paragraphs explain young mothers’
perceptions of their neighbourhoods according to these dimensions. Subsequently, I address four
modalities of agency that emerge from young mothers’ spatial practices in and discourses on
neighbourhoods and homes.

5.5.1 Social dimensions of neighbourhoods
First, young mothers readily determine neighbourhoods in social terms of familiarity and
friendliness of the people. This is, for example, a ‘village sense’ of ‘everyone knowing each other’
(Agnes, 23, two-year-old child), or having many children in the street, with whom their children
can play. A good relationship with people in the neighbourhood whom they know, such as family
and (ex-)partners, adds to a positive image of the neighbourhood for many women. Laurie (22,
two-year-old child) illustrates this: ‘I don’t want to move. Here I have everything, my sister lives
here, my brother too, my mother and father around the corner, and my grandparents in those
flats’. Laurie’s personal biography enhances a positive perception of familiarity, which is similar to
other young or economically marginalised people’s identification of their neighbourhoods.
Research shows that these people know everyone and are used to their own neighbourhoods, and
are therefore positive about them (Koster & Mulderij, 2011; MacDonald, Shildrick, Webster, &
Simpson, 2005).
However, social ties can also be negative. When relatives unwantedly interfere too much in
young mothers’ lives, some women label the neighbourhood negatively. Mariëlle (23, onemonth-old child) explains: ‘It’s quiet here, no talk and gossip. […] I wanted to live in [current
town], I did not want to live in Kerkrade anymore. Because I wanted my own thing, my own
space, not always having them [parents] around, their constant meddling, you know’. Many
young people might want to escape from their parents’ interference in their lives, and Mariëlle
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additionally relates this to a wider social control in the neighbourhood ‘with talk and gossip’. The
quotes above not only illustrate how familiarity and ‘knowing each other’ is labelled differently
according to these women’s personal biographies and experiences within their social network. But
the quotes also reveal the intersections of social and physical spatial discourse, where closeness can
be physical as well as social.

5.5.2 Economic-political dimensions of neighbourhoods
Second, economic-political spatial perceptions indicate young mothers’ presumed moral
difference from ‘bad’ people. Their perceptions show norms prevailing in the economic-political
space and expected moral behaviour in this space. The women express knowledge of how people
should behave as active and moral citizens, and which behaviour is not expected of citizens.
Practices of ‘careless’ people ‘who just let their children roam around the streets without adult
supervision until late in the evening’ (Sabine, 20, one-year-old child), for example, give
neighbourhoods a bad reputation through this ‘wrong’ behaviour of others.
This area, let’s put it this way, there are people who use drugs. Well, this is [my neighbourhood] but across the street is [another neighbourhood] which is the most antisocial neighbourhood of town. But those people do not bother me, even though nobody works, they
receive benefits. I do too, but I will not spend my whole life here like them. It’s just the way
they look, are dressed. They hang out on the streets, they yell, they eat fries every day, you
know. (Suzanne, 21, two-year-old child)
These quotes illustrate how many young mothers’ everyday knowledge of and experience in their
neighbourhoods construct economic-political spatial norms. Their perceptions of behaving and
participating like ‘good’ and ‘active’ citizens are negatively framed, as they express how people
should not act. These young mothers use differences to create positive perceptions of themselves,
while also establishing negative images of outsiders (Ludvig, 2006). Through their perceptions
of poverty and being ‘antisocial’, Sabine and Suzanne express an economic-political discourse of
active citizenship through employment and of moral citizenship through decent behaviour.
These women also use economic-politically ‘bad’ physical spatial terms like ‘across the street’
or ‘roaming around’. They imagine and experience social and symbolic spatial boundaries (YuvalDavis & Stoetzler, 2002) based on the imagined and experienced Otherness of people. The
physical spatial discourse used here indicates the unfamiliarity with and (the perception of )
Otherness of certain people, as opposed to the closeness of the social spatial discourse such as
‘knowing each other’ and ‘playing with each other’ in the previous paragraph. This image of
antisocial, loud, and unhealthy people, whom young mothers do not want to associate with,
ascribes neighbourhoods as ‘bad’. By Othering ‘bad’ people, or showing the differences between
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‘us’ and ‘them’ (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002), women like Suzanne and Sabine do not want to
embody ‘bad’ practices and instead express that they themselves are ‘good’ even though they live
in a neighbourhood that might be ‘bad’. This shows their awareness of morally expected behaviour
within the economic-political space. These women navigate between economic-political and
physical spatial discourses with their attached moral values in order to take up a position they can
relate to.

5.5.3 Physical dimensions of neighbourhoods
Third, young mothers’ perceptions of the physical dimension of a neighbourhood depend on
their everyday encounters and routines. From an etic or outsider’s construction of space, the
neighbourhoods are situated in a shrinking region with ample space and enough opportunity
to find a house. Percentages of vacant houses in Kerkrade, Brunssum, and Onderbanken (each
7%) and Heerlen (6%) are higher than the Dutch average (5%) (CBS, 2014). However, young
mothers’ emic perceptions are often different. Institutional discourse on shrinkage is generally
not familiar to them, but in everyday conversation they do talk about increasing numbers of
senior people, closures of shops, and empty houses in their own neighbourhoods. Many women
know people from the ‘white flats’ in Kerkrade, which in a regeneration project have been
demolished and replaced with a park. Most of these women perceive this project negatively
because the residents had to relocate. Eveline from Heerlen (27, six-year-old, four-year-old and
two-year-old children) gives another example of how the social dimension prevails over the
physical. She notices vacant houses, due to an ageing population, that become occupied by
families with children:
This is a very quiet neighbourhood with many seniors, but in the last few years it started to
change, with older people going to a nursing home, or passing away. More families now
live here, with small children. It’s nice to see the change over the last six years.
Eveline’s example illustrates how women translate physical aspects of shrinkage, such as housing
vacancies, into, for them, meaningful social aspects. Instead of vacant houses, they see families
with small children in their own neighbourhood as ‘nice’. Other women say that vacant houses
often are unattainable for them because they are ‘unaffordable’ and for sale. For these women,
the perceived social advantages of space prevail over the physical ones that are often not even
recognised as positive.
Physical features of neighbourhoods that young mothers often deem positive include
playgrounds, schools, parks, bus services, and shops for daily groceries. They explain that
walking a child to and from school four times per day leaves little time for shopping and
cleaning. Living far away from services such as childcare and shops can result in space-time
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constraints and limited leisure time after all obligatory chores are completed (Kwan, 1999;
Riaño, Katharina, Aschwanden, Hirsig, & Wastl-Walter, 2015; Spain, 2014). Two examples
from young mothers below illustrate how proximity of facilities can provide a positive image.
The only shop that is nearby can be perceived as positive because ‘when you need to, you can
at least go there for diapers’ (Peggy, 21, two-year-old child) and you do not have to wait for a
bus into town; at the same time, it is also seen as negative because ‘it is very expensive’. Emily
(24, three-year-old child) explains the opposite, often walking one hour to a large supermarket
‘because the prices are low and products have good quality’. Most women constantly reason
between what they need at certain times, where this is physically located and how much it
costs. This negotiation process depends on space-time and financial possibilities, as well as on
infrastructure such as bus services, distances between school and home, and proximity of
playgrounds. The physical dimension of space cuts across, or rather is weighed against, the
economic-political.

5.6 NORMS OF MOTHERS, HOMEMAKERS AND HOUSEKEEPERS
In the previous section, I have discussed young mothers’ perceptions of neighbourhoods in three
dimensions to show that these spatial perceptions differ according to individual situations, social
structures and norms. The next section will examine young mothers’ engagements with spaces of
neighbourhoods and homes in order to demonstrate the first of four modalities of agency. This
first modality emerges from young mothers’ engagement with norms reflected in spatial discourse
and practices in neighbourhoods and houses. The section thereafter outlines three other
modalities of agency related to finding a home.

5.6.1 Adhering to norms
The first modality of agency emerges from everyday daytime routines of young mothers in their
spaces of neighbourhoods and homes. I joined young mothers in activities outside at playgrounds
or parks, which are spaces that women often occupied with children. Given that spaces have and
create boundaries (Löw, 2006; Simpson, 2014), these activities not only show which bounded
spaces young mothers occupy, but also demonstrate that they are creating their own spatial
boundaries in their neighbourhoods through tasks such as taking their children to school and
grocery shopping. Most young mothers have explained whom lived where, where they would go
with family or friends and which places they never went to or avoided. For young mothers,
boundaries are not only ‘intersections between the actions of people and the limits placed by
contextual and structural factors’ (Komarova, 2014, p. 149), but also everyday and daytime
routines.
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Both participant observation and interviews show this importance of routines, for example Jia
(22, five-year-old and three-year-old children) distinguishes separate routines in weekends and
weekdays:
In weekends, I visit a friend with children, have coffee, chat, go to the playground with the
children. […] [On schooldays], after I bring them to school, sometimes I sleep. I usually
clean, do laundry, get groceries. Then I have to hurry back to school.
Jia’s routine is bounded by school hours. Sahar (24, one-year-old child) notes a routine of
housekeeping: ‘I clean and cook. If I need anything from the supermarket, I go and get it. […] I
just want to have everything clean’. Sahar and Jia’s quotes show that young mothers’ everyday
activities pivot around spaces of schools, playgrounds, and shops in their neighbourhoods during
the daytime, where women mostly adhere to self-defined norms of cleanliness and structured
lives. Moreover, these women are particularly aware of maintaining ‘rust, reinheid, regelmaat’
(‘rest, cleanliness and structure’). This longstanding, dominant Dutch maxim of ‘good’
motherhood and ‘good’ housekeeping can be described as providing stable, structured, tidy lives.
As Mahmood (2001) would say, they willingly subject to a historically embedded discourse, in
this case a traditional motherhood discourse, to strive towards stable lives. This determines
young mothers’ neighbourhood routines and spatial practices. A first modality of agency as
‘adhering to norms’ thus lies in conforming to conventional gendered spaces traditionally
occupied by women, and adhering to traditional norms of women as mothers and housekeepers.
Another adherence to norms is seen in young mothers’ everyday engagement with spaces of
homes. The women proudly showed me around their living rooms and children’s rooms as main
spaces in the houses, since these are the rooms where they spend most time with their partners,
children, family, and friends while playing, eating or watching television. Most women thoughtfully
produce these spaces and mark their own spatial boundaries. By explicitly pointing at family
pictures, decorations made by themselves or their children, and quotes on the wall such as ‘live well,
laugh often, love always’, they maintain domesticity, or what they call ‘domestic’ (‘huiselijk’)
atmosphere, and pride in their families. Through producing a ‘homely’ feel these women manage
their identity through space (Simpson, 2014). They pointed at such efforts of sanding and
whitewashing floors or constructing furniture from wooden pallets themselves, for a what they call
a ‘cozy’ (‘gezellig’) feel. This expresses a norm of homemaking that appears in Dutch homeimprovement magazines and television shows. Nicole (23, three-year-old child), for example, had
painted her living room walls pink: ‘I really decided when I moved in here, I am going to turn this
into a real girls’ home, for the two of us’. Nicole states how she has produced her own family home.
For most young mothers, it takes work to ‘take possession’ (Koskela, 1997) of their houses and they
‘own’ their house, room or apartment, after they have made it their home. Young mothers’ agency
lies in producing and constructing everyday spatial routines and ‘cosy’, enjoyable spaces of ‘home’.
As such, they are following gender norms of domesticity and family focus that women traditionally

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 100

02-12-19 10:04

Defining dreams: Young mothers’ agency in constructions of space

101

are responsible for as housekeepers and mothers. Thus, the first modality of agency as ‘adhering to
norms’ also shows through everyday engagement with and creation of homes, along with embodying
traditional gender and spatial norms of women as mothers and homemakers.

5.6.2 Searching for a perfect home
Above I have explained ‘adhering to norms’ as first modality of agency. Next I will discuss the
three other forms emerging from young mothers’ social, economic-political, and physical spatial
discourse and practices related to finding a home. The second modality of agency is ‘defining
dreams’. The third is ‘challenging rules’ and the fourth is ‘considering options’.

Defining dreams
A second mode of agency comes from young mothers’ ideals with respect to social and physical
spaces. Most young mothers desire a house large enough for all children to have their own
bedroom, with a garden, in a quiet, safe neighbourhood. Nadia (25, two-year-old child and
pregnant), currently living in a small apartment, illustrates this:
I would rather have a house with a garden. […] Because in summer, when my child is on the
balcony, I’m afraid that he will fall down. A few times his toys have fallen down and I had to
walk up and down all the time. And in a garden I can sit calmly and he can run around
everywhere. When I sit on the sofa in the house, he can play in the garden. Here I am not
sitting calmly when he is on the balcony.
Marijke: So, a house with a garden?
Nadia: Yes, that would be nice. And I will have two children soon, so I need a bigger house.
This ideal home from Nadia’s quote is both a physical and social space. Most women also see
themselves with a husband and children together in one house. This sociospatial dream is not one
of youths living with parents or students living in dorm rooms, but instead expresses a common
gender norm of a heterosexual couple with children in a semi-detached house in a quiet
neighbourhood.
In reality, few women come close to this ideal image. Many women live with their children in
apartments (see Table 1). A few women and their children live with their parents and siblings, or
live in a shelter supported by social workers. Similarly, not all women inhabit such gendered
sociospatial norms of settling down. Two women actually plan to buy a house with their husbands,
but like Iris (20, one-year-old child), most women say they ‘do not want to buy a house, in case
things go wrong’. Cohabitation with partners is still ideal for many women, but they prefer renting
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in order to be able to leave their house whenever necessary and without mortgage attachments.
Most women have experience with relationships ending. Women are often in complex partner
relationships and live in combined families with their parents(-in-law), siblings or partner and
children. This shows the importance of accounting for the realism of their biographies, their family
histories and how they have lived before, as Panelli et al. (2005) also found. Agency shows in
defining their dreams with such realism, yet keeping a stable living situation. These women narrow
down their ideals and desires with their sociospatial biographies and histories. Young mothers’
second modality of agency as tacitly ‘defining dreams’ manifests in envisioning an ideal within the
pragmatic parameters of their personal biographies and their daily life.

Challenging rules
A third modality of agency in young mothers’ engagement with spaces is one of ‘challenging rules’.
This engagement lies in searching for a home. Most young mothers initially say that finding a house
is hard for them. They describe how they are confronted with institutional notions and regulations
in needing a home while being under 23 years old, being a single or non-cohabitating parent, or not
earning income from a stable job. Irene’s (21, four-year-old child) quote illustrates this:
And then I said: “I want my own house”. But that was not so easy, because I only received a
scholarship. And that was enough, but many people did not accept it. Because they
wanted a fixed income. And I did not have that. And I wanted something with two
bedrooms. So that was very, very difficult.
In their quests for houses, women like Irene meet such ‘people’ who are working for housing
corporations or are private landlords, and do not see study scholarships as stable income. Moreover,
these women often find that accommodations offered through corporations are meant for
‘households’, indicating two people earning a fixed income. Studies in (feminist) geography also
show that gendered housing norms prevent single parents from finding accommodation (Huxley
& Winchester, 1991; McDowell, 1993; Riaño et al., 2015; Spain, 2014). Additionally, some young
mothers who need accommodation because they have children say that housing corporations do
not consider pregnancy or having a child as a reason for priority. Merely through intersections of
their gender, age, and motherhood categories, young mothers who seek accommodation are
challenging structural and institutional rules that indicate that housing is for adult, incomegenerating households. This modality of agency is tacitly ‘challenging rules’ relating to the
economic-political spatial norms of who is a ‘good’ and ‘active’ citizen by earning a stable income.
Jolanda (25, six-year-old and four-year-old children) and Paula (20, eighteen-month-old child
and pregnant) are illustrative of young mothers who overtly show agency in challenging these
rules. Jolanda lived with her parents when she became pregnant: ‘We had put our financial
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situation on paper and knew what we could rent. My mother said, “I cannot kick them out, can
I? They are expecting a baby and we have no space.” Which we actually did have’. Jolanda not only
needed her parents to financially account for her, but also needed parental authority and lies to
convince the housing corporation to provide accommodation. Paula became homeless and
needed a place to live urgently. She could not go to a housing corporation because of debts. She
used her formal network: ‘I had a contact person at the municipality. I went everywhere for help.
I even called youth care and social workers. I tried everywhere, every day, with my child, while I
was sick due to my pregnancy’. Eventually, a social worker helped her to get into a shelter where
she was living at the moment of interview, and afterwards she found a rental apartment. Through
reworking their personal biographies, Jolanda and Paula exerted agency in overtly challenging the
rules on the economic-political space of houses being for adult households with a fixed income.
They only needed a physical place to stay, but to move into the economic-political framework
they emphasised neediness, helplessness and potential danger as women alone with a child on the
streets. Their agency shows in reworking their personal biography and sociospatial needs, through
which they fit into the economic-political norms and regulatory framework of ‘vulnerable’ people
needing social support. The third modality of agency is therefore ‘challenging rules’.

Considering options
Young mothers’ last modality of agency in engaging with spaces appears in seeking a suitable
house in a proper neighbourhood. Apart from using formal networks, young mothers try to find
suitable accommodation through deploying informal networks. Women who live with their
parents, like Daniëlle (18, one-year-old child), or in shelters, often also desire an ideal family
home. Most women are aware that their everyday situation does not match their ideals or
sociospatial norms, but some take steps accordingly. Daniëlle explains her choice:
My ideal image has not happened, because [my child] has no dad. And I live with my
parents. I chose this myself. I could have moved out, but I have chosen to do it like this.
This is my ideal image at this moment. It’s not that I got married first, no, unfortunately
that has not happened.
Daniëlle could choose, but many women do not have such choices due to lack of family support,
money or room. In those cases, family members often know trustworthy places to stay. A few
women live in apartments that were previously occupied by their relatives. Through informal
channels or arrangements with housing corporations, they are able to take over relatives’
accommodation or rent from relatives. By placing trust in their relatives as an emotional resource
to handle risk and fear (Van der Burgt, 2015), these women take overt steps in their sociospatial
situation. However, not everything is negotiable and not all choices are rational. Not finding
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accommodation through housing corporations or relatives leaves some women to rent a run-down
house in a neighbourhood where they do not know people, under suspicious contracts from
landlords they do not trust. Such contacts also lead a further string of events.
Some women explain how their homes do not match with physical-spatial norms. Irene’s
situation illustrates how some women choose accommodation that is ‘bad’ within sociospatial
and physical-spatial discourse. When I met Irene (21, four-year-old child), she warned me that
her house was on a dangerous street. Entering the door onto that street, I had to manoeuvre to the
back of a hallway between two bicycles, past a staircase and three other doors, to the door of
Irene’s accommodation. She talked about how nobody likes to live on this street, explaining the
sociospatial and physical-spatial discourse on (un)suitable spaces to live.
Irene: Well, ehm, next door is the coffee shop where they sell soft drugs. It is a very busy
street. And the street has a bad reputation. If anything happens in [city], shootings or fights,
it is always in this street. So you should avoid this street, especially when living with children.
Marijke: But you do live here?
Irene: Yes, when we came in, I noticed it has a big garden, and when you close the door, you
cannot hear the street. The bedrooms are at the back. And then I thought, this is what I can
afford, it is big enough, the garden is okay.
Considering the social and physical aspects of this house, Irene reasoned with herself (Koskela,
1997) that it was her only option then. Irene continued to explain how she could construct her
own safe space in that house amid the street danger, which allowed her to consider an option that
she and others perceived as unsuitable. Van der Burgt (2015) found that trusting others gives
insight into ‘different and sometimes contradictory risk and fear-handling strategies’ of youths,
but for young mothers reasoning processes are also crucial to understanding paradoxical spatial
‘choices’. These are not simply overt rational choices or decisions, but also tacit considerations and
reflections that weigh between what is valued. Therefore, a final modality of young mothers’
agency is ‘considering options’ within a social-physical spatial discourse on suitability for living.

5.7 CONCLUDING REMARKS AND DISCUSSION
As opposed to dominant notions of agency such as resistance to dependency and subjectivity, this
chapter shows notions of agency in tacit, everyday spatial practices of young mothers in their
homes and neighbourhoods. In their engagements with these spaces, young mothers continually
navigate between adhering to and challenging norms. Following Mahmood’s frame of modalities,
agency refers not only to young mothers’ overtly resistant practices towards change, but also to
their dreams and considerations that bring continuity. This chapter reveals inherent gender, age
and spatial norms, and contributes to a diversity and agentic representations of young mothers,
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as well as to a nuanced understanding of agency. This ethnographic study addressed the research
question of which modalities of agency emerge from young mothers’ spatial engagements with
their neighbourhoods and homes in Parkstad Limburg, the Netherlands. By analysing social,
physical, and economic-political spatial norms, perceptions and practices of young mothers, four
modalities of agency emerged: 1) adhering to norms, 2) defining dreams, 3) challenging rules,
and 4) considering options.
Neighbourhoods and homes involve continual navigation between positive and negative
perceptions of their social, physical, and economic-political dimensions. Even though
neighbourhoods can be seen as spaces that are practically and ideologically considered appropriate
for women and men, and as such are ‘intermediate spaces between the domestic and the public’
(Goddard, 2000, p. 21), young mothers often move around in spaces such as schools, playgrounds,
and shops, that are generally related to women, children, household, and domesticity. Young
mothers show agency in constructing sociospatial boundaries and creating differences between
Us and Them (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002), in order to routinise their spaces (Koskela, 1997)
and to shape their everyday activities (Komarova, 2014). These boundaries and routine, everyday
spatial practices adhere to traditional gender norms of women as mothers and housekeepers, and
young mothers follow conventional motherhood maxims of maintaining stable, structured lives.
This modality of agency therefore is ‘adhering to norms’.
This study shows that not everyone has to be politically engaged in a ‘public, political’ manner
to express agency. Agency shows in the embodiment of sociospatial gender norms of women as
homemakers, mothers and housekeepers. Most women have ideals of settling down with a
husband in a semi-detached house with a garden. On the one hand, this goes against contemporary
neoliberal ideas of autonomous, independent women who are expected to participate in the
labour market, be economically independent and career-oriented; on the other it relates to young
women’s sense of safety, security and value of a family space (Staeheli, 2003; Woertman & Van
Mens-Verhulst, 2010). Most young mothers comply with stereotypical gender norms to exert
agency, for example in producing spaces through ‘owning’ their house and constructing daily
routines in their neighbourhoods. Furthermore, they take into account their personal biographies
and previous experiences in following traditional gender trajectories. Keeping their situation
stable can be worth more than radical change. The pragmatic parameters of their personal lives
determine their dreams. This second modality of agency is therefore ‘defining dreams’.
Although young mothers adhere to gendered norms of motherhood and housekeeping, as such
they also transgress, because as young people they make visible the contradictions in public and
private (Staeheli, 2003) by being mothers, bringing children to school, and embodying
sociospatial norms for women. ‘Challenging rules’ as another modality of agency is expressed in
seeking living accommodation when young mothers resist and challenge spatial practices in the
economic-political domain. However, they also de-emphasise their autonomy and independence,
and exaggerate their vulnerability in social and physical spatial dimensions. They ‘play’ the role
that is expected of them within the existing discourse, which expresses their agency.
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Young mothers in this research take no public community action, but instead consider options
in the private space. In these deliberations, they rely on opinions of family and friends. Their daily
experiences, trust in informal contacts and – by means of their dreams and reasonings – eventually
in themselves can contrast with physical-spatial norms for example on ‘bad’ accommodations.
Paradoxical choices young mothers then make, show ‘considering options’ as another modality
of agency. So, trust (Van der Burgt, 2015) and reasoning (Koskela, 1997) are not only resources
for handling fearful situations, but are also agentic aspects of young mothers’ careful considerations
in stabilising or moving on in everyday life.
Although spatial engagements differ due to intersections of gender, age, and spatial norms in
institutional structures, these findings seem also relevant for young people or for people in living
in disadvantaged circumstances. They share similar experiences and practices with young mothers
in navigating through their social, physical, and economic-political spaces. They value being close
to relatives and friends, and appreciate a neighbourhood for its familiarity and friendliness, but
only to a certain limit of involvement. Similarity with other groups furthermore shows that in
some ways young mothers are not as unique as practice and policy infer, and could be seen as any
other mother or working parent providing for the family.
Not all young mothers have possibilities or choices though. Many experience difficulties, but
these women’s views are optimistic. Agency often is considered as inherently connected to coping,
survival (Payne, 2012) and resilience (Pells, 2012) when it concerns vulnerable people – a category
to which young mothers are also seen to belong. But young mothers’ vulnerability is a vulnerability
in a discourse where independence and autonomy are highly valued. As Reader (2007, p. 588)
states, ‘these “negative” aspects are misunderstood when they are treated as alternatives to agency
or privations’. Coping is handling one’s life too, but in an independence discourse it is considered
negative. Notwithstanding that it is truly difficult to put your child to sleep safely when you do
not have a house, the findings in this study support the findings of Staeheli et al. (2013) and Payne
(2012) suggesting that policymakers and social professionals can better take into account how
young people – in particular young mothers – understand everyday life, their needs and support,
and how they handle life.
Implications for policy entail acknowledging young mothers’ diversity of modalities of agency.
It means not only rethinking dominant norms in policy and plans, but also questioning how these
impact on young mothers’ individual spatial engagements. Such diverse ways of navigating
through individual circumstances, social structures, and norms could also impact policy and
plans, but does not sufficiently reach policymakers. Policy could accommodate for more
modalities of agency, so policymakers should not overlook, but also value the type of agency that
shows in tacit, routine spatial engagements. Acknowledging agency thus requires policymakers
and social professionals to diversify efforts and approaches to understand routine, everyday life
of, in this case, young mothers in caring for children and a household. Routines and everyday life
matter especially in a shrinking region in which physical, social, and economic-political spaces
are transforming.
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6 Navigating norms and structures:
Young mothers’ pathways to economic
independence
13

ABSTRACT
Understanding the complex relationships between childcare, education, and work is crucial to
acknowledging how young mothers express agency in their pathways to economic independence.
Instead of considering them as a policy target group at risk for multiple reasons, this research
reverses the perspective by focusing on young mothers’ agency in school and paid employment.
The study is set in the Netherlands, where economic independence has become a focal point of
social policy and practice, especially for young people. It explores how young mothers navigate
norms and structures of education and employment, drawing on 18 months of participant
observation and 41 semi-structured interviews with young mothers. Notions of ‘everyday’ and
‘bounded’ agency are used in analysing structural limitations (for example, irregular working
hours in ‘women’s jobs’ and lack of maternity leave at school), and norms (for example, completing
higher education and finding a good job versus being primary caretakers, enjoying children and
being role models). School and workplace structures reinforce contradictory discourses of
motherhood and economic independence. Young mothers exhibit agency in considering their
options around job security, work experience, wages, student loans, and spending time with
children. In doing so, they navigate structural and normative collisions of economic independence
and mothering.

13 This chapter is published as: Sniekers, Marijke, & Van den Brink, Marieke. (2018). Navigating norms
and structures: Young mothers’ pathways to economic independence. Journal of Youth Studies, 22(2),
187-204. doi:10.1080/13676261.2018.1492102
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6.1 INTRODUCTION
Young mothers are commonly portrayed as ‘at risk’ or incapable of providing for themselves and
their children. In societies that value ‘young women’s capacity for success in education and the
labour market’ (Allen & Osgood, 2009, p. 13), motherhood is deemed inappropriate for young
women (McDermott & Graham, 2005; Schoon & Polek, 2011). Contradictory norms about
young femininity position young women as either power girls who can be whatever they want to
be or as insecure girls who need (adult) interventions to become successful in life (Aapola, Gonick,
& Harris, 2005; Baker, 2010; Gonick, 2006). These norms are reinforced for young mothers,
because being a mother at an early age is not considered successful.
Studies have shown that young motherhood is often constructed as a socioeconomic problem
in social policy (Arai, 2009b; Breheny & Stephens, 2007; Duncan et al., 2010a). Government
officials, policymakers, and social workers expect young women to be in education or
employment, and see their motherhood as a risk and an interruption of a pathway from school to
work (Finlay, Sheridan, McKay, & Nudzor, 2010; Pulkingham, Fuller, & Kershaw, 2010; Yardley,
2008; Yates & Payne, 2006). They develop policies and special trajectories for young mothers to
resume their ‘interrupted’ pathway to success. These policies tend to assume a ‘proper’ type of
motherhood: above the age of 20, in a relationship, educated, and not receiving welfare benefits
but being ‘responsible’ by earning wages (Greene, 2006; Heilborn, Reis Brandão, & Da Silva
Cabral, 2007; Rolfe, 2008).
This chapter challenges such normative assumptions of policymakers by focusing on young
mothers’ agency. Research claims that policymakers insufficiently acknowledge young mothers’
agency and their life worlds, especially in areas where their agency collides with dominant norms
(Duncan, 2007; Shoveller, Chabot, Johnson, & Prkachin, 2011). Stigma can function as
legitimation of socioeconomic policies that push young mothers ‘towards the desired outcomes of
labour market participation and self-sufficiency’ despite their own alternative values and family
belief systems (Yardley, 2008, p. 683). Duncan (2007) and Yardley (2008) point to a difference in
mindset between policymakers and young mothers when thinking of young motherhood in terms
of value of life and economic self-reliance. Studies examining young mothers’ experiences of their
motherhood increasingly find that motherhood enhances resilience, responsibility, and selfreliance (Duncan et al., 2010a; Stapleton, 2010). This chapter explores young mothers’ agency;
however, unlike the previously mentioned studies, we not only address their agency in motherhood,
but also in their educational and employment practices.
The present study aims to provide insight in the complex structures and norms on motherhood,
education, and work in order to show their impact in young mothers’ lives and how these can be
counterproductive for young mothers. It is set in the Netherlands, where economic independence
has become a focal point of social policy and practice. The research question is the following: in
which ways do young mothers navigate structures and norms of education and employment?
Participant observation and in-depth interviews have led to findings in the empirical sections on
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young mothers’ structural challenges in education and employment, and norms on mothering
and economic independence. Young mothers’ agency shows throughout, in navigating such
structural barriers and contradictory norms.

6.2 DUTCH NORMS RELATED TO EDUCATION, EMPLOYMENT
AND MOTHERING
Understanding the relationship between norms for education, employment and motherhood is
crucial to acknowledging how young mothers express agency in their pathways to economic
independence. According to current thinking in the Netherlands, economic independence
ideally should start with completing one’s education (Inspectie SZW, 2014). Students can choose
among several options after completing primary education. For instance, they can continue on
to a five-year secondary education (HAVO; ages 12-17) that prepares them for tertiary bachelor’s
level studies at a university of applied sciences (HBO), or to a six-year secondary education
(VWO; ages 12-18) that prepares them for tertiary master’s level studies at a research university
(WO). Another option is to continue with secondary vocational education (VMBO; ages 12-16)
that prepares them for senior secondary vocational education (MBO). The latter has two
educational routes: a work-based pathway providing practice-based education (BBL:
‘beroepsbegeleidende leerweg’) with at least 60% of learning in the workplace; and a school-based
pathway providing theory-based education (BOL: ‘beroepsopleidende leerweg’) with 20-60% of
learning in the workplace (Nuffic, 2014).
BOL, bachelor’s and master’s students are eligible for student loans and do internships in
workplaces, while BBL students cannot receive student loans but have contract-based paid
employment (Dienst Uitvoering Onderwijs, 2017). Student loans can be taken out for four years
of education and, if students complete their education within ten years, the loans become a grant
that does not have to be repaid (Dienst Uitvoering Onderwijs, 2017). That ten-year period can
be extended under certain circumstances, but pregnancy, childbirth, and childcare are not
considered valid reasons to apply for extended gifted student grants.
Single students with children living with them can also receive a student loan supplement for
day care costs for their children, also only limited to the formal study programme length. However,
studying couples with children may not receive student loan supplements (Eleveld, Allers, Delen,
& Van Veldhuizen, 2016). All studying and working parents can receive subsidies for day care, but
schools and the state do not offer childcare facilities, so young parents have to pay for private
childcare services which moreover are often unavailable due to lack of capacity. Although the above
incentives seem positive for students, they insufficiently accommodate motherhood. This study
explores the structural barriers in education specifically faced by young mothers.
For Dutch young women, motherhood and education seem to rule each other out. Research
shows that young, highly educated Dutch women feel pressured to have children and to
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participate in the labour market (Woertman & Van Mens-Verhulst, 2010), but seem unable to
do so simultaneously (Massink & Groenendijk, 2014). Such stress reinforces the image of young
women in crisis who cannot live up to the autonomy narrative (Aapola et al., 2005; Baker, 2010).
The Netherlands has one of the world’s lowest birth rates for young women. The average age at
which Dutch women have their first child is 29.8 years (2017) (CBS, 2018d). Some national and
international studies claim this is because of successful birth control and family planning policies
and practices (De Graaf & Beets, 2015; United Nations, 2013). In contrast, Singh and Darroch
(2000) conclude that for young women in what they call ‘developed countries’ (including the
Netherlands), the greater importance attached to education and a lower aspiration for
motherhood have led to declining adolescent birth rates. Another contributing factor is greater
labour market participation by Dutch women (Van der Mooren, 2015). For many Dutch young
women, motherhood and employment thus seem to be competitive expectations and young
motherhood seems to disrupt educational and employment pathways.
Dutch norms on motherhood, education and employment constitute a motherhood ideology
of viewing women as childcarers and men as breadwinners. Unlike in most European countries,
couples in the Netherlands commonly conform to the 1.5-wage-earner model, in which women
usually work part-time and men full-time. Women usually perform the unpaid care and
household tasks, even if they also have full-time paid employment (Merens & Van den Brakel,
2014). Even though the 71% employment rate of Dutch women is higher than the 64% average
in the European Union (EU), the Netherlands has by far the highest percentage of women
(including women without children) in part-time employment (75%) of all EU countries (32%
average) (Portegijs & Van den Brakel, 2016). Although Dutch young women are more highly
educated than young men, more men than women end up in permanent paid employment
(Merens & Van den Brakel, 2014).
Dutch people increasingly consider a mother as more important in raising children than a
father (Merens & Van den Brakel, 2014). In fact, a growing number of young women and men
expect men to mostly engage in paid employment and women to mainly care for children
(Kloosterman & Moonen, 2016). Such stereotypical, dominant gender patterns and norms
around motherhood, education and employment characterise the Dutch society in which the
young mothers in this study live: on the one hand, they are expected to be educated and participate
in paid employment and, on the other hand, they are expected to stay at home and care for the
children.
Notions of economic independence through education and employment are reflected in recent
Dutch policy changes that aim to promote active socioeconomic participation in society by every
citizen. Government programmes particularly target young people who are not in school or
employed, attempting to encourage or force them to find suitable education or work (Nederland
et al., 2016). According to the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, young mothers,
like all young Dutch people under the age of 27, should be studying or working to attain a
starting qualification for employment so they will be able to live independently (Inspectie SZW,
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2014). Young women with children who depend on their partners for economic certainty, or
young mothers without prospects for economic independence, are characterised by policymakers
as vulnerable, at risk, and in need of support to find a job or get a diploma (Nederland et al.,
2016). A dominant Dutch policy aim is for young mothers to become economically independent
through education leading to employment. This chapter takes education and employment as key
elements of economic independence for young mothers. Instead of considering young mothers
as a policy target group at risk for multiple reasons, it reverses the perspective by focusing on
young mothers’ agency in school and employment.

6.3 AGENCY OF YOUNG MOTHERS
In this chapter, agency is understood as young mothers’ navigational processes in a complex
world of educational and employment structures and norms. This conceptualisation is informed
by gender studies, development studies and philosophy, which emphasise that the concept of
agency is usually entwined with the notion of coercion or inequality, but cannot be reduced to
a binary opposition in which agency only manifests when oppression occurs (Madhok et al.,
2013a; Mahmood, 2001; Rao, 2015). Furthermore, Mahmood (2004) claims that agency can
also lead to continuity or stability of a social situation. She sees agency as ‘modalities of action’
or multiple ways of resisting and inhabiting norms (Mahmood, 2004, pp. 153-154). Moreover,
Rao (2015, p. 3) analyses women’s agency as ‘a complex mix of subjection, conformity and
resistance’. Both scholars place such ‘modalities’ of agency within the institutional structures
and social norms, but allow for a diversity of engagements in which agency manifests. Therefore,
young mothers’ agency is explored as varying from their experiences of resisting or challenging
norms on economic independence and motherhood to their practices that seem to adhere to
such norms. Agency does not merely entail action, but can also mean contemplation and
consideration.
The understanding of agency in this chapter furthermore draws on the notion of ‘everyday’
agency. This concept is often used in children’s and youth studies that focus on young people in
‘challenging socio-economic circumstances’ and on critical events in their life course (Bordonaro,
2012; Durham, 2000; Payne, 2012), such as motherhood for young women. These studies
recognise young people’s agency in their everyday strategies, choices, and ways of dealing with
social situations and systems. We will explore young people’s everyday engagement with social
structures and norms, and focus on how young mothers navigate norms of economic
independence in their everyday lives.
Addressing the relationship between everyday, individual experiences and social structures
calls for understanding agency as ‘bounded’ (Aaltonen, 2013; Evans, 2007; Munford &
Sanders, 2015; Tomanović, 2012). For Aaltonen (2013) this means recognising structural
aspects of gender, ethnicity, social class, and locality that influence young people’s responses to
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events and also determine their agency. Evans (2007) explains that such ‘bounded agency’ can
be understood as a mix of internalised, personal frames of reference and external, institutional
influences. Young people’s actions are not only shaped by their past and imagined futures, but
by their reflections on and perceptions of the structures in their environment (Evans, 2007).
Other studies on young people (Aaltonen, 2013; Munford & Sanders, 2015; Tomanović,
2012) have identified several ‘focal arenas’ where agency manifests: peer and family relations,
educational structures, and paths to employment. Our study focuses especially on young
mothers as a specific group of young people who raise children, and on how these women
experience educational and employment structures. Young mothers’ agency is seen as shaped
by individual experiences and considerations, as well as by structural influences and norms,
particularly in education and employment.

6.4 RESEARCH METHODS
The chapter draws on participant observation and interviews to explore young mothers’
perceptions of economic independence. Participant observation took place over 18 months,
with informed consent, at weekly meetings of young mother groups hosted by two welfare
organisations. These meetings took place in two main towns of Parkstad Limburg, a region in
the southernmost province of the Netherlands, and I alternated between the two. In these
meetings, the welfare organisations offer arts-and-crafts and baking activities, walks, visits to
playgrounds and parks, and educational workshops on subjects such as budgeting or first aid.
Professionals plan and organise the programme together with the young mothers. The main
goals of these meetings are to support independent living and parenting, and to support the
young mothers by providing contact with peers with whom they can share experiences and
skills.
Participant observation at the meetings consisted of speaking with the women while having tea
and biscuits, participating in the activities, and playing with and minding children. Work and
education were recurrent conversation topics and were themes in workshops on, for example,
student loans, job interviews, future plans, and combining childcare with education. Youth
workers led the meetings and decided on the programme together with the women.
We interviewed 41 young mothers aged 27 or younger who were living in Parkstad Limburg.
A total of 17 of them participated in the young mothers’ groups almost weekly and 13 others
attended a few times. The names of interviewees used in this study are pseudonyms.
We chose an age limit of 27 because social and economic welfare and education policy in the
Netherlands officially regards people as young until the age of 27 (Inspectie SZW, 2014).
Interviewees all gave birth to their first child between the ages of 17 and 23. We chose that range
because, in Dutch welfare and youth work, women with children are generally seen as ‘young
mothers’ up to the age of 23 (Hoogenboezem et al., 2010).
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Even though we set maximum age limits, we set no minimum age limit for young motherhood.
Four women who had their first child before the age of 17 attended the young mother groups a
few times; one of them participated a few times while I was present and the others attended once.
Unfortunately, we had too little contact to plan an interview. Despite numerous efforts (including
snowball and purposive recruitment among young women and welfare, youth and health
professionals), we were unable to interview any women who had their first child before the age of
17.
The population of Parkstad is declining due to an ageing population, declining fertility rates
and an outmigration of highly educated, young people (Ročak et al., 2016b). Furthermore,
Parkstad has lower education levels, higher unemployment rates and higher dependency on
welfare than the Netherlands in general (Pommer, Eggink, & Ooms, 2016; Ročak et al., 2016b).
The research population reflects the region in terms of educational levels, employment and
welfare dependency. Fourteen women were studying, five had jobs and twenty received welfare
benefits. Ten women were single, seven were married and the others were in relationships.
Twelve women were living independently and nineteen were cohabitating with their partner.
A limitation of the study is the rather homogenous research population: most women were
ethnically native Dutch (31 women, see Table 1). Research shows that their situations differ
from those of young mothers with ethnically diverse backgrounds (mainly Surinamese, Dutch
Antillean, sub-Sahara African and Chinese), who, for example, experiences unequal power
structures in social relations and a lack of openness on sexuality (Cense & Dalmijn, 2017).
However, the ethnic homogeneity of the research population is representative of Parkstad’s
population.
Interviews were semi-structured, and conducted by the first author who also did the participant
observation. The main topics were childcare, education, work, household activities, leisure time,
daily routines and mothering; we chose them to explore everyday lives within institutional
structures. All interviews were voice-recorded and transcribed verbatim (except one, about which
notes were written immediately after the interview). Short participant observation notes written
during and after the meetings and encounters were written up in detail on the same day by the
first author. She analysed interview transcripts and participant observation records with the
qualitative data analysis computer programme ATLAS.ti. The other researcher validated the
process of data analysis and coding.
An initial round of open coding (Robson, 2011) led to codes such as work experience, role
model, and attending education, followed by theory-induced coding, resulting in codes such as
educational ambitions, work strategies, and norms on motherhood. Subsequently, we developed
families of main themes around considerations, negotiations, control, strategies, dreams, and
norms, inspired by literature on agency.
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6.5 FINDINGS
6.5.1 Structural challenges related to education
Education was a recurring subject in interviews and mother group discussions, especially in
relation to childcare. Valerie (23, two-year-old child) explained that after completing vocationallevel social pedagogy studies she is going to work:
I have the capacity for bachelor-degree level work, but my child will be two, and I want
another child. Combining a bachelor and a child is harder than doing vocational studies
with a child. And vocational is fine too for finding a job and raising two children.
Women like Valerie do not have the ‘luxury’ of choosing higher education. They abandon their
ambition for higher education in favour of their mothering responsibilities. Additionally, young
pregnant students or studying mothers (14 of 41, see Table 1) face various challenges at school.
Schools expect full-time availability for education or internships; they do not expect motherhood
and giving birth. Iris (20, one-year-old child), who studied animal care at a vocational level,
illustrated the inflexibility of study programmes:
I was due August 11, and I had to start again at August 28, no matter what. And I would
have had to make up for the lost hours before December, on top of the regular schoolwork.
But I couldn’t. So I changed schools, so I could start in March and had time to take care of
my child.
Since Iris’s pregnancy made her different from other students, the regular school programme did
not work out for her. She started at a different school because she found school very unhelpful,
but this also gave her extra time with her child.
Daphne (26, five-year-old and three-year-old children), social work student at the bachelor’s
level, took different measures. She gave birth in her first year and is proud to have passed
everything without resits:
They’d never seen this at school, giving birth and completing the year. How did I do that? I
got all my coursework done and just didn’t take much [maternity] leave. Two weeks before
Christmas holiday [of two weeks], and I came back one or two weeks later. And because I
could not attend some classes, I asked for alternative assignments from my lecturer.
On the one hand, Daphne was lucky to give birth during a holiday. On the other hand, she has
worked hard and recovered quickly. Using holidays as maternity leave depends upon a woman’s
due date, which is a coincidental circumstance.
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Although women in paid employment in the Netherlands are entitled to 16 weeks maternity
leave (International Labour Office, 2014), according to the young mothers, schools do not give
students maternity leave. In fact, Dutch educational policy does not structurally include maternity
leave (Eleveld et al., 2016). While child-rearing students in higher education can apply for funding
to financially compensate four months of study delay, students at vocational levels are not eligible
for such funding (Eleveld et al., 2016). However, although most studying mothers of the present
study were vocational students, the few in higher education were not aware of this funding. They
found that double roles as mothers and students challenge inflexible educational structures. Their
agency means actively arranging leave and assignments that work within these structures.
Moreover, the inflexibility of the study programme is reflected in school advice given to Desiree
(22, three-year-old child), a vocational-level hairdressing student:
My teacher said: ‘It will be best to put school on hold.’ Because if I would continue during
my pregnancy, I would miss a lot. And she said: ‘The others will continue with class. And
everything you have missed, you need to make up for. So if you stop this year, then you
can come back later and start where you left off.
This implies that women with children do not belong at school, and that they have to solve their
own ‘problems’. On top of the changes that come with becoming a mother, young mothers like
Desiree are advised to change their school careers. Advising pregnant students to put school on
hold could be supportive of them from a mothering perspective, but it is questionable from a
viewpoint of economic independence. ‘They just weren’t used to it […]. They just didn’t have a
clue what to do with me’, is how Irene (21, four-year-old child) explained such inflexibility and
questionable support. Her experience (and that of others) shows that schools lack knowledge of
and experience with young women with children. They find that school systems are insufficiently
able to understand, adapt to, and facilitate different study paces. These mothers demonstrate
their agency by navigating such inflexible institutional structures while accomodating their own
responsibilities.
Additionally, incidental school support is no solution for young mothers who need to
successfully combine school with childcare. Daniëlle (18, four-month-old child) is studying to
become sports instructor. Since her child has health problems, she is allowed to attend school at
her own pace, receive assignments from her teacher via email and keep up via WhatsApp.
However, Sabine (20, one-year-old child), a vocational-level student in social pedagogy, finds it
difficult to juggle her responsibilities when her child is ill: ‘They’d rather have me present. If I am
ill, I can stay home, but if my child is ill, they want me to come’. Consequently, Sabine goes to
school when she is ill, so she can call in sick when her child is ill. In contrast to this, Valerie’s
teachers let her take her child to school if she cannot find a babysit. She is hesitant to do so
though, because this ‘solution’ distracts her from paying full attention to either the teacher or her
child. These are all individual makeshift solutions.
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Young mothers’ agency reflects in assessing their priorities, which are bounded by educational
demands and children’s needs. Although teachers sometimes allow flexibility in young mothers’
educational pathways, these women feel they cannot miss anything, because they might fail
exams and delay their graduation. Their priorities are not in line with those of the schools: these
women consider themselves mothers first and then students.
Finally, student loans are challenging for young mothers. The women in both young mother
groups participated in workshops on educational possibilities, in which a civil servant explained
student loan regulations. Even though all Dutch students can apply for government student
loans, many young mothers consider them to be dangerous, because they can cause them to get
(back) into debt. Laurie (22, three-year-old child) first worked as a cashier and now participates
in a municipal benefits scheme. She avoids debts by not attending formal education:
If I go to school, I have to apply for a student loan. And that means I should get my
diploma in four years. I don’t want to pay back the loan, if it takes longer. And I’d have to
apply for an extra student loan, because otherwise I can’t afford my house, groceries,
diapers, nothing. So automatically I’ll build up a debt.
Women like Laurie want to avoid being financially dependent. Indeed, if students do not finish
their education within the required time, they have to repay the loan (Dienst Uitvoering
Onderwijs, 2017). A fear of not being able to graduate in time feeds their fear of debts.
That fear is warranted. Participant observation shows that these women constantly tend to
their children’s needs, take them for regular check-ups, and nurse them when they are sick.
Another Dutch study states that parenting students experience difficulties with mandatory class
attendance and inflexible and last minute timetables, which often lead to drop out or delay
graduation, which increases debt from student loans (Eleveld et al., 2016). Thus, the student loan
system, which aims to stimulate economic independence through advancing education, backfires
for young mothers whose notions of economic independence are directly related to their current
financial situations and childcare.

6.5.2 Structural challenges related to employment
In the Netherlands, education and employment are connected through internships and work
experience positions. Irene explains how her educational choice is based on work experience and
job security: ‘It is a four-year programme, the organisation takes you for four years and gives you
a contract. I now have job security’. Other women also expect that the organisations where they
work as part of their vocational education will ‘keep’ them after they have graduated and that they
will be able to continue working there.
Although the Dutch Ministry of Education considers people attending theoretical vocational
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(BOL), bachelor’s or master’s programmes to be students, it considers people attending practical
vocational school (BBL) to be ‘employees’ (Dienst Uitvoering Onderwijs, 2017). But, as Femke
(21, two-year-old child) noted, these ‘students’ ‘don’t get paid by the company because you’re an
intern, instead of an employee’.
Young mothers say that a lack of real work experience hinders their job applications. Valerie
(23, two-year-old child) applied for a job, but experienced the following: ‘They said: “You don’t
have enough work experience”. But I think I do have enough work experience. Only they don’t
see it as work experience, but as an internship’.
Young mothers need ‘real’ work experience, job security and wages to provide for their children,
which leads them into practical vocational education. But intertwined educational and
employment structures, neither of which consider internship to be true work experience,
determine the work practices of young mothers. This complexity bounds their agency when
considering suitable pathways to independence. It appears that the structure of providing work
experience hinders young mothers from pursuing higher education.
A common hindrance to combining motherhood and work is working hours that do not
match childcare responsibilities or the operating hours of childcare centres. For instance,
Melanie (20, one-year-old child) recently started working in a fast-food restaurant two evenings
per week. She and her child moved in with her father, and both her parents work: ‘My father
isn’t home much, because he owns a business. My mother wants to babysit a few hours, but she
can’t because of her own work. And day care is just too expensive’. For Melanie, combining
motherhood and work is hindered by working hours that do not match childcare responsibilities
and opening hours of childcare centres. Day care or childcare centres rarely fulfil the childcare
needs of such women. These structural challenges can occur in any working mother’s life, but
young mothers often have low-paid jobs and parents who also work, so they can rely less on
childcare provided by their informal network. If they can rely on their parents, young mothers
often live together with them. Economic independence then means earning wages instead of
living independently.
Furthermore, the type of work many young mothers choose limits their economic
independence. Although some interviewees were working in shops or restaurants, most of them
were doing social work or providing health care and care for older people (or were seeking such
employment). In a training session on job interviews, the women mostly expressed interest in
welfare and care jobs that enable them ‘to help other people’. These are generally considered to be
‘women’s occupations’ (Rolfe, 2008) and are often characterised by low educational levels, low
wages, and irregular or night shifts.
Although care work is typically seen as a ‘woman’s job’, it poses structural challenges that cause
collisions between mothering and employment responsibilities. For example, Rachelle (23, sixyear-old child), works in a nursing home. She has a partner, but lives with her child, parents and
brother. She intentionally stayed in her parents’ home because of her child:

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 119

02-12-19 10:04

120

Acknowledging the agency of young mothers

I work in the weekends too, irregular shifts. One week 40h, another week 50h, aside from
school. My child is with my parents then. I’m lucky to have these possibilities at home. […]
My working hours are irregular: sometimes I have to start at 7.00 am, then at 4.30 pm,
then at 1.30 pm. […] My mother is at home, she looks after him. I can just give her my
work schedule.
Rachelle’s field of work and working hours do not match family responsibilities, which Dutch day
care centres do not accommodate. Other mothers with similar low-paid work who live by
themselves often must choose between employment or childcare. Rachelle works irregular shifts
and feels ‘lucky’ her mother can look after her child. A family willing and able to share their home
and to care for her child enabled her choice to work.
Additionally, high day care costs hinder young mothers’ employment. The imbalance of wages
and day care costs is a recurring topic in mothers’ groups and interviews. Marieke (26, one threeyear-old and two two-year-old children) receives welfare benefits and her husband has paid work.
She often complains that the municipality wants her to attend workshops on finding employment:
‘When the municipality is nagging, sorry, but I can’t just dump my children. We’ve calculated that
if we bring them to a childcare centre, I’ll lose my complete wages to childcare. So what’s the use
of working?’ Structural limits that young mothers like Marieke face are that childcare centre costs
are too high, which does not stimulate them to work. These women have no financial incentive
to work, so they feel that they can better stay at home for the children. Their demonstrate their
agency in taking such a stand. For them, there is no choice or careful consideration; their child
comes first.

6.5.3 Norms related to mothering
From the above structural challenges to work and education, we can derive several norms that
affect young mothers’ everyday lives. Many young mothers subscribe to a Dutch motherhood
ideology of women as primary caretakers. One societal norm on which they draw is that mothers
should take care of their children themselves. Many women (22 out of 41, see Table 1) did not
take up school or work after their children were born. Wendy (22, four-year-old and three-yearold children, and pregnant) stated: ‘I always think, I didn’t make children to put them all away’.
Like many others, she is clear that she did not gave birth so that someone else could take care of
her children. Moreover, many feel that mothers should be with their children, especially when
they are little. As Patricia (24, five-year-old child) says: ‘During the first years, someone had to
stay with my child, right? I couldn’t get rid of my child, could I?’ The norm of having to take care
of their children themselves seems stronger than an ambition to study or work.
Additionally, for young mothers, this norm might come from a fear of having their children
taken away. In the Netherlands, a mother under the age of 18 initially has no formal authority
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over her children; the child is assigned a legal guardian (for example, grandparents, youth care
workers). However, when the mother turns 16, she can ask a judge to declare her an adult and give
her formal authority over her children (Ministry of Security and Justice, 2017). Irene, who was
17 when her child was born, explains how youth care workers came to her house soon afterward
‘to see if it would be safe for him’. She has always feared her child’s regular check-ups at the family
health centre:
I’ve always had to account for everything. Youth care were always on my back. […] They
have very strict rules for teen mothers. Because for many it goes wrong; they want to
prevent that. But for me that was terrible. Therefore I’ve always been so insecure.
Irene suggests that she is a ‘bad’ mother if she cannot properly take care of her child, which
reinforces the norm of mothers who should take care of their children themselves. She further
explained that she received a first compliment about her child after she became adult: ‘Then I
noticed they’d let go’. Irene feels that, because of her age, she has to prove more than others that
she provides a safe, nurturing and healthy environment. She demonstrates her agency by
complying with norm of taking care of her child herself, to affirm she is a ‘good’ mother.
Another dominant, traditional norm is that women are primary caretakers and men are
breadwinners. Eveline (27, six-year-old, four-year-old and two-year-old children) said:
We live in a nice house, I don’t need to work, my husband has a good job, I don’t have to
make the effort to apply for a job every day. I’d like to work, but only when my youngest is
in school. So those are ways in which I’m lucky.
Women like Eveline value their caring responsibility as ‘luck’ over their individual economic
independence as ‘must’. Additionally, Marieke expresses a norm that mothers should enjoy their
children: ‘I wouldn’t mind working, but I refuse now. First I want to enjoy my children, and he
[husband] does not think working [for me] is necessary either. As long as we make it [financially]
then it’s okay’. Both Eveline and Marieke have completed secondary vocational education; Eveline’s
husband is a doctor, Marieke’s husband is a road worker. Although people from lower socioeconomic
classes often hold traditional attitudes about gender (Merens & Van den Brakel, 2014), here both
husbands uphold the norm of a traditional family where women stay at home for the children and
men provide the income. Young mothers like Marieke and Eveline express that they do not need a
paid job because their husbands support them. They consider paid employment as a necessity
rather than a joy, personal development or path to inclusion into social networks. They show
alternative perspectives on responsibility, independence, and paid work. Economic independence
means independence as a family, rather than as an individual. Children and family come first,
whereas employment is considered a distraction from the joy of raising a family.
Although the women described above engage with a motherhood and care ideology, others
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engage with an ideology of independence and individual development. They explain they need
other people to take care of their children because they are studying or working. For example,
Daphne’s two children go to a day care centre three days per week and to her mother twice a week.
Floor (27, six-year-old child) also wants to be a role model: ‘It’s not who I am, sitting at home all
day. What example would I be to my child? […] I am responsible for my child. I want to show
that life isn’t only fun and you get money anyway’.
These women see themselves as role models. Especially since they are young, they want to show
they can make it on their own without welfare benefits. They want to teach their children that you
need to work to earn money and become independent. Nevertheless, they do not justify their
school or work from a narrative that shows how good it is to work, but from a motherhood
perspective of being a role model for your child.
Bianca (26, six-year-old and four-year-old children) purposefully challenged those norms by
setting up a business. To do so, she had to change her workload from part-time to full-time. Her
husband reduced his work to part-time and is now primary caretaker:
Then we decided I’ll work five days a week, so my partner will work less and take care of
the children more. We’re doing it the other way around. […] I’ve always worked. Just
being a mother, not working, I’d go crazy. If I didn’t work and would be home with my
kids all day… I couldn’t do that. Because I find, after so many days at home, it’s time to go
to work again.
Bianca’s quote illustrates that some women are happy to go to work to ‘escape’ all-day childcare
and be someone other than a mother. She has actively changed her life to accommodate her role
as full-time business owner. She feels she is a better mother when she works and is not the main
caretaker. She demonstrates her agency by challenging the norms of women as primary caretakers
who enjoy their children all day.

6.5.4 Norms related to economic independence
As seen in Bianca’s example above, motherhood norms intersect with norms on work and
education as means to gaining economic independence. Almost half of the mothers (19 out of 41,
see Table 1) work or study full-time, and have been doing since the birth of their children.
One norm is that young people should be in school and attain the highest possible level of
education. Bianca attended the highest level of secondary school: ‘I did well at school and had
to do the highest level, because they knew I could do it. But I wanted to do beauty school at
vocational level. […] I pushed my parents, so finally I could’. Bianca demonstrated her agency
by deliberately challenging the norm that young people have to complete the highest possible
level of education. She is even more exceptional because she not only completed her vocational
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education, but she had already started working, had children and set up her own business. A
common path in life among Dutch young people is get a degree first, start working and then
have children (Van der Mooren, 2015). Like other young mothers in this study, Bianca
challenged this pathway.
Another prevailing norm of economic independence is finding a ‘good’ job, which means
different things to different women. Nursing student Manon (26, five-year-old child) explains: ‘I
just want to be a good nurse, that’s my dream’. Chayenna (20, two-year-old child, unemployed
and without qualifications), describes what a ‘good job’ means for her: ‘I’ve been through a lot
myself. I want to try and help other young people. Support them with their problems’. These
women do not dream of a ‘career’ as a businesswoman, but of a ‘job’ that entails doing meaningful
work, preferably in their field of study.
Daphne, a bachelor’s student at a university of applied sciences expresses a different ambition:
‘I’d really like to go to [a research] university, but I don’t have the money. So I really have to work
[after graduation]. I hope to find a good job, at least earn money for us’. For her, a decent job
means earning money. Floor has a bachelor’s degree in social work and is looking for work. She
worries because ‘the people from social services’ advised her to start with a job that is below her
bachelor-degree level, but ‘what I’ve worked for extremely hard, as a single mother, is to get my
bachelor degree, so I won’t give up’. Her notion of a ‘good’ job is one at her educational level,
whereas ‘social services’ advised her to give up this ambition. Social services expect economic
independence in the sense of paid work without welfare benefits, but Floor is more ambitious.
Young mothers express their agency by defining their dreams and aspirations for employment. It
is bounded in the sense of their field of study, educational level, and government schemes, as well
as their financial situation and mothering responsibilities.

6.6 DISCUSSION
The previous sections uncovered structures and norms that shape young mothers’ agency in their
individual lives. They express that agency when navigating through educational, employment
and motherhood norms and structures in their everyday lives. This reflects a conceptualisation of
agency as a complex mix of modalities, varying from active resistance to willing adherence to
norms and structures (Madhok et al., 2013a; Mahmood, 2004; Rao, 2015).
This study shows that adhering to one set of norms can contradict another set of norms. The
contradictory discourses of ‘success and choice’ versus ‘crisis and risk’ that young mothers navigate
as young women (Aapola et al., 2005; Baker, 2010) are complicated further with specific
expectations and norms on motherhood and youth. Agency in the sense of adherence to a
motherhood ideology is expressed in the example of Eveline, who is a full-time childcarer and is
financially supported by her husband. This contradicts the norm of completing the highest level
of education and finding a good job. Agency in the form of resisting motherhood norms is
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illustrated by Bianca, who has downgraded her educational level, set up a business, and started
working full-time, which feeds into the economic independence discourse.
Moreover, within one normative context, such as motherhood, norms are contradictory. Floor
wants to be a role model for her child, which is expected of her from a motherhood perspective.
However, this is ‘bad’ from a motherhood ideal, because working and earning wages means she
cannot take care of her child herself all day. Young mothers’ agency not only lies in either resisting
or adhering to norms, but also in shifting and considering which norm they adhere to in which
context and structure, and which norm they ignore. This modality of agency when considering
options is illustrated by young mothers like Sabine, who calls in sick at school when her child is
ill, or Laurie who decides not to start school because she fears getting into debt from student
loans. This illustrates their everyday agency (Bordonaro, 2012; Payne, 2012) that is rooted in
their individual experiences and practices, and that is always bounded (Aaltonen, 2013; Evans,
2007) normatively and structurally.
Our analysis shows that young mothers’ everyday experiences differ from social policy
expectations. A ‘good’ job in the context of economic independence norms requires higher
education leading to high wages in the future, but a ‘good’ job in the context of mothering norms
requires earning money to provide for your children and be able to enjoy them. Young mothers
have their own meanings and values of economic self-reliance, similar to those found by Stapleton
(2010), Duncan (2007) and Yardley (2008).
We emphasise that young mothers’ realities differ from the mindsets of policymakers; this
builds on the claim of Finlay et al. (2010) that youth policymakers are mistaken when they
describe young people as having low aspirations. We found that young mothers do have
educational and employment ambitions besides their mothering aspirations. This might make
them even more driven and ambitious than many young people without children. Therefore, we
argue that a policy push towards economic independence does not work for young people,
especially not for young women with children (see also SmithBattle (2000) and Phillips (2010)).
They navigate their way out of the discourses of ‘success and choice’ versus ‘crisis and risk’ through
their motherhood.
Educational and employment structures employ common pathways that do not sufficiently
consider young mothers’ needs and experiences. We found the opposite of what research on
transitions in the lives of vulnerable young people. Munford and Sanders (2015, p. 618) find that
young people who are disengaged from the education system do not ‘follow “normative”
developmental pathways’ of graduation to employment to independent living. Young mothers in
our study, however, often cannot engage due to structural barriers. Particularly for young mothers,
‘disengagement’ or ‘diversion’ from common pathways is due to an engagement with motherhood
and a strong commitment to childcare, and to an institutional lack of accommodation for this
motherhood.
This research demonstrates that educational structures intended to enhance young people’s
educational attainment tend to exclude young mothers and lead them away from higher
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education or work. Work experience trajectories are incentives to start vocational-level studies
rather than pursue higher education to develop economic independence.
In fact, being a young working mother amplifies issues encountered by all working mothers.
Young mothers often resort to low-paid ‘women’s jobs’ through the interconnected educational
and work structures that highlight job security and ‘real’ work experience instead of internships.
Moreover, they often have parents who still work and cannot rely on childcare centres because of
costs and irregular work shifts. Student loans induce fear of debts and exclude practical vocational
studies that attract young mothers, because of the job security and wages. Schools do not expect
and are unable to accommodate student mothers. Maternity leave is not structurally possible or
supported at schools.
Consequently, these structural hindrances ‘disengage’ young mothers. Policies, however, often
place deviancy and disengagement on the young people themselves (Finlay et al., 2010),
downplaying structural issues. The finding that these structures can have negative socioeconomic
consequences concurs with the conclusions of Shoveller et al. (2011) that policies and p
 rogrammes
had unintended negative social and health consequences for young mothers and their children.
This chapter illustrates how policies and structures can even become counterproductive.

6.7 CONCLUSION
This chapter shows that educational and employment structures inadequately support young
mothers who strive for economic independence while simultaneously caring for their children.
Furthermore, it demonstrates their agency and challenges an image of them as vulnerable and
unambitious youngsters. Young mothers’ agency is rooted in their everyday experiences and
practices as mothers, students, and employees, and is bounded by a dominant motherhood
ideology, expectations of economic independence in terms of earning wages, as well as educational
and employment systems and policies. Being a young mother questions such norms and
structures.
Moreover, these structures and conflicting norms ‘disengage’ young mothers from education
and employment. This study shows a need to address structural and normative issues instead of
focusing mainly on individual problems of young mothers. An understanding of young mothers’
own perceptions and experiences of school and work is critical to a deeper understanding of how
their agency manifests in navigating institutional structures and norms on mothering and
economic independence. Young mothers who are working and studying should not have to face
hindrances to their mothering practices and/or economic independence.
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7 Conclusion
7.1 INTRODUCTION
This study on the agency of young mothers has aimed to improve social practice and policy
regarding supporting young mothers by providing insight into how institutional structures and
norms on gender, age, education, and employment in young mothers’ everyday lives hinder or
advance their motherhood and economic independence. Agency is seen as a navigational process
in the interplay of everyday practices, norms and institutional structures. To examine the interplay
of norms and structures, and to deconstruct the social categories of gender and age from the
perspectives of young mothers and of social professionals, I adopted a constructivist and
intersectional approach. The main research question is the following: how is young mothers’
agency shaped by socioeconomic, gender, and age norms and institutional structures in education,
employment, care and leisure spaces? The research was set in Parkstad Limburg, a
socioeconomically marginalised region in the Netherlands with an ageing population yet
relatively high percentages of young mothers. This setting contrasts with the Netherlands in
general, which has a low percentage of young mothers, a dominant motherhood ideology, and
policy focused on individual socioeconomic independence.
I conducted participant observation for 18 months in the young mother groups of two welfare
organisations and in young mothers’ neighbourhoods and homes. Additionally, I conducted
semi-structured interviews with 41 women who were 27 or younger and who had given birth to
their first child before the age of 24. Furthermore, I interviewed 18 social professionals who
worked with young mothers. The data collection and analysis were an iterative and interpretative
process of going back and forth from the more concrete to the more abstract, to combine emic
descriptions with theoretical concepts. These processes of identification and categorisation of
themes led to the main themes of: age, youth and attributions of youth; motherhood and doing
young motherhood; and the navigational processes in motherhood, youth, employment,
education, care and leisure spaces. These resulted in the identification of four modalities of agency,
prevailing norms and institutional structures. Even though, in this research, I have analytically
distinguished institutional structures and norms, in reality, young mothers navigate an interplay
of structures and norms in their everyday lives.
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7.2 YOUNG MOTHERS’ AGENCY SHAPED BY NORMS
AND STRUCTURES
In this section, I answer the main research question by first explaining young mothers’ agency and
then how it is shaped by gender, age, and socioeconomic norms and institutional structures in
education, employment, care, and leisure spaces. This research has contributed to a more nuanced
and agency-based image of young mothers, contrary to the perceptions of young motherhood as
a socioeconomic problem in a discourse on youth at risk, or as a moral problem in the discourse
on sexual promiscuity (Bay-Cheng & Fava, 2014; Duncan et al., 2010a; Nayak & Kehily, 2014;
Shea et al., 2015). With this study on young mothers’ agency in education, employment, leisure,
and care spaces, I identified four modalities of agency that can be considered part of a continuum
from tacit, everyday practices to active life changes: 1) adhering to norms, 2) defining dreams, 3)
challenging rules, 4) considering options.
Adhering to norms as modality of agency refers to conforming with conventional gender and
spatial norms, for example, young mothers staying at home as homemakers and caring for their
children, while maintaining the maxim of rest, cleanliness and structure (‘rust, reinheid en
regelmaat’) and norms of domesticity and family focus. Defining dreams as a modality refers to
pragmatically and realistically attuning one’s dreams, ideals, and desires to sociospatial biographies
and histories. This constitutes, for example, not wanting to cohabitate but preferring to live in a
rental home, without mortgage obligations and the possibility of leaving instead of being kicked
out of the house by a partner. Challenging rules as modality of agency means going against rules,
expectations and norms. This can be accomplished either tacitly, merely through intersections of
the social categories of gender, age, and education that prevent single young mothers who are
students from being granted accommodations in student dorms. Or it can be accomplished
actively, by starting a business and working full-time with a partner who stays at home and works
part-time, in a neighbourhood in which men are expected to earn the family income and women
should stay at home, caring for their children. Lastly, considering options means reflections,
considerations, and choices that weigh different values, such as safety, trust, and doing the right
thing, as in, for example, choosing between living in a shelter or moving to an apartment on a
dangerous street. The modality carefully considering options prevails when young mothers
balance a motherhood ideology with socioeconomic pathways towards completing education or
securing paid employment.
The conclusions above show how young mothers’ agency is shaped by norms and institutional
structures. The institutional structures I found with this study in young mothers’ education,
employment, care and leisure spaces revolve around economic independence in the sense of living
on one’s own and earning wages to support the family. However, by adopting an emic perspective,
I conclude that institutional structures to support young people’s economic independence
through education and work experience often seem to adversely affect young mothers. To become
socioeconomically independent, a higher level education is vital, which makes it difficult for
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young women to simultaneously be(come) a mother. Institutional interventions and policies
often lead to low educational levels and irregular, low-paid jobs, so young mothers cannot afford
living independently. Moreover, incentives for higher education, such as student loans generally
fuel young mothers’ fears of financial insecurity.
Concurring with institutional structures, young mothers’ agency is shaped by norms that
emerge from their narratives and everyday practices in home, neighbourhood, school, workplace,
and leisure spaces. Specific gender, age, and socioeconomic norms collide in young mothers’ lives.
The young mothers adhere to gender and spatial norms of motherhood and domesticity. These
norms express an intensive motherhood ideology of women caring for their children themselves,
playing with the children, enjoying the children, and being at home and always being there for
them. This is a dominant ideology in the Netherlands, especially in a region such as Parkstad
Limburg, with a predominantly lower-class population that in general upholds traditional values
of men as breadwinners and a 1.5-wage-earner model with women working part-time during children’s school hours (Benschop et al., 2013; De Hoog et al., 2011; Kloosterman & Moonen, 2016;
Merens & Bucx, 2017). The young mothers also comply with age and spatial norms on youth,
including norms of youngsters acting impulsively and in a carefree manner, going out, drinking
alcohol, and having fun in the public spaces of town centres and discotheques. The socioeconomic
norms that young mothers conform to are norms of self-reliance, attaining the highest possible
educational level, finding meaningful paid employment at that educational level, and settling
down with a partner and children. Even though pregnancy, for young women in the Netherlands,
has increasingly become a choice, among other choices, such as educational achievement, employment, professional career development, and personal leisure time preferences (Portegijs, Cloïn,
Roodsaz, & Olsthoorn, 2016; Merens & Bucx, 2017; Van der Mooren, 2015; Plantenga, 2002),
the prevailing socioeconomic norm is that women should only become mothers if they are selfreliant in terms of having finished school, secured a paid job, and settled down.
When young mothers adhere to one of these normative frameworks, it inherently challenges
another framework. For example, young mothers who adhere to the youth norms of going out
with friends and who leave their child with someone else cannot conform to the motherhood
norm of domesticity and of caring for one’s children oneself. However, when normative frameworks and practices collide, motherhood dominates. For example, young mothers discontinue
impulsive and carefree youthful behaviour in favour of responsible, considerate, structured living
according to the motherhood maxim of ‘rest, cleanliness, and structure’. They also transform the
youthful behaviour of going out into serious and domestic leisure activities. Moreover, young
mothers struggle with colliding norms within one normative framework. For example, being a
good mother by being at home for your child clashes with being a role model for your child by
going to school. Motherhood therefore is the dominant norm, social category, and practice in
everyday lives of young mothers that collides with institutional structures in a society where the
norm of socioeconomic independence prevails. When experiencing such clashes, young mothers
(re)construct their youth and motherhood by discontinuing their youth practices, alternating
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between mothering and youthful behaviour, transforming youthful behaviour into motherhood
practices, and reinforcing practices of youth through mothering.
In this way, young mothers show agency in extending and changing the norms. They use a
narrative to position themselves as working mothers, single mothers, or new mothers, using
common mothering issues that other parents also face. Young mothers, however, have an
additional need or urge to prove that their motherhood can be combined with education,
employment, and leisure practices. Their narratives and practices as so-called normal mothers
handling common parenting problems is a way of navigating out of the negative image as ‘bad’,
irresponsible women and youth ‘at risk’ of socioeconomic marginalisation into a positive
motherhood ideology: they are no longer careless youngsters, but caring mothers who uphold a
common motherhood maxim of stability and structure in life. In conclusion, this study has not
only demonstrated a diversified notion of young mothers’ agency in various modalities, but also
that norms and structures shape young mothers’ agency, and even that young mothers in turn
shape norms and structures, particularly when they experience clashing institutional structures
and norms.

7.3 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS
By developing a nuanced understanding of agency through the combination of everyday and
bounded agency, this research contributes to a growing body of youth studies that take everyday
or bounded agency as focus for research on youngsters (Aaltonen, 2013; Bordonaro, 2012; Evans,
2007; Munford & Sanders, 2015; Payne, 2012; Tomanović, 2012). My research has shown
agency as navigating the everyday, situated practices that are bounded by institutional structures
in education, employment, and care, and by colliding norms of motherhood, socioeconomic
independence, and youth. This conceptualisation challenges the either-or dichotomy in youth
studies that is found in the norms and practices of agentic power girls who can be whatever they
want to be, or of insecure girls who lack agency and need (adult) intervention to become successful
in life (Aapola et al., 2005; Baker, 2010; Bay-Cheng, 2015; Gonick, 2006). I have found that
taking the latter perspective and assuming that young mothers have low ambitions individualises
their challenges and difficulties, overlooks structural impediments, and makes them unnecessarily
solely responsible for underachieving. By using an agency perspective, I add to the youth literature
that young mothers who are considered to be youth at risk do exert agency, overtly and actively,
while making life changes, as well as tacitly, in their routine practices.
This study confirms research on agency that disputes a dichotomy of agency. That research
shows the other side of active, collective action that combats oppressive, unequal structures, by
pointing at individual agency through willing adherence to traditional norms and the
maintenance of continuity (Davids, 2017; Madhok et al., 2013b; Mahmood, 2004; Rao, 2015;
Reader, 2007; Van Eerdewijk et al., 2017). Adding to these studies, I have identified four
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modalities of agency: 1) adhering to norms, 2) defining dreams, 3) challenging rules, and 4)
considering options. This conceptualisation in modalities of agency, on the one hand, goes against
victimhood, powerlessness, and voicelessness, since individuals are never without agency in their
own lived reality. On the other hand, it goes against an inflated notion of strengths in every
person, because agency means navigating norms and structures that work beyond the scope of
individuals and the choices they can rationally make. With this conceptualisation of agency, I
have been able to draw out the everyday pragmatism in young mothers’ navigations through
norms and institutional structures, by highlighting issues such as their job security, work
experience, wages, child’s safety, and living situation they take into account.
My research also contributes to young motherhood theory by problematising the notion of
age. Studies on young motherhood often focus on its causes and the problems that young mothers
experience due to their age (Hurley, 2010; Koniak-Griffin & Turner-Pluta, 2001; Rosengard et
al., 2006; SmithBattle, 2000; Spear & Lock, 2003). Even though research has shown that
problems due to young motherhood are also constructed through social policy (Bay-Cheng &
Fava, 2014; Duncan et al., 2010b; Macleod, 2010; Rudoe, 2014; Stapleton, 2010), the age of
young mothers has hardly been problematised in determining young mothers’ perspectives on
problems allegedly related to their youth. By taking a constructivist and intersectional approach,
I add to literature on young motherhood that age is not a single, fixed category where age is the
main problem.
In fact, young mothers themselves commonly consider age to be an advantage, in the sense of
being able to play like children, imagining themselves as friends of their children at a later stage
in life, and, further on, as fun and fancy grandmothers. In this way, their youth reinforces their
motherhood. Age is beneficial and produces new norms of playfulness, friendship, and vital
grandmotherhood. Furthermore, according to professionals in this study, a young age often
conflates with egocentrism, irresponsibility, poor self-image, and an inability to develop social
ties. Moreover, professionals identify an individual vulnerability when age intersects with a
working class context, a lack of employment (skills), and an unfinished education. So, rather than
age only, professionals discern socioemotional and socioeconomic issues that are problems in
young mothers’ lives. Both young mothers as well as social professionals identify problems of
young motherhood in structural limitations. Through comparing professional perspectives with
young mothers’ emic perceptions, this study demonstrates that gendered and classed institutional
structures, such as irregular, low-paid ‘women’s jobs’, ill-suited day care options or
unaccommodating educational policies for student mothers(-to-be) impede young mothers’ lives
in terms of practicality. Young motherhood is situated according to how social categories of
gender and class intersect in young mothers’ everyday practices.
Lastly, this research builds on intersectional theory (Crenshaw, 1991; Davis, 2008; Lutz et al.,
2011; Van Mens-Verhulst & Radtke, 2009b; West & Fenstermaker, 1995b; West &
Zimmerman, 1987), where gender and age are often identified as common social categories.
However, by adopting an emic perspective, I have found that young motherhood is (re)

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 131

02-12-19 10:04

132

Acknowledging the agency of young mothers

constructed through motherhood and youth, as specific practices and narratives of gender and
age. The young mothers in this study discontinued their youth practices, alternated between
their motherhood and youth behaviours, transformed their youth behaviour into motherhood
practices, and reinforced youth through motherhood practices. Young mothers (un)do, (re)
shape, reinforce, or neutralise their youth and motherhood according to the social and physical
spaces they engage with, that is with whom and where they are. Moreover, motherhood
dominates youth in young mothers’ practices. Young mothers can discontinue their youth
behaviour, but they cannot discontinue their mothering practices or, therefore, relinquish their
social category of motherhood. The women can transform the social category of youth into
mothering practices according to the spaces they engage with and, by doing so, they emphasise
the social category of motherhood, but not vice versa.

7.4 CONTRIBUTIONS TO SOCIETY
Even though academics are increasingly demonstrating young mothers’ strengths and capacities,
and illustrating how the young mothers themselves challenge stigma in private as well as public
spaces, popular images often portray them as disadvantaged, careless, promiscuous, and without
ambition (Greene, 2007; Keinemans et al., 2018; Nayak & Kehily, 2014; Shea et al., 2015). I
have demonstrated young mothers’ responsibility as mothers caring for their children, as
committed employees and as motivated students preparing for class, who make childcare
arrangements with (grand)parents and friends when they must work or study. Constantly caring
for and worrying about their children or planning for a financially secure future takes the place of
a carefree life and of impulsive behaviour. They adhere to the conventional motherhood maxim
of maintaining a stable, structured life. Their domesticity, responsibility, childcare, planning, and
motivation challenge representations of them as bad mothers at risk of poverty, and contribute to
an image as committed, caring, family-oriented young mothers. Young mothers’ disengagement
from education or employment (Finlay et al., 2010; Munford & Sanders, 2015; Shoveller et al.,
2011) is thus due to a strong commitment to childcare and to an institutional lack of
accommodation for their motherhood.
With this research, I advise professionals to use their professional mandate to influence and
change institutional structures. Social professionals then need to (re-)adopt a more critical social
work approach that includes professional reflection, social reflexivity and moral deliberation, in
order to take structural action on a collective level and advance social change (Hermans, 2014;
Keinemans & Kanne, 2013; Linders, 2019; Scholte, 2018; Spierts & Van Pelt, 2018). This means
that professionals could rethink norms and structures to more explicitly acknowledge that clients
– in this case young mothers who are generally considered to be at risk or in multi-problem
situations – exert agency, even though they could be engaging in different normative frameworks
or different structures than commonly expected.
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This study has demonstrated that professionals themselves are also embedded in institutional
structures and social norms. These can be discerned in their ‘expert’ task and their mandate of
supporting vulnerable people that defines and legitimates their profession and underpins the
practices of social professionals (Dominelli, 2002; Macleod, 2003; Walther, 2017). Since this
study has concluded that social professionals often contribute to reiterating norms and
sometimes also uphold ill-suited structures and ‘construct’ young motherhood as problematic,
it would be helpful if they intensified their task to fight norms and structural barriers.
Professionals already use their discretionary space and have inter-professional discussions on
whether or not to accept clients. This study thus has also shown that to be able to provide
support to young mothers professionals inventively work around policy and structures that do
not accommodate young mothers. However, since professionals perceive this as a creative
bending of the rules that is not actually allowed, there is room to improve professional practice.
This study is therefore a call to acknowledge this creativity and discretionary space as an
opportunity and introduction to change. I would advise professionals to extend intercollegial
intervision and supervision practices with inter-professional and interdisciplinary discussions
that go beyond the individual problem situations of clients – young mothers in this case – in
clients’ social networks. In addition, the discussions could aim at uncovering mechanisms that
contribute to social problems and inequity on a structural level and to explicate ways to address
these and break down institutional barriers. The discussions could also include further explication
of institutional norms within the broader professional and institutional network of, for example,
education, employment, municipality, housing corporations, and childcare. This would require
thinking through how norms and implicit connotations affect the provision of support and
service as well as their outcomes in a bigger interdisciplinary network.
I would recommend professionals and policymakers to adopt an emic perspective. This advice
results from conclusions about incongruence between social practice and policy and young
mothers’ perspectives, particularly regarding economic independence. Policymakers and social
professionals generally perceive economic independence as the ability to live on one’s own and
to earn wages on one’s own to make a living. Young mothers’ perceptions often differ from this
etic, or outside, perspective. For young mothers, instead of living independently, economic
independence can mean living with parents and siblings to be able to continue education and
find a job in the future. So, by taking an emic perspective, choices such as moving to a so-called
bad neighbourhood with so-called antisocial people could seem less paradoxical in the interplay
with bounding institutional structures and norms that prohibit a student with a child to live in
student dorms.
When professionals adopt an emic perspective in their practices of, for example, intake
interviews, follow-up conversations, problem analyses, and development of clients’ action
plans, they can better attune these to young mothers’ experiences, practices, and perceptions.
An emic perspective involves spending more time with clients and listening to their stories
unconditionally in their spaces, to better uncover their meanings and experiences, increase

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 133

02-12-19 10:04

134

Acknowledging the agency of young mothers

mutual understanding and reduce stigma and stereotypes. However, since time for clients is
usually limited, and targets and effects are fixed in quantitative measures, this would also
require policymakers and government officials to take a different perspective and accommodate
for qualitative values of, for example, trust, commitment, motivation, responsibility, and
agency.
Lastly, I would recommend professionals to adopt an intersectional approach in supporting
young mothers. An intersectional approach can be fruitful in two ways. First, an intersectional
approach means learning about clients’ social categories and which categories intersect in
interplay with norms and structures. Social professionals can thus gain a deeper understanding of
their clients’ life areas and pathways in life amid institutional structures and norms, in order to
appropriately attune their services to clients’ everyday realities. This avoids pushing clients
towards solutions that professionals deem appropriate or necessary (Macleod, 2014; Van MensVerhulst & Radtke, 2009a, 2009b). Second, an intersectional approach also entails taking into
account the social categories and structural institutional and normative context of the
professionals themselves. Intersectional analyses of one’s own professional position in relation to
institutional contexts and relationships with clients can help avoid a paternalistic relationship
between ‘expert’ social workers who know what is best for their ‘clients’ and ‘give’ them a voice
(Dominelli, 2002; Greene, 2006; Macleod, 2003), and reduce power differences between
professionals and clients.

7.5 REFLECTIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
This study has analysed age, gender, motherhood, and class as intersecting social categories.
Further study could include ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability, and other categories to
determine which structural limitations and norms would prevail and which ones would still be
relevant. Additional research could also extend to mothers of 16 years and younger, and LBTQIA+
young mothers or young mothers with mental disabilities, since their motherhood has lately been
a topic of popular and professional debate (Cense & Dalmijn, 2017; Dalmijn & van Lisdonk,
2017) and because they could be affected differently by other norms and institutional structures
than the young mothers in my study. Additionally, social professionals’ attention often primarily
is on the children of the young mothers, so these children can grow up in safety and good health
and with parental love. Further research could examine what the application of an agency lens in
working with young mothers means for those children. Moreover, unlike young mothers, young
fathers receive less specific attention in welfare and care, as well as in academic research (Beggs
Weber, 2012; Deslauriers, 2012; Nederlands Jeugdinstituut, 2014; Quinton, Pollock, &
Golding, 2002), so more attention on young fathers could shed light on fatherhood, age, gender,
and education or employment norms and how they compare with those on motherhood, age, and
gender.
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Participant observation has been an excellent method of research with women who are
commonly regarded as vulnerable, defensive and distrustful. It is a good method for researchers,
and professionals, to reduce power differences and communicate unconditionally with others.
First, this requires spending time with people in ways besides only asking questions and listening
to the answers, such as joining them in leisure activities and new activities where both parties can
make mistakes. Furthermore, it asks for communicating unconditionally with others, by holding
conversations and small talk without consequences in terms of goals, trajectories, and life changes
to be made. This means that researchers can disclose rich information, including information on
implicit and tacit aspects of people’s lives. Moreover, by taking part in daily activities, researchers
can establish a relationship and see behind a façade of mistrust and suspicion. Lastly, it requires
regularly spending time together in spaces that are familiar and safe to the participants. Participant
observation can bring a pleasant and safe space, which can be very helpful in exploring lived
realities, local spaces, and networks. In conclusion, I would recommend that other researchers
and social professionals working with vulnerable people who are said to have their defences up,
use participant observation to reduce power differences and establish rapport by making small
talk, communicating unconditionally, observing and listening, sharing stories and mistakes,
meeting regularly in spaces familiar for them and participating in daily activities.
Placing this study in historical perspective, the so-called problem of young motherhood in the
Netherlands seems minor, considering the low percentages of young mothers. However, when
perceiving the problem in terms of agency, young motherhood reveals Dutch normative and
structural issues. In the Netherlands, in the 1950s, young motherhood was common, and women
had their first child at an average age of 24 years (Beets, 2004). Until 1955, when equal pay for equal
work was legalised, women were legally incompetent and could be laid off from civil service once
they married. Since then, norms about women’s economic independence have gradually changed
and, since the late 1980s, women have entered the labour market in large numbers. This has led to
their current high participation in the labour market, predominantly in part-time employment
during children’s school hours (Benschop et al., 2013; Portegijs & Van den Brakel, 2018). However,
this study concludes that, since these formal ‘agentic approaches’ on women’s legal competence
have emerged, expectations about women have hardly changed in terms of work–care balance, the
gender division of labour, and women’s competences. Nowadays, young motherhood is uncommon
and undesirable, and complicated further by a norm of economic independence. Despite this
norm, women still receive unequal pay for equal work and experience an unequal gender and age
bias in employment and promotion (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2014). Women also face
discriminatory practices at work, because they are pregnant, might become pregnant or have given
birth (Hofhuis, Thijs, Hoegen Dijkhof & Swarte, 2016). This study shows an ongoing need to
counter gender inequity in society and contest gender inequalities in institutions and organisations.
I hope that this research contributes to greater openness to people who diverge from common
practices, norms, and structures. I also hope this study reduces social and institutional gender and
age stereotypes and increases nuanced, agency-based thinking and doing.
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Summary
Introduction
Young mothers are generally under the scrutiny of social professionals and policymakers, who
often consider young motherhood problematic. Reasons differ as to why young motherhood is
regarded a problem from practice and policy perspectives and in academic research. Young
motherhood is commonly seen as a socioeconomic problem, for society, for the young mothers
themselves, and/or for their children when they live in poverty or receive welfare benefits. Young
motherhood is also often perceived as a moral problem, because the women are assumed to have
been sexually promiscuous and are seen as irresponsible mothers who are unfit to raise children.
This dissertation, however, challenges those notions of young motherhood as problematic and
morally wrong, tying in with studies describing young mothers’ strength, resilience, perseverance,
and responsibility. In this dissertation, young mothers are not perceived as victims or as being at
risk, but as women who exert agency in different ways in their various life paths. Insight into how
young mothers construct their youth and motherhood, for example, while attending school,
going to work, caring for children, doing housework, and spending leisure time with friends,
helps determine from their own perspective what helps or hinders them. It also reveals the norms
surrounding young motherhood, how these are reiterated, reinforced, challenged, or weakened,
and the ways institutional structures affect this interplay.
Young mothers’ agency, in this dissertation, means the ways in which young mothers navigate
their everyday lives, bounded by institutional structures and norms in education, employment,
care, and leisure spaces. Norms, rules, policies, and expectations exist within institutional
structures, such as the family, the neighbourhood or municipality, and organisations or
institutions. This interplay can support or hinder people’s actions, choices, and considerations.
My dissertation shows what it means for young mothers to be mothers and young while balancing
childcare, housework, employment, school, and leisure time with family, (ex)partners, friends,
colleagues, and classmates and engaging with the rules, expectations, and norms in these contexts.
This dissertation answers the following research question: how is young mothers’ agency shaped
by socioeconomic, gender, and age norms and institutional structures in education, employment,
care, and leisure spaces? The aim is to improve social practice and policy regarding support for
young mothers, by providing insight into how institutional structures and norms of gender, age,
education, and employment in young mothers’ everyday lives hinder or advance their motherhood
and economic independence. To examine young mothers’ agency in everyday practices, structures,
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and norms, I adopt a constructivist and intersectional approach. This approach entails an analysis
of the intersections of age, youth, gender, and motherhood as social categories that can reinforce,
contradict, and undo each other. It furthermore involves questioning how these categories are
contextually constructed and situated, with different connotations and outcomes in young
mothers’ daily lives. The dissertation not only emphasises young mothers’ lived experiences and
their perspectives on young motherhood, but also examines the ways in which social professionals
in their institutional contexts perceive and construct young motherhood.

Research setting
The research is set in the Netherlands. Young mothers in the Netherlands are often targeted by
welfare organisations and in social policy to improve their mothering skills and increase their
socioeconomic independence. Dutch social policy has a neoliberal base with an increased focus
on active citizenship, in the sense of an individual responsibility to participate socioeconomically
in society. This means that citizens, such as the young mothers in this dissertation, are supposed
to solve their own problems. Furthermore, social professionals ought to activate their clients’ use
of their own informal support networks instead of having this support provided for them.
This study particularly looks at the interplay of motherhood, education, and employment. The
Netherlands has a high mean childbearing age and a low fertility rate for women under 24 years.
This could be explained by successful birth control education and policies, greater importance
attached to educational attainment, and women’s growing labour market participation. The
Netherlands has a high rate of women working part-time. A 1.5-wage-earner model is common,
which means that women mostly have part-time jobs, and men full-time jobs. Women also often
have a ‘mother contract’ of working during children’s school hours.
Parkstad Limburg, the specific Dutch region in which the research is set, stands out in terms of
motherhood, education, and employment. Due to its declining birth rates and fertility rates and its
ageing population, it is characterised as a shrinking region. Nevertheless, the number of young
mothers in Parkstad Limburg is relatively high. Furthermore, it is a socioeconomically marginalised
region with low educational levels, high unemployment rates, and high welfare dependency rates.

Research methods
The study’s research population comprises women who had their first child before the age of 24
years and who were 27 years or younger at the time of the interview. The population is diverse in
terms of age, relationship status, income situation, work, education, and living situation. I held
semi-structured interviews with 41 young mothers, with topics such as their family situation,
their living situation, childcare, housework, being young, and being a mother. Open questions
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were drawn up for each topic. I also conducted participant observation in two young mother
groups. In these groups of two welfare organisations in Parkstad Limburg, young women and
their children met weekly to carry out various activities. I was thus able to build a rapport and
participate in their everyday lives and interactions. Furthermore, I conducted semi-structured
interviews with 18 professionals of welfare, educational, and expert organisations that support
young mothers. These interviews were held to study the policy and practice contexts in which
young motherhood is constructed. The data analysis involved an interpretive process of open
coding that uncovered the intersections of age, youth, gender, and motherhood, and identified
young mothers’ and professionals’ constructions of young motherhood. I identified main themes
that formed the basis of the results in Chapters 3 to 6.

Ascribing vulnerability to age: Social professionals’ constructions of ‘young’
motherhood
Chapter 3 presents professionals’ constructions of age intersecting with motherhood. My analysis
of their constructions shows that professionals do not perceive age as primarily problematic. It
furthermore reveals that professionals stretch the organisational age margins of young
motherhood. In inter-professional discussions and by using their professional discretionary
space, social professionals negotiate and bend organisational age structures and professional age
norms to provide support to young mothers. Professionals need to negotiate age because of their
double mandate of providing support to people with vulnerabilities, versus directing them
towards trajectories of socioeconomic participation to solve their problems themselves. My
analysis, furthermore, shows that professionals’ negotiations are based on different aspects of
young mothers’ personal situations that indicate vulnerability: a poor self-image, unhealthy
relationships, a poor socioeconomic environment, low intellectual or educational levels, or a lack
of employment skills. Moreover, when such aspects that indicate vulnerability intersect with age,
professionals perceive young motherhood as a whole as being problematic, rather than just one
aspect. This means that young mothers are individually held responsible for reducing their
problems, even when aspects that contribute to their vulnerability are structural.

Acting their age? An intersectional approach to young motherhood from young
mothers’ perspectives
I furthermore demonstrate that not only do structures and norms shape young mothers’ agency,
but also young mothers shape structures and norms. Chapter 4 discusses young mothers’
reconstructions of youth and motherhood, particularly when structures and norms clash. My
analysis shows that, instead of highlighting difficulties due to their age and youth, young mothers
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emphasise the parenting experiences they share with ‘new’, single, and working parents, and
position themselves in terms of these. I have found that young mothers perceive motherhood in
terms of being present, responsible, and caring, whereas they identify youthfulness as being
carefree, impulsive, and playful. The practices of youth and motherhood often collide to some
extent. Young mothers cannot always combine youth and motherhood activities. They then
discontinue their youthful practices of impulsively going out with friends in favour of responsible
mothering. However, the women also find ways in which youth and motherhood practices can
be combined. They alternate motherhood and youth practices by entrusting their child to
someone else’s care. They also transform youth into young motherhood practices by showing
responsibility to classmates or organising domestic leisure activities. Lastly, they reinforce
youthfulness through young motherhood by playing like children and expecting to become vital
grandmothers. The latter practice, moreover, shows that they reconstruct youth and (grand)
motherhood to include elements of playfulness, bonding, elegance, and vitality. However, unlike
their youthfulness, their motherhood prevails and cannot completely be undone or let go.

Defining dreams: Young mothers’ agency in constructions of space
This dissertation additionally demonstrates a diversified, nuanced notion of young mothers’
agency in various modalities. This notion shows a continuum from tacit everyday practices to
actively challenging structures and norms. Chapter 5 presents young mothers’ agency in their
homes and neighbourhoods. My analysis presents the ways in which the women navigate the
social, economic-political, and physical dimensions of their living space according to their
personal circumstances. For example, young mothers recognise ‘bad neighbourhoods’ as areas
with deteriorated, vacant houses, and ‘antisocial’, welfare-dependent people. However, when
living in such neighbourhoods, they value the characteristic of everyone knowing each other and
appreciate the possibilities of renting a cheap apartment they can turn into a home.
I have identified four modalities of agency: 1) adhering to the norms, for example, when young
mothers in their homes adhere to gender norms of women maintaining domesticity and a familyoriented, stable, and structured lives; 2) defining their dreams, such as when young mothers
settle down with their family according to their own realistic circumstances; 3) challenging the
rules, when young mothers are not considered to be adult, income-generating households merely
because they are youngsters with children, or when the women actively fight regulations to
convince housing corporations to rent out a flat; and 4) considering the options, when young
mothers’ choices require not simply overt, rational decisions on whether to move, but also
considerations and reflections on responsibility, need, safety, and trust. These modalities widen
the concept of agency, which means that everyday pragmatism and tacitly being oneself also
matter in engaging with bounding structures and norms.
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Navigating norms and structures: Young mothers’ pathways to economic
independence
Furthermore, my dissertation demonstrates the impact of colliding socioeconomic structures and
norms in the everyday lives of young mothers. Chapter 6 specifically focuses on young mothers’
agency in education and employment. Analysis shows that young mothers often resort to
low-paid ‘women’s jobs’ through the interconnected (and often vocational) educational and work
structures that prioritise job security and work experience over internships that could lead to
higher qualified and paid positions. Furthermore, young mothers often refrain from starting an
education, because of fear of being in debt from student loans. They usually have parents who
work and cannot babysit. Moreover, young mothers can rarely rely on day care centres, because
of the costs and irregular work shifts that characterise the lower-paid jobs on which they must rely.
Additionally, maternity leave and care leave from school are often impossible to obtain. I have
found that working and/or studying amplifies the issues encountered by young working mothers,
due to structures and norms that oppose each other.

Institutional structures and norms
The institutional structures that this dissertation identifies centre on economic independence in
the sense of living on one’s own and earning wages to support the family. However, the institutional
structures intended to support economic independence seem to adversely affect young mothers.
Policies and interventions aimed specifically at young mothers to complete their education and
obtain work experience generally lead to low educational levels that increase reliance on irregular,
low-paid jobs. These jobs are difficult to combine with motherhood, which means that young
mothers have trouble living independently. Moreover, incentives for higher education aimed at
young people, such as student loans, often increase the fear of debt, which is particularly
distressing to young mothers, because they have children to provide for.
In this dissertation, I also identify gender, age, and socioeconomic norms. The gender and spatial
norms of motherhood and domesticity express a motherhood ideology of women caring for their
children themselves, enjoying them, being at home for them, and maintaining structured lives. The
age and spatial norms on youth include acting impulsively and in a carefree manner, going out,
drinking alcohol, and having fun in the public spaces of town centres and discotheques. The
socioeconomic norms relate to self-reliance, attaining the highest possible educational level, finding
a meaningful paid job at that educational level, and settling down with a partner and children, in
this order.
The abovementioned norms often collide, so the women cannot and do not adhere to them all.
For example, adhering to a norm of women being the primary childcarers, staying at home for
their children, contradicts the norm of completing the highest possible level of education and
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finding a well-paid job. Moreover, within one normative context, norms also clash. Motherhood
appears as a dominant norm, social category, and practice in the everyday lives of young mothers
that collide with institutional structures, especially in a society where socioeconomic
independence prevails. Young mothers exert agency in extending and changing youth,
motherhood, and socioeconomic norms. Through narratives and practices of motherhood, they
express parenting experiences they have in common with single, new, and working parents. These
narratives and practices are a way of moving away from negative socioeconomic and youth images
towards a positive motherhood ideology: they are no longer disadvantaged, careless youngsters,
but responsible, caring mothers.

Theoretical and societal contributions
A theoretical contribution that I discuss in the concluding chapter is the nuanced understanding
of agency through the combination of everyday and bounded agency. Although agency is usually
seen as active, collective action to combat oppressive, unequal structures, this dissertation
confirms notions of individual agency through the willing adherence to traditional gender norms
and the maintenance of continuity and stability in everyday practices. Furthermore, this research
shows that young mothers are not merely victims, but women who exert agency, from overt,
active agency by challenging structures and norms, to tacit agency by considering their options.
Additionally, the dissertation contributes to research on young motherhood by problematising
the notion of age. I show that not only the problem of young motherhood is constructed in social
policy and practice; the category of age is also constructed and negotiated in social practice and
policy, and youth and motherhood are (re)constructed through young mothers’ practices and
narratives of gender and age. The women transform their youthful behaviour into motherhood
practices, but not vice versa, because their motherhood prevails when youth and motherhood
practices clash.
The dissertation additionally contributes to social policy and practice. Young mothers are an
example of a broader issue, which is that the difficulties that people face are often structural
problems that they must nevertheless solve individually. Although young mothers exert agency,
they cannot individually reconcile opposing structures and norms. This means they cannot be the
‘good and active citizens’ the Dutch neoliberal society expects them to be. This dissertation shows
the need to counter institutional and normative inequalities on a different level than the individual
one. The emic and intersectional research approach that I have taken can also be appropriate for
social professionals and policymakers to attune policy and services to clients’ everyday realities
and to improve congruence between practice, policy, and citizens’ perspectives. This approach
would, however, require a different perception of accountability, targets, and effects in policy and
practice, to accept qualitative values of, for example, commitment, trust, motivation,
responsibility, and agency. The professional discretionary space can be an opportunity for change.
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Moreover, an intersectional analysis of one’s professional position in relation to institutional
contexts and clients could change relations and reduce power differences between professionals
and clients.
Despite popular negative images of young mothers, this dissertation points out young mothers’
responsibility as caring mothers, committed employees, and motivated students, who arrange
childcare with (grand)parents and friends when they work or study. Their agency is rooted in their
everyday practices as, for example, mothers, students, and employees; these roles are bounded by
a dominant motherhood ideology that opposes norms on economic independence and by
educational and employment structures that complicate combining motherhood with work or
study. Young mothers’ disengagement from education or employment often arises from an
institutional lack of accommodation for their motherhood and from their responsibility for and
strong commitment to their children.
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Samenvatting
Inleiding
Jonge moeders ontvangen vaak steun van sociale professionals en zijn bekend bij beleidsmakers,
omdat jong moederschap doorgaans als problematisch geldt. Er zijn verschillende redenen dat
jong moederschap als een probleem wordt beschouwd in de praktijk, op beleidsmatig gebied en
in academisch onderzoek. Jong moederschap wordt vaak opgevat als een sociaaleconomisch
probleem voor de samenleving, voor de jonge moeders zelf en/of voor hun kinderen als ze in een
achterstandspositie leven of afhankelijk zijn van een uitkering. Bovendien wordt jong moederschap vaak gezien als een moreel probleem, omdat van deze vrouwen wordt aangenomen dat ze
seksueel promiscue zijn en onverantwoordelijke moeders die ongeschikt zijn om kinderen op te
voeden.
Dit proefschrift, echter, bestrijdt de opvattingen over jong moederschap als sociaaleconomisch
en moreel probleem. Het sluit dan ook aan op ander onderzoek over de (veer)kracht, verant
woordelijkheid en het doorzettingsvermogen van jonge moeders. Het diskwalificeert jonge
moeders niet als deviant, risicovol of als slachtoffers, maar beschouwt ze als vrouwen die
op verschillende manieren agency uitoefenen bij het vormgeven van hun leven. Uit dit onderzoek
komt het insider of eigen perspectief van de jonge moeders naar voren. De leefwereld van jonge
moeders staat centraal. Inzicht in hoe jonge moeders zelf hun jeugd en moederschap vormgeven,
bijvoorbeeld in het naar school gaan, werk, de zorg voor kinderen, het huishouden en ontspanning
met vrienden, helpt om hun realiteiten en ervaringen te leren kennen en vanuit hun eigen
perspectief te vernemen wat hen helpt of belemmert. Hierin speelt het samenspel van normen en
institutionele structuren rond jong moederschap een rol die doorwerken in de leefwereld van
jonge moeders.
De agency van jonge moeders betekent de wijzen waarop jonge moeders in hun dagelijks leven
laveren tussen persoonlijke ervaringen, institutionele structuren en normen om hun leven vorm
te geven. Binnen institutionele structuren, zoals familie, buurt of gemeente, en organisaties of
instellingen, bestaan diverse onderlinge relaties met bepaalde normen, regels, beleid en verwachtingen. Deze kunnen het handelen, de keuzes en de overwegingen van mensen bevorderen
en belemmeren. Bij agency staan naast individuele ervaringen dan ook de structuren, regels en
normen van de omgeving centraal en hoe mensen zich daartoe verhouden. Mijn proefschrift laat
zien wat het betekent voor jonge moeders om moeder en jong te zijn, waarbij structuren en
normen op het gebied van onderwijs, arbeid, zorg en vrije tijd begrenzend kunnen werken. De
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jonge moeders oefenen agency uit in de omgang met klasgenoten, collega’s, vrienden of familieleden, op school, op het werk, thuis of in hun vrije tijd, waarbij ze een weg zoeken tussen de
regels, verwachtingen en normen van deze ontmoetingen en plaatsen.
Deze studie beantwoordt de volgende onderzoeksvraag: hoe geven sociaaleconomische,
gender- en leeftijdsnormen en institutionele structuren in onderwijs, werk, zorg en vrije tijd vorm
aan de agency van jonge moeders? Het doel is het verbeteren van de sociaal werkpraktijk en sociaal
beleid omtrent jonge moederschap, door inzicht te verschaffen in de manier waarop institutionele
structuren en normen met betrekking tot gender, leeftijd, opleiding en werk het moederschap en
de economische onafhankelijkheid van jonge moeders belemmeren of bevorderen. Om dit
samenspel te onderzoeken, hanteer ik een constructivistische en intersectionele benadering. Dit
houdt in dat de intersecties, ofwel de kruispunten, van leeftijd, jeugd, gender en moederschap
worden geanalyseerd als sociale categorieën die elkaar kunnen versterken, tegenspreken en teniet
doen. Daarnaast betekent deze benadering dat de context bevraagd wordt waarin deze categorieën
zijn gesitueerd en vormgegeven, met bijkomende betekenissen in het dagelijks leven van de jonge
moeders. Deze studie richt zich voornamelijk op de ervaringen van jonge moeders en hun eigen
opvattingen over jong moederschap, maar geeft ook aandacht aan hoe sociale professionals
binnen hun institutionele contexten jong moederschap opvatten en vormgeven.

Onderzoeksgebied
Het onderzoek vindt plaats in Parkstad Limburg in Nederland. Welzijnsorganisaties en sociaal
beleid richten zich vaak op jonge moeders met als doel het verbeteren van de opvoedvaardigheden
en vergroten van de sociaaleconomische onafhankelijkheid van de vrouwen. Het Nederlandse sociaal
beleid heeft een neoliberale grondslag, waarbij de nadruk ligt op actief burgerschap. Daarbij is het
de eigen verantwoordelijkheid van het individu om in sociaaleconomisch opzicht te participeren in
de samenleving. Dit betekent dat burgers, bijvoorbeeld de jonge moeders uit dit onderzoek, geacht
worden te bouwen op hun eigen informele netwerk en daarbinnen alle kansen en mogelijkheden te
benutten, voordat ze bij hun formele netwerk aankloppen voor professionele ondersteuning en hulp.
Van sociale professionals wordt verwacht dat ze de eigen regie en kracht van burgers ondersteunen
om het informele netwerk in te zetten als ze hulp nodig hebben, in plaats van dat professionals zelf
deze hulp bieden aan burgers.
De wisselwerking tussen moederschap, onderwijs en arbeid komt naar voren in dit
proefschrift. Nederland kent een hoge gemiddelde leeftijd waarop vrouwen hun eerste kind
krijgen en een laag vruchtbaarheidscijfer onder vrouwen jonger dan 24 jaar. Dit kan worden
verklaard door succesvol beleid en onderwijs gericht op geboortebeperking, door een groter
belang dat vrouwen hechten aan het behalen van een diploma en door een toenemende
participatie van vrouwen op de arbeidsmarkt. Nederland heeft een hoog percentage vrouwen die
in deeltijd werken. Een anderhalfverdienersmodel is gebruikelijk, waarbij vrouwen meestal in
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deeltijd werken en mannen een voltijds baan hebben. Vrouwen hebben ook vaak een
‘moedercontract’, waarbij ze werken op tijden dat hun kinderen naar school gaan.
Parkstad Limburg, de regio in het zuiden van het land waar dit onderzoek plaatsvindt,
onderscheidt zich binnen Nederland op het gebied van moederschap, onderwijs en
werkgelegenheid. Vanwege de dalende geboortecijfers, dalende vruchtbaarheidscijfers en een
vergrijzende bevolking, kenmerkt de regio zich als een zogenaamd krimpgebied. Desondanks
is het aantal jonge moeders in Parkstad Limburg relatief hoog. Bovendien is de regio in
sociaaleconomisch opzicht gemarginaliseerd. De bevolking heeft gemiddeld een laag
opleidingsniveau. Ook bestaat er een hoge werkloosheid en ontvangen veel mensen een uitkering
om in hun levensonderhoud te kunnen voorzien.

Onderzoeksmethoden
De onderzoekspopulatie bestaat uit vrouwen die voor hun 24e jaar hun eerste kind kregen en die
27 jaar of jonger waren op het moment van het interview. De onderzoekspopulatie is divers wat
betreft leeftijd, relatietype, inkomenssituatie, werk, opleiding en woonsituatie. Ik heb
semigestructureerde interviews gehouden met 41 jonge moeders over topics als familiesituatie,
woonsituatie, opvoeding, zorg voor kind, huishouden, jong zijn, en moeder zijn. Voor elk
onderwerp zijn open vragen opgesteld. Daarnaast heb ik participerende observatie uitgevoerd in
twee jonge moedergroepen. In deze groepen van twee welzijnsorganisaties in Parkstad Limburg
kwamen jonge vrouwen en hun kinderen wekelijks bij elkaar om verschillende activiteiten uit te
voeren. Op deze manier was ik in staat om rapport op te bouwen en deel te nemen aan het dagelijks
leven en sociale interacties van jonge moeders. Bovendien heb ik semigestructureerde interviews
gehouden met 18 sociale professionals van welzijns-, educatieve en expertorganisaties die met jonge
moeders werken. Deze interviews zijn gehouden om de beleids- en praktijkcontexten te bestuderen
waarin jong moederschap vormgegeven wordt. Data-analyse was een interpretatief proces van
open coderen om de intersecties van leeftijd, jeugd, gender en moederschap te ontdekken, en om
te identificeren hoe jonge moeders en professionals jong moederschap construeren. Vervolgens heb
ik hoofdthema’s bepaald die de basis vormen van de resultaten in hoofdstuk 3 tot en met 6.

Kwetsbaarheid en leeftijd: Jong moederschap vanuit het perspectief van sociale
professionals
Hoofdstuk 3 behandelt de wijze waarop de sociale professionals leeftijd definiëren in combinatie met moederschap. Mijn analyse van deze constructies laat zien dat professionals leeftijd niet
alleen als problematisch ervaren. Verder toont het ook dat professionals de organisatorische
leeftijdsmarges van jong moederschap oprekken. In interprofessionele discussies en door gebruik

Thesis Marijke Sniekers versie 2.indd 167

02-12-19 10:04

168

Acknowledging the agency of young mothers

te maken van hun professionele discretionaire ruimte onderhandelen sociale professionals over
de organisatorische structuren en professionele normen omtrent leeftijd en rekken ze deze op,
zodat ze jonge moeders kunnen ondersteunen. Wat professionals noopt om te onderhandelen
over de leeftijd is hun dubbel mandaat om enerzijds zelf steun en hulp te bieden aan mensen met
een kwetsbaarheid en anderzijds om kwetsbare mensen toe te leiden naar trajecten om de
sociaaleconomische participatie te bevorderen zodat deze mensen hun problemen zelf kunnen
oplossen. Bovendien blijkt uit mijn analyse dat de professionele onderhandelingen zich baseren
op verschillende aspecten van de persoonlijke situatie van jonge moeders die als kwetsbaar geduid
worden: een laag zelfbeeld, ongezonde relaties, slechte sociaaleconomische omgeving, een laag
intelligentie- of opleidingsniveau, of een gebrek aan arbeidsvaardigheden. Wanneer deze
aspecten die een kwetsbaarheid aanduiden, kruisen met de leeftijd, vatten de professionals jong
moederschap op zich als problematisch in plaats van één van deze aspecten. Dit betekent dat
jonge moeders individueel verantwoordelijk worden gehouden voor het aanpakken van hun
problemen, zelfs wanneer de aspecten die bijdragen aan hun kwetsbaarheid structureel van aard
zijn.

Zorgeloos of zorgzaam? Jong moederschap vanuit het perspectief van jonge
moeders
Dit proefschrift toont bovendien dat niet alleen de structuren en normen de agency van jonge
moeders vormgeven, maar ook dat jonge moeders deze structuren en normen vormgeven.
Hoofdstuk 4 laat zien dat jonge moeders jeugd en moederschap (re)construeren, met name
wanneer structuren en normen botsen. Mijn analyse wijst uit dat, in plaats van te wijzen op
problemen als gevolg van hun leeftijd en jeugd, de jonge moeders de nadruk leggen op
ouderschapservaringen die ze delen met ‘nieuwe’, alleenstaande en werkende ouders, en dat ze
zich ook als zodanig positioneren. Ik heb ontdekt dat jonge moeders moederschap opvatten als
aanwezig zijn, verantwoordelijk zijn en zorgzaam zijn, terwijl ze jeugd zien als zorgeloos,
impulsief en speels. Tot op zekere hoogte botsen hun jeugd- en moederschapspraktijken. Jonge
moeders kunnen jeugd- en moederschapsactiviteiten niet altijd combineren. Ze staken dan hun
jeugdig gedrag van impulsief uitgaan met vrienden ten gunste van verantwoordelijk
moederschap. Echter, de vrouwen tonen ook de manieren waarop ze jong zijn en moeder zijn
kunnen combineren. Ze wisselen praktijken van moederschap en jeugdigheid af door hun
kinderen aan de zorg van iemand anders toe te vertrouwen. Ze transformeren hun jeugdig gedrag
ook tot jong moederschapsgedrag door verantwoordelijkheid te tonen aan klasgenoten of door
huiselijke activiteiten ter ontspanning te organiseren. Als laatste versterken ze hun jeugdigheid
door hun jong moederschap te benadrukken door te ‘spelen als kinderen’ en door te verwachten
dat ze vitale, elegante grootmoeders worden. Uit dit laatste blijkt overigens dat ze categorieën van
jeugd en (groot)moederschap reconstrueren door middel van speelsheid, vriendschap met het
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kind, elegantie en vitaliteit. Echter, in tegenstelling tot hun jeugdigheid, overheerst het
moederschap en kan moederschap niet ongedaan worden gemaakt of losgelaten worden.

Dromen bepalen: De agency van jonge moeders in hun leefruimte
Een divers, genuanceerd begrip van agency van jonge moeders komt naar voren in verschillende
vormen. Dit duidt op een continuüm van impliciete, stilzwijgende, dagelijkse praktijken tot het
actief bestrijden van heersende structuren en normen. Hoofdstuk 5 bespreekt de agency van
jonge moeders in hun huizen en buurten. Mijn analyse geeft weer hoe de vrouwen binnen de
sociale, economisch-politieke en fysieke dimensies van hun leefruimte navigeren op basis van
hun persoonlijke omstandigheden. Bijvoorbeeld, jonge moeders herkennen ‘slechte’ wijken als
gebieden met vervallen, leegstaande huizen en ‘asociale uitkeringstrekkers’. Echter, als ze daar
zelf wonen, waarderen ze dat iedereen elkaar kent en dat er mogelijkheden zijn een goedkoop
appartement te huren waar ze een thuis van kunnen maken. Uit deze omgang met hun
leefruimte heb ik vier vormen van agency geïdentificeerd. 1 ) ‘Vasthouden aan de normen’,
bijvoorbeeld wanneer de jonge moeders thuis gendernormen volgen van vrouwen die worden
geacht te zorgen voor huiselijkheid en een gezinsgericht, stabiel en gestructureerd leven.
2) ‘Dromen bepalen’, bijvoorbeeld, wanneer de jonge moeders ervan dromen om zich te settelen,
gegeven hun eigen realistische omstandigheden, in een galerijflat in plaats van een vrijstaand
huis. 3) ‘Bestrijden van regels’, wanneer de jonge moeders niet gezien worden als volwassen,
inkomensgenererende huishoudens louter doordat ze jongeren met kinderen zijn, of wanneer de
vrouwen actief bepaalde regelgeving van woningcorporaties bestrijden om met urgentie een flat
te krijgen. 4) ‘Overwegen van opties’ wanneer keuzes van jonge moeders niet alleen openlijke,
rationele beslissingen vereisen over verhuizen of niet, maar wanneer er ook overwegingen en
reflecties nodig zijn over behoeftes, verantwoordelijkheid, veiligheid en vertrouwen. Deze
vormen van agency verruimen het gebruikelijke concept agency, wat betekent dat dagelijks
pragmatisme en stilzwijgend, louter zichzelf zijn ook van belang zijn in het omgaan met
begrenzende structuren en normen.

Laveren tussen normen en structuren: De wegen van jonge moeders
naar economische onafhankelijkheid
Bovendien toont mijn proefschrift de betekenis van botsende sociaaleconomische structuren en
normen voor het dagelijks leven van jonge moeders. Hoofdstuk 6 presenteert de agency van
jonge moeders op het gebied van onderwijs en arbeid. Mijn analyse toont aan dat jonge moeders
vaak hun toevlucht nemen tot laagbetaalde ‘vrouwenbanen’ door de onderling verbonden (vaak
beroeps)onderwijs- en arbeidsstructuren die werkgarantie en werkervaring bieden te verkiezen
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boven stages die kunnen leiden tot hoger gekwalificeerde en beter betaalde functies. Verder zien
jonge moeders er vaak vanaf om een opleiding te starten, vanwege een angst om in de schulden
te raken door de studiefinanciering. Overigens hebben jonge moeders meestal ouders die werken
en daarom niet kunnen babysitten. Daarnaast wijst mijn proefschrift uit dat blijkt dat jonge
moeders zelden een beroep kunnen doen op kinderopvang, vanwege de kosten en door
onregelmatige diensten die gepaard gaan met hun laagbetaalde banen. Bovendien, het nemen
van zorgverlof en zwangerschapsverlof op scholen is vaak onmogelijk. Ik heb daarbij gevonden
dat het de problemen die werkende moeders tegenkomen vergroot als je een jonge werkende/
studerende moeder bent, vanwege de botsende structuren en normen van moederschap en
economische zelfstandigheid.

Institutionele structuren en normen
De institutionele structuren die in dit proefschrift naar voren komen, zijn gericht op economische
zelfstandigheid in de zin van zelfstandig wonen en salaris verdienen om je gezin te onder
houden. Echter, de institutionele structuren die economische zelfstandigheid zouden moeten
bevorderen, lijken nadelig uit te pakken voor jonge moeders. Beleid en interventies die speciaal
bedoeld zijn voor jonge moeders om een opleiding te voltooien of werkervaring op te doen, leiden
over het algemeen tot een laag opleidingsniveau waarmee toegang tot onregelmatige, laagbetaalde
banen wordt vergroot. Deze banen zijn moeilijk te combineren met het moederschap, wat
betekent dat jonge moeders moeite hebben om een zelfstandig bestaan op te bouwen. Jonge
moeders maken vaak geen gebruik van studiefinanciering, een prikkel voor jongeren om hoger
onderwijs te volgen, uit angst voor schulden. Dit is extra verontrustend voor jonge moeders,
omdat zij niet alleen voor zichzelf maar ook voor hun kinderen moeten zorgen.
Gender-, leeftijds- en sociaaleconomische normen heb ik ook geïdentificeerd. De normen
omtrent gender en ruimte betreffen moederschap en huiselijkheid. Ze benadrukken een
moederschapsideologie waarin vrouwen zelf voor hun kinderen zorgen, genieten van hun kinderen,
thuis zijn voor ze en zorgen voor een gestructureerd gezinsleven met rust en regelmaat. De normen
omtrent leeftijd en ruimte betreffen impulsief en zorgeloos gedrag, uitgaan, alcohol drinken en
plezier maken in de openbare ruimtes zoals stadscentra en discotheken. De sociaaleconomische
normen hebben betrekking op onafhankelijkheid, het afronden van het hoogst mogelijke
opleidingsniveau, het vinden van een zinvolle betaalde baan op dat opleidingsniveau, settelen met
een partner en kinderen krijgen, in deze volgorde.
De hierboven genoemde normen botsen vaak, dus de vrouwen kunnen niet aan alle normen
tegelijk vasthouden. Bijvoorbeeld, het tegelijk volgen van een traditionele gendernorm waarbij
vrouwen de primaire opvoeders en verzorgers van de kinderen zijn en thuis blijven voor ze botst met
de sociaaleconomische norm dat jongeren een diploma moeten halen op het hoogst mogelijke
onderwijsniveau en dan een goedbetaalde baan moeten vinden. Bovendien botsen normen ook
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binnen één normatieve context. Moederschap blijkt een dominante norm, sociale categorie en
praktijk te zijn in het dagelijks leven van jonge moeders. Dit botst met institutionele structuren,
vooral in een samenleving waar sociaaleconomische onafhankelijkheid overheerst. Jonge moeders
oefenen agency uit in het oprekken en veranderen van jeugd-, moederschaps- en sociaaleconomische
normen. Door hun narratieven en praktijken van het moederschap geven ze uitdrukking aan
opvoedervaringen die ze delen met ‘nieuwe’, alleenstaande en werkende ouders. Deze verhalen en
praktijken zijn een manier om zich uit de negatieve beeldvorming rond jeugd en sociaaleconomische
zelfstandigheid te bewegen naar een positieve moederschapsideologie: ze zijn niet langer deviante,
zorgeloze jongeren, maar verantwoordelijke, zorgzame moeders.

Theoretische en maatschappelijke relevantie
De theoretische bijdrage van mijn proefschrift ligt in de genuanceerde opvatting van agency
door de combinatie van alledaagse en begrensde agency. Hoewel agency meestal wordt gezien als
collectieve actie om onderdrukkende, ongelijke structuren te bestrijden, bevestigt dit proefschrift
een opvatting van individuele agency door bewust en gewillig traditionele gendernormen te
volgen, en door het behouden van continuïteit en stabiliteit in het dagelijks leven. Bovendien
voegt dit onderzoek toe dat jonge moeders niet alleen slachtoffers zijn, maar vrouwen die agency
uitoefenen, van openlijke, actieve agency in het bestrijden van structuren en normen tot
stilzwijgende, impliciete agency door het overwegen van opties. Daarnaast draagt het proefschrift
bij aan onderzoek naar jong moederschap door het begrip leeftijd te problematiseren. Ik laat zien
dat niet alleen het probleem van jong moederschap is geconstrueerd in sociaal beleid en de sociale
praktijk. Leeftijd als categorie wordt ook vormgegeven en onderhandeld in de sociale praktijk en
beleid, en jeugd en moederschap worden ge(re)construeerd door de narratieven en praktijken van
jonge moeders over leeftijd en gender. De vrouwen transformeren hun jeugdig gedrag naar
moederschapspraktijken, maar niet andersom, omdat hun moederschap overheerst wanneer
jeugd en moederschap botsen.
Daarnaast draagt mijn proefschrift bij aan sociaal beleid en de sociaal werkpraktijk. Jonge
moeders zijn exemplarisch voor een breder probleem, namelijk dat de moeilijkheden waarmee
mensen worden geconfronteerd vaak structurele problemen zijn, die ze toch individueel moeten
oplossen. Hoewel jonge moeders agency uitoefenen, kunnen ze niet individueel de botsende
structuren en normen met elkaar verzoenen. Dit betekent dat ze niet de ‘goede’ en ‘actieve’ burgers
kunnen zijn zoals van ze wordt verwacht in de Nederlandse neoliberale samenleving. Dit proefschrift
laat de noodzaak zien om institutionele en normatieve ongelijkheid tegen te gaan op een ander
niveau dan het individuele. De emic (insider) en intersectionele onderzoeksbenadering die ik heb
gebruikt, kan ook geschikt zijn voor sociale professionals en beleidsmakers om beleid en diensten
af te stemmen op de dagelijkse realiteit van cliënten en om de congruentie tussen praktijk, beleid
en leefwerelden van burgers te verbeteren. Deze aanpak zal ook een andere opvatting van doelen en
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effectiviteit in beleid en praktijk vragen, om kwalitatieve waarden van bijvoorbeeld motivatie,
betrokkenheid, vertrouwen, verantwoordelijkheid en agency te accepteren. De professionele
discretionaire ruimte kan een kans voor verandering zijn. Bovendien kan een intersectionele analyse
van iemands professionele positie in relatie tot institutionele contexten en cliënten deze relaties
veranderen en machtsverschillen tussen professionals en cliënten verkleinen.
Ondanks populaire negatieve beeldvorming over jonge moeders, blijkt uit mijn proefschrift de
verantwoordelijkheid van jonge moeders als zorgzame moeders, betrokken medewerkers en
gemotiveerde studenten, die kinderopvang regelen met (groot)ouders en vrienden wanneer ze
werken of studeren. Hun agency is geworteld in hun dagelijks leven als bijvoorbeeld moeders,
studenten en werknemers. Dit wordt begrensd door een dominante moederschapsideologie die
botst met normen omtrent economische onafhankelijkheid, en door onderwijs- en arbeidsstructuren
die de combinatie van moederschap en werk of studie bemoeilijken. Dat jonge moeders zich
onttrekken aan onderwijs of werk komt vaak voort uit een institutioneel gebrek aan voorzieningen
ten behoeve van hun moederschap en uit een verantwoordelijkheid en sterke betrokkenheid
bij hun kinderen.
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