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The capabilities of women: towards an alternative model of ‘responsibility’ in supporting families and children

This paper aims to contribute to debates about what models of service most effectively recognise and support primary carers (most often mothers) as agents of protection and support for their families and children. Current service models based on notions of individualism may actively undermine the caring activities of women within families. In particular, in the area of child protection, we suggest that emphasising child protection in isolation from family support practices is not the best answer to current concerns with children at risk.

We draw on mothers’ and service providers’ experiences of systems/services for families and children recorded through our separate postgraduate research activities. Being believed, not being blamed or judged, understanding the effects of relationships of unequal power and responsibility, and recognising women’s agency all contribute to supporting women as mothers. However these positive experiences of services were outnumbered by many women’s reports that family policy and services contribute to their sense of isolation, blame and exclusion. 

Many women, particularly those living in disabling environments who are priority ‘targets’ for services, experience services as undermining their commitment and capabilities to care for and protect their children. Their experience significantly contradicts current policy and service rhetoric that emphasises the primary responsibility of ‘parents’ for the health and well-being of family and children and the potential of ‘capacity-building’ through ‘partnerships’. That services can contribute to ‘mother blame’ and social exclusion contradicts current policy focus on (re)building ‘community’ emphasising social values, trust, reciprocity and civic participation as fundamental to the health and well-being of families and children.

We point to the contradictions between current service models and policy rhetoric, and argue for the salience of gender and healthy power-responsibility relationships in achieving a model of service to effectively enable mothers as agents of protection and support for their families and children.

