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Social, economic, and political context of
parenting
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This article is written as a contribution to the
parenting debate and as a response to Ho-
ghughi and Speight.1 Our starting point is sim-
ple; parenting cannot be understood, and
neither can interventions to support eVective
parenting and successful childrearing be
planned, unless it is placed within its eco-
nomic, social, historical, and political context.
Our paper is based around three intercon-
nected themes, which arise from an extensive
review of the parenting literature that one of
the authors (JT) is undertaking. These are:
+ the problems of defining “good enough”

parenting
+ the inadequacy of accounting for socioeco-

nomic status in many parenting papers
+ the direct eVects of economic hardship and

poverty on parenting.
Before considering each of these themes, we

briefly reflect on some historical aspects of the
debate around parenting. The brief review is
intended to highlight some continuities and
discontinuities over time in the parenting
debate.

Some historical reflections on the
parenting debate
Parenting has been the subject of a long stand-
ing debate. In the last century, despite a focus
on children of the “undeserving” poor (those
viewed as “feckless” or “unsuitable”) in the
UK2 and the USA,3 the dominant approach to
health was based on the provision of adequate
sanitation and public health measures. Around
the turn of the century, a shift took place
towards personal responsibility for health.4

Emphasis was laid on the role of the parents,
particularly the mother. In response to the poor
physical state of recruits to the British Army in
the Boer War and the perceived “degeneration
of the race”, the 1904 “interdepartmental
committee on physical deterioration” was
established, taking evidence from various
sources. A voluntary health visitor working
with poor women is quoted in the committee’s
proceedings as follows: “The girls . . . have no
sort of sense of duty; not the slightest. It is only
amusement and pleasure with them. The last
thing they think of is duty, and therefore, they
do not trouble to cook or get up in the
morning, and the children go to school without
breakfast, because the woman is too idle to get
up . . . she is utterly indiVerent . . .”5

The implication of this quotation that infant
health is mainly determined by the mother’s
commitment and interest in child care (in other
words her commitment to parenting) led
directly to the concept of “maternal ineYciency/
incompetence”, which was reported as the main
determinant of infant ill health among children
in Scotland,6 Bradford, Rochdale, and
Blackburn7 in the 1920s. In the 1950s, the New-
castle 1000 families study8 reached similar con-
clusions, as did the first national cohort study.9

The measures of maternal ineYciency/
incompetence in all these studies were based on
factors that were much more common among
the poor as a result of lack of resources. The
measures used to judge “standards of family
life” in the Newcastle 1000 families study are
instructive: “deprivation of parental care” in-
cluded loss or absence of one or both parents,
marital instability, parent chronically sick, and
mother working full time; “deficiency of care”
included defective sleeping arrangements (in-
fants sharing the parental bed), and defective
diet, clothing, supervision, and cleanliness;
“social dependence” included unemployment,
serious debt, receipt of national assistance, and
family members involved in crime or delin-
quency. Not surprisingly, maternal ineYciency/
incompetence was strongly correlated with low
socioeconomic status.

These concepts are no longer in use,
although some are nostalgic for their return.10

The current interest in parenting arises as a
result of the apparent increase in behavioural
problems, child abuse and neglect, juvenile
crime, and delinquency. The emergence of
social problems is accompanied by explana-
tions that, as they did at the turn of the century,
focus on individual rather than societal causes.

Defining good enough parenting
Review of the parenting literature demon-
strates the diYculties of reaching a consensus
on the definition of good enough parenting.
Historically, definitions were based on perjora-
tive classifications, which conflated poverty
with poor parenting. More recent attempts
have been less clearly based on criteria that
exclusively characterise the poor; however, they
have struggled to reach a universally applicable
definition that can be used by practitioners. A
range of criteria that has been characterised as
“poor” parenting and those characterised as
markers of “good” parenting is shown in table
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1. The range of these criteria supports the view
that parenting, either poor or good, is diYcult
to define and to use in research. It is also
noticeable that there has been much more
focus on poor rather than good parenting. The
extremes of good and poor parenting might be
relatively easy to identify. The problem,
however, is everything else in between. Much
of the parenting literature focuses on mother-
ing; fathering is either ignored or its potential
importance minimised.

Hoghughi and Speight’s discussion1 of the
components of good enough parenting illus-
trates these problems of definition; all three of
their components would be accepted by most
people, but they fail to tackle the problem of a
definition, which allows a clear distinction
between good enough and not good enough
parenting.

“Love, care, and commitment” is their first
component. They give appropriate examples of
extreme situations in which lack of this compo-
nent can be assumed, but give no practical
definition that could be used by practitioners to
distinguish good enough from not good
enough levels of love, care, and commitment.
Their jokey reference to the need for a measure
of “serum love” is an admission of the diYcul-
ties in finding an operational definition of this
component.

Their second component is “control/
consistent limit setting”. The problem here is
that control and limit setting are so culturally
and socially embedded as to make generalis-
able measures virtually impossible to devise.
For example, can you apply the same rules for
“reasonable boundaries” to the single parent
family living on a low income in a high rise flat
and the family with a large house set in a large
suburban garden where children can safely be
left to explore and play? The mother who
allows her child out to play in one setting might
be regarded as negligent whereas the other
would be praised for providing a stimulating
environment. Equally, what constitutes reason-

able boundaries changes rapidly from genera-
tion to generation and from culture to culture.
Nineteenth century limits in Victorian Britain
would undoubtedly be regarded as punitive
and impairing development today. Parents
from the Indian subcontinent are likely to view
as negligent the normal UK practice of
allowing teenage girls the freedom to attend
“discos”.

“Facilitation of development” is the third
component listed. This also is deeply embed-
ded in culture and social circumstance. The
same yardstick for measuring “rich and varied
stimulation” cannot be applied to families
unless realistic account is taken of the material
and social resources needed to provide it. In a
country such as the UK, with huge diVerences
in family access to economic, social, and
educational resources, it seems to us bizarre
that anyone could discuss this component
without reference to these resources.

The components of good enough parenting
advanced by Hoghughi and Speight are
considered completely outside their social, cul-
tural, and historic context and, in each case, the
authors conspicuously fail to provide any
working, practical definition that professionals
could apply.

Accounting for socioeconomic status in
parenting studies
For the reasons discussed below, socioeco-
nomic status is a significant confounder of the
relation between parenting and child health
outcomes. It is also a major distal component
of the causal pathway to poor outcomes for
children of which parenting is a more proximal
component. Parenting can be seen as mediat-
ing the direct eVects on children of material
deficits: in some cases, through exceptional
personal resources, interpersonal, or social
supports; in others, personal ill health, trauma,
or isolation might exacerbate the consequences
of these deficits. Focusing on parenting behav-
iours as though they are the result of deliberate
choice, free from external influence, provides
ammunition for politicians who wish to reduce
all social problems to matters of personal
responsibility and morality.

Sociomedical research reflects the dominant
paradigm of the societies in which it is
undertaken. In the UK and the USA, indi-
vidual families and parents are seen as respon-
sible for the health and socialisation of their
children. Individual responsibility in the form
of harmful health related behaviours is given
higher priority than societal factors that might
be influencing individual behaviours.11 In this
context, socioeconomic status tends to be
either ignored or its eVects marginalised. A
consequence of this approach is that socioeco-
nomic status is inadequately accounted for in
many studies that focus on the individual char-
acteristics of parents and their eVects on child
health outcomes.

The Exeter family study12 has been influen-
tial in persuading politicians and social com-
mentators of the adverse eVects on young peo-
ple of divorce and parental separation. The
authors have linked these consequences to

Table 1 Characteristics of “good” and “poor” parenting

Good parenting Poor parenting

Teaching by example Exposure to deviant models
Providing a secure environment Inability to provide continuity of care
The mother’s presence Poor supervision
Attachment and bonding Lack of bonding and attachment
Maturity Youth of the mother
AVection Conditional aVection
Flexible control Cruel control
Child centredness Rejection
Positive aVectivity Negative aVectivity

Unpredictability
Provocation
Impairment of health or development
Harmful or cruel discipline
Distance
Hostility
Intrusion
Poor mothering
Ignorance
Fecklessness
Lack of empathy for child
Unrealistic expectations
Laxity and inconsistency
Aggression
Low warmth
High criticism
Neglect
Abandonment
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parenting.13 Seventy six children from re-
ordered families and 76 children from intact
families were matched on six criteria: age, sex,
mother’s education, position in family, type of
school, and social class group. The authors
found significant diVerences in a range of
behavioural, self esteem, and family support
outcomes to the detriment of the children in
re-ordered families. However, despite the
matching process, the two groups show consid-
erable diVerences in socioeconomic status.
Re-ordered families were at much higher risk of
receipt of state benefits, living in rented
accommodation, suVering financial hardship,
and having no exclusive use of a car. The
authors suggest that some of this might be a
consequence of a fall in income related to fam-
ily breakdown. Equally, it cannot be ruled out
that these diVerences predated the family
breakdown, and consequently behave as poten-
tial residual confounders in relation to the child
outcomes.

The most widely used measure of the quality
and quantity of stimulation and support avail-
able to a child in the home environment is the
“home observation for measurement of the
environment” (HOME).14 The measure has
been criticised on the grounds that the
outcomes are highly correlated with family
socioeconomic status and, therefore, might be
measuring the eVects of socioeconomic status
rather than parenting.15

Parenting and economic hardship
Hoghughi and Speight acknowledge that wider
economic and social issues are involved in
parenting but consider none of the evidence
supporting this association. There is compel-
ling evidence from USA and UK studies for the
role of social factors in parenting.

Socioeconomic factors appear to have a
direct eVect on parenting behaviour. Economic
hardship and heavy income loss in families
studied longitudinally in the USA city of Oak-
land during the depression of the 1930s were
associated with more punitive, arbitrary, and
rejecting parenting by fathers.16 17 An increase
in economic hardship has been linked with a
decrease in parental nurturance and an in-
crease in inconsistent discipline by both
parents.18 Unemployed fathers display fewer
nurturing behaviours than other fathers.19 Low
income, in combination with low levels of per-
ceived social support, has been associated with
a higher probability of punitive behaviour by
the parent towards the child.20 Unemployment
and low income are strongly associated with
child abuse referrals.21 22

The socioemotional functioning of children
living in poor families seems to be mediated by
the psychological functioning of parents and
the level of distress in family interaction
patterns.23 Maternal rejection of early adoles-
cents is closely correlated to the occupational
status of the family.24

These direct eVects of economic hardship
and material disadvantage on parenting are
partially mediated by marital stresses. The psy-
chological well being of adults in the household
is aVected by economic hardship,25 as is the

marital relationship.26 Disagreement and con-
flict over the use of the limited money
available,27 and loss of warmth and aVection
and mutual parental respect,28 have been
shown to be associated with economic hard-
ship. The role change associated with the loss
of the father’s job and the increased
importance accruing to the mother in family
decision making might weaken family unity
and increase marital tension.29 Stress related
changes in parent–child interactions lead to
increasingly coercive parenting, with a result-
ant increase in childhood behavioural prob-
lems and future delinquency.30

A study of almost 6000 members of the 1958
national childhood development study cohort
who had become parents31 confirmed the
stresses on parents imposed by financial hard-
ship and unemployment. Marital happiness
and life satisfaction were significantly lower in
families with no earner and these families also
tended to show more aggressive parenting
strategies.

Parenting is a proximal variable in the causal
pathway to adverse outcomes in childhood and
adolescence, of which material disadvantage
and economic hardship are distal variables.32

Behavioural problems and temper tantrums
among young children have been shown to
increase as a result of parenting changes
associated with economic hardship.33 Eco-
nomic deprivation has also been associated
with decreased respect for the father and
increased dependence on peer group for
adolescent boys, and lowered feelings of self
adequacy and reduced goal aspirations for
adolescent girls.15 Economic hardship appears
to have direct and indirect eVects on adolescent
functioning. Increased loneliness and depres-
sion in both boys and girls directly correlate
with economic hardship and there is an indirect
eVect through reduced parental nurturance.16

The eVects of economic hardship on delin-
quency and drug use are indirect, mediated by
inconsistent parental discipline.16

The outcomes that Hoghughi and Speight
relate directly to parenting such as child abuse
and neglect,21 22 behaviour and conduct
disorders,34 truancy,35 school failure,36 and
juvenile crime37 38 are all closely correlated with
material deprivation. As Schorr39 states: “pov-
erty is the greatest risk factor of all. Family
poverty is relentlessly correlated with school-
aged childbearing, school failure, and violent
crime”. In contrast, high socioeconomic status
has never been shown to be a risk factor for any
of these adverse outcomes.

Two additional aspects of poverty should be
considered in relation to its eVects on parent-
ing and childhood outcomes. Intergenera-
tional cycles of poverty are known to be asso-
ciated with poor outcomes for children.40 41

Low maternal birthweight42 and poor maternal
nutrition during childhood43 are associated
with low birthweight in the mother’s oVspring,
which is associated with poor outcomes in
infancy, childhood, and into adult life.44 Mate-
rial deprivation increases the risk of illness and
other adverse outcomes throughout the life
course.45 46 In addition, the length of time in
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poverty appears to have important eVects on
child behavioural and educational outcomes,
which are probably mediated, in part, by the
adverse eVects of long term poverty on
parenting. Children in long term poverty have
a greater risk of both internalising and
externalising behavioural problems and re-
duced IQs compared with children in short
term poverty or those in more aZuent
homes.47

Conclusions
From the foregoing discussion, it is clear that
parenting can only be understood in its social
and economic context. In the UK, this implies
that increasing crime, truancy, and conduct
disorders, which Hoghughi and Speight at-
tribute to poor parenting, should be seen
within the overall social and political context,
particularly the sharp increase in income
inequality in the UK since 1979 and the emer-
gence of a large group of socially excluded
families, including single women with chil-
dren. Over 30% of children now live in house-
holds with incomes less than 50% of the aver-
age after housing costs, and more than one
million children live in families in which no
adult is in work.48 These families have experi-
enced both acute and chronic material depri-
vation and it is reasonable to suppose that
parenting styles have been directly aVected by
these factors. At the same time, there have
been substantial cultural changes, normalising
expectations of ready access to expensive toys,
equipment, entertainment, and designer label
clothes. Fonaghy49 argues that, although there
is little evidence of a recent worsening of
parenting, both the USA and the UK have
seen deteriorating levels of “social health” and
that: “while parents probably continue to
behave as they have always done, society has
changed to make the task of childrearing more
challenging”. In other words, many will have
been forced by economic circumstance into
being not good enough parents, as judged by
the standards laid down by Hoghughi and
Speight.

Socioeconomic explanations for increasing
trends in crime and juvenile delinquency have
been challenged on the grounds that these
have occurred during a time of increasing
overall prosperity.50 In many countries, how-
ever, notably the UK and the USA, the
increase in prosperity has excluded almost
30% of the population, with serious conse-
quences for health and the fabric of society.51

In response to the widening gap between rich
and poor, the recent Acheson Report52 recom-
mended the provision of family support
services that help parents protect their chil-
dren from the eVects of disadvantage.

There is a real danger of a focus on parent-
ing becoming, as it has in the past, a further
stick with which to beat the poor. Such an
outcome is inevitable when the social context
of parenting is ignored or minimised. It is
ironic that, in UK society, establishment
figures in the political, legal, and medical pro-
fessions who judge the parenting of others are
frequently those who subject their own

children to institutional abuse by sending
them, sometimes at a very tender age, to
boarding schools. If parenting were the main
determinant of crime, delinquency, and other
adverse outcomes, then establishment chil-
dren would be expected to figure highly in the
crime figures as a direct result of parental dep-
rivation and emotional abuse. The fact that
this is not the case suggests that there are other
powerful economic and social factors that
come into play.

We agree with Hoghughi and Speight that
society has a responsibility to parent. We disa-
gree fundamentally with their perspective,
which fails to recognise the vital part that these
factors play in enabling parents to parent.
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Commentary
This article needed to be written and practi-
tioners and politicians need to face many of
the issues contained therein. The issues that
this paper raises are usually avoided; they force
professionals to admit that we can play only a
very tiny part in improving a family’s situation,
and to face the likely outcome for the children
when so many forces of a sociopolitical nature
are often lined up against the family. This
brings the frightening prospect of interven-
tions being such a drop in the ocean that we
cannot expect to be eVective but must simply
become bystanders watching the inevitable
unfold.

The paper has three main themes:
+ the problems in defining “good enough”

parenting

+ the inadequacy of accounting for socioeco-
nomic status in many parenting papers

+ the direct eVects of economic hardship and
poverty on parenting.
For the child care professions, such as social

work, child and adolescent mental health serv-
ices, and all professionals involved in imple-
menting the Children Act, the last decade has
been a particularly exciting one, with research
from a variety of sources definitively showing
associations between certain aspects of parent-
ing and the emotional, social, and educational
development of children. Much of the interest
and impetus for the research started with
Bowlby’s work and was further developed by
Rutter in the 1980s.1 2 Then there was the
research published in the 1980s and 1990s
relating parenting styles to child adjustment,
mainly in the area of children who become
antisocial,3 4 as well as work on child abuse.5

Together these established some ground
rules in relation to parenting; since when, the
findings have been further supported. It is
exciting because now, in certain domains of
parenting, we are clear what the aims of public
education and of intervention should be. Fore-
most among these established ingredients of
“good” parenting are the importance of
warmth and positive regard, close supervision,
consistent, predictable and non-harsh disci-
pline, and the absence of violence in the family.
Taylor et al list characteristics in their article
(table 1), but the shortness of the good charac-
teristics list compared with that of the bad
makes it skewed, as many good characteristics
are omitted—most of the negatives do have
positive counterparts: the promotion of health
and development, good supervision, appropri-
ate discipline, acceptance, etc.

DEFINING GOOD PARENTING,
The current state of knowledge has brought us
nearer to this definition and there is not much
diYculty in agreeing where the parenting is
clearly good—the children are thriving in all
areas; and where it is clearly bad—there is evi-
dence of abuse. The diYculty is in relation to
the borderline cases where definitions fail or
specific factors come into play—for example, a
parent with learning diYculties, a child with
very special needs.

For most of us the term “good enough” is
used to encompass the idea that no parenting
meets the ideal but that it should be good
enough to meet the child’s basic needs. The
Children Act (1989) progressed the refining of
these concepts by setting up the idea of thresh-
old criteria for establishing significant harm.
This combines the concept of establishing that
a child’s development (physical, intellectual,
emotional, social or behavioural) is impaired
compared to what could be reasonably ex-
pected of a “similar” child, with the attribution
that the impairment results from the provision
of care not being what it would be reasonable
to expect a parent to oVer. This is the attempt
of the legal system to define “not good enough”
parenting and upon which action in separating
parents and children can be taken.
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ACCOUNTING FOR SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

The argument that socioeconomic status is an
often neglected issue in research is well made.
The same could be said in relation to the
evaluation of intervention studies.

Taylor et al argue that the important facets of
positive parenting are undermined by the pres-
ence of certain socioeconomic conditions, in
particular that unemployment, low income,
and lack of social support is associated with
more punitive and coercive discipline, more
rejecting, less warm behaviours, and more
aggressive parenting strategies aVecting the
behavioural, educational, and social develop-
ment of children. They suggest this is mediated
through the psychological functioning of the
parents, and through the distress and marital
discord that develops. They state that these
socioeconomic hardships have a direct eVect
on parenting, and in some cases on the children
themselves—for example, on the aspirations
and sense of loneliness and depression in ado-
lescents. As almost all their evidence is based
on correlation studies without any control of
conditions, many of their claims of direct
eVects must be seen as assumptions. They
criticise, correctly, the failure of many studies
to take account of socioeconomic variables and
their eVects, but they take apparently no
account of possible genetic variables and other
explanations for findings.

There is no comment about resilience—the
fact that most families experiencing economic
hardship and other adversities oVer good
enough parenting. Understanding mechanisms
by which such families achieve a positive means
of functioning despite the odds is at least as
important as understanding those who
cannot.6 7

At the risk of sounding politically incorrect,
it seems to me that at least in some cases there
are predisposing factors to “poverty”, which
include genetic factors, individual diVerences,
the parents’ experiences and models in
relation to parenting and expectations of
success, and the whole issue of the cycle of
deprivation. The controversy about the rela-
tive contribution of heredity, role modelling,
and situational contexts in the development of
criminal behaviour is one illustration of this.8

Evidence that challenges the authors’ theme is
not included. There is no comment about the
contradictory fact that in the most extensive
epidemiological studies of childhood psychiat-
ric disorder by Rutter on the Isle of Wight and
Camberwell (UK),9 social class was a poor
predictor of child adjustment (and of many
parenting variables). The contrasting fact that
in whole population studies little connection is
found between material prosperity of a popu-
lation and childhood psychiatric disorder, and
the fact that despite improving economic
conditions in the UK, there is a deterioration
in children’s overall adjustment, is not dis-
cussed, nor are issues of the relevance of the
relativity of the conditions of poverty.10 The
possibility that some of the less beneficial
parenting practices may be culturally deter-
mined, in association with social class and sta-
tus and ethnic origin, aVecting attitudes to

discipline and attitudes to children’s self
expression must be relevant,11-13 particularly in
studies where socioeconomic factors are con-
trolled for. Factors that transcend socioeco-
nomic and other adverse factors are of
particular interest to those wanting to put
research into practice.14 15 The absence of a
specific mental health input into the writing of
the paper makes it less eclectic and balanced
than it might otherwise be.

Social class, poverty, and unemployment are
not simple, independent variables, and Disrae-
li’s concept of two nations cannot be explained
in simplistic terms. EVects of these socioeco-
nomic factors act directly and indirectly, they
act on the children (diVerently according to
sex) and their community as well as the
parents, and associations are stronger for some
disorders—for example, antisocial disorders—
than others. Three of the most significant psy-
chosocial issues of our times: the role of lone
parenthood (in its diVerent definitions); the
eVects on families economically and emotion-
ally of the increasing rate of divorce and
parental separation10 and the problems associ-
ated with young teenage pregnancies,16 are not
addressed.

The term unemployment is not defined in
this paper (or many others, and is used
variously). The term can either refer to all
those of working age who are not in employ-
ment or those registered unemployed. The
former grouping contains within it those with
severely inadequate personalities, most of the
mentally ill, many of the ex-prison population,
and those with chronic ailments such as back
pain. Even in the last group, members are not
simply all there by unfortunate chance: there
are associations with educational level, coming
from a one parent or long term “unemployed”
family, personality characteristics, and many
others. These interactions and cycles are
complex.

In developed countries where poverty does
not mean starvation, for some rising out of
poverty would substantially improve the lives of
the parents and children but in many it would
not. I would rather see money invested in edu-
cation (while at the same time controlling elit-
ism in education) as the means most likely to
improve the circumstances and sense of
fulfilment of future generations of children,
rather than in gratuitous handouts to deprived
sections of the community. Educating girls who
will later become mothers to a good standard is
of great importance.10 17 Plans should address
long term needs and goals.

This does not take away from the theme that
parents in situations of real economic hardship
will face particular stresses and factors that
make eVective parenting a much more diYcult
task. Those who succeed despite great adver-
sity deserve our special respect.

This is a most welcome paper. It is an
essential companion paper to that of
Hoghughi and Speight.17 That socioeconomic
factors are as important in the emotional and
behavioural development and wellbeing of
our children as they are to their physical health
and development must be accepted. Their

118 Taylor, Spencer, Baldwin

http://adc.bmj.com


importance in research and the understanding
of the processes of healthy child development
must be acknowledged. The uncomfortable
problem of the extent to which doctors and
other child welfare professionals should take a
political role in promoting the best interests of
children must be faced.

Now that certain positive parameters of
parenting are clear, these must be brought to
the attention of the public, but little is being
done in that area. How can the public respond
to polls about questions like the physical pun-
ishment of children when they are not properly
informed of the important knowledge available
about parental discipline? Whatever hurdles
there may be for families struggling against
economic hardships this should not imbue a
sense of hopelessness in professionals or
detract from need for preventative measures
and early intervention.

CLAIRE STURGE
Consultant Child Psychiatrist,
Northwick Park Hospital, Middlesex HA1 3UJ, UK
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Commentary
Taylor, Spencer, and Baldwin argue strongly
for socioeconomic status to be given due
weight in any discussion of parenting and the
needs of children. In the latter part of their
article they quote much evidence showing
strong associations between low socioeco-
nomic status and poor parenting. We acknowl-
edge that our article made only passing
reference to this area,1 and share their obvious
wish that economic hardship should be eradi-
cated from our society as far as possible.
Indeed, one of us has particularly emphasised
the impact of income diVerentials on “parent-
ing at the margins”.2

Having said this, we do not apologise for the
emphasis we placed on the key aspects of
“good enough” parenting in our article. We do
not accept Taylor et al’s first objection to our
article: that it is just too diYcult to define good
enough parenting to be worth attempting the
challenge.

We believe that the umbrella term “socioeco-
nomic status” is so broad as to be positively
unhelpful in this debate. It hides a complex
web of interacting variables many of which are
not simply due to poverty. To regard poverty as
the overriding factor in this debate is tanta-
mount to consigning all the children of
economically poor parents to despair, whereas
emphasis on parenting recognises the possi-
bility of positive change in the interests of both
children and parents.

We prefer to divide socioeconomic status
into psychosocial and economic factors, and to
emphasise that to concentrate unduly on
economic status is unhelpful. We accept that
both psychosocial and economic deprivation
can impact adversely on children, but the final
common pathway for this is the eVect that
these factors have on the quality of parenting.
This negative impact is by no means inevitable;
parents can choose to deprive themselves to
meet their children’s needs, or they can choose
to spend what little money they have on
cigarettes, alcohol or consumer goods.

The critical importance of parenting as the
crucial variable even among poor parents is
supported not only by research,3 but by the
common observation that some rich parents
can be abusive and damaging to their children
while many poor parents are nurturing and
eVective.

Paradoxically, emphasising the negative ef-
fects of poverty on children, while legitimate, is
likely to act against their interests. Govern-
ments of a right wing persuasion will do little
other than shed a few crocodile tears and wait
for the trickle down eVect that never comes. In
contrast, more left wing governments will con-
centrate on a simplistic and symptomatic
attack on the economic problems to the exclu-
sion of the more complex issues we have been
attempting to highlight.

This danger was graphically demonstrated
by the response to a recent BBC Panorama
programme (September 1999) which drama-
tised the quite horrific psychosocial depriva-
tion of a series of children in contemporary
Britain. In each case the most glaring
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deficiency was of good enough parenting, and
while all the families were poor there was not
one case that (in our opinion) would have been
remedied by the simple injection of money.
Despite this, the studio discussion that
followed was entirely devoted to the issue of
material poverty.
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