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1.1 Spain
1.1.1 Introduction
Spain presents a particular vision of contemporary
motherhood that is shared with other Southern European
countries such as Italy and Greece. Motherhood in Spain is
characterised by women having children later in life;
marrying later in life; leaving the parental home later in
life; and lower levels of women in employment compared
with other developed countries. In short, for most Spanish
women motherhood takes place when they are in their
thirties, and is often seen as an alternative rather than a
complimentary lifestyle choice to pursuing a career.
Indeed, for women thinking about becoming mothers, the
main fear is that Spain’s relatively inflexible working hours
and traditional approach to gender roles in the family will
mean that they will no longer be able to pursue a career if
they do have children. These fears are compounded by
unstable economic conditions, high levels of
unemployment for women and young people, a lack of
part‐time work and evidence of an ‘employment penalty’
(or downward occupational mobility) for women who do
return to work after childbirth. For those attempting to
establish a work‐life balance, personal time, work
commitments and socialising are often sacrificed in favour
of more time with the family. Family comes at the cost of a
competitive edge in the labour market. In fact, for Spanish
mothers not spending time with one’s family is perceived
as a mark of ‘disadvantage’, above and beyond the
potential economic disadvantages of not working.1
Policy related to childcare has significantly improved
provision in recent years, but most families still rely
heavily on extended family networks, especially in the
early years. Within the family, there is evidence that roles
are still firmly divided along gendered lines, with women
taking responsibility for domestic tasks and childcare, and
men spending more time at work and in control of the
economic sphere of family life. Spain is ranked 12th in the
world on the Save the Children 2011 State of the World’s
Mothers index.2

1.1.2 Historical perspectives
As with many other Western European countries,
contemporary notions of motherhood in Spain are in part
derived from ideas emerging in the 1700s.3 18th Century

notions of motherhood were based on the idea of
motherhood as a ‘natural’ state and of women being
closer to ‘nature’ by virtue of their role in the reproductive
process. These ideas continued into the 19th century,
when processes of industrialisation across Europe moved
economic production out of the domestic sphere and into
factories and urban centres. While women were certainly
involved in economic production outside of the home (in
Spain, as elsewhere, particularly in the textile industry),
the notion of motherhood as a ‘natural’, innate state for
women meant that women were more frequently
confined to the private sphere of the family home, where
they were expected to take responsibility for domestic
tasks and, above all, for childcare.
In keeping with this view of the ‘natural’ connection
between women and motherhood, historically
motherhood has been the primary social role for women
in Spain. This has been compounded by the profound
significance of the Catholic Church in Spain (which
generally supports a conservative and traditional view of
women’s role in society), and by the legacy of the
staunchly conservative Franco regime of 1939‐1975 (which
placed motherhood at the centre of their project of
nation‐building). Directly prior to the coup de etat initiated
by Franco in 1936, Spain was in the process of enacting
legislation aimed at creating a greater degree of equality
between men and women. Women gained the power to
vote in Spain in 1931, and divorce reforms were brought
into law in 1932. During this time Spain was also the first
Western European country to have a female Prime
Minister. With the start of the Franco regime, however,
this progress towards gender equality was quickly
reversed. From 1960 to 1975, Spain was characterised by a
strict division of labour according to gender, with catholic
virtue, conservative politics and, above all, motherhood, at
the core of female identity. Motherhood in turn became a
symbol for Franco’s nation‐building enterprise: all that was
good about modern Spain was epitomised in the image of
the virtuous, obedient, self‐sacrificing mother. Men, for
their part, were expected to conform to a conservative
view of masculinity that placed them at the head of the
household and in complete control of public and economic
spheres. The Franco regime was also strongly pro‐natal,
encouraging women to have big families and distributing
prizes (often handed out by Franco himself) for those
mothers who raised large numbers of children.4
After Franco’s death in 1975, changes began to take place
that would alter the position of women in Spanish society.
Adultery and contraception were decriminalised in 1978,
and a new and more progressive divorce law came into
place in 1981. The decriminalisation of contraception in

1

UNICEF (2011) Children’s Well‐being in UK, Sweden and Spain: The Role
of Inequality and Materialism
2
Save the Children (2011) State of the World’s Mothers. London: Save
the Children.
3
Abad, A.M., Moreno Seco, M. (2004) Maternidad y evolución de la
identidada femenina en la España del siglo XX, in M. Santo Tomás Pérez

Social Issues Research Centre, 2012

et al. (eds.) La Historia de las Mujeres: una revisión históriográfica.
Valladolid: University of Valladolid.
4
Meil, G. (2006) The Evolution of family Policy in Spain, in L. Haas and S.
Wisensale, (Eds) Families and Social Policy. Haworth.
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particular had a profound impact on ideas of motherhood
in Spain. Alongside a rise in feminist thought, the
availability of contraception made motherhood an option
for Spanish women, rather than a ‘natural’ obligation. In
the late 1970s women also began to take a more active
role in Spain’s labour force.
These changes, however, were not unequivocal in Spanish
society. Moral and religious objections to contraception,
for example, were still present in the second half of the
twentieth century, and ideas about the gender division of
labour still afforded men much greater scope in the public
sphere. Women who did become engaged in the public
sphere of work were still expected to fulfil their duties in
the domestic sphere, thereby experiencing what is
sometimes known as the ‘triple shift’ of competing
demands from paid employment, domestic work and
emotional responsibilities for the family.5
In the 1990s and in the last decade an increasingly liberal
moral and social climate has caused the role of women in
Spanish society to expand even further. New family types,
changing perspectives on marriage and religion (that is, a
slight move towards secularisation), changing views of
family planning (the current percentage of women using
contraception in Spain is 62%),6 and new approaches to
careers and employment have altered what it means to be
a ‘mother’ in Spain. The Equality Act of 2007, instigated by
Rodríguez Zapatero, was one piece of legislation that
promised to create greater gender parity, and to address
the long‐standing issue of inflexible working hours in
Spain. Indeed, now it is arguable that the primary concern
for mothers is their ability to balance other commitments,
principally work, with the task of caring for their children.7
This is an issue that has been compounded by the recent
economic downturn (known simply in Spain as la crísis),
which threatens to make work‐life balance even more
difficult to manage for Spanish women.
In sum, while Spanish society has changed considerably
since the Franco era, and while women now experience a
greater degree of equality in most spheres with men,
women still face barriers in various areas of social and
economic life because they must find ways to balance
traditional ideals of womanhood and motherhood – still
the lynchpin of female identity for many women in Spain –
with other competing aspects of what it means to be a
Spanish woman in the 21st century.

5

Duncombe, J., and Marsten, D. (1995) ‘Women’s ‘triple shift’: paid
employment, domestic labour and ‘emotional work’, in Sociology Review,
4( 4).
6
Save the Children (2011) State of the World’s Mothers. London: Save
the Children.
7
UNICEF (2011) Children’s Well‐being in UK, Sweden and Spain: The Role
of Inequality and Materialism
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1.1.3 Demographics of motherhood
This is reflected in the demographics of motherhood in
contemporary Spain. Women in Spain start families later
than in most other countries within in the EU27, with only
mothers resident in Ireland and Italy having their first child
at a more advanced age. The average age of women at the
birth of their first child is 31.04 years. This is the oldest
average age of first birth ever to be recorded in Spain. The
current fertility rate of 1.41 children per woman is also the
country’s lowest figure for this measure. This is well below
the OECD average.
While the current rate of marriages in Spain (3.76/1000) is
also below the EU27 average, having children outside of
marriage is becoming increasingly common, with the
proportion of births to unmarried mothers increasing from
13.1% in 1997 to 30.2% in 2007.8Almost one third of
children are now born to unmarried mothers. The age of
mothers who are having children outside of marriage has
also increased markedly. While historically births outside
of marriage have largely been associated with adolescent
and unplanned fertility, this picture may no longer be
accurate. In 1980, for example, 24.3% of all births outside
marriage involved adolescent mothers, by 2007 this figure
had fallen to just 8.2%. In the same period, the proportion
of unmarried women giving birth over the age of 30 years
increased from 19.9% to 46.2%. Approximately 9% of all
families in Spain are lone‐parent families, the majority of
which are headed by single mothers. There is almost no
government provision for the specific needs of lone‐parent
families. Spain has also witnessed the largest proportional
increase in the rate of divorce in the last decade of any EU
country, from 0.9/1000 in 1998 to 2.8/1000 in 2007.
According to the most recent data from Eurostat, almost
one eighth of Spain’s population are people characterised
as ‘foreigners’.9 Indeed, Spain has high levels of in‐
migration particularly from North Africa, Northern Europe
(the UK and Germany in particular) and from Latin
America. This suggests that it is important to recognise the
diverse cultural constructions of ‘motherhood’ that exist
concurrently within Spanish society. While there is a
dominant ideal of motherhood that can be considered to
‘Spanish’ in its make‐up, there are also Spanish‐Moroccan
and Latin American ideals of motherhood that exist
alongside the mainstream view.

1.1.4 Defining ‘motherhood’ (la maternidad) in
the Spanish context
These demographic changes imply that contemporary
motherhood in Spain is in some ways quite different to the
traditional ideal of motherhood that existed during the
twentieth century. On average, women are no longer
marrying and having children at a young age; nor are they
only having children after marriage. Motherhood, it would
8
9

OECD Family Database www.oecd.org/els/social/family/database
Eurostat (2010) Eurostatbook. Eurostat.
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seem, is a stage that occurs slightly later in the lives of
Spanish women than it does elsewhere in continental
Europe (with the exception, perhaps, of Italy and Greece).
But does this necessarily suggest that women are
therefore experiencing greater levels or equality, spending
more time in work and are more committed to careers, or
that traditional values about motherhood and the role of
women are also changing?
To explore these questions it is worth considering how
motherhood is conceptualised in contemporary Spanish
society. Recent qualitative research on family life and child
wellbeing in the UK, Sweden and Spain provides an insight
into the lived experiences of Spanish mothers. Data
gathered by UNICEF suggests that children in Spain have a
high level of wellbeing compared to those in the UK and
other EU countries.10 Wellbeing was considered to be
derived from time spent with a happy, stable family,
having a large number of friends, and being occupied with
an array of enjoyable activities. While in the UK parents
felt constantly pressured to make enough time for their
children, in Sweden and Spain this time was an intrinsic
and inextricable element of family life. At the same time,
the research showed that in the UK parents had less
defined roles within the family, while in Spain and Sweden
(for slightly different reasons – in Sweden, mainly because
of work commitments for fathers; in Spain, partly because
of work and partly due to engrained ideas about gender
identity), the roles of mothers and fathers were very
distinct. For Spanish mothers, the inability to spend time
with one’s children was considered a primary marker of
disadvantage, rather than economic disadvantage as
highlighted in the UK context. The research suggested that
while Spanish fathers are frequently absent from the
home because of work commitments, mothers spend a
great deal of time in the domestic sphere interacting with
their children.
This notion of a gendered division of labour is also
supported by statistics about time spent on housework
between men and women. In the age range 30‐49, women
spend on average 24% of their time on housework,
compared with 8% for men of the same age.11
Support from one’s extended family also emerged as an
important part of motherhood. For Spanish mothers,
extended family members act as a support network that
makes the hard work of motherhood possible. High levels
of inter‐generational family contact are evidenced in the
available statistical data. Among EU countries, Spain ranks
in the top four for frequent contact between extended
family members. Of 50‐64 year‐olds, 83% had regular
contact with their children outside of the home; for those

aged 25‐34, 64% agreed that they saw their parents
regularly.12
Data also suggests that in Spain childhood is
conceptualised as a time of innocence, fun and ‘joy’ –
although these terms involved learning and success both
in education and extra‐curricular pursuits such as sport.13
From this research, then, the role of mothers in the
Spanish context appears to be to facilitate a happy and
enjoyable childhood through dedicating time to children at
the cost of other activities, such as work and socialising. A
traditional division of labour according to gender still
exists, with men primarily existing in the public sphere of
work, and mothers adopting traditional roles as providers
and carers for children. In the UNICEF data, the deep social
value placed on spending time with children by adopting
this traditional role was illustrated by the levels of anxiety
that working mothers expressed about not spending time
at home or with their children because of work
commitments.

1.1.5 Motherhood and Employment
These issues – motherhood as conceptualised in terms of
time spent with children, and of anxieties about balancing
this time with time at work – are reflected in the available
data about women and work in Spain.
On one hand, Spain boasts the highest proportion of
women in ministerial positions of any country in the world
(53%) and is ranked in the top five countries in terms of
women’s political empowerment by the World Economic
Forum. Arguably this is in part due to the legacy of political
and social change taking place in the shadow of the Franco
era, with public debate still focused squarely on the
ongoing need for progressive reform in Spanish society.
On the other hand, Spain is home to the largest proportion
of unemployed women in Europe. The rate of employment
for women in Spain is 52.3% compared with 64.7% for
men. While for women this represents a significant
increase since 1998, when the figure was just 35.8%, the
proportion of both men and women in the workforce
remains below the EU27 averages of 70.1% and 58.2%
respectively. In 2008, Spain was the only EU country to
have combined unemployment figures in double digits
(11.3%).
Spain, along with a number of southern European
countries (Malta, Greece, Italy and Cyprus) has one of the
highest gender employment gaps in the EU. The ratio of
estimated female‐to‐male earned income is 1:0.52. Recent
studies of gender discrimination in Spain suggest that in
addition to inequalities in pay, women experience
discrimination in terms of workload, in terms of the kinds
12

10

UNICEF (2011) Children’s Well‐being in UK, Sweden and Spain: The Role
of Inequality and Materialism.
Eurostat (2011) Youth in Europe.
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European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working
Conditions (2009) Second European Quality of Life Survey.
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/pubdocs/2009/02/en/2/EF0902EN.pd
f
13
UNICEF (2011) Op Cit..
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of work available to women and, importantly, in terms of
the inflexibility of working hours.14
Lower levels of employment for women in Spain might at
first seem surprising and do not fit the expected
relationship between employment and fertility, given that
women are also putting off marriage and motherhood
until later in life. One might assume that women are
delaying motherhood in order to pursue career success.
Instead, the above statistics suggest that in many cases
Spanish women are not choosing careers over
motherhood in their twenties and early thirties, but rather
spend this time in education15 or training, or struggle to
find the level of employment necessary to become
financially independent, move out of the parental home,
get married and/or support a family during these years. In
the absence of these necessary social and economic
conditions of independent adult life, motherhood is simply
much less feasible. Indeed, the average age of women
leaving the parental home in Spain is just over 28, and the
two most important factors affecting the decision not to
move out of the family home in Spain are a lack of funds
and the scarcity of affordable housing.16 Without the
appropriate employment, women cannot afford to
become mothers; and yet employment also acts as a
barrier to motherhood because of the constraints that
employment imposes on the ability (or perception) of
mothers to spend time caring for their children.
Holdsworth and Dale suggest that this is a pattern in
motherhood and women’s employment that has been
common in Spain for at least ten years.17
There is also evidence that when in employment, Spanish
women fear the potential impact on their career of
entering into motherhood. Current maternity leave in
Spain is 16 weeks with 100% of wages paid – a roughly
average amount in comparison with other developed
countries.18 It is not, then, a lack of maternity provision
that can be identified as the primary concern for women
anticipating motherhood. Instead, women’s concerns lie in
the potential limitations that motherhood may place on
their future employability. The findings of the Acción
Familiar Foundation’s Women and Equal Treatment.
Analysis of motherhood in the European Union 19 suggest
that Spain has a long‐standing history of implicit
14

Villar Notario, A. Goerlich Gisbert, J., de la Rica Goiricelaya, S., Denia
Cuesta, A., Domínguez Serrano, M., Gálvez Muñoz, L., Guilló Fuentes, D.
and Rodríguez Modroño, P. (2010) Mujeres y mercado laboral en España:
cuatro estudios sobre la disriminación laboral. Madrid: BBVA.
15
Women in Spain spend an average of 17 years in formal education.
Save the Children (2011) State of the World’s Mothers
16
Eurostat (2009) Youth in Europe: a Statistical portrait.
17
Holdsworth, C., Dale, A. (1996) ‘Working mothers in Great Britain and
Spain: A Preliminary Analysis, CCSR Occasional Paper, No. 14.
http://les1.man.ac.uk/ccsr
18
Paternity leave, on the other hand, is only13 days – perhaps another
indication of how the Spanish state interprets the role of the father in the
process of child‐rearing.
19
http://www.accionfamiliar.org/
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discrimination against working mothers. Working hours
are perceived to be long and inflexible and women report
a fear that pregnancy will lead to a termination of their
employment. Eighty‐five per cent of working mothers in
Spain reported in the same study that fear of
discrimination was a primary factor in their decision to
have no further children. Working hours in Spain are quite
rigid: only 11% of women report that they had any flexible
working arrangements. This evidently makes it difficult for
women who are also mothers to structure their working
lives in such a way that they are also able to have a family
life. In part this may also go some way towards explaining
the fact that 51% of working women in Spain are childless.
Other sources of research confirm this picture. Maria
Gutiérrez‐Domènech has explored employment transitions
after motherhood in Spain, and suggests that motherhood
can have drastic effects on women’s future employment:
some 40% of women who were employed one year before
having children leave employment after childbirth, and
most of these leave permanently.20 Of those who do
return to work, many experience downward occupational
mobility (working in jobs less advanced or at lower pay
scales than before childbirth) as a result of the time
commitments that they must make to their families. This
effect, sometimes known as the ‘employment penalty’
after motherhood, is exacerbated by the present adverse
economic conditions and by the lack of part‐time work in
Spain. Mothers with fewer educational qualifications are
particularly likely to find it difficult to return to work.21
Perhaps no wonder, then, that Spanish women are
anxious about the effect that motherhood may have on
employment prospects.
Aspects of this trend are also reflected in recent research
on work‐life balance in Spanish families.22 Sandra Dema
Moreno’s research on dual‐income couples in Spain
suggests that mothers are more likely to respond to
increasing demands on time by spending a greater amount
of time with children and at work, at the cost of personal
time. In this research, extended family emerges again as a
vital support network and an integral part of
contemporary motherhood. Men in dual‐income families,
on the other hand, achieve a better work‐life balance by
retaining autonomy while also maintaining the role of the
‘breadwinner’ in the family, even when incomes are very
similar between men and women. Here again research
points to the traditional gendered division of roles in
Spanish families, with mothers absorbing the additional
work required to balance paid employment with family
commitments.
20

Gutiérrez‐Domènech, M. (2005) Employment transitions after
Motherhood in Spain, Labour, 19(1):123‐148.
21
Gutiérrez‐Domènech, M. (2002) Employment Penalty After
Motherhood in Spain. Centre for Economic Performance.
22
Moreno, S. D. (2011) Tensions between Work, Family and Personal Life
in Spanish dual income couples, S Drobnic & A. Guillen Rodriguez (Eds.)
Work‐Life Balance in Europe: the role of Job Quality. Palgrave MacMillan.
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1.1.6 Childcare

1.1.7 Children at home for longer

These issues in turn feed into debates about the nature of
childcare in contemporary Spanish society. Spain is a
society which can be categorised as a ‘traditional care
model’ of childcare services in which the family itself
represents the main source of support. These types of
society are characterised by limited early childcare
services and low maternal participation in the labour
market.

Issues of childcare for the current generation of under‐5s
leads us to consider the state of affairs for older mothers
in Spain. Discussion about motherhood in policy and public
discourse centres around women who are at the beginning
of their lives as mothers. However, it is important to
recognise that trends in motherhood for younger women
also impact on an existing older generation of mothers
who come to play a role in caring not only for their own
children, but eventually for their grandchildren as well.
Often overlooked in discussions of motherhood in
contemporary Spain is the fact that the mothers of
twenty‐something men and women are now spending
longer caring for their children in the family home than
was the case in previous years. In Spain the average age
for women leaving the parental nest is 28, while for men
the figure is slightly higher, at 29.26 Mothers who gave
birth to their first children in the early 1980s are therefore
still involved in daily domestic tasks and emotional work
for the family that is not expected of mothers in the same
generation in countries such as the UK.

Spain’s historical lack of investment in childcare is
evidenced by the fact that in 2002 the EU average state
investment in family support policies was 2.2% of GDP,
while in Spain the figure was closer to 0.5% of GDP.23
However, according to the most recent available data
from the OECD, 37% of children aged 0‐2 in Spain are
enrolled in formal childcare.24 This suggests that Spain has
exceeded the European Barcelona target for appropriate
levels of formal childcare for this age range, which
currently stands at 33%. Changes in the structuring of the
childcare system in Spain from 2007 have led to this shift
and to improvements in the quality of childcare services. A
further 25% of childcare for this age range is provided
through informal channels, principal among which is the
extended family. Home‐based childminders – nannies or
the equivalent – make up only a small proportion of
informal childcare provision for this age range in Spain.
Approximately 20% of children aged 0‐2 spend between 1‐
29 hours in formal childcare, with a further 20% enrolled
in formal childcare for more than 30 hours per week. The
ratio of teachers to children in childcare facilities for
children aged 0‐3 is quite small ‐ for 2005‐2006 the ratio
was 1:10.
The rate of enrolment in formal childcare increases
considerably to 98% for children aged 3‐5, again in part
due to recent welfare reforms.25 Significant changes have
occurred for children aged three in particular, with the
percentage attending pre‐school increasing from 38% in
1991 to 96% in 2005 – although this reflects recent
changes to the Spanish education system, through which
universal voluntary pre‐school provision is now available
from the age of 3‐6. Although these recent trends
certainly give rise to informed optimism, childcare in Spain
is, however, expensive and this does in turn impact on
some of the demographic trends discussed above. Despite
a move towards greater state and private provision of
early childcare facilities, there is still an onus on the
extended family as a source of childcare provision –
particularly for children under the age of two.

23

WHO (2004) Highlights on Health in Spain.
European Commission (EGGE) (2009) The Provision of Childcare
Services: A comparison of 30 European Countries.
25
OECD www.oecd.org/social/family/database
24
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1.1.8 Values and popular representations
Two related issues dominate popular discourse about
motherhood in contemporary Spain: 1) the difficulties of
balancing work and motherhood – or rather, the
incorporation of paid employment as part of what it
means to be a modern Spanish mother; and 2) the fact
that mothers are having their first children later in life.27
Popular voices raise grave concerns about the difficulties
that women face in achieving equality with men in the
workplace. This has been an ongoing theme in Spanish
popular and intellectual discourse for some time,28 but in
contemporary Spain there is heightened public anxiety
and consternation about the fact that the current
economic downturn has effectively stalled any further
progress related to the position of mothers in the
workplace. On the one hand, there is a political discourse
that supports the idea of ongoing progressive reforms
aimed at greater equality and a more equitable role for
mothers in employment; on the other hand, the
government is enacting economic policies that in some
cases are slowing or even reversing the pace of change for
gender equality in the workplace.29 One example of this
effect is the plan to extent paternity leave to four weeks.
The proposal has been shelved as fathers struggle to hold

26

Holdsworth,, C. (2002) ‘Leaving Home in Spain: when, where and why?’
in Regional Studies, 36, 9, pp 989‐1004; see also Eurostat.
27
For an example, see El Pais
http://www.elpais.com/articulo/sociedad/ESPANA/7C/complicado/tiene
s/familia/tirar/elpepusoc/20100604elpepusoc_13/Tes
28
See, for example, Chinchilla, N. & Leon, C., (2005) La ambición
femenina: Como reconciliar trabajo y familia. Madrid: Punta De Lectura.
29
See, for example, ‘La crisis no concilia’, El Pais,
http://www.elpais.com/articulo/sociedad/crisis/concilia/elpepisoc/2011
0913elpepisoc_1/Tes
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on to employment in an increasingly precarious job
market.30
Lighter public commentary on television channels and
blogs dedicated to the lives of mothers decries the
pressures of becoming a Supermamá capable of
maintaining multiple professional, family, emotional and
social responsibilities, while also adhering to an ideal of
feminine body image and healthy living. In this sphere,
popular debate leans towards rejecting these ideals and
embracing the flaws and imperfections of modern
motherhood. Recognising that contemporary Spanish
mothers are human, and therefore fallible, they argue, is
much more productive than growing anxious about failing
to achieve an impossible ideal.31

1.1.9 Motherhood and sports
Sport is a profoundly important part of Spanish popular
culture, with football being by far the most popular sport
in the country. In 2007, 40% of Spanish people had
attended at least one live sporting event, with 6% having
attended more than twelve.32
As suggested earlier, recent research by UNICEF suggests
that Spanish mothers are concerned above all else with
spending time with their children, and with the provision
of suitable activities and opportunities for their children to
flourish, learn, and enjoy themselves. Among these
activities, sports emerged as one of the key means for
making childhood a ‘joyful’ time. Mothers agreed that
they would sacrifice personal time and time at work in
order to ferry children to different sporting events as part
of a busy calendar of extra‐curricular activities. Indeed,
some also recognised that this emphasis on providing a
‘joyful’, action‐packed lifestyle for their children became
quite stressful, as it was difficult manage both the logistics
of the activities and the expectations for success involved.
A focus on competition, as much in academic as in athletic
pursuits, meant that both parents and children
occasionally felt the strain of keeping up with the
successes of their contemporaries.33 Despite these
occasional pressures, however, sport was generally
regarded as being a key ingredient in children’s wellbeing.
At the same time, there is some evidence that youth
participation in formally‐organised sports is not as high in
Spain as in other EU27 countries. According to
Eurobarometer statistics for 2011, the proportion of young
people in Spain who have participated in a sports club is
27%, in comparison with the EU27 average of 34%.34 This
30

See also Gálvez, L. y Torres, J. (2011) Desiguales: hombres y mujeres en
la crisis financiera. Barcelona: ICARIA.
31
See, for example, Madres imperfectas, Canal Mujer
http://canalmujer.com/de/maternidad/
32
Eurostat (2009) Youth in Europe: A statistical portrait. Eurostat.
33
UNICEF (2011) Children’s Well‐being in UK, Sweden and Spain: The Role
of Inequality and Materialism.
34
Eurobarometer (2011) Youth on the Move: Flash Eurobarometer 319a 9
(Youth Participation).
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does not necessarily mean that young people are not
participating in sporting activities or leading healthy
lifestyles. According to recent WHO data, only 5% of
Spanish girls and 4% of boys aged 11 considered their
health to be fair or poor, compared with 21% and 23%
respectively in the United States. Moreover, 24% of girls
and 32% of boys aged 11 report at least one hour of
moderate to vigorous physical activity daily, compared
with the EU27 average of 22%/30%. This reduces to 14%
and 21% respectively at age 13, and then falls off to 12%
and 19% respectively at age 15, compared with the EU27
average of 12%/20%. Perceived levels of participation in
sports and exercise are generally above average in Spain
compared with other EU countries. The same WHO data,
however, also suggests that levels of obesity in Spain are
reasonably high for young people. Among 11 year‐olds,
18% of girls and 21% of boys report that they are obese
according to BMI. This reduces to 12% and 19%
respectively at age 13. By age 15 these figures reduce to
11% and 19% respectively.35

1.2 Spanish national survey
1.2.1 Introduction
During November 2011 a national survey of mothers was
conducted across all the major regions of Spain. The total
sample size across Spain was 1014. The raw data have
been analysed using StatSoft Statistica 9.0. The intention
of the survey was to gather a rich array of data related to
women’s experiences of motherhood, their perceptions of
family life, and their perspectives on their own
experiences of motherhood relative to those of women in
other generations. The findings are detailed below.

1.2.2 Current free time and ‘me time’
Among Spanish mothers responding to the survey, 53%
work full‐time. A further 19% work part‐time, meaning
that just over a quarter (28%) do not work. From the
outset, then, the majority of the participating Spanish
mothers face the challenge of finding pockets of free time,
or ‘me time’, when they are not working, doing unpaid
domestic chores or caring for their children. When these
tasks are completed, little free time remains: on average,
Spanish mothers have just 39 minutes of ‘me time’ per
day. Just 17% of mothers have 3‐4 hours to themselves
each week when they have no obligation to do something
for other people. Slightly under a quarter (23%) of Spanish
mothers have 1‐2 hours to themselves per week. Others
have even less time. Of the Spanish mothers in the survey,
12% have between 30‐59 minutes to themselves, while
10% have less than 30 minutes per day of ‘me’ time, as
shown in Figure 1. Only mothers in France and Portugal
record having less ‘me time’ than mothers in Spain.

35

WHO (2007) Health Behaviour in School‐Aged Children (HSBC) report
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On average, Spanish mothers have just 39 minutes
of ‘me time’ per day. Only mothers in France and
Portugal record having less ‘me time’ than
mothers in Spain.

Figure 3. Free time, average hours per week by number of
children
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Figure 1. Free time, hours per week
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The amount of ‘me time’ that Spanish mothers have is
related to age, employment status and to the number and
age of children. A considerable proportion (30%) of
mothers aged 18‐24, for instance, have 1‐2 hours of ‘me
time’, but many older mothers have less, as shown in
Figure 2. Among women aged 25‐34, a quarter (25%) have
between 1‐2 hours of ‘me time per week’, while 20% have
slightly more (3‐4hrs). It is only when mothers reach their
fifties that they start to gain significantly more ‘me time’:
27% of women aged 55+ recorded having 5‐6 hours of ‘me
time’ each week.
Figure 2. Free time, average hours per week by age
18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+
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Mothers who work part‐time do not gain
significant amounts of ‘me time’ as a result of
working less. In fact, the number of mothers
working part‐time who record having very little
‘me time’ each week is actually higher than the
proportion recorded for mothers working full‐
time.
It is perhaps more interesting still to note that mothers
working part‐time do not seem to gain significant amounts
of ‘me time’ as a result of working less. Among mothers
working full‐time, for instance, 18% record having 3‐4
hours of ‘me time’ per week, while the figure for mothers
working part‐time is only slightly higher at 20%. Among
those women who are particularly pressed for ‘me time’,
part‐time mothers actually fare less favourably: while 10%
of mothers working full‐time record having between 30‐59
minutes of ‘me time’ per week, the figure increases to 15%
for mothers working part‐time (see Figure 4).
Figure 4. Free time, average hours per week by employment
status
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This pattern would seem to fit with broader statistical data
on average age of first child for Spanish women and with
the subsequent levels of commitment that children of
different ages might require relative to mother’s age. It is
also logical that mothers with higher numbers of
dependent children find it more difficult to find ‘me time’
during the week. Among the few women participating in
the survey who had five children, for instance, 75% had
less than 30 minutes of ‘me time’ per day. In comparison,
for mothers with one child, 10% had less than 30 minutes
per day. It is interesting to note, however, that there is no
significant change in the amount of ‘me time’ between
mothers with one or two children (see Figure 3).
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1.2.3 Generational comparisons
The above figures suggest that time is a commodity in
short supply for most contemporary Spanish mothers,
with mothers working part‐time experiencing particular
disadvantage in terms of their access to ‘me time’. While
all seem to agree that ‘me time’ is scarce, Spanish mothers
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are somewhat more divided in their opinions about
whether or not they have more or less free time than
previous generations. Many think that their cluttered
schedules are still more favourable than those of their
mothers, as shown in Figure 5. Of the participants in the
survey, 17% agreed that they had much more free time
than did their mothers at the same life‐stage. A further
24% conceded that they had a little more free time. The
same proportion (24%), however, thought that they had
very much less free time than did their mothers.

Figure 6. Free time, generational comparison by age
18-24

25-34

35-44

25%

30%

45-54

55+

35%

40%

a lot more free time to
myself
a little more free time
the same amount of
free time
a little less free time
very much less free
time

Figure 5. Free time, generational comparison
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1.2.4 Perceptions of change
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Spanish participants in the survey also had some clear
ideas about other ways in which contemporary
motherhood is different to motherhood as experienced in
previous generations.
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Figure 7. mothers’ perception of change
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Less than half of Spanish mothers agree that they
have more free time than did their mothers when
at the same life‐stage. Working mothers are more
likely to agree that they have very much less free
time than their mothers. Younger and older
mothers alike see their own mother’s lives as less
time‐sensitive.
Examining the data more closely, we find that women
aged 25‐34, those with children aged 0‐3, and those in full‐
time employment are most likely to agree that they have
very much less time than did their mothers during the
same life‐stage. This is an interesting reflection on
intergenerational relations in Spain, as we may infer from
this that contemporary mothers are envious of the ‘me
time’ supposedly afforded to mothers in the late 1970s
and early 1980s, when Spain was beginning to experience
the significant social changes brought about by the end of
the Franco era. Ironically, one third (33%) of mothers in
the specific age range of 51‐55 years and 50% of women
aged 60+ (that is, women who are likely to be parents to
mothers now aged 25‐34) also agree that they have very
much less ‘me time’ than did their mothers at the same
life‐stage (see Figure 6).
For some older and younger women alike, then, there is a
sense that motherhood has become more time‐sensitive.
Most, however, think that they have more free time than
did their own mothers. Cross‐culturally, only Finland,
Switzerland and Austria register more positive responses
to this particular question.
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We can see from Figure 7 that almost half (48%) of
Spanish mothers agree that mothers are now more like
‘family managers’ rather than ‘traditional housewives’,
suggesting that they have a view of motherhood as a
slightly more complex undertaking in contemporary Spain
than it was a generation ago.. In keeping with this view, a
quarter (25%) agree that women also had to play the role
of ‘breadwinner’ in the family now more than in previous
generations. For some, the role of mothers as
‘breadwinner’ was a positive thing: 15% agree that women
with jobs have more fulfilling lives. A further 10%,
however, think that paid work detracts from the level of
care that a mother can give to her child. Mothers aged 16‐
20 (20%) were most likely to agree with this opinion.
Many Spanish mothers see themselves as ‘family
managers’ rather than ‘traditional housewives’.
They also believe that mothers today need the
independence to pursue their own interests.
Working life aside, a large proportion of Spanish mothers
(37%) think that mothers today feel that they need the
independence to pursue their own interests. This latter
figure is particularly noteworthy given the significant
11
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constraints on ‘me time’: while Spanish mothers want
more independence, they find it difficult to squeeze
independent time into their already busy schedules.
Across all age ranges, Spanish mothers disagree with the
notion that experiences of motherhood have not changed
over time. On the contrary, change is perhaps the
defining, shared characteristic of motherhood across all
the generations represented here.
Figure 8. Mothers’ perception of change, by age
18-24

25-34

Figure 9. Impact of the current economic climate on being a
‘good’ mother
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As can be seen in Fig 8, however, women aged 51‐55 are
the least likely to agree with the idea that contemporary
mothers are more like ‘family managers’ and less like
‘traditional housewives’ – again providing some insight
into how experiences of motherhood change
generationally. It would seem that women who
experienced early adulthood during the immediate post‐
Franco era are more likely to identify with a ‘traditional
housewife’ image of what it means to be a mother.
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Perhaps not surprisingly perceptions of being a ‘good’
mother in this context are also resource‐based, meaning
that mothers with larger families (with more mouths to
feed) and younger mothers (with typically lower
employment prospects) were most likely to agree that
economic conditions had adversely affected their
capacities as mothers, as shown in Figure 11.
Figure 10. Impact of the current economic climate on being a
‘good’ mother, by number of children
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Being a 'good' mother very much more
difficult
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1.2.5 Impact of economic downturn
Although ideas and experiences of motherhood may
change over time in this way, the ability to be a ‘good’
mother, however, is not something that seems to be
affected significantly by social, political or economic
change. In this respect Spanish mothers diverge from
other mothers in Southern European countries, who
register a slightly more significant impact of the economic
downturn on their ability to be a ‘good’ mother. Almost
half (48%) of the Spanish participants suggest that recent
economic conditions had made no impact at all. A further
29% agree that the current economic climate makes it a
little more difficult to be a ‘good’ mother, while less than
one fifth (19%) felt that the effects of la crisis económica
were hindering their abilities as mothers.
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Women in their late 40s and early 50s, with fewer, older
children, were similarly less likely to be concerned about
the impact of economic conditions on their abilities to be
‘good’ mothers, as shown in Figure 11..
Figure 11. Impact of the current economic climate on being a
‘good’ mother, by age
18-24
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Most Spanish mothers do not think that the
economic downturn has affected their ability to be
‘good’ mothers. Mothers with large families, and
younger mothers, however, are the most likely
groups to agree that ‘la crisis’ has affected their
ability to be ‘good’ mothers.
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The relationship between economic conditions and one’s
ability to be a ‘good mother’ was similarly not a concern to
most women in full‐time employment, or to women in
part‐time employment. This concern was even less
marked for mothers who do not work, as shown in Figure
12.
Figure 12. Impact of the current economic climate on being a
‘good’ mother, by employment status
Full-time

Part-time

None

Figure 14. The golden age of motherhood, by age
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Spanish mothers agree that the best decade for
being a mother was the 2000s, closely followed by
the 1990s and the 1980s.
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1.2.6 Ideal decades
With these issues of work, ‘me time’ and generational
difference in mind, the mothers participating in the survey
were asked to think about which decade presented the
best conditions for motherhood over the past eighty
years. Just under half of Spanish mothers (47%) agreed
that the 2000s was the best time to be a mother – the
‘golden age’ of motherhood, as shown in Figure 13. The
next most popular choice was the 1990s (20%), followed
by the 1980s (18%).

1.2.7 Labour saving devices and impact on
time‐use
In relation to labour‐saving devices and the impact of new
domestic products on time use, Spanish mothers are
generally of the opinion that things are much easier now
than they used to be. The majority (56%) agree that their
role as a mother has been made much easier by labour
saving devices and products that were not available in
previous generations, as shown in Figure 15.
Figure 15. Impact of labour‐saving devices/products on mothers
Much easier

Figure 13. The golden age of motherhood
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Given Spain’s political history and the conservative,
traditionalist stance of the Franco regime towards women
and the family, it is perhaps not surprising that only a
small proportion (15% across all remaining decades 1930‐
1970) thought fondly about motherhood before the death
of Franco. It is interesting that the only mothers who were
under 10 years‐old in the 1990s were the most likely (26%)
to pinpoint this as the best decade for mothers. Women
over 55, on the other hand, were most likely (18%) to
suggest that the 1970s were the best decade for Spanish
motherhood (see Figure 14).
Social Issues Research Centre, 2012

The majority (56%) of Spanish mothers agree that
labour‐saving devices and domestic products have
made their lives much easier in comparison with
the previous generation.
A further 32% agree that their lives are made a little easier
by these products, while only 7% are of the opinion that
life is actually harder now than it was a generation ago.
Overall we can relate these figures to the significant
changes that took place in Spanish society during the late
1970s, not least in terms of the opening up of the Spanish
economy to a host of new domestic consumer products.
Before this decade it was much less likely to see a wide
variety of labour‐saving devices, or diverse cleaning
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products, in Spanish homes, quite simply because these
were not widely available in the Spanish economy at the
time. The consumer shift towards convenience has
therefore been much more marked over the last two
generations in the Spanish context than has been the case
in other European countries, such as Sweden or Norway,
for example.

their partner or friends. While this figure represents a
small proportion of Spanish mothers overall, Spanish
women are more likely than mothers in most other
countries to use their ‘saved’ time in this way. Only 8% of
Spanish mothers use time gained from using labour‐saving
devices to do more paid work.

Perhaps as a result of greater experience, mothers with
youngest children now in their teenage years were the
most likely to agree that their lives are much easier
because of labour saving devices (68%), as shown in Figure
16.

When looking at the age of mothers relative to how this
time is used, we can see from Figure 18 that women aged
18‐24 are most likely (21%) to spend extra time with
friends or with their partner, while older mothers (45+)
are more likely to allocate more ‘me time’. Of mothers
aged 45‐54, 34% spend this extra time on themselves.

Figure 16. Impact of labour‐saving devices/products on
mothers, by age

Figure 18. Use of time saved by labour‐saving devices/products,
by age
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It is also interesting to note that women who do not work
are slightly more likely (62%) to agree that their lives are
much easier as a result of labour saving devices than
mothers in part‐time employment (50%) or full‐time
employment (55%).
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Spanish mothers use the ‘extra’ time saved by
using labour‐saving devices to spend more time
with their children. Their second priority is
spending more time with partners or friends.

When it comes to using the extra time gained from labour‐
saving devices and products, from the data it is clear that
Spanish mothers prioritise their children over ‘me time’.
Half (50%) of the Spanish mothers in the survey agree that
this ‘saved’ time allows them to spend more quality time
with their children, as shown in Figure 17.

Spanish mothers in the survey indicated that they spend a
considerable amount of ‘active’ time with their children on
a day‐to‐day basis, as shown in Figure 19 (active time
comprises activities such as reading, writing, playing,
washing, dressing, etc.).

Figure 17. Use of time saved by labour‐saving devices/products

Figure 19. Active time with children
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A smaller proportion (20%) agree that labour‐saving
devices give them more time to spend on themselves,
while fewer still (14%) use this ‘saved’ time to see more of
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On average, Spanish women spend 4.7 hours of ‘active’
time per day with their children – significantly higher than
the European average of 4.1 hours. Only mothers in
Austria, Italy and Greece claim to spend more ‘active’ time
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with their children. Just over one third of Spanish mothers
(36%) spend 3‐4 hours of active time with their children
each day, while a further 20% manage a little more time
(5‐6 hours). A much smaller proportion of mothers (9%)
spend between 7‐8 hours of active time with their children
each day.

Figure 21. Person who helps the most with childcare/domestic
tasks
Husband/Partner

On average, Spanish women spend 4.7 hours of
‘active’ time per day with their children – a little
higher than the European average of 4.1 hours.
Only mothers in Greece, Austria and Italy claim to
spend more ‘active’ time with their children.

Mother
Father
None of these
Mother-in-law
Other family members

The proportion of ‘active’ time spent with children does
not seem to vary significantly with the number of
dependent children that a mother has: on the contrary,
the percentage of mothers spending 1‐2 hours and 3‐4
hours of active time with their children per day is almost
uniform for mothers with between one and four children,.
The amount of ‘active’ time spent with children does alter,
however, with the age of youngest child, as shown in
Figure 20.
Figure 20 Active time with children by age of youngest child.
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Husbands are the main source of help to the
Spanish mother with childcare, followed by the
maternal grandmother.
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It is also interesting to note that Spanish fathers are more
involved in childcare when the youngest child is aged 0‐3:
among mothers with a youngest child in this age range,
82% agree that the father is the main source of help with
childcare (followed by the maternal grandmother), as
shown in Figure 22.
Figure 22. Person who helps the most with childcare/domestic
tasks by age of youngest child
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While mothers whose youngest child is aged 3 or under
spend 5.6 hours per day of active time with their
child/children, those whose youngest child is aged
between 14 and 15 spend only 2.8 hours.

1.2.9 Help in the home
1.2.9.1 Childcare
In line with data across Europe, among the Spanish
mothers in the survey it is the husband who helps the
most (74%) with childcare, as shown in Figure 21. Just over
one quarter of Spanish mothers (28%) say that their own
mother (the maternal grandmother) takes the prominent
role in helping with childcare rather than the father. For a
much smaller proportion of mothers (8%) it is a maternal
grandfather. These figures are consistent with other
Southern European countries, notably Portugal and Italy,
where extended family networks remain an important
aspect of childcare provision and the maternal
grandmother is the central figure in this network.
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1.2.9.2 Domestic work
While fathers appear to be the ones who offer the most
help to Spanish mothers in terms of childcare, it is worth
exploring how this help can be quantified in terms of time.
For a small and rather unfortunate percentage of Spanish
mothers (5%), their husbands/partners provide no help at
all with domestic work and childcare, as shown in Figure
23. Just over a quarter of mothers (26%) said that their
husbands/partners were engaged in domestic work for
between 3 to 5 hours per week, and a further 17% of
husbands put in 1 to 2 hours a week. The proportion
engaged in domestic work for 6 to 8 hours per week was
less still at 14%, while 9% of husbands worked on
domestic chores for more than 14 hours per week.
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Figure 23. Time spent by husband/partner on
childminding/domestic chores

changes in the role of the father is a result of more flexible
working hours – a figure that is in keeping with the
notoriously inflexible work schedules for men (and
women) in Spain.

No help at all
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Women aged 35‐44 are the most likely to agree that the
position of fathers in the family has changed as a result of
shifting patterns of employment for mothers, as shown in
Figure 25.
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Figure 25. Perceptions of the changing role of the father in the
family by age
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1.2.10 Role of the father
The levels of husband’s/partner’s involvement in domestic
tasks in the present correlate with mothers’ perceptions of
how the role of fathers in the Spanish family has changed
in recent years. The majority (52%) of Spanish mothers
agree that fathers are now very much more directly
involved in the family than was the case in previous
generations, as shown in Figure 24. A considerable
number of mothers agree, however, that this change has
only been slight: 37% suggest that fathers are now only a
little more involved in the family than in the past.
Figure 24. Perceptions of the changing role of the father in the
family
Fathers are now very much more
directly involved
Fathers are now a little more directly
involved
The role of the father is just the same
as it was in previous generations

Fathers are now less directly involved
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Spanish men are now more involved in the care of
their children than in previous generations – a
shift due mainly to changing gender roles in
Spanish society.
Just under half of Spanish mothers (45%) agree that this
shift is mostly due to a fundamental change in gender
roles within Spanish society. A slightly smaller proportion
(32%) are more circumspect, suggesting that only a small
change in gender roles has taken place. Almost one fifth of
Spanish mothers (16%) argue, however, that this change in
roles is actually due to a shift in the responsibilities of
women, with men having to engage more now in domestic
tasks as a result of women taking on the position of
breadwinner in the family. Only 6% of mothers agree that
Social Issues Research Centre, 2012

Fathers are now a little more directly involved

The role of the father is just the same as it
was in previous generations
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In contrast, it is mothers aged 55 plus who are most likely
to agree that Spain has seen a fundamental shift in gender
roles within society. Each of these statistics reveals
something of the changing nature of motherhood in Spain:
for mothers born in or before the early 1960s, the
perceived shift in gender roles is significant because they
have lived through the extensive social and political
change brought about by the end of the Franco regime.
Those born in the 1970s, in contrast, may have been more
likely to experience increased participation in the
workforce, with female participation increasing generally
during this period. Changing gender roles in the family
may not have seemed quite as marked for this generation
because they were growing up during a time when gender
equality was already an issue of established, serious
political debate, if not a social reality. In both cases,
however, change is the determining characteristic of these
experiences.

1.2.11 Maternal Guilt
Spanish Mothers who work part‐time register the
strongest feelings of guilt about work‐life balance,
despite spending more time at home than
mothers working full‐time.
Despite the above changes in gender roles, and in spite of
the ‘me time’ and ‘saved’ time that mothers transfer into
time spent taking care of their families, there are still
some Spanish mothers who feel that they could do more.
While 17% of Spanish mothers agree that they feel ‘no
guilt at all’ about their work‐life balance and the amount
16
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of time that they spend with their children, the majority
feel some level of guilt about these issues, as shown in
Figure 26. On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 representing ‘no
guilt at all’ and 10 representing ‘extremely guilty’, Spanish
mothers register an average score of 4.3, placing Spain
roughly in the middle among the European countries
surveyed.

Figure 28. Maternal isolation
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Figure 26. Levels of guilt
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This matches recent official statistics and qualitative
research also indicating levels of anxiety among Spanish
mothers about work‐life balance. Perhaps not surprisingly,
levels of guilt are highest among mothers who work full‐
time, as shown in Figure 27. Only 13% of working mothers
register no guilt at all about the amount of time that they
have to spend with their families, while 17% score
themselves 5 and 16% score at 6 on the scale.
Figure 27. Levels of maternal guilt about work‐life balance by
employment status
Full-time

Part-time

None

1 No guilt at all

A closer look at the statistics reveals that mothers aged
18‐24 are particularly likely to feel isolated, with 23%
scoring a 7 on the isolation scale. It is possible to make
sense of this statistic by looking at where mothers
normally go for support, and by considering the average
age at first birth in Spain. As discussed below, 20% of
Spanish mothers rely on friends who are also mothers for
support. It may well be that mothers aged 18‐24 feel more
isolated quite simply because there are fewer women in
their age cohort who are likely to be mothers, and
therefore they have fewer friends to turn to for help.
Figure 29. maternal isolation by age
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Spanish mothers aged 18‐24, mothers with several
children, and mothers who work part‐time are
most likely to register high levels of isolation
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1.2.12 Maternal isolation
These feelings of guilt about balancing work commitments
with family life are compounded for some Spanish
mothers by the fact that they feel isolated and lacking in
support. On scale of 1 to 10, with 1 representing ‘not
isolated at all’ and 10 representing ‘extremely isolated’,
Spanish mothers registered an average score of 4.8 –
slightly higher than the European average of 4.6 (see
Figure 28).

Social Issues Research Centre, 2012

It is also possible to see a clear relationship between levels
of isolation and number of children. Mothers register
increasingly high levels of isolation depending on the
number of children that they have, as shown in Figure 31.
Among mothers with four children, 18% scored a 7 on the
isolation scale, compared with only 9% of mothers with
one child.
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Figure 30. Maternal isolation by number of children

than one tenth (8%) go to other family members for
support and advice. In contrast, 20% of mothers will go to
friends who are also mothers for support and advice. It
would seem, then, that friends are more important than
extended family (with the obvious exception of one’s
mother) in terms of support for contemporary mothers.
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Figure 32. Sources of advice on motherhood
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It is perhaps more interesting still to note that, once again,
it is mothers working part‐time who seem to fair the worst
against this measure. While an equal percentage of
mothers working full‐time and mothers who do not work
score a 7 on the isolation scale (13%), the proportion of
mothers working part‐time is higher for this score (17%).
Mothers working part‐time also score higher at 5 and 6 on
the scale in comparison with mothers working full‐time
and mothers who do not work, as shown in Figure 31.
Figure 31. Maternal isolation by employment status
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The majority of Spanish mothers rely on their own
mothers for support and advice, followed by their
husbands/partners. In contrast, Spanish mothers
are twice as likely to seek advice from a magazine
as they are to seek advice from their own fathers.

3

The most frequent and easy way for Spanish mothers to
tap into this support network is through phone calls and
texting, as shown in Figure 33 – another factor that might
help explain how mothers feel at once isolated (physically)
but also in touch with others.
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Figure 33. Communicating with networks
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1.2.13 Support and advice
The above statistics seem incongruous with the more
readily accepted image of Southern European family life
characterised by extended family support networks. A
slightly more restricted view of the available support for
mothers is also reflected in other data from the survey.
Most Spanish mothers (54%), for example, recognise that
their own mother is a primary source of advice, as shown
in Figure 32, with younger mothers (77% of 18‐24 year‐
olds) most likely to seek support from their mothers. It is
perhaps understandable that Spanish mothers
occasionally feel isolated if they draw so much support
from one person: if one’s own mother is unavailable, few
other avenues of support may present themselves.
The next most likely option is one’s husband or spouse
(21%). Only 6% of Spanish mothers rely on a mother‐in‐
law for support, while fewer still (3%) seek advice for their
father. Indeed, Spanish mothers would rather seek advice
from a magazine rather than from their own father. Less
Social Issues Research Centre, 2012
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While this is the most popular medium of contact for more
than a quarter of Spanish mothers (28%), some also make
use of the internet for support and advice (13% of survey
participants agreed that they use mother‐specific online
social networking sights as part of their support network).
A further 20% agree that they meet up with friends, either
for pre‐arranged meetings or on an ad‐hoc basis. Only 2%
of Spanish mothers claim that they attend pre‐organised
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group meetings with other mothers a schools, churches or
other public venues.

Figure 35. Factors most likely to improve quality of life by
employment status
Full-time

Contrary to stereotypes of family life in Southern
Europe, few Spanish mothers seek support from
extended family networks. One fifth of Spanish
mothers (20%) rely on friends who are also
mothers for support and advice.
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1.2.13.1 Improving the quality of life
When asked about factors that might improve their quality
of life, Spanish mothers highlighted a number of key
issues. For Almost half of mothers (45%), more flexible
working hours were considered the most effective means
to improve quality of life., as shown in Figure 34.
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Almost half (45%) of Spanish mothers believe that
their quality of life would be improved with more
flexible working hours. Almost a quarter (24%)
want better state childcare provision.

Figure 34. Factors most likely to improve quality of life
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In keeping with the trend across Europe, the
overwhelming majority of Spanish mothers consider
sports participation to be either absolutely essential (53%)
or very important (35%) for their children. Only 2%
considered sports participation to be unimportant
compared with other activities, as shown in Figure 36.
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This resonates with broader research into the wage
penalty, the cost of childcare and other challenges that
mothers often face in Spain when attempting to return to
work in Spain. In the absence of a more flexible approach
to working hours, and with state childcare provision
lacking in the early years, women often find it difficult to
justify returning to work. The above data would seem to
suggest that mothers see the inflexibility of working hours
as a particularly difficult challenge to overcome in this
respect. Keeping this in mind, just under one quarter of
Spanish mothers (24%) feel that more comprehensive
support from the state will improve their quality of life. A
further 13% would like more help in the home,
highlighting some of the issues to do with the persistent
gender unequal division of labour within Spanish
households.
Not surprisingly, this was an issue of particular concern for
working mothers: 51% of mothers working full‐time and
37% of mothers working part‐time placed this above all
other factors influencing their quality of life, as shown
Figure 35.
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Figure 36. Encouraging children’s participation in sport/physical
activity
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The overwhelming majority of Spanish mothers
believe that sports participation is very important
for their children. Among the very few who do
not, an emphasis is placed instead on academic
success.
Most Spanish mothers, however, also believe that they do
not have enough time or the appropriate resources to fully
support their children. Almost half (43%) identify with the
statement ‘I wish I had a lot more time to enable my child
to engage in sports activities’, while a further 32% wish
they had ‘a little more time’. Just under a quarter (23%)
are confident that they have enough time to fully support
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their children in terms of sports participation, as shown in
Figure 37.
Figure 37. Time constraints on encouraging sports participation

Figure 39. Reasons for not supporting sports participation
encourage success in academic
subjects
more encouragement if there were
better sports facilities available
too much emphasis on winning in
children's sports

a lot more time

too expensive
a little more time

take up too much of my time
take up too much of my
child's/children's time

enough time

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

As in the figures above relating to time use, there is little
difference here between mothers who work full‐time and
those who work part‐time, as shown in Figure 38. Among
full‐time working mums, 34% wish they had ‘a little more
time’ for sports; for part‐time working mums the figures is
exactly the same. As may be expected, a higher
percentage (40%) of mothers who do not work felt
satisfied with the amount of time that they dedicate to the
participation of their children in sports activities.
Most Spanish mothers would like to dedicate
more time to enabling their children to participate
in sports activities. Part‐time mothers in particular
feel that they do not have enough time to support
sports participation.
Figure 38. Time constraints on encouraging sports participation
by employment status
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For the very few mothers who did not consider sports
participation to be important, a large proportion (36%)
were concerned instead with the academic success of
their children, as shown in Figure 39. A smaller proportion
(24%) consider children’s sports activities to be too
competitive, while a smaller number still (16%) think that
sports activities take up too much time.

Social Issues Research Centre, 2012
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