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Parent education surfaced as a political question in Sweden in the 1960s and support for
parents has since remained on the political agenda. Despite different views on the ideal
relationship between the welfare state, the family and children, support for parents has
been advocated by parties from all over the political spectrum. By tracing the political
debate, this article addresses the question of how the notion of support for parents
was adapted to different political ideas, ideologies and ways of defining the relationship
between state, family and children from the 1960s until the 2000s in Sweden. We analyse
the arguments that different political parties offered and the varying meanings attributed to
terms like ‘parent education’ (föräldrautbildning) and ‘parenting support’ (föräldrastöd)
during three different phases in the transformation of the Swedish welfare state: the final
period of its expansion in the 1960s and 1970s; the economic crisis and retrenchments
of welfare services in the 1990s; and the era of individual responsibility in the 2000s.
Support for parents has been actualised as a solution to different social and political
problems and the notions of parent education and parenting support have proven the
capacity to accommodate different political ideas, ideologies and visions.

Keywords: Parenting support, parent education, family policy, welfare politics, Sweden.

I n t roduct ion

The hitherto largest investment in support for parents1 in Sweden occurred under the
governance of the Centre-Liberal-Conservative alliance (the Moderate Party, the Centre
Party, the Liberal People’s Party and the Christian Democrats) during the period 2006 to
2014. During this period family policy was heavily influenced by the Christian Democrats
whose party leader held the position of Minister of Health and Social Affairs. As the
Centre and Liberal parties had done since the 1960s in relation to the question of support
for parents, the Christian Democrats emphasised the family as an important unit for
social policy investments and stressed the necessity of supporting parental responsibility.
The Centre-Liberal-Conservative government declared in 2007 that family policy should
enable families to lead their lives according to their own desires and needs and should
not be forced into ‘politically dictated templates’ (Lundqvist, 2011: 121). An emphasis
on the rights of parents to make choices for their children in various areas came with
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this declaration (Lind, 2012). With the family policy of New Labour in the UK as a
model, the Christian Democrats criticised the Swedish welfare state’s welfare policies
for not being sufficiently family oriented, but focusing on the individual (e.g. Motion
2002/03:So453). Parent education and parenting support whose purpose was changing
parental behaviour could have been interpreted as infringing on parental rights and as
an invasion of the privacy of the family. Investments in support for parents, however,
were portrayed by the Centre-Liberal-Conservative government as provisions that served
to empower parents (Socialdepartementet, 2009) and as investments in the family unit
(e.g. Motion 2004/05:So395).

Such a view of the family differs considerably from the welfare model associated
with the Social Democratic Party (Socialdemokraterna) which was distinguished by an
emphasis on universalism and egalitarianism (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 1999). ‘Real’
individual choice is possible, according to this line of thinking, only if equality has
been achieved with the aid of public welfare provisions that free individuals from
dependence on their families (Millares, 2015). Rather than the family, it is the individual
family members, men, women and children, who are the centre of attention of policies,
which has led Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) to refer to this welfare model as state
individualism. A provision such as support for parents that builds on acceptance of the
child’s dependence on its family could be argued to contradict the view of the state as
an ally of the individual family member.

Parent education surfaced as a political question in Sweden in the 1960s and support
for parents has since remained on the political agenda (cf. Gleichmann, 2004; Lundqvist,
2015; Littmarck, 2017). Despite the fundamentally different views on the ideal relationship
between the state, the family, parents and children, support for parents is a policy area that
has been advocated by parties over the entire political spectrum from left to conservative.
How was this possible? The aim of this article is to address the question of how the notion
of support for parents was adapted to different political ideas, ideologies and ways of defin-
ing the relationship between state, family and children from the 1960s until the 2000s.

We are doing so by analysing the arguments that different political parties offered in
favour of support for parents and the varying content they attributed to terms like ‘parent
education’ (föräldrautbildning) and ‘parenting support’ (föräldrastöd). By analysing the
argumentation, we show how it is possible to understand the fact that support for parents
was advocated by parties over the political spectrum – despite the different views on
the relationships between the state, family and children. The analysis of the inquiries
and the debates identifies the definitions that political agents attributed to support for
parents, the problems that parent education and parenting support were argued to remedy,
and the political goals that these provisions were supposed to achieve. The analysis
focuses on differences regarding how different political parties represented problems and
goals. The different and shifting representations of problems and goals are also discussed
in relation to changes in political power and general transformations of the welfare state.
The analysis displays different lines of argumentation that changed over time and differed
between parliamentary parties and agents. As we will show, the arguments through
which the support of the different political parties for parent education was expressed
varied substantially, as did the political goals that underwrote different conceptions of the
relationship between children, parents and the state.

Three different phases in the transformation of the Swedish welfare state help structure
the analyses and allow us to discern both consensus and underlying conflicts between
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different parties in Sweden: the final period of expansion of the welfare state in the
1960s and 1970s; the economic crisis and retrenchment of welfare services in the
1990s; and the era of emphasis on individual responsibility in social and family policy in
the 2000s.

From an ongoing expansion of welfare services and centralised governance in the
1960s, there was a shift to cuts in public expenditure, retrenchment of welfare services
and decentralisation of power due to economic setbacks in the 1990s (e.g. Lundqvist,
2011). The difficulty of suggesting further development of and investments in welfare
provisions turned the tables for political debate on the family. The analysis will show how
the different political parties advocated support for parents in a political climate marked
by economic crisis and transformations of welfare policies.

The source materials include printed reports resulting from government commissions
on parent education and parenting support and the parliamentary debates between
1964 and 2009.2 Government inquiries have traditionally had a large impact on the
political process and government policies. One factor is that the inquiries enabled
political negotiation and creation of bipartisan political consensus, often by mobilising
current research and expert knowledge (Lundqvist, 2007). The source material from the
parliamentary debates primarily consists of bills originating in the parliament, as well as
government memoranda and bills. These materials allow an analysis of the potentially
different viewpoints of the political parties and agents, and demonstrate different political
notions of the relationships between state, family and children. This article focuses on
the political argumentation, and it is based on the assumption that institutional politics is
mainly text and talk (van Dijk, 1997; Chilton and Schäffner, 2002). In order to understand
how political agreements (or disagreements) and choices are made and thus, how different
political systems evolve, it is important to analyse the political text and talk and the
argumentation – that is, how political agents argue for particular policies, strategies
and choices. To understand a political system, we need to understand not only the
political outcomes, e.g. laws, reforms or implementations, but also the ideas and notions
behind it (Åmark, 2005). In the following sections, we analyse and discuss the political
argumentation within the question of support for parents in chronological order, from the
1960s until the late 2000s.

Paren t educat ion – a complement to the s ta te -ch i ld a l l i ance

The first proposals to parliament for the introduction of a parent education program came
from the Centre Party (Centerpartiet) and the Liberal People’s Party (Folkpartiet) in the
mid-1960s. They subscribed to the idea of the state’s responsibility for children’s welfare,
but depicted a situation in which the welfare state was not yet sufficiently developed to
shoulder this responsibility. For instance, public child care was not yet available for all
families (Tallberg Broman, 1995), and one of the problems that was raised in the arguments
for parent education was the alleged fact that children were left without proper supervision
while their parents were at work (e.g. Motion AK 1968:705; Motion 1972:1105). Another
problem description that was used as an argument in support of parent education was
the practice of corporal punishment and the psychological maltreatment to which some
children were claimed to be subjected. According to this argument, a more stringent ban
on corporal punishment was needed than that which was achieved through the revision
of the Parental Code in 1966 (Motion FK 1969:492).
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In both cases the centre and liberal proponents of parent education argued that
the state could not be relied on for the protection of children against their parents’
uninformed judgements. If parents understood the consequences for their children’s health
and development, the proponents argued, they would see to it that their child was properly
tended, despite the lack of public child care (Motion 1972:1105). It was argued that, if
parents were given a basic understanding of child psychology, they would not subject
children to abuse (e.g. Motion FK 1969:492; Motion FK 1970:188). Hence, the Centre
Party and the Liberal Party proposed that, in lieu of state responsibility, the protection of
children from parental abuse and maltreatment had to be achieved through changes in
parenting practices. Thus, the suggestion implied a strategy based on the protection of
children through parents.

Jo in t amb i t ions to imp lement paren t educat ion but d i f fe ren t po l i t i ca l goa ls

The Social Democrats did not openly disagree with this conclusion, but they did not
explicitly support the idea of parent education either. A plausible interpretation for their
lack of commitment to any of the alternatives is that the proposals for parent education at
this point did not constitute obstacles to further investments in welfare provisions directed
to the child, such as child care. A few years into the 1970s the Social Democratic welfare
model was more firmly established. Almost immediately, however, it was subjected to
critique. It was costly – and, despite the substantial rise in the general standard of
living and increase in welfare provisions for children, children’s living conditions and
their situation within the family were claimed by MPs of all political parties not to
have improved accordingly. Despite better living standards for the family there was
a general agreement that problems related to children’s living conditions had not yet
been solved by the welfare state. All parliamentary parties now became engaged in
the debate about parent education with the aim of putting their perspectives into its
formation (e.g. Motion 1973:2048; Motion 1974:442; Motion 1975/76:1272). In 1973
the Social Democratic government appointed a bipartisan parliamentary inquiry, and in
1979 a decision was reached that paved the way for the implementation of general parent
education (Proposition 1978/79:168; Socialutskottet 1978/79:45; Skrivelse 1978/79:385).
However, the Centre Party, the Liberal People’s Party, the Social Democrats, the Left Party
(Vänsterpartiet Kommunisterna), and, later, the public inquiry that was appointed by the
Social Democratic government (Barnomsorgsgruppen), all had different approaches to
the implementation of parent education.

According to the public inquiry and the Centre MPs, the problem was that the
education system, despite the reforms of the previous decade, was unable to ‘compensate
for early incurred educational and social disabilities and to prevent the emergence of new
class differences in society’ (Motion 1973:2041:1). According to this line of argument, the
reason was that children were formed by the social environments of their families in the
early years of their lives (e.g. Motion 1973:1309; Motion 1973:2041; SOU 1978:5). Once
they started school, or even preschool, their development and life chances were already
influenced by their parents’ ability to stimulate their children’s intellectual, social and
emotional development. Consequently, the only way for the state to influence children’s
development in the early years of childhood, and thereby their future life chances, was by
influencing the parents. Through parent education, parents should be equipped for their
responsibility for their child’s welfare, a development within the family unit.
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The political parties did, however, have different approaches to the development
of the welfare state’s capacities. Whereas the Centre Party argued that the educational
system alone could not level the inequality in children’s life chances, the Left Party and
the inquiry appointed by the Social Democrats claimed instead that the problem was that
the welfare system and communal responsibility for children were not yet sufficiently
developed (e.g. Motion 1977/78:1111; SOU 1980:27). MPs of the Left Party and the
public inquiry agreed that children’s living conditions had not (yet) developed in the right
direction, but claimed that the problem was the social isolation of the nuclear family
and the lack of collective responsibility for children. Furthermore, their isolation made
parents vulnerable to influence from the commercial market and its images of parenthood
and family life (Motion 1977/78:1111; SOU 1978:5; SOU 1980:27). Parent education, its
proponents on the far left argued, could offer a realistic image of parenthood and counter
the glorified and commercial image of nuclear family life (e.g. Motion 1977/78:1111).
Furthermore, parent education should also prepare parents for the task of actively trying
to change society. In the left’s vision of the welfare state (including the Social Democrats)
parent education was assigned the role of changing not merely the manner in which
children were parented, but also how the parents viewed parenthood and the role of
children and the family in society at large (Motion 1976/77:1108; Motion 1978/79:2482;
SOU 1980:27; cf. Gleichmann, 2004). Parents were also found to be sceptical of the
idea of being educated (SOU 1980:27). The public inquiry argued that parent education
should not primarily educate parents in a traditional sense but ‘encourage parents to
work together for social change, so that we can achieve a society that, to a higher degree,
is planned to accommodate the needs of children’ (SOU 1978:5:11; SOU 1980:27:46).
In order to achieve this, the inquiry argued, parents had to be encouraged to become
more involved with their children’s school and to exercise their democratic rights by
trying to influence decisions at the local level (SOU 1978:5; SOU 1980:27). In this
manner the inquiry as well as the political left argued for a communal responsibility
for children’s living conditions shared by parents, the public and the welfare state
institutions.

The arguments for parent education thus originated from a joint critique of the welfare
state and the provisions for families and children that were put in place in order to achieve
improvements in children’s living conditions and social equality. All parties agreed on
the idea of parent education, although the Centre and Liberal politicians argued for
enabling parent responsibility within the family, and the political left wanted to increase
communal responsibility for children among the family, the public and the state. Hence,
the Left did not necessarily view parent education as a means to strengthen the role of the
family. Furthermore, by now many of the welfare reforms that were the goal of the Social
Democrats (e.g. a universal child benefit program, public child care, paid parental leave,
and a comprehensive educational system) had been achieved.

Paren t ing suppor t – compensa t ing the we l fa re s ta te cr i s i s and s t rengthen ing
the capac i t i es o f paren ts

The economic crisis in the 1990s contributed to a new context for the debate about
parent education. High unemployment rates affected families, particularly those who
were already socially vulnerable (Bergmark and Palme, 2003). The Social Democratic
government was followed in 1991 by a coalition led by the conservative Moderate Party
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(Moderata samlingspartiet) and supported by the Centre Party, the Liberal People’s Party
and the Christian Democrats (Kristdemokraterna), which, in turn, in 1994 again lost power
to the Social Democrats. Decisions about cutbacks in public funding for education, child
care and child allowances, and the reduction of the role of the central government
were made by both governments. The cutbacks coincided with a shift to a neoliberal
rhetoric. It was used to provide ideological legitimacy for the cutbacks by emphasising
freedom of choice and the introduction of private, market-based alternatives (Lundqvist,
2011).

In the mid-1990s the Social Democratic government initiated a new public inquiry
about parent education after initiatives from all political parties, but especially from
the Centre Party and the Christian Democrats. In 1997 the inquiry, which was led by
a Social Democrat, concluded that the economic crisis and retrenchments of welfare
services had caused the re-emergence of social inequality and decreased child well-
being within the family (SOU 1997:161). In contrast to the 1978 and 1980 inquiries and
despite specific references to societal factors as the causes of challenges to the family,
the inquiry’s argument for parent education did not contain any visions for political
change. What was stressed instead by the Social Democratic Ministry of Health and
Social Affairs (Socialdepartementet, 1996) was that it was the parents who had the
primary responsibility for their children’s welfare. So, parallel with the welfare state
taking a step back, parents were expected to take a step forward, to acknowledge
their importance and to believe in their capacity in parenting. Parents could not,
however, be left alone with this responsibility. The role that they played was regarded
as far too decisive for their children’s lives and futures. For parents to be able to
shoulder greater responsibility for their children’s welfare it was claimed that they needed
support (SOU 1997:161. cf. Gleichmann, 2004; Wissö, 2012; Sandin, 2013; Lundqvist,
2015).

At the same time, the entire idea of educating parents about how they should care
for and rear their children was now seen as problematical. It did not fit well with the
general scepticism of a patronising welfare state (Berggren and Trägårdh, 2015), nor did
it fit well with the image of parents as capable of assuming the primary responsibility for
their children’s welfare. In the 1997 inquiry the term ‘parent education’ was perceived as
paternalistic and as giving the wrong impression about the intervention (SOU 1997:161).
MPs advocating investments in support for parents balanced between attributing problems
to families by making the investment necessary on the one hand, and portraying parents
as capable of assuming responsibility for their child’s well-being on the other (e.g. Motion
1996/97:So636; Motion 1996/97:So638).

The new preferred term was parenting support (föräldrastöd) or support in parenthood
(stöd i föräldraskapet). It was suggested by the public inquiry as a new umbrella term for
a wide range of support measures offered to parents with children in all age groups and,
in addition to support groups for parents, included ‘well-functioning preschools, schools
and after school centres’ (SOU 1997:161:111). For the Social Democrats the emphasis
on parental responsibility constituted a new way of arguing in relation to matters that
concerned child welfare. The inquiry’s proposal regarding parent education was, however,
half-hearted. A broad definition of parenting support was given by the inquiry, but the lack
of a national policy and budget reforms, and the reliance on local initiatives meant that
the inquiry’s proposals did not imply any radical changes within the question of support
for parents.
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Paren t ing suppor t – emphas is ing the v a lue o f the fami l y and the paren t -ch i ld
re la t ionsh ip

In the early 2000s some of the welfare provisions that were reduced during the previous
decade were restored, such as the parental leave scheme and child benefits (Hiilamo,
2004). This did not, however, lead to a decreased interest in parents and parenting
support. The Social Democratic government acknowledged the importance of preventive
investments in the family in the form of parenting support to complement other welfare
measures, not least to prevent later costs for the treatment of mental health disorders in
children and social exclusion (e.g. Skrivelse 2001/02:166). A new inquiry was initiated in
the early 2000s that focused on new and effective ways of supporting parents (Bremberg,
2004), but it was the coalition government of the Moderate Party, the Centre Party, the
Liberal People’s Party and the Christian Democrats, which governed Sweden between
2006 and 2014, that provided the foundation for a national strategy for parenting support
(Socialdepartementet, 2009). The political landscape during this time period was in part
characterised by the Moderate Party’s ambition to reinvent itself, which entailed an explicit
acceptance of the state’s responsibility for improving and equalising children’s living
conditions, a stance that was new for the party (see, e.g. Moderaterna, 2012). In the
Moderate Party there was also a new emphasis on welfare investments in children in
order to achieve equality in the children’s life chances. Despite being the smallest of the
coalition parties, the rhetoric of the Christian Democrats also came to play a significant
role not only in the continuing political debate about parenting support. As responsible
for the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs they also set the public agenda in questions
regarding family policy in general.

The welfare provisions restored after the previous decade were paralleled by a strong
focus on the family unit. When the Centre Party, the Liberal People’s Party and the
Christian Democrats argued in favour of a developed parenting support, they did so
by pointing to the problem constituted by a deterioration of the mental health state of
children and youth. The cause of children’s declining mental health was claimed to be the
relations within the family. The exclusivity of the parent-child relationship was put forward
even more explicitly during this period (e.g. Proposition 2007/08:110. cf. Lundqvist,
2015). According to the rhetoric of the Centre-Liberal-Conservative government, ‘to
promote children’s health and welfare, it is necessary to support the parents’ (Proposition
2006/07:129:43). Notions of the importance of the parent-child relationship fit well with
the political standpoints of the Christian Democrats and their ambition to promote the
family unit.

Parenting support was now addressed as a way not only to reduce costs, but also as
an investment with potential profits, both economic and human. Moreover, parents, the
inquiry argued, now asked for advice on parenthood (SOU 2008:131). Social Democratic
MPs did however criticise the Centre-Liberal-Conservative government for focusing too
little on investments aimed directly at children suffering from mental ill health (Motion
2007/08:So20), but welcomed overall the investments in parenting support.

The different positions that were carved out during this period could be
accommodated to the traditional Social Democratic way of organising welfare in Sweden,
but the content deviated with its emphasis on support of the family. In the national strategy
for parent support launched in 2009 the Centre-Liberal-Conservative government followed
the Social Democratic tradition of universal provisions of welfare services (Sandin, 2011;
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Sandin and Bergnéhr, 2013). Parenting support should, according to the strategy, be offered
to all parents, and it should not stigmatise or single out specific groups with special needs,
as, for example, newly arrived immigrant groups (SOU 2008:131; Socialdepartementet,
2009). However, the focus was now on parent’s ability to recognise children’s needs and
healthy family interaction. The proposals of the Centre-Liberal-Conservative government
were not introduced as an alternative to other welfare provisions, but rather as
a part of the restoration of welfare services that had been in decline since the
1990s.

Conc lus ions

Despite the different views on the ideal relationship between the state, the family, parents
and children, support for parents has been advocated by those ranging from the political
left to the conservatives. The analysis of the inquiries and parliamentary debate on support
for parents during this period shows that different political parties advocated the idea of
support for parents to achieve different political goals. Parenting support has been adapted
to different ideas about how the relationships between children, family and the state ought
to be organised, including the welfare society.

In the 1960s and 1970s the debate focused on maltreatment, abuse and children’s
living conditions in the welfare state. These conditions included the social environment
in the home and family, which was thought to form children’s health and life chances.
Parent education was viewed as a way to deal with the limitations of the welfare state in
its role of complementing and compensating for problems that were attributed to parents
and family situations. Whereas Centre and Liberal politicians saw the state’s limitations
as consequences of the necessity of enhanced parental responsibility, the left saw these
limitations as results of a welfare system not yet fully developed. Furthermore, the Centre
and Liberal politicians viewed parent education as a means of changing parents and
their behaviour towards their children, while the government inquiry and the left argued
for parent education to enhance the political awareness of parents by involving them
in the process of changing society. This implied stimulating an increased communal
responsibility for children. The general agreement on the importance of parent education
during this period thus relied on very different views on the relationship between parents,
children and the welfare state, as well as on the specific aims of parent education.
It was perceived both as a solution to achieve increased communal responsibility for
children and as a way to enhance parents’ capacities to take responsibility for children’s
development and health within the family unit.

During the economic recession of the 1990s the Social Democrats accepted the
increase in responsibility of parents as a natural effect of an ideology that emphasised
individual choice and self-determination. The increased reliance on parents was
paralleled by an increased focus on the parent-child relationship. However, with the
introduction of a new umbrella concept, support in parenthood or parenting support,
a broadening of the investment occurred. The 1997 public inquiry led by the Social
Democrats included preschools and after school centres in the definition of support in
parenthood which dissolved the distinction between parenting support and other welfare
provisions for children and families. Thus, the proposals presented by the public inquiry at
the time adhered to the demands of new investments in parents, although also emphasising
welfare investments directed directly to children.
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The national strategy of parenting support in Sweden that was in place from 2009 was
primarily the product of the political coalition between the Moderate Party, the Centre
Party, the Liberal People’s Party and the Christian Democrats that held the mandate to
govern between 2006 and 2014. The Centre-Liberal-Conservative government, however,
suggested a universalistic approach, which had parenting support programs aimed at
all parents and which rejected targeted plans. The government thus became aligned
with decades of Swedish general welfare reforms put forward by the Social Democrats.
The focus of the Centre-Liberal-Conservative government on parenting support was not
presented as an alternative to other welfare provisions in the political debate, but rather
was paralleled by a restoration of welfare services for children and families that had seen
cuts during the economic crisis in the 1990s.

Support for parents has been actualised as a solution to different social and political
problems in a welfare society going through significant transformations between the
1960s and late 2000s. The notion of parent education and parenting support has proven
the capacity to accommodate different political ideas and ideologies and ways of defining
the relationship between state, family and children. At the same time, we have been able to
show that this accommodation to changing political regimes and the consensual political
process indeed hide important differences and political visions of the nature of the welfare
society.

Notes
1 We use the term support for parents as a unifying concept for the different terms that were used

in the Swedish political debate. Parent education (föräldrautbildning) was the term used from the 1960s
to the 1990s, when it was replaced by the umbrella concept support in parenthood (stöd i föräldraskapet)
and parenting support (föräldrastöd).

2 The analysis in this article is based on the data collection and processing performed by Littmarck
for her dissertation about the political debate about parent education and parenting support (Littmarck,
2017).
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Lind, J. (2012) ‘Föräldrainflytande och barnets bästa’ [Parental influence and what is best for the
child], in K. Engwall and S. Larsson (eds.), Utanförskapets historia. Om funktionsnedsättning
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Lundqvist, Å. (2007) Familjen i den svenska modellen [The family in the Swedish model], Umeå: Boréa.
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Lundqvist, Å. (2015) ‘Parenting support in Sweden: new policies in old settings’, Social Policy and Society,

14, 657–68.
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502

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746417000574 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746417000574

	Introduction
	Parent education - a complement to the state-child alliance
	Joint ambitions to implement parent education but different political goals
	Parenting support - compensating the welfare state crisis and strengthening the capacities of parents
	Parenting support - emphasising the value of the family and the parent-child relationship
	Conclusions
	Notes
	References

