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Time for Good Parenthood: A Study of Intercountry Adoption Assessment 

 

Cecilia Lindgren 

 
Abstract 

The aim of this study is to explore how parents’ opinions and actions related to time are presented in 

intercountry adoption assessment reports concerning applicants who have been granted consent to 

adopt. As these reports establish what is required for someone to be categorized as a suitable parent, 

they construct and display the moral order of parenthood. An analysis of statements about time, as it 

relates to parental leave, working hours, preschool hours, family activities, leisure time and hobbies, 

illustrates how meanings of good parenthood are discursively produced. Good parents make time for, 

and spend time with, their children. They invest in togetherness by exchanging time of lesser value for 

time of greater value. This officially sanctioned understanding of good parenthood corresponds with 

the cultural norm of involved, devoted and childcentred parents, and reinforces the romanticised image 

of quality time and togetherness in the lives of nuclear families. 
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In intercountry adoption, it is the responsibility of the receiving state to guarantee that a child 

is placed with suitable parents (Hague Convention on the Protection of Children and Co-

operation in Respect of Intercountry Adoption 1993). In Sweden, prospective adoptive 

parents are investigated by the social services. Based on the social worker’s assessment 

report, including a statement on the applicants’ suitability as parents, the social welfare 

committee decides whether or not they will be granted consent to adopt. If granted consent, 

applicants may proceed and have their documents forwarded to a sending country (National 

Board of Health and Welfare (NBHW) 2009).  

 

For an adoption to take place, the assessment report must demonstrate, to both the Swedish 

authorities and a child’s representatives abroad, that the applicants will live up to the standard 

for what is perceived to be good parenthood. Consequently, it must offer information, 

descriptions and arguments supporting such a conclusion. Given this, adoption assessment 



 3 

reports constitute unique data for studying an officially sanctioned definition of good 

parenthood.  

 

Norms and ideals of parenthood, childhood and family are socially reproduced in adoption 

policy and practice, especially in the assessment process (Modell 2002, Stryker 2010). 

Adopting a theoretical perspective on social work narratives, with a focus on moral accounts 

and categorisation (Hall 1997, Hall, Slembrouck & Sarangi 2006, Hydén 1997, Noordegraaf, 

Nijnatten, and Elbers 2009), I read assessment reports as narratives that construct and 

reconstruct the moral order of parenthood. By this I mean that they establish, through 

description, what is required for someone to be categorised as a good parent. I thus assume 

that what applicants are reported to say, think and do also communicates what good parents 

should say, think and do, and that the narratives thereby display the moral order of 

parenthood. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to investigate how applicants who have been 

granted consent to adopt are portrayed, and how standards of good parenthood are formulated. 

It will focus on one particular aspect of the assessment, namely time. 

 

Parenthood and the value of time 

In research, as well as popular culture and people’s everyday lives, time is discussed as an 

important aspect of parenting ideals and practices. Research on family life in Sweden 

(Björnberg 2000, Forsberg 2009, Lindgren 2015) describes a cultural norm of involved and 

equal parenthood, according to which both mothers and fathers make time to care for and be 

together with their children. International studies also illustrate how time is crucial to ideals of 

parenthood. Kerry J. Daly (2001) argues that family time is a prescriptive term that relates to 

Western ideals of togetherness and child-centredness, and entails a call for parents to act in 

certain ways. The importance of time relies on the idea that time, and love, is what creates 

strong relationships between parents and their children, an idea that has been described as “a 

dominant cultural trope that shapes the way in which Americans conceive of parenting” 

(Kremer-Sadlik & Paugh 2007, 292). In relation to adoption, time is also asserted to be 

important. The Swedish assessment guidelines call on social workers to investigate whether 

the applicants will have time for a child – time to listen, communicate, play, and read (NBHW 

2009). 

 

In today’s society, however, time is said to be scarce. People experience time squeeze or time 

famine, and parents in particular seem to feel there is never enough family time (Daly 2001, 



 4 

Kremer-Sadlik and Paugh 2007, Larsson 2012, Nockolds 2015, Wingard 2007). This 

contradiction between what parents want (time for family) and what they experience (lack of 

time) leads to feelings of guilt (Daly 2001, Torre 2007). This illustrates how time is valued in 

relation to how it is used, and that time has a moral value (Daly 1996, Fuehrer 2010). Julia 

Brannen states that “family life and care responsibilities are constructed in relation to norms 

of morality” (Brannen 2005, 117); that is, to notions of how people ought to live their lives 

and what it means to make good use of time, and that “‘family time’ and ‘quality time’ are 

today’s symbols of a ‘proper’ family life” (Daly 1996, 117). Ramón Torre also points to how 

the use of time, in everyday speech associated with children and family, “… is subject to strict 

moral judgment indicating that what is at stake is the notion of what is good...” (Torre 2007, 

163–164). 

 

Given this, the specific question to be addressed here is how time is made relevant in the 

categorisation of adoption applicants as suitable parents, and how descriptions related to time 

contribute to the construction of good parenthood. 

 

The Study 

The study is part of a research project involving the assessment of applicants for intercountry 

adoption in Sweden. The empirical data consist of 106 assessment reports from 62 social 

services units in 52 municipalities. While the assessment of first-time adoption applicants 

who have no biological children must focus on their potential as parents, reports on applicants 

who already have children also describe and evaluate their actual parenting capabilities. This 

study focuses on the 48 reports assessing applicants who, at the time of the assessment, had 

biological children or had adopted before.  

 

Out of the 48 reports, 32 concern married couples who have no biological children but have 

adopted before, and 11 concern couples who have biological children. The remaining reports 

concern three couples in which one of the spouses has children from a previous marriage and 

two single women who have no biological children but have adopted before. Each report 

consists of 8–12 typewritten pages, and includes sections on the applicants’ personal 

background, current life situation, health status, personality and hobbies, motives for 

adoption, and knowledge about and experience of children. It concludes with the social 

worker’s summary and recommendations. In the following, all names have been changed to 

protect the identity of individuals. 
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The analytical focus will be on how the reports, and particularly statements related to time, 

construct the applicants as good parents. As Christopher Hall, Stefan Slembrouck, and Srikant 

Sarangi (2006) point out, claiming that someone is a poor parent or, as in this case, a good 

parent, requires “a formulation that demonstrates her as possessing attributes and behaviours 

which warrant the category” (Hall 2006, 22). Through an analysis of the fomulations that 

allow for the applicants to be categorised as suitable parents, the meaning ascribed to good 

parenthood can be demonstrated. In the research process, all statements related to the 

applicants as parents were coded with a focus on time and analysed in relation to two themes: 

making time for parenting and spending time with the children. 

 

Making time for parenting 

In Sweden, the parents of a child are entitled to 480 days of parental leave paid by the 

government, to be taken out during the child’s first eight years. Sixty days are reserved 

specifically for the mother and sixty for the father.  Furthermore, parents who have used all 

480 days, or want to save some of them for later, have the right to work part time to be able to 

spend more time with their child. 

 

The assessment reports include information about how long the parents have stayed at home 

and how the time has been distributed between the spouses: 

 

Miranda stayed at home during the first year with both children, after which Matthew 

stayed at home for approximately half a year. (A32) 

 

Sarah and Joe took turns being on parental leave, and frequently both were at home with 

Theo at the same time. (A62) 

 

Even though this is presented as relatively straightforward information, the statements 

effectively communicate what is desirable. When it is pointed out that both parents have 

stayed at home, perhaps even at the same time, that they have shared the parental leave or that 

they have taken turns to stay at home (e.g. A43, A56, A83), an ideal of equal engagement and 

responsibility is displayed.  
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If parents have stayed at home for an extra-long period, this is also commented upon. Dana 

stayed at home for three years, the report says, and when Toby and Martha adopted, he was at 

home for the first few months and then she stayed at home until their daughter turned four and 

started preschool (F12, A79). It is reported that Jessica stayed at home with her and her 

husband’s biological son for two and a half years and now works part time. Then, the 

following is added: “Jessica enjoys being at work, but has chosen to be at home a great deal 

with Ephraim” (A100). Rhetorically, this statement accomplishes two things. It makes clear 

that Jessica does not stay at home because she does not like to work, or because she has 

problems at work. On the contrary, she enjoys her work but has chosen to stay at home. This 

implicitly presents her as a devoted, unselfish mother who prioritises parenthood, and being 

together with her child, over work. 

 

The meaning of good parenthood that statements about parental leave produce can be 

illustrated with a quote from the report on a couple with two adopted children: 

 

After the spouses had received Joni, both took parental leave for 15 months. During this 

time, Nina did not attend preschool and they were all together during the day, 

something they describe as invaluable for the bonding process and for the children’s 

feeling of security. (A28) 

 

These parents have both been on parental leave, they have stayed at home for quite a long 

period, and they have stayed together, with both of their children. They have invested in 

togetherness. On top of this, they present arguments referring to attachment theory and 

professional discourse on adopted children’s needs. They live up to everything that is asserted 

in the reports that present applicants as good parents. 

 

At the time of the assessment, most applicants had returned to work and their children were 

attending preschool or school. Statements about time are therefore also related to working 

hours and preschool hours. If one or both parents are working part time, this is mentioned in 

the report. This communicates that parents try to minimise their working hours and maximise 

their time at home with their children; that is, that they make time for parenthood. 

 

Closely connected to information about parents’ working hours are statements concerning the 

time their children spend in preschool. Three-year-old Sam, for instance, goes to preschool 
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four days a week and stays at home with his father one day, the report says (A57). Reporting 

that parents cut down on work so their children will not have such long days in preschool or 

don not have to go every day (e.g. F2, A3, A43) produces an image of parents who prioritise 

their children and make time to be with them. It also indicates, however, that spending too 

much time in preschool should be avoided. The report on five-year-old Nick’s parents says 

that he: 

 

/…/spends 15–20 hours a week in preschool. Nick’s grandmother and grandfather help 

with Nick on a regular basis so he won’t have to go to preschool every day. Nick enjoys 

preschool. (A37) 

 

Even though Nick’s parents work full time and cannot be at home themselves, they see to it 

that he can. Spending time with Grandma and Grandpa is thus considered more valuable than 

spending time in preschool. Reports on parents going to great lengths to minimise preschool 

time could of course also raise questions such as: Are they keeping their child in a preschool 

that is not good? Is the child uncomfortable there? In the statement above, however, the last 

sentence neatly rules out such a reading. Adding that “Nick enjoys preschool” makes it clear 

that the only reason his parents minimise his preschool time is to maximise his time at home 

with family. This is what good parents do.  

 

Parents who work full time are also reported to find ways to maximise their time at home with 

their children. Living close to the office, being able to work from home and having flexible 

hours (e.g. A28, A62, A1) are presented as circumstances that make it possible for parents to 

keep preschool days shorter. Mary’s workplace, for instance, is located close to her home, 

which, according to the report, “saves time when one has young children” (A56). The choice 

of words here is interesting since time cannot really be saved in any objective sense. It instead 

indicates that time is charged with moral value. Here, saving time means exchanging misused 

time, like commuting to and from work, for well-used time; that is, being at home taking care 

of your children. The report about one couple says that they both have flexible hours, “which 

gives them the opportunity to always prioritise the children” (A58). And the report on a single 

mother states that, because she usually works from home, she “is there for Zoe after 

preschool” (A86). Formulations like these, about saving time, being there for the child and 

always prioritising the children, convey the moral order of parenthood. This is how time 

should be used. 
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To summarise, statements regarding parental leave, working hours and preschool hours 

communicate what good parents do. They stay at home with their small children, and when 

returning to work they take measures to minimise working and preschool hours and maximise 

the time at home. They invest in togetherness and make time for parenthood. In the moral 

economy of time (Brannen 2005, Daly 1996, Fuehrer 2010), however, it is not only how 

much time one has that counts but also, as Torre (2007) points out, what one does with it. 

 

Spending time with the children 

Besides information about how applicants organise their everyday lives, the assessment 

reports also include descriptions of what they like to do and how they spend their time outside 

work. Statements related to family activities, leisure time and hobbies state that the applicants 

prioritise family life and being with their children (e.g. A19, A44, A91), that being together as 

a family with the children is the “most important” thing in their lives (e.g. A43, F2, F22), and 

that their children are also their “main hobby” (e.g. A11, A29, A97). For example, Richard 

and Leslie say, according to the report, that their best days are those spent together with their 

daughter (A1). Not only do these statements tell us that parents spend time with their children, 

they also communicate that this what they really want to do. 

 

It is reported that applicants spend time with their children, give them time, devote time to 

being with them, and fill their time with caring for them (e.g. A58, F28, F12, A83). Time 

devoted to being with children is also quantitatively valued, as applicants are reported to 

spend “a great deal of time”, “most of their time” or “all of their time” together with their 

children (e.g. A21, A60, A82). Through such statements, the applicants are constructed as 

devoted and child-centred parents. They make good use of their time. 

 

The moral value of time is also played out in statements on applicants’ hobbies and leisure 

activities. In the reports, it is pointed out that becoming parents has been a life-changing 

experience for them, and that they now have new priorities in life. This means that they no 

longer have time for their own hobbies, but instead engage in activities their children choose 

or enjoy: 

 

Rose’s great interest used to be sailing. Since the children came it’s them, and the 

family, that we prioritise. (A52) 
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Since our son was born there have been more walks and bike rides with him than visits 

to the gym. (F21) 

 

Statements like these make it clear that parents have altered the ways in which they spend 

their time, and effectively illustrate how time for themselves has been converted into time for 

their children. This, again, contributes to the construction of good parents as unselfish, 

devoted, and willing to invest time in togetherness and family bonds. 

 

Connected to descriptions of how parents always prioritise being with their children are 

comments on whether parents who are married spend time together. Formulations on this 

topic indicate, in very sophisticated ways, what is expected of good parents: 

 

As a couple they sometimes try to do something on their own (in which case both sets 

of grandparents help by babysitting Oliver); at these times they enjoy going to a concert 

or a play. (F22) 

 

Rhetorically, several things are accomplished in this statement. The words “sometimes” and 

“try” tell us that these parents have an ambition to spend time together as a couple, and that 

they want to. It also makes clear, however, that it does not happen very often. When it does 

happen, their son, as the information in parentheses assures the reader, is taken care of by his 

grandparents. Furthermore, the mention of concerts and plays signals mutual interests and a 

preference for cultural activities. What is produced here is an image of good parents who 

enjoy each other’s company and spend most of their time with their son. On the rare 

occasions when they do go out by themselves, they see to it that their son’s time is not lost but 

rather invested in his relationship with extended family members. 

 

There are also statements reporting on parents who succeed in finding time to be on their 

own. Kate and Ed, for example, sometimes have lunch together during workdays and are said 

to highly appreciate these moments (A6). The report about David and Irene tells us that, 

because they have established a good bedtime routine and their son goes to sleep at seven, 

they have the evenings to themselves (F2). Rhetorically, such reports also reinforce the image 

of the applicants as good parents: even though they manage to tend to their relationship, time 

for themselves never takes time away from their children.  
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To summarise, statements regarding family activities, leisure time and hobbies communicate 

what good parents do: they spend most of their time together with their children, engaged in 

child-centred activities, and they do not take time for their own personal hobbies. Good 

parents convert time for themselves into time for their children, not as a sacrifice but because 

this is what they want the most. 

 

Concluding discussion 

This analysis of how the meaning of good parenthood is produced through description has 

illustrated how time related to children and parenting is charged with moral value. In 

assessment reports, certain ways of talking and acting in relation to time are associated with 

good parenting. Good parents do whatever they can to maximise their and their children’s 

time at home; that is, they make time for parenting. When at home, they prioritise being 

together with their children and engage in child-centred activities; that is, they spend time 

with their children. Good parents hence convert time for themselves, that is time for work or 

hobbies, into time for their children. According to the moral order of parenthood, they 

exchange time of less value for time of more value. 

 

This construction of good parenthood hence corresponds well with the cultural norm of 

involved parenthood, and ideals emphasising togetherness and unselfish, devoted and child-

centred parenting described in previous research (Daly 2001, Forsberg 2009, Kremer-Sadlik 

and Paugh 2007, Lindgren 2015). It also means, however, that ideals and expectations of good 

parenthood that lead to parents’ feelings of guilt and inadequacy are consolidated and 

reproduced by Swedish social service authorities in the process of assessing adoption 

applicants. Thus, the romanticised image of the nuclear family, in which parents and children 

spend quality time together, is reinforced. 

 

Time is a moral resource that can be invested, donated or kept to oneself, Torre (2007) argues, 

and the above analysis has shown how parents are described as giving and devoting time to 

their children. However, this donation of time is not portrayed as a sacrifice, but rather as an 

investment in togetherness and something that parents really want to do. Accordingly, what 

characterises good parenthood is epitomised by the couple who say they have had so much 

“us time” and now want to have “parenting time”, and by the father who can sit with his son 

“for hours and play with cars without getting bored”. 
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