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Abstract 

Drawing on research conducted in Australia and the United Kingdom, this paper 
explores how parenting and care provision is entangled with, and thus produced 
through, consumption in hospitality venues. We examine how the socio-material 
practices of hospitality provision shape the enactment of parenting, alongside the way 
child-parent/consumer-provider interactions impact upon experiences of hospitality 
spaces. We argue that venues provide contexts for care provision, acting as spaces of 
sociality, informing children’s socialisation and offering temporary relief from the work 
of parenting. However, the data also highlight various practices of exclusion and 
multiple forms of emotional and physical labour required from care-providers. The 
data illustrate children’s ability to exercise power and the ways in which 
parents’/carers’ experiences of hospitality spaces are shaped by their enactment of 
discourses of ‘good parenting’. Finally, we consider parents’/carers’ coping behaviours 
as they manage social and psychological risks associated with consumption in such 
public spaces of leisure.  
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Introduction 
 
For parents and those involved with child-care provision, consumption with 

children in public hospitality venues such as cafés and restaurants are undoubtedly 
multidimensional experiences in which notions of work, function and necessity are 
entangled with elements of escape, relaxation and pleasure. The complex and often 
contrasting experiences of parenthood and leisure, faced by women and men, have 
been explored by a number of authors (Davidson, 1996; Larson et al., 1997; Shaw, 
1992), who demonstrated how women often continue to perform parenting duties 
during leisure consumption. More recently, there has been growing interest in family 
consumption of leisure when travelling, with particular emphasis on women’s 
experiences (cf. Carr, 2011; Mottiar and Quinn, 2012; Schanzel et al., 2012). 
Researchers have also recognised that spaces of commercial hospitality are important 
sites in which family leisure and parenting are performed and brought into public 
domains; however, it is acknowledged that little is known about these everyday 
practices in restaurants, cafés and bars (Karsten et al., 2015; Lugosi, 2010).  

This study addresses this gap in knowledge by considering parents’ and carers’ 
experiences of consuming with children in hospitality venues. Importantly, this study 
seeks to consider hospitality as context and also as a sensitising concept used to 
understand people’s consumptive and social experiences. More specifically, beyond 
simply considering these venues as neutral or functional settings for food and drink 
consumption, utilising concepts from emergent hospitality studies enables us to be 
attentive to what happens in these spaces. Focusing on the nuances of hospitality 
provision forces us to be mindful of how the organisation of the consumption 
environment, transactions of food and drink, and encounters with staff and other 
consumers shape the parenting practices of those involved in care-provision. This 
includes how people’s choices and behaviours may be constrained or facilitated in 
venues and why some venues, and spaces within venues, become inclusive and 
welcoming, while others are experienced as restrictive and unwelcoming. 

Considering hospitality as a physical context for care provision and as a relational 
exchange between hosts and guests facilitates the conceptualisation of experiences in 
venues, contributing to knowledge in several ways. Firstly, it provides new insights into 
parents’, particularly women’s, experiences of hospitality spaces, including factors that 
make various spaces inclusive or exclusive. Secondly, it helps us to appreciate how 
those involved in ‘doing’ child-care manage specific aspects of their experiences during 
visits to venues. Thirdly, the study provides broader insights into experiences of 
parenthood and motherhood, including the multiple functions hospitality venues 
perform, sometimes offering relief from the stresses of parenthood, but often 
becoming part of the parenting process.  

The paper begins by reviewing literature on parenthood, women’s experiences 
of leisure, motherhood and consumption before considering hospitality as a 
conceptual underpinning for this study and its context. Following an examination of 
the study’s methods, the results and discussion consider five thematic areas: the 
interaction of hospitality, parenthood and children’s socialisation; hospitality as 
potential relief from the stresses of parenting; hospitality and the enactment of ‘good 
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parenting’; children’s power; and finally, risks and coping behaviours. The concluding 
section examines the theoretical and practical implications of the study for academics 
and practitioners in a range of fields. 

 

Parenting, leisure and consumption 
 
Studies of parenthood and motherhood frequently suggest these are not fixed 

roles or identities; rather they are complex, negotiated constructions (cf., Maher, 
2005; Miller, 2005; 2011; Neiterman, 2012). The notion of what it means to be a 
parent and how it should be performed are shaped by the settings in which they are 
experienced, the contextual relationships through which these notions of selves are 
constructed, as well as the various social, cultural and political discourses that shape 
expectations of parenthood (Collett, 2005; Heisler and Ellis, 2008; Miller, 2005; 2011). 
The articulation of parenthood involves the interaction of multiple desires and 
tensions, for example, of love and care for dependent children, alongside pressures to 
conform to particular ideals of parenthood, whilst balancing other societal, cultural 
and economic demands. In some contexts, these forces may complement each other, 
while at other times they may represent conflicting interests (Lee et al., 2014).  

The contrasting stresses of parenthood have been highlighted in previous studies 
of mothers’ leisure consumption. Specifically, research has stressed that women’s 
leisure experiences are often inseparable from notions of work, due to the continuing 
intersection between recreation and responsibilities for various domestic duties and 
caring for children (Davidson, 1996; Larson et al., 1997; Shaw, 1992). It is possible to 
argue that such hazy distinctions between work and leisure are also evident during 
visits to hospitality venues. Moreover, this blurring may consequently influence what 
parents expect from the consumption experience, in terms of the environment, the 
services and the hospitality product, but it may also shape how parents and carers with 
accompanying children actually experience hospitality spaces.  

As Lugosi (2010) noted, a few studies offer brief glimpses of parent and carer 
consumption, but they are limited in depth and do not offer detailed insights into their 
subjective experiences. For example, in their observational study, Laurier and Philo 
(2006) described how a woman with a stroller negotiated the café environment and 
how fellow diners helped distract the child when the female carer cleaned up a 
spillage. They did not however provide insights from the perspective of the people 
involved. Law (2000) is one of the few researchers to address the topic, but the focus 
of his research note was on the perceived managerial problems associated with 
breastfeeding in venues rather than the broader issues surrounding patronage and 
consumption. Moreover, no attempt was made to consider parents’ or carers’ 
perspectives.  

More recently, Karsten et al. (2015) examined family leisure time in cafés, bars 
and restaurants. They considered the way entrepreneurs targeted families alongside 
the difficulties operators faced when catering for these market segments. Karsten et al 
(2015) also studied parents’ and children’s interactional routines, focusing largely on 
different patterns of sociality. However, they did not consider in any detail the broader 
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hospitality dimensions of their consumer experiences, or how the practices and 
experiences of parenting/care-provision were shaped by hospitality elements.  

Although there is a lack of hospitality-specific literature, there is a growing body 
of work examining the interaction of parenthood, motherhood and consumption 
(Carrigan and Szmigin, 2006; Thomsen and Sørensen, 2006; Johnstone and Todd, 
2012), which may help to appreciate issues relevant to the study of parents/carers and 
their interaction with hospitality spaces. More specifically, research has examined how 
consumption practices help articulate notions of parenthood (Thomsen and Sørensen, 
2006); consumption may facilitate parenting; but consumption also presents risks and 
anxieties as parents negotiate multiple motivations and responsibilities (The VOICE 
Group, 2010). Finally, and importantly for this study, existing work suggests that 
consumption spaces provide opportunities for escape and sociability, which again 
serve to negotiate the multiple challenges associated with parenthood (Johnstone and 
Todd, 2012).  

The current study considers hospitality venues as particular spheres of 
consumption and seeks to examine how consumption in and of these venues is 
entangled with experiences of parenting and/or childcare provision. More specifically, 
the data are used to consider how hospitality spaces help parents/carers to negotiate 
the stresses of parenthood or care provision, and how patronage with a child or 
children shapes their experiences in these spaces. This, in turn, helps to better 
understand the construction and experience of parenthood/care provision as identity 
and practice. In order to do this, the next section considers the concept of hospitality. 

 

Hospitality as context and concept  
 
The notion of a hospitality venue is used here as a cover-all term for a number of 

experiential contexts including cafés, restaurants and bars. Although the product range 
and services of these operations vary considerably, all food and drink venues provide 
hospitality. Brotherton (1999: 168) suggests that hospitality can be defined as “a 
contemporaneous human exchange, which is voluntarily entered into, and designed to 
enhance the mutual wellbeing of the parties concerned through the provision of 
accommodation, and/or food, and/or drink”. This conception stresses mutual 
wellbeing, which ignores asymmetries of power and the potential for repression in 
hospitality transactions; it also downplays the importance of social interaction in 
hospitality. A broader conception of hospitality is that it is fundamentally about 
gestures of welcoming and the creation of inclusive physical and symbolic spaces (Bell, 
2007; Dikeç, 2002). Acts of hospitality often involve food, drink and other stimulants, 
including tobacco and legal or illegal drugs, alongside entertaining or engaging 
interaction as people create shared social spaces, although these elements are not 
always present. Mundane forms of hospitality, ie. food and drink provision in 
commercial environments, can be delivered with minimal or no interaction between 
staff and customers or between customers. Therefore, its provision in commercial 
spaces may not always involve embodied performances of hospitality or 
hospitableness.    
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The production and consumption of hospitality implies the existence of a host 
provider and a receiving guest, each with obligations towards the other (Lynch et al., 
2011). Hosts have duties to ensure the wellbeing of their guests, while guests must 
respect the rules of the host; both are subjugated to the hospitality transaction (Lynch 
et al., 2011). Within hospitality venues, operators are obliged to provide services, 
products and experiences as part of a commercial transaction, and consumers have 
responsibilities to observe the rules and to pay for the products, services and facilities. 
There is a danger that this suggests a reductive distinction between the provider and 
consumer, whereas hospitality, like all forms of social interactions are co-produced, 
not just between hosts and guest but also between guests (Lugosi, 2009). Moreover, 
this also stresses the social dimensions of hospitality experiences, which potentially 
ignores its material dimensions. In short, the environment in which hospitality is 
experienced and the material artefacts, for example, the furnishing and the foodstuffs, 
are also important to acknowledge when considering how spaces are experienced as 
either hospitable or inhospitable by particular consumers.  

Finally, it is also important to avoid conceptualising hospitality narrowly as 
welcoming, inclusive or open, which implies it is a wholly positive set of actions. 
Practices of hospitality require guests/consumers to acknowledge their roles and 
responsibilities. Such ascription of status may (re)construct relationships of power. 
Even momentary gestures of inclusion involve decisions regarding who receives 
hospitality, when and on what basis, which involves processes of exclusion. Moreover, 
the manifestation of hospitality can reinforce social exclusion through the 
(re)production of hierarchies and social distinction. The question for the current study 
is how parenthood and care provision are enacted through hospitality transactions, 
within hospitality venues. We examine how commercial hospitality spaces become the 
sites where parenthood and care provision are performed. Importantly, we consider 
how the provision and reception of hospitality shapes how people experience 
parenthood/care-provision: ie. how these experiences offer opportunities for 
restorative consumption, socialisation, the reproduction of identities and cultural 
values, and the risks and stresses involved, including how these are negotiated.   

 
 

Methods 
 
The study draws on semi-structured interviews with 30 mothers, fathers and 

those involved in caring for children living in Australia and the United Kingdom (23 
females and 7 males; see Table 1 for details of the sample). After gaining ethics 
approval from the respective universities, participants were contacted through a 
number of channels including postings to parent-centric websites such as 
netmums.co.uk and the use of pre-existing university databases of potential 
participants. In addition, visits were made to playgroups and play centres, flyers were 
distributed at a UK school in the [location deleted for review purposes] area and in 
Australia a radio interview was used to recruit participants. The study adopted a non-
probability, purposive sampling approach, combining criterion and pro-active snowball 
techniques (Patton, 2002). The principal criterion for inclusion was patronage of 
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hospitality venues with children. The invitation emphasised that we also wished to talk 
with parents and carers who did not go to hospitality venues regularly with children in 
order to ascertain their attitudes. The aim was not to obtain a generalisable sample; 
nor to conduct a comparative analysis of Australian and UK parenting cultures; rather 
we sought heterogeneity in the sample with which to explore a variety of experiences. 
We did not enquire about relationship status and sexuality, although several 
participants self-identified as single and/or separated mothers and fathers, and one 
was part of a lesbian relationship. The sample also had considerable cultural and 
ethnic diversity with participants of various mixed heritage including Azerbaijani, 
German, Italian, Indian, Mexican and Zambian.  However, we acknowledge that the 
sample had a greater number of participants with further and higher education 
qualifications and we recruited more female than male participants. Moreover, despite 
our attempt to recruit people who did not visit venues, we only have one such 
contributor and the experiences of non-participants, including the reasons for their 
(non)consumption, deserves further consideration.   

 
Insert Table 1. about here 

 
Interviews were conducted in locations convenient to the participants. These 

included restaurants, cafés, participants’ homes and gardens, university offices and 
rooms, and several were conducted via telephone or Skype. Several mothers brought 
children with them to interviews. Interviews lasted for approximately 1 hour and 
explored patterns of patronage including positive and negative experiences, and 
operational issues including the design and layout of specific venues, products and 
services. All the interviews were recorded, with the permission of the participants, and 
were transcribed by a third party.  

There was an element of concurrent data collection and analysis (see Lofland, 
2006), which enabled the researchers to revise both the interview content and 
approach in light of emerging themes and issues. For example, the issue of noise 
emerged during initial interviews and we explored this emergent theme in subsequent 
ones. The transcripts were analysed thematically (Braun and Clarke, 2006) by three 
researchers working in parallel. Coding and identifying emerging issues separately, and 
subsequently bringing the three interpretations together acted as a form of 
‘researcher triangulation’ (Denzin, 2009), reinforcing points of agreement, while 
highlighting areas of difference in interpretation.  

The development of an interview guide, based on the literature and our initial 
consideration of relevant issues meant the analysis utilised a number of pre-existing 
sensitising concepts, akin to template analysis (King, 2004): the use of existing codes to 
which we added new codes as they emerged through analysis. These were condensed 
into higher-level themes through an iterative process.  
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Findings and discussion 
 

Hospitality and/as socialisation 
 
Previous research has pointed to the interaction of space, materiality and 

parenting, in terms of opening new possibilities for, and placing limitations on, 
experiences of parenthood. Spaces may become exclusionary and inhospitable for 
some parents, for example during breastfeeding (Longhurst, 2007), while acting as 
welcoming spaces of consumption for others (Johnstone and Todd, 2012). Participants 
in this study pointed to the multiple ways in which patronage with their children was 
embedded into parenting and visits became part of the child’s socialisation into social 
and cultural norms. For example:  

 
I have always been very proud of the fact that he isn’t the sort of child 
who will only eat cheese and chips and nothing else. He’s been 
exposed to a huge range of food through being taken out to eat. He 
will always try something new, he won’t necessarily be polite about it, 
but he will try it. He has got defined tastes and they are eclectic and 
I’m really proud of him for that, he’s got reasonable table manners, 
and I enjoy watching him being really enthusiastic about things. … I 
think I also like the fact that people have come up to us and said what 
lovely table manners he has … and he’s got compliments from waiters 
and things, about how well he can order food, and so I think that’s a 
skill that’s worth having. (Nicola) 
 
This extract illustrates multiple modes of connectedness shaping parenting 

experiences: first, more broadly, between the hospitality space, with all its normative 
associations, and parenthood; second, between the parent and child’s consumption 
and the perceptions of their behaviours by third parties; and third, between the child’s 
behaviour and self-conceptions of parenthood. In highlighting these modes of 
connectedness, Nicola’s observations implicitly reference discourses of good 
parenthood (cf. Collett, 2005; Tardy, 2000) insofar as her child’s capabilities were 
conceived as performances of appropriate habitus and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 
1986). Other participants in the study made similar overt references to the importance 
of hospitality venues for the development of cultural competencies. For example:  

 
And to be honest now, when he’s older, I go there because I think kids 
need to know as well how to behave in coffee places, I think it’s 
confidence building as well, that he goes to get more milk for mum’s 
coffee, or he will go and say, ‘Can I buy that biscuit?’ Or he will go and 
get his food, because he knows where it’s at, he can communicate 
with a grown-up and he knows to be friendly, loud enough, polite … I 
think that’s quite good for the children, and how to behave, not to be 
noisy, not to knock stuff over, so it’s a bit of a learning curve I think. 
(Brigitte) 
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The ability to receive, consume and effectively perform being an appropriate 

guest in hospitality may also become part of socialisation at much earlier stages. For 
example, Nicola noted that taking her son to a venue facilitated her child’s 
development: 

 
Yes, in the noodle place. He would have been about seven months old 
… and yeah, he was not really eating much solid food at that point, 
and all of a sudden here was something he could be really 
enthusiastic about, and the place itself was very welcoming. They had 
proper high chairs that clipped onto a table, that were wonderful, 
they didn’t treat him like he was an inconvenience, which some 
places can do, and it suddenly opened up a, ‘Hey I can actually go out 
and do things with this baby,’ you know, which was wonderful. 
(Nicola) 

 
Furthermore, finding a space that facilitated this type of socialisation within a 

broader inclusive experience enabled Nicola to feel a sense of freedom and mobility. 
This again reinforces the multiple impacts that hospitality provision can have on the 
child, the parent and the overall experience of parenthood. 

 

Hospitality as relief from parenting 
 
A number of researchers have explored the restorative nature of consumption in 

hospitality venues (Glover and Parry, 2009; Rosenbaum, 2009), arguing that the 
positive effects of the environment and opportunities for socialising help enhance the 
wellbeing of the elderly and long term ill. Similarly, participants in this study pointed to 
the important role that hospitality venues played at multiple stages in parenthood. In 
some cases, visits included their children, for example: 

 
Before he was in nursery, so before he was three, I tried to come into 
town as often as I could, mostly because it was doing my head in, 
being at home with small toddlers! … It was a kind of imperative in my 
day that I got out and did something social, apart from anything else 
because I was on crutches at the time as well, which meant that if I 
didn’t come out with the baby, I didn’t come out at all. (Nicola) 

 
Parenthood changes both the scope and nature of mobility (Bell and Ribbens, 

1994; Murray, 2008). Parenthood and the responsibility of childcare-provision may 
reconfigure social relationships and networks, but the physical challenges of 
movement with children, transport, time and economic resource constraints as well as 
perceptions of risk shape where parents can go, with and without their children. In this 
participant’s case, hospitality venues were thus important in overcoming potential 
immobility and isolation. However, this was not a unique observation. Many of the 
participants talked about visits to hospitality spaces contrasting with everyday spaces.  
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I get a bit of respite, especially when running to work, running to the 
school, sprinting here, sprinting there, it’s just nice sometimes after 
school to say, ‘Do you know what, let’s go there.’ And I can hear 
about his day, he can play a little bit, we can snack, it’s like an hour’s 
holiday in the day; because you don’t get it a home. At home the 
washing’s staring at you, wants to be done. You know you should be 
doing this and that. Because you’re not a home if you’ve got that 
luxury of that little window, where it’s OK to do nothing, and you can 
sit there with your child in a way that there aren’t toys, there isn’t a 
telly, it’s just you and him, and it’s very grown up. (Brigitte) 
 
These descriptions of hospitality suggest that it becomes a form of reward, which 

may serve to counteract the contemporary ‘intensification of parenting’ (Lee et al., 
2014). Hospitality spaces may have facilitated a greater sense of reconnection 
between parent and child; however, in other respondent’s narratives, hospitality 
loosened the parent-child connection, thus offering temporary re-articulation of 
parental responsibility. 

 
I think to be honest for me, it’s almost just like rest, because it’s 
somewhere where the boys are generally entertaining themselves, so 
I feel relaxed because you’re not having to police them or anything 
like that. And McDonald’s is a place where everything is absolutely 
full of kids, so therefore I don’t have to feel paranoid about anyone 
else, so I’m not anxious or annoying anybody else, or I have to keep 
the boys silent because other people might get annoyed. So for me 
it’s quite relaxing to go there because that’s what McDonald’s is made 
for, it’s made for kids, and it gives me 20 minutes when I can possibly 
read the paper and not worry. (Anna) 
 
It is interesting to note in the previous two extracts that the differences in the 

‘propositions of hospitality’ (Lugosi, 2009) facilitate alternative experiences of 
consumption and parenthood. Where a venue is perceived to be less constraining 
regarding normative expectations about behaviours, including, for example, noise or 
what may be termed ‘acceptable deviance’, parents may be more likely to conceive it 
as escape from parental pressures.  

For some parents, visits to hospitality venues without their children represented 
a clearer break from the normal routines and pressures of parenting. However, it is still 
important to note how these moments of pleasure and potential restorative qualities 
were still framed in relation to parenting responsibilities and the performance of 
acceptable parenthood.  

 
And so I would do that once a week, on the days that I could take 
Jamie up to nursery for eight, eight thirty, and then I would … go and 
sit in Café Nero with a coffee or whatever and wait for things to open 
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up and then go about my day. … It was a very relaxed place to do that, 
to sit there by myself and not feel weird or fed up if I'm just sitting 
there by myself, sometimes staring into space! (Chloe) 
 

Hospitality and the enactment of ‘good parenting’  
 
A substantial body of work has considered how the embodied, performative 

nature of parenthood creates particular subjectivities in parents and thus subjective 
experiences of spaces (cf. Atkins, 2009; Collett, 2005; Longhurst, 2005; Madge and 
O’Connort, 2005; Miller, 2011). The extracts introduced in the previous section reflect 
how notions of parenthood were articulated through and thus mediated by parents’ 
and carers’ experiences of hospitality. Expanding on this theme, this section considers 
how experiences of hospitality were shaped by the enactment of discourses of ‘good 
parenting’. Venues blurred the division between private and public space, which 
reinforced the visibility of parenting. Parenting was enacted through the production 
and consumption of hospitality. Several parents pointed to their concerns about the 
foods and drinks available in venues, and how these shaped their consumption 
choices. For example: 

 
What I can search there for my child to eat and drink, is stuff that I 
would give him at home, stuff that’s good for him, it’s not, ‘Oh my 
God, all they have is bubble gum drink, so you better have it.’ It’s not 
like that. I’m happy and I know he will enjoy it and it will be good for 
him. (Brigitte) 
 
Beyond concern regarding the food and drink available for their children, many 

of the parents in this study were mindful of their children’s moods and behaviours, 
which then shaped their consumption choices and their own experiences. Participants 
frequently commented that they were conscious of how their child’s behaviour was 
perceived by other patrons and how these subsequently affected the parent’s 
consumption.  

   
I’m aware of when he begins to cry or gets a bit tired, I’m aware of 
how I used to be as a non-parent, and I remember thinking ‘god’. 
When you get on the plane and avoid the area where all the kids are, 
‘cause you think I don’t want to sit anywhere near all the families. 
And I remember being that person who went out to cafés and 
restaurants and just thought ‘my god there’s a screaming child and 
now I have one!’ I find myself thinking ‘god, poor parent’, because 
you just know that their nerves are shattered and they’ve been up all 
hours. So no, not really, but I am just aware that maybe it might be 
for other people, that they might find it irritating and they just don’t 
understand. I didn’t used to understand. (Karen) 
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Ensuring their child’s wellbeing thus ensured that parents gained a greater level 
of satisfaction from patronage. This was expressed by other parents too:  

 
The other thing is that it’s relaxed, because the minute you feel you 
should behave and your child should behave, you feel tense and 
you’re not going to enjoy your time. So it’s the whole thing about how 
they make you feel and how child friendly they are. I think that’s a big 
part actually, because you know what it’s like when you go with a 
child somewhere, you just feel, ‘Oh we shouldn’t have come.’ Or, ‘I’m 
so sorry I’m a mother,’ a bit like that, and then you think, ‘Right, that’s 
it, we’re not coming here again.’ (Brigitte) 

 
Drawing on Goffman’s (1969) dramaturgical analysis, Miller (2014) and Collett 

(2005) noted that parenthood can be thought of as ‘impression management’ with 
inherent risks if its performance is perceived to be deficient. Many of the interviewees 
were conscious of these risks to self, but they also showed a conscious resilience, for 
example, persisting in the face of co-customer sanctions: 

 
…we had to wheel [the pram] through. One particular gentleman was 
there with his wife and I said ‘excuse me’ about three times - he just 
had to move his chair a small amount and he just sort of looked down 
his nose at me … so it sort of put you a little on edge but we stayed. 
(John) 
 
Parents’ and carer’s consciousness of children’s behaviour and wellbeing suggest 

particular notions of embodiment in their connection of parenthood, consumption and 
hospitality. In her phenomenological examination of breastfeeding, Simms (2001) 
conceptualises the bond between mother and child as ‘chiasmic’, arguing that their 
existence can be understood to become non-dualistic or intercorporeal. Arguably, our 
participants’ accounts of parental experiences in hospitality demonstrate a different 
but related form of intercorporeality. Parents and carers (male and female) are no 
longer singular agents, but appear to be connected to their children, through their 
behaviours and interactions with other patrons. More specifically, children can be 
conceived as being extended bodies of their parents. The children’s voices, limbs and 
their actions have consequences for the parent and their experience of hospitality. 
Furthermore, hospitality spaces and the consumption of hospitality amplified this 
intercorporeality in a number of ways. Firstly, hospitality venues facilitate co-presence 
alongside mutual awareness between parents or carers, children in their care, staff 
and other patrons. Secondly, this co-presence is also tied to food, drink and hospitality 
related actions that require certain forms of embodied cultural competencies, for 
example the ability to sit still, eat or drink, and not disturb others. The performance of 
these competencies shapes mutual awareness and the ongoing acceptability of co-
presence.  
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Hospitality and children’s power 
 
As demonstrated above, the enactment of parenthood in the visible, public 

domain of commercial hospitality presented a series of risks. Participants also 
highlighted children’s ability to present, amplify and manage risks. Narratives 
repeatedly emphasised that the wellbeing of the child, and the potential for the child 
to determine the nature of the experience, also shaped their choice of venues, and 
effectively extended to whether they would visit any hospitality venue.  

 
I would not go to a very fancy restaurant with a child, because I 
wouldn’t really enjoy my meal. And we noticed that at the weekend 
when we took her out – I could have been eating a piece of cardboard 
because you’re just more focussed on ‘is she eating her food’, ‘is she 
going to start kicking off’. (Jo) 
 
Academics increasingly emphasise the importance of children’s agency (Holloway 

and Valentine, 2000), and recognise their ability to exercise power in food-related 
behaviour (Carrigan et al., 2006; Grieshaber, 1997). The participants in this study 
illustrated that the parent/carer-child interaction had significant impacts on their 
consumption choices in terms of the places they visit/avoid, but also the times at 
which they can patronise venues and even the services they avail themselves of and 
those they do not.  

 
They like McDonald’s, but I try not to take them there all the time, 
because it’s not the best sort of food. They like the playground and 
they’re familiar with the characters and the marketing is very strong 
and it’s hard for them not to really be attracted to that…But I suppose 
even if I do go to McDonald’s I can still get the salads and the fruit… 
alternatively I pack food for them (Hassan) 

 
…the child’s needs and the situation that you’re in when you’ve got a 
child is perhaps slightly above the things that used to be important. I 
wouldn’t for instance have gone to Costa in the past, unless there was 
a very good reason, because I don’t particularly agree with that kind 
of … I don’t like that kind of place, I don’t support those kind of 
‘brandy’ places, but now that I have a child I do sometimes have to go 
there because it’s the only option. (Jo) 

 
Bound up in these reflections are the re-emerging discourses of ‘good 

parenthood’ (cf. Goodwin and Huppatz, 2010; Lee et al., 2014), implying a sense of 
sacrifice and the prioritisation of their child. This may have emerged through specific 
hospitality consumption practices when parents capitulated to the whims of children: 

 
Well, he used to insist on being part of the ordering process and 
order his own babyccino, which got complicated when he started 
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ordering a big-babyccino and no-one knew quite what that was, but 
he just thought ‘I’m not a baby, so that menu item no longer applies’. 
(Karina) 

 
However, children’s ability to influence parents’ choices and mobilities were also 

determined by more embodied experiences or performances of parenthood. Other 
accounts suggest pragmatic explanations of parents’ choices of venues, for example 
the necessity for the children to eat or sleep, which were managed alongside the 
desire to interact in networks:   

 
Yeah, we would often, if I meet a friend at the women’s group, we 
would then go to a café afterwards, or we’d go to lunch, I’ve met 
other mums on different days when we’ve met up and gone to lunch 
and cafés and gone for a coffee. Sometimes lunch, it depends when 
you fit food in around feeding, changing the baby. (Karen [emphasis 
added]) 
 

Hospitality, risk and coping behaviours 
 
Many accounts of parenthood, particularly women’s experiences of pregnancy 

and breastfeeding, highlight how the challenges associated with parenting and care 
provision outside of the home are managed (cf. Lane, 2005; Longhurst, 2001). Our 
narratives also showed that beyond the choices of venue, and the temporal aspects of 
patronage, the entanglement of parenthood and hospitality involved a series of coping 
behaviours to help negotiate the experience. Consuming as a parent included service 
substitution – compensating for anticipated service failures and service shortfalls. As 
Karen noted:  

  
I now take hot water with me if I’m going anywhere, so I’ve had to 
adapt, and just think, ‘Right I can take my own hot water,’ and be a bit 
more organised and a bit more prepared, because not everyone’s 
prepared to give me hot water. (Karen) 
 
Importantly, several respondents noted that consumption and performances of 

parenthood were not limited to the provision of food and drink alone. For example, 
Adele observed:  

 
You’re going through the phase as all parents do of having the 
entertainment pack with you, so you bring the cards. We used to put 
a pack of cards in our bag, so we’d play cards a lot, the drawing stuff, 
but the drawing stuff gets a bit boring after a while, but then you go 
through the phase of having the Nintendo DS that comes out. … But 
when they’re very small, it’s the pass the credit cards around the 
table, so here’s one for you, pass it to dad … the main making up one 
is the hide something from the table. (Adele) 
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Consuming as a parent or carer also influenced which spaces they inhabited and 

how. For example, the extracts below demonstrate how parents and carers gauged 
which would be appropriate discrete spaces for them and the children in their care, 
and how they considered other patrons when performing caring duties.   

 
I suppose it’s in the back of my mind that some people don’t agree 
with breastfeeding in public because you see it on the news all the 
time… I was fully covered up, didn’t give any reason to ‘perv’ at me or 
whatever… I’d probably pick a really comfortable corner that I could 
go into and kind of hide. (Rosa)  

 
Quite often I’m thinking of where you sit, looking for places that are 
in a corner that might have a bit of space where the children can get 
down and run around and not be interfering with other people who 
are using the restaurant, café, whatever, so that’s the kind of things 
that would weigh into where we’d choose. (Helen) 
 
Consuming hospitality with children inevitably involved tensions, where actual 

behaviours deviated from those expected in a particular venue, which resulted in 
parents/carers departing from venues or avoiding venues in anticipation of conflicts or 
judgements from others about their performances of parenthood.   

 
If people make you feel bad about being there, and you’re depressed, 
it’s frightening actually. And that did happen quite a bit initially, 
because I was going to the wrong places I suppose … and so I was 
terrified. I would literally run out of places with him. (Martine) 
 
I would hesitate to take him to a very posh restaurant too late at 
night, because you do get the huffing and puffing of, ‘That child 
should be in bed,’ and it’s like, ‘You don’t know our routine and you 
don’t know my child, but at the same time, I’m not really wanting to 
deal with your disapproval’. (Nicola) 
 
In all these situations, hospitality, and the possibilities for experiencing 

hospitality or inhospitality shaped, and were shaped by, both the discourses of 
parenthood and the actual embodied experience of parenthood. Parents’ and carers’ 
sense of risk associated with specific venues subsequently informed their choices of 
venues. A parallel can be drawn here between participants’ narratives and those in 
Skeggs’ (1999) work on women in gay spaces. Skeggs (1999) argued that heterosexual 
women patronised gay venues because they were not subjected to the heterosexual 
male gaze and associated sexual harassment: they became ‘invisible’ in these spaces.  
As one interviewee noted when asked about important features of venues he would 
visit with his child: “quite high noise levels, which is actually quite good with kids, you 
don’t have to worry about the occasional cry or whinge or whatever.” (Adam). Many of 
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the parents and care-providers noted that they chose venues that were noisy, where 
they could become ‘inaudible’, thus avoiding scrutiny and negative judgment by other 
patrons of their children and of them as care providers.  

 

Conclusion 
 
This paper has explored the multidimensional entanglement of parenthood, 

care-provision and hospitality. It has demonstrated how the spaces and practices of 
commercial hospitality provision can support parenthood, alongside the way 
parenthood, and child-parent-consumer-provider interactions shape parents’ and 
carers’ experiences of hospitality. Hospitality venues provide contexts for care 
provision, acting as spaces of sociality, while also offering escape from the stresses of 
parenting. Participating in hospitality experiences potentially sensitises children 
regarding social and cultural norms, and thus informs their socialisation. However, 
parents’ narratives also reinforce the duality of hospitality experiences, and the 
multiple forms of emotional and physical labour carers must mobilise. These accounts 
also point to children’s agency and how parents’ attention to children’s wellbeing vis-
à-vis hospitality shapes parental experiences. Finally, we identified parents’ 
performative responses and coping behaviours as they ensured positive experiences or 
compensated for negative ones. 

It is important to acknowledge what could be termed the class-dimensions of the 
study and its emerging findings. In discussing their values, aspirations and anxieties, 
the parents and carers in this study reproduced notions of middle-class identity and 
habitus. This stems in part from the sample in which respondents with higher 
educational qualifications are overrepresented. However, it is also useful to stress that 
such class values may effectively become a core aspect of hospitality venues’ 
commercial propositions. The ability to consume is determined by parents’/carers’ 
ability to mobilise both economic and cultural capital. Consequently, the expanding 
marketisation of family consumption and the targeting of carers and parents by 
operators may lead to further intensification of parenting. Spaces of hospitality are 
visible social domains where class aspirations are (re)produced and anxieties are 
perpetuated (Miller, 2014). Venues may therefore also reproduce class inequalities 
and serve to enact forms of class-based social inclusion and exclusion.  

Such class-based tensions may lead to the conclusion that hospitality spaces 
offer a mixed set of experiences for their patrons. Nevertheless, the findings highlight 
that we should consider more carefully the role of hospitality venues within parental 
geographies and practices. If, as we have argued, these spaces have a positive function 
in supporting parenthood, and a transformative potential to positively shape parent 
and child experiences, this study suggests that hospitality practitioners should be 
sensitised further regarding the needs and practices of those involved in childcare.  

Arguably, operators may simply be driven by a commercial imperative, but they 
may actually appreciate the social, cultural and moral dimensions of hosting these 
consumers. Regardless of their motivation, creating inclusive environments and 
responsive services have a number of benefits for organisations and their consumers 
(Rosenbaum, 2009). There are undoubtedly commercial risks and opportunities 
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involved in hosting parents and carers with children. Alienating such consumers can 
result in a public backlash and has reputational risks for organisations (Lugosi, 2010), 
particularly with the prevalence of social media. Moreover, creating satisfactory 
experiences for parents, carers and the children in their care may also ensure the 
satisfaction of other patrons for whom children and families represent experiential 
threats. 

Market researchers continue to gather data on family consumption habits, but 
this study helps to give voice to the emotional and practical dimensions of their 
experiences, which is often absent from market research reports. Sensitising 
practitioners may thus rely on communicating the physical, emotional and 
psychological labours of consuming as a parent or carer. Encountering such personal 
accounts can be the first step in developing greater responsiveness to parents’, carers’ 
and children’s needs regarding factors that may enhance their experience or cause 
dissatisfaction. The emerging themes of this study may, however, be condensed into a 
toolkit for practitioners. 

A cynical response to such attempts to sensitise practitioners is that it 
perpetuates the commodification and marketisation of parenting, care-provision, and 
childhood more generally. However, understanding the work of parenting, through the 
provision and consumption of hospitality, is also of benefit to non-commercial 
organisations, which support parents and care-provision. Specifically, if hospitality 
does indeed facilitate a series of positive benefits, public health practitioners should 
also be made aware of its potential to influence parental experiences (cf. Wu et al., 
2013). Previous studies have pointed to the importance of social contacts for mothers 
suffering from post-natal depression (Mauthner, 1995). Hospitality can be utilised in 
the promotion of wellbeing of mothers, carers and the children in their care. 
Understanding the gestures of (in)hospitableness and its material dimensions can also 
help to develop inclusive, non-commercial social spaces, for example in the form of 
play centres and venues hosting neonatal support networks.  

Concerning future research, this study has shown how examining further 
parents’ and carers’ experiences can help us to develop a more nuanced 
understanding of parenthood and the geographies of care-work more generally. This 
includes the identity constructions and the embodied relationships involved in 
parenting and caring, and their interactions with the practices of hospitality. Future 
research building on this study can thus explore further how a wide range of 
commercial and non-commercial leisure spaces are made (in)hospitable.  
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Table 1 Sample details 

Name Gender Age Highest Level 
of Education 

Number of 
children 

Age(s) Visitor 
Behaviour 

Sample Group 

Adam M 55+ PG 1 12 years >1 per week/1 
per week 

UK 

Nicola F 35-44 PG 1 9 Months >1 per week/1 
per week 

UK 

Adele F 45-54 PG 1 14 years >1 per week/1 
per week 

UK 

Karen F 35-44 PG 1 7 Months >1 per week/1 
per week 

UK 

Martine F 35-44 PG 1 2 Years >1 per week/1 
per week 

UK 

Helen F 35-44 PG 2 3 years 
6 Years 

1-2 per month UK 

Chloe 
 

F 35-44 Higher 1 2.5 Years 1-2 per month UK 

Brigitte F 35-44 Higher 1 6 Years >1 per week/1 
per week 

UK 

Anna F 45-54 Higher 2 5 Years 
6 Years 

1-2 per month UK 

Amanda F 35-44 PG 2 4 Years 
7 Years 

1-2 per 3 
months 

UK 

Jo F 25-34 PG 1 19 Months >1 per week/1 
per week 

UK 

Henri & Paul M & F 35-44 Higher 2 4 Years 
5 Years 

>1 per week/1 
per week 

UK 

Rosa & Greg M & F 35-44 Higher 4 7 Months 
5 Years 

>1 per week/1 
per week 

Australia 
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12 Years 
15 Years 

John M 35-44 Secondary 2 
 

1 Year 
5 Years 

1-2 per month Australia 

Margaret F 25-34 PG 1 2 Years 11 
Months 

>1 per week/1 
per week 

Australia 

Hassan M 25-34 PG 2 2 Years 
4 Years 

>1 per week/1 
per week 

Australia 

Noah 
 

M 25-34 Primary 1 2.5 Years Never Australia 

Olivia F 55+ Higher 4 Children/ 
2 Grand 
children 

Grandchildren: 
4 Years 
11 years 

1-2 per month Australia 

Karina 
 

F 25-34 Higher 1 3 Years 1-2 per month Australia 

Eva F 25-34 Higher 1 9 Years >1 per week/1 
per week 

Australia 

Ada F 35-44 Higher 1 6.5 Years >1 per week/1 
per week 

Australia 

Corinne F 35-44 Further 2 8 Years 
15 years 

1-2 per month Australia 

Sophia F 35-44 Higher 3 8 Months 
2.5 Years 
3.5 Years 

>1 per week/1 
per week 

Australia 

Gabriella F 35-44 Further 2 2.5 Years 
4.5 Years 

1-2 per month Australia 

Monika F 35-44 Higher 2 1.5 years 
2.5 Years 

>1 per week/1 
per week 

Australia 

Tessa F 25-34 Higher 2 4 Years 
5 Years 

1-2 per month Australia 
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Adrian M 25-34 Higher 2 3 Years 
3 Years 

>1 per week/1 
per week 

Australia 

Sara F 35-44 Further 3 5 Years 
8 Years 
13 Years 

1-2 per month Australia 

 
 
 




