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Abstract
This article explores mothers’ narratives of ‘prepping’ behaviours. Prepping involves the 

management of stockpiled household items in anticipation of marketplace disruption. In this 

article, we use anticipated food shortages following the UK’s exit from the EU (‘Brexit’) as 

our context. Drawing on interview data, we highlight how mothers embed prepping into their 

ongoing pursuit of intensive motherhood, bound in the highly gendered practice of feeding the 

family. While adhering to elements of intensive motherhood ideology (their actions are labour 

intensive/child centred), participants reveal a hidden element to their practice. We introduce 

the notion of ‘survivalist intensive motherhood’ to understand their actions. Survivalist intensive 

motherhood departs from earlier intensive motherhood studies due to the largely invisible nature 

of preparations and the trade-offs made to feed the family during resource scarcity.
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Introduction

Intensive parenting represents a growing trend within parenting cultures (Cappellini 

et al., 2019). Although a gender-neutral term, studies of intensive parenting predomi-

nantly focus on mothers, given their primary care role (Shirani et al., 2012), bound in 

‘the day-to-day labour of nurturing the child, listening to the child, attempting to deci-

pher the child’s needs and desires, struggling to meet the child’s wishes, and placing the 

child’s well-being ahead of their own convenience’ (Hays, 1996: 8). Intensive mother-

hood practices are, therefore, highly child-centric and necessitate the expenditure of 

time, love and money (Lee et al., 2010), requiring mothers ‘not only to put their child’s 

needs before their own in every respect, but to be able to display this to others through 

everyday practices’ (Cappellini et al., 2019: 470). Motherhood – including the food 

mothers offer their children – is thus entwined in public display, highly visible and moni-

tored by others (Finch, 2007). ‘Good’ or ‘bad’ moral accountabilities surrounding parent-

ing permeate the practice of offering food to children, suffused with classed discourses 

of ‘proper’ and ‘healthy’ eating (Harman and Cappellini, 2015).

In this article, we depart from existing renderings of intensive motherhood by present-

ing a particular version of such practice: survivalist intensive motherhood. Using the 

context of mothers who identify as Brexit preppers (collecting food, water and medicine 

in anticipation of shortages and market disruption following Britain’s exit from the 

European Union: ‘Brexit’) we demonstrate how some of the tenets of intensive mother-

hood, particularly public display and healthy food production/consumption, recede as 

mothering practices are framed around the survival of the family. The survivalist inten-

sive mother, while adhering to norms of moral accountability and child-centredness, 

makes discontinuous trade-offs in her motherhood practice to ensure the well-being of 

her child and to maintain her identity as a ‘good’ mother in anticipated times of disrup-

tion. These trade-offs may well require a temporary departure from expert advice and 

acknowledged best practice (e.g. healthy eating), as well as requiring efforts to hide 

(rather than display) motherly prepping behaviours to ensure the safety of her family. 

Although Brexit prepping may well be viewed as an exceptional context, the precarious 

nature of supply-chains during unforeseen events (e.g. volatile weather patterns, natural 

disasters, pandemics) suggests this form of intensive motherhood may be more pervasive 

than expected. For example, one in five British consumers are reportedly stockpiling 

food, drink and medicines in preparation for a no-deal Brexit (The Guardian, 2019). 

Recent disruption during the COVID-19 pandemic (and resultant shortages of essential 

items, such as toilet paper) also demonstrates consumer propensity to stockpile when 

faced with disruption/uncertainty.

Prepping is usually undertaken by those preparing to independently survive disaster 

(Mills, 2019), linked to the delusional certainty of apocalyptic collapse among a marginal 

subculture, most commonly in the USA (e.g. doomsday preppers). Yet more recent 

research positions prepping as an increasingly mainstream precautionary tactic in response 

to some forms of crisis (Campbell et al., 2019; Mills, 2019). In relation to Brexit, UK 

consumers expressed particular anxieties regarding the availability of food and medical 

supplies (see Feng et al., 2017). This study examines how these anxieties manifest them-

selves within the family, and in particular, how mothers prepare for anticipated resource 
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scarcity and marketplace disruption. We use the ideology of intensive motherhood (Hays, 

1996) as our starting point to explore how moral discourses of good mothering and dis-

play shape mothers’ lived experiences of Brexit prepping.

Intensive Motherhood

The concept of ‘intensive mothering’, developed by Hays (1996), highlights the experi-

ences of contemporary mothers who are increasingly involved in the labour market, yet 

remain morally accountable for childrearing, leaving them feeling torn between the 

spheres of work and home (Faircloth and Gürtin, 2018). Within a wider context in which 

parenting has become more child-centric and expert guided, intensive mothering deems 

mothers ultimately responsible for all aspects of their child’s development and future 

success (Hays, 1996; Miller, 2005; Wall, 2013). Parenting and child-development experts 

have expanded what constitutes the ‘needs’ of the child, from physical care, including 

foodwork, to ‘emotional, psychological and cognitive needs’ (Romagnoli and Wall, 

2012: 273). Mothers are expected to spend prolonged one-to-one ‘quality time’ with 

children, which, childrearing experts claim, stimulates brain development (Wall, 2010). 

Despite little evidence to support these claims, mothers are deemed responsible for cul-

tivating their child’s future intellectual capabilities (Wall, 2010). Under intensive moth-

ering, the child is viewed as sacred; raising a child is framed as one of the most fulfilling 

phases of a woman’s life-course, and ‘one of the most important things one can do for 

society’ (Hays, 1996: 68). While recent discourses of fatherhood have shifted towards 

fathers becoming more actively involved in childcare (Dermott and Miller, 2015), and 

susceptible to ‘intensive parenting’ discourses (Shirani et al., 2012), they can opt-out of 

intensive parenting more easily than mothers, who largely remain targets for these cul-

tural messages (Cappellini et al., 2019; Faircloth and Gürtin, 2018).

Sociological literature on mothering highlights how women present themselves as 

good mothers through their everyday practices of mothering, including feeding the fam-

ily (DeVault, 1991; Harman and Cappellini, 2015). Family display is an important way 

in which people ‘convey to each other and to relevant audiences that certain of their 

actions constitute “doing family things” and thereby confirm that these relationships are 

“family” relationships’ (Finch, 2007: 67). Mothers are under pressure to perform ‘dis-

play work’, and internalise the need to display good mothering to the extent that they 

monitor themselves against the norms of intensive mothering (Budds et al., 2017). They 

feel surveilled by formal experts, professionals and during everyday encounters with 

other mothers (Dermott and Seymour, 2011; Henderson et al., 2010). Those differing 

from these norms risk displaying poor family practice and being judged as ‘troublesome’ 

(Harman and Cappellini, 2015) or ‘bad’ mothers (James and Curtis, 2010).

Research on motherhood and display highlights that intensive mothering is connected 

with social class, largely underpinned by middle-class values and dispositions (Kehily 

and Thomson, 2011; Perrier, 2013). Middle-class parents tend to engage in ‘concerted 

cultivation’ (Lareau, 2003), involving the obligation to invest extensive amounts of effort 

into monitoring and developing their children’s learning and social skills. While the feel-

ing of being under surveillance typifies intensive, middle-class mothering, working-class 

mothers also monitor and measure themselves against these ideals (Ponsford, 2011; 
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Romagnoli and Wall, 2012). Mothers who occupy less advantaged social class positions, 

including young mothers, often feel the need to demonstrate respectability through con-

sumption, while lacking the resources to do so (Banister et al., 2016; Ponsford, 2011; 

Skeggs, 2004). Yet intensive mothering is a global cultural script, viewed by many par-

ents around the world as the ‘proper’ way of raising children (Faircloth and Gürtin, 

2018). While differences in class, ethnicity and gender affect how parents internalise the 

norms of intensive mothering, it remains the ‘normative standard by which mothering 

practices and arrangements are evaluated’ (Arendell, 2000: 1195).

There is a growing body of research that examines how mothers cope with intensifica-

tion of mothering norms during financial hardship, illustrating how mothers practise 

thrift and self-sacrifice to display devotion to their families (Cappellini et al., 2014, 

2019; Waight, 2019). While such research helps to understand how mothers cope during 

financial hardship, less is known about how mothers prepare for times of anticipated 

future resource scarcity. In this article, we explore how such preparations are undertaken 

by a sample of relatively affluent, intensive mothers from the UK who are preparing for 

envisaged disruption to supply-chains/food shortages following Brexit. Based on our 

findings and existing research on intensive mothers, we develop the concept of the ‘sur-

vivalist intensive mother’, defined as a mother who anticipates marketplace disruption 

and resource scarcity, prepares and develops the skills to manage, protect and conceal 

their behaviours, and makes discontinuous trade-offs to ensure the survival and well-

being of their children, while maintaining everyday performances of motherhood.

The Context: Britain’s Exit from the EU

The United Kingdom is described as a nation divided regarding the decision to withdraw 

from the European Union (EU), with families, social groups and even political parties 

internally divided regarding whether to continue to fight to ‘remain’ or work out how to 

‘leave’ (Koller and Ryan, 2019). The United Kingdom joined the European Economic 

Community (EEC) in 1973, confirmed by referendum in 1975. This union was built on 

Britain’s international voice being bolstered and optimism for a prosperous and peaceful 

future (Walsh, 2016). The EEC developed into the EU in 1992 through the Maastricht 

treaty, designed to integrate Europe’s nations politically and economically, including 

united foreign policy, common citizenship rights and a single currency, the Euro (although 

this was not adopted in the UK).

In 2009, the Eurozone crisis beckoned austerity as a key policy across Europe, hark-

ening an intensification of divisions between the UK and the EU. Although many UK 

citizens displayed a heightened attachment to EU membership, the UK Independence 

Party (UKIP), with its single policy to leave the EU, rose in prominence against this 

backdrop of economic unrest. In 2013, David Cameron pledged to hold an ‘in–out’ ref-

erendum, should the Conservatives win the 2015 UK general election. Subsequently, on 

23 June 2016, the UK held a referendum on whether the UK should leave the EU and the 

option to leave passed by a slim majority: 51.9% to 48.1%. The result set in motion con-

siderable exit negotiations, with the then Prime Minister Theresa May invoking article 

50 of the Treaty on European Union to formally give notice of intent to leave the EU. 

Britain was (initially) set to depart the EU on 30 March 2019.
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UK citizens became increasingly concerned that Brexit would be completed on a ‘no-

deal’ basis, creating fear of food and other shortages, due to a breakdown of UK–EU 

trading relations (Feng et al., 2017). UK food retailers, led by the British Retail 

Consortium (BRC), initially announced that consumers should not stockpile food in 

anticipation of such unfounded eventualities; with the Department for Exiting the 

European Union reinforcing this view (Hope, 2018). However, major grocery retailers 

wrote to the Government (backed by BRC) in January 2019 warning of ‘significant dis-

ruption’ to food supplies in the event of a no-deal Brexit (Butler, 2019). Subsequently, 

the emergent phenomenon of so-called Brexit prepping began to gather momentum; with 

one in five Britons reportedly stockpiling goods (The Guardian, 2019). Several online 

Brexit-prepping communities emerged; spaces where likeminded individuals could meet 

to seek reassurance and advice from others to aid their prepping (Wollaston, 2019).

The Study

In this article, we focus on interview data collected between January and April 2019 with 

21 mothers actively engaging with Brexit prepping, recruited from online Brexit-

prepping communities. The mothers were purposively recruited (Patton, 2002) with 

approval of site moderators. The online communities (comprising 16,000 members) 

were described as ‘non-political’ spaces – strictly enforced by site moderators. Whereas 

the majority of our sample identified as ‘Remainers’, a small number backed Brexit, but 

both shared common concerns regarding post-Brexit food availability/disruption. The 

main recruiting criterion was to interview individuals who were prepping and, although 

not the initial intention of our recruitment, only women responded to our appeal for par-

ticipants. Indeed, members of the online Brexit prepping communities were predomi-

nantly women – signalling the gendered nature of this activity. Participants had previously 

never formally practised prepping. It was the uncertainty surrounding food availability 

and how best to prepare for this that drove the women to join online communities for 

reassurance, to develop their prepping skills and to share best practice with likeminded 

others. To gain insight into the prepping community, a year-long non-participatory sen-

sitising netnography (Kozinets, 2014) of the online communities was also undertaken 

(April 2018–April 2019). This allowed insight into the prepping community and glimpses 

of their prepping behaviours (informing questions posed during later interviews).

Given the secrecy of the prepping community, and the geographical spread of partici-

pants across the UK, interviews were conducted by phone or video-conference. Prior to 

interview, the women were encouraged to capture their preparations in a series of photo-

graphs via their smartphone. The photographs acted as a prompt during interviews to 

discuss what had been gathered and why, and where and how goods were stored. 

Interviews were semi-structured and explored broad themes covering prepping experi-

ences (e.g. what prepping means to them; how they had decided what – and how – to 

store and practical decisions surrounding how long their ‘stash’ would last/how their 

stash was managed) and motivations and rationale (e.g. who they discussed prepping 

with; their partner’s/children’s reaction to their prepping; who they were prepping for). 

Participants were, however, able to raise issues which they felt pertinent to understand 

their prepping behaviours and activities.
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During interview, the women disclosed information they felt pertinent and comforta-

ble to discuss. They self-identified as white British, heterosexual and middle class, 

although a small number of participants did not wish to offer finer demographic detail 

(e.g. occupations, their geographic location). The women were aged between 27 and 61, 

were in paid employment (with the exception of Emily, who was a stay-at-home parent) 

and lived with their male partner and children. Their children were aged between three 

and 20 years old (and all lived with them at home). Occupations ranged from teacher, 

charity worker, accountant and solicitor (with participants, therefore, indicating signifi-

cant cultural and economic capital).

With the consent of participants, interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

The male lead author who conducted each interview was positioned as an ‘outsider’, 

with the researcher being perceived as neutral in gaining the trust of participants to share 

their experiences of motherhood in a non-judgemental setting. Each interview lasted 

between 60 and 90 minutes, with a gift-card offered to participants as a token of thanks 

for their participation. Ethical guidelines were closely followed, with this project holding 

university ethics board approval. We follow Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic approach 

to data analysis. Each transcript was initially read and re-read by individual members of 

the research team. Notes and memos were exchanged which focused on developing a full 

understanding of each participant. Once this stage of analysis was complete, patterns 

across participants emerged, in an iterative manner. The women largely conceptualised 

meeting the needs of their children as their responsibility. Accordingly, we used the con-

cept of intensive motherhood as a sensitising concept in our analysis.

First, we offer a sense of the rationale the mothers gave in making sense of their prep-

ping activities. Second, we illustrate how participants break with elements of existing 

intensive motherhood ideology by means of invisible displays. Finally, we show how the 

food they plan to offer their children during times of disruption is often far from ideal, or 

healthy, contesting previous intensive motherhood research.

Prepping as a (‘Good’) Mother’s Duty

Across our interviews, participants viewed the work of feeding the family as their own 

responsibility. This was a more pervasive enterprise than simply preparing meals, encap-

sulating a range of provisioning, storing and managing activities to ensure that there was 

enough food to eat, should their concerns be actualised. For example, participants often 

recounted sophisticated spreadsheet systems and inventories which detailed the contents 

of their ‘stash’, how various ingredients might contribute to weekly meal plans and infor-

mation like best-before dates. They depicted highly gendered relations at home, with 

male partners largely absent from (and initially unsupportive of) their prepping behav-

iour, receding into the background of their efforts. While the women discussed how their 

partners ‘tolerated’ their prepping, participants saw it as their primary responsibility to 

meet the needs of their family. Food was framed by the women as a means to express 

love and as a mechanism to meet the sometimes-unique needs of their children (e.g. 

specific dietary requirements). To potentially deprive their children (particularly those 

with food intolerances) of access to such sustenance through their own poor planning/

preparation was characterised as ‘bad’ mothering, as Judy illustrates:
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Well, you think of the original hunter–gatherer – you’re the hunter [to the male researcher] and 

I’m the gatherer. And that’s what we do – we gather it, that’s what mums do. I picked my 

daughter up from an exam the other day and I said don’t let anyone tell you that I express love 

through food. But on the dashboard, there was a nice gluten-free1 chocolate bar, a punnet of 

strawberries, peas, because she loves podding some peas, as we call it, and some cherries. I said 

take your pick, but don’t let anyone say that I express love through food! [laughing]. I think a 

big part of me, who I am as a mother, would be removed completely if I couldn’t feed the 

family, so I do worry . . . It gives me a bit of peace of mind to know that she’s cared for, taken 

care of. She won’t starve and I won’t feel like a crap mum.

This highly emotive concern to provide for their children was in part motivated through 

the women’s framing of the child as ‘innocent’, a prominent feature of intensive mother-

ing (Hays, 1996). Prepping became an activity to ensure children could be fed during 

times of envisaged difficulty, but also as means to ensure the child’s safety in post-

imagined events (with many of the women envisaging scenes of civil unrest following, 

in their view, the inevitability of food shortages). Melanie explains:

To put myself or my kids into a position of not having enough food to eat, or to put ourselves 

in dangerous situations to find suitable food when people are fighting to get it? My family’s 

more important to me than that, so I’m doing this for them and to keep them fed and safe.

In her interview Hannah also highlighted that potential food shortages and the societal 

violence/disruption which could ensue were in no way attributable to her (blameless) 

children. Hannah, like others, also acknowledged earlier experiences of food poverty:

My children have known poverty in the past. I will not let that happen again and I want to 

ensure that if, through no fault of their own, prices rise and we have to make tough financial 

decisions, that they will still eat.

Hannah enacts what Orgad (2009) refers to as the therapeutic discourse of the survivor. 

Although acknowledging a traumatic event (food poverty), she mobilises positive action 

to afford the peace of mind that she is taking personal responsibility for her family’s 

well-being. It is important to highlight, however, that often the mothers did not want their 

children to ‘have it too easy’, recognising that a degree of managed struggle could be 

character building. For example, Anna reflects:

I grew up in poverty. I mean we lived from day to day, hand to mouth and 50p in the electricity 

meter. And if it ran out, we were in darkness. That was the simple fact of it. And I don’t want 

my kids to experience that hardship. I don’t mind them having a bit of a struggle, because I 

think that’s good for your character, but I really do worry that if this goes back to like the three-

day week, and the power cuts, that was a crap time.

Both Anna and Judy refer emotively to ‘crap’ motherhood: mothers who were not prepar-

ing sensibly for anticipated times of hardship and food scarcity. Sarah, although more 

extreme in view, attributed such ‘bad’ mothering practices to her fear that people outside 

the home would question her ability and competence to mother her children, should she 

not be able to offer them food: ‘You start thinking are people going to ring social services 
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because we have no food? Are people going to think that I’m not coping?’ Sarah’s con-

cerns regarding the imagined future consequences of not meeting expectations is reflec-

tive of the motherhood display literature (Dermott and Seymour, 2011; Finch, 2007). 

Being seen by others, particularly other women, as a ‘good’ mother was important for 

our participants, yet their prepping activities remained highly secretive and guarded.

While mothers made links to financial difficulties to justify their prepping activities 

(e.g. Hannah was prepping for fear of post-Brexit price rises; Anna positioned herself as 

a ‘survivor’ of previous financial difficulty), it is important to stress that prepping was 

seen by participants as separate from financial savings or thrift (at the point of purchase, 

at least). Many participants discussed the high cost of prepping behaviours, particularly 

in relation to purchasing specialist equipment (e.g. vacuum packing devices/food dehy-

drators/food-grade storage containers) or the cost of food waste due to poor stock man-

agement and rotation (e.g. forgetting to use goods/waste emerging from rodent or other 

infestation). As middle-class mothers, participants could afford to purchase such equip-

ment, which they saw as worthy investments to protect and manage their stash.

Prepping often became an all-encompassing means to invoke ‘good’ motherhood dis-

course. The mothers spent an inordinate amount of time adding to their stash, preparing 

designated, sometimes purpose-built, storage areas for their goods (e.g. in garages, lofts, 

on top of/underneath kitchen cupboards: see Figures 1 and 2). They invested time 

researching new methods to store and preserve food (e.g. pickling, dehydrating, sourcing 

store cupboard recipes and trialling these at mealtimes, becoming Brexit ready) and dis-

played their love for the family through calculating how much food and other items they 

would need should their fears be realised. While this often appeared overwhelming, the 

mothers did not begrudge the effort incurred, symptomatic of the selfless, labour inten-

sive, self-sacrificing intensive mother (Hays, 1996; Lee et al., 2010), as Andrea explains:

Figure 1. Purpose built storage area.
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What I’m doing all takes time . . . from the effort I put into it, it costs, all my energies, it’s vast. 

You’ve got to think what do we eat, on a day-to-day basis, what do we eat, how much of 

everything, for how long? Is one month enough, is six months? I’ve gone for the six months 

scenario, just to be safe. Right down to toothpaste, shampoos and toilet paper, you can’t forget 

the toilet paper, making an inventory of what we go through and use . . . it becomes all-

encompassing and there’s always the sense of do I need more? So, I go out and get more. I don’t 

mind it though, I know I could usefully spend my free time doing other things, seeing friends, 

reading a book, but that’s not what motherhood is about, is it? I’m doing it because that’s what 

mums do, for the good of their kids.

Invisible and Creative Displays of Mothering

Mothering literature highlights the importance of displaying oneself as a ‘good’ mother 

(see James and Curtis, 2010), particularly in relation to feeding the family (Harman and 

Cappellini, 2015; O’Donohoe et al., 2013). However, being a good survivalist intensive 

mother involves a degree of managed invisibility, even secrecy, keeping prepping behav-

iours hidden for fear that others (outside the family) could find out about (and potentially 

Figure 2. Storage containers in eaves full of rice, pasta, olive oil and cleaning products.
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steal) their stash, and fear that others may view them as neurotic. Anna reported feeling 

‘glad that we didn’t tell people’ to avoid becoming a target for friends, neighbours or 

thieves in an imagined post-Brexit food shortage: ‘because who are they going to come 

to first? . . . It’s not a bad idea to keep quiet.’ The women sought to avoid suspicion from 

those in their social milieu, including supermarket delivery drivers who might have 

noticed their stockpiling, as Jane comments:

I worry that the TESCO delivery driver knows what I have, but it does get you in to that 

mindset, what will I do with the empty tin cans? You know, my neighbours might see what I’ve 

got [if food shortages are actualised] and come looking for things.

While intensive motherhood involves self-surveillance to ensure displays of good 

mothering illustrate dedication to their child’s development (Budds et al., 2017), surviv-

alist intensive motherhood brings a new layer of complexity, requiring mothers to keep 

their prepping behaviours secret, while maintaining their everyday mothering practices/

display. For example, rather than overtly bulk buying, Kelly would ‘just buy a couple of 

things extra a month . . . an extra packet of pasta there, oh that’s on offer, I’ll grab some 

of those’. Sales promotions were often used to slowly and prudently build their stash 

(rather than bulk-buying goods in a short timeframe). Indeed, participants were highly 

critical of ‘others’ who resorted to bulk-buying, which implies poor planning and panic 

buying on their part, which our mothers wanted to distance themselves from. Our par-

ticipants view their own behaviours as ‘sensible’, as part of the ‘logic of the savvy shop-

per’ (Campbell et al., 2019: 806), and do not want to draw attention to this seemingly 

laudable activity.

Yet the women acknowledged that as their stockpile grew, they would need to go to 

increasingly intensive efforts to avoid discovery. As well as necessitating significant 

space requirements, accumulating and managing their stockpile also meant finding crea-

tive ways to maintain its invisibility:

I’m certainly not advertising that I have food. What I’ve done, I’m not storing it all in one place, 

I’ve broken it down into smaller blocks. There’s bits in the kitchen, bits in the garage, bits in the 

loft, tins under the floorboards in the front room, tins behind the bottom plinths under my 

kitchen cabinets. If I do get burgled then I’m just able to minimise the likelihood of losing the 

lot, assuming they stop looking for food when they find the first mini stash and don’t start 

ripping up the floorboards! (Paula)

Many women, including Paula and Melanie, adopted the strategy of using multiple, hid-

den spaces such as the chimney (see Figure 3), under the floorboards, or behind the sofa 

to spread risk and minimise discovery. They often felt the need to ensure that their stash 

was kept secure for the longer-term good of their family, as Paula explains:

I’ve put a Night Lock on the front and back door, I bought that on Amazon, this little metal 

attachment that secures your door if someone tries to break in, and I bolt that up each night now, 

that’s my new routine. I’m just getting into the habit of being more security-minded, particularly 

because I’m worried about my stash, which I think is a good thing to do anyway, to protect your 

family as much as you can. I think it’s about insulating your family as much as you can.
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Paula’s account illustrates how norms of intensive motherhood are heightened when 

combined with prepping, creating new mothering responsibilities to protect their stash 

and keep their family safe. Paula devotes extensive amounts of time, energy and resources 

to prepping behaviours, which she sees as an investment in the family’s future safety and 

well-being: ‘it’s hard work, all this prep, and I don’t want to run the risk of my efforts and 

hard work going down the toilet’.

Although invisible, the women viewed prepping behaviours as part of an ‘ethic of 

care’ for the family (Harman and Cappellini, 2015: 775), as Sarah highlights: ‘I’m kind 

of doing my motherhood bit in secret, behind closed doors . . . This isn’t something that 

I would shout about, but it’s something that I feel I need to do as a good mum, a respon-

sible mum.’ Women like Sarah distinguished between everyday displays of good, inten-

sive mothering and their invisible, yet all-encompassing prepping responsibilities:

I know people put things on Facebook, my mates online, they post about taking their kids to 

football, to netball or baking with them or just flashing the cash on them, tuition, extra lessons. 

That doesn’t make me feel so great and I want to shout at them how ignorant they’re being to 

the current state of things. Get some tins in! But I just sit there, secretly prepping. I don’t need 

other people to know what I’m doing, it just gives me some inner peace, protecting, feeding, 

future-proofing for them. It’s low key, even if it does take up all my time sourcing deals, 

preserving things, adding to the inventory, rotating the stock. It’s a full-time job.

Although Sarah feels that prepping provides her with a private sense of ‘inner peace’ 

derived from ensuring her family’s future well-being, it nevertheless places significant 

demands on her time and resources. Beneath the mundane displays of everyday ‘good’, 

middle-class mothering (Lareau, 2003; e.g. on Facebook, extra-curricular activities), 

women like Sarah work hard to develop new skills to manage their stash (sourcing deals, 

Figure 3. ‘Stash’ (tinned goods/bottles of water) hidden behind unused fireplace.
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preserving food, keeping complex inventories and rotating stock to ensure minimal food 

waste).

At the point where prepping resulted in more structural family home changes (e.g. 

taking up floorboards/moving heavy items to concealed places) male partners were 

sometimes enrolled by the women to help with their prepping. Such effort was initially 

offered begrudgingly, with the men largely ambivalent towards their partner’s behaviour. 

However, as the Brexit deadline loomed, and ‘imagined’ possibilities became increas-

ingly likely, the women reported the more active involvement of their male partners. 

These more visible activities (at least within the family) drew the attention of children to 

Brexit prepping. Although younger children were quite easily shielded from this, older 

children often became aware of prepping, but were told not to disclose such action to 

others. These developing family secrets were not only framed as essential to protect their 

family from potential food scarcity post-Brexit, but also to protect from potential stigma-

tisation due to the non-mainstream nature of prepping, as Jane outlines:

Really, I’m more wary about who I tell, to be honest. If I’ve mentioned it to a couple of 

colleagues, it’s in a jokey kind of way to be honest, ‘oh yeah, I’m prepping for the apocalypse, 

ha ha hah!’ kind of thing. People just think that’s kind of funny.

As the women manage their hidden stash, they are actively hiding their behaviours from 

external audiences, yet privately ‘displaying to themselves’ that ‘they are competent, 

caring mothers’ (Harman and Cappellini, 2015: 776) but in doing so, also anticipate a 

future where their family ‘survives’.

Unhealthy Trade-Offs as Part of the Ethic of Care

Intensive motherhood is underpinned by a moral discourse that renders mothers account-

able for foodwork and ensuring children’s development, for the good of the family and 

society (Budds et al., 2017; Cappellini et al., 2019). The women in our study had inter-

nalised their responsibility to provide a healthy diet for their children, yet they were also 

very aware that the types of food they were stockpiling were often in conflict with their 

relatively healthy everyday diets:

I’m just kind of conscious of them growing, they need to be fed. And they need to be fed well. 

They eat a lot of fruit and veg. Do you know what? If I can’t get hold of that, that bothers me a 

bit. But what bothers me more is that they’re full up and not hungry, so in these situations, 

ethics, values, morals, healthy eating, what have you, they go out of the window. We’ve got a 

load of dried stuff, and tinned stuff, and we just have to hope for the best to fill them up. (Anna)

As Anna explains, the women were concerned that fresh foods could not be stored easily 

for later consumption. Foods with a long shelf-life, such as dried and tinned foods, were 

acknowledged as lacking nutrition and as containing preservatives (features of foods 

they would not ordinarily offer their children). They perceived a trade-off, however, 

between prioritising the satisfaction of short-term hunger over the long-term health of 

their children in imaged post-Brexit disruption, as Sarah elaborates:
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My kids are my world and I’ve got to make sure there’s food in their bellies. It might not be 

good food, you won’t be able to get greens or fresh stuff, but it will be tinned stuff, frozen veg, 

chicken nuggets, Fray Bentos2 pies, they last forever. It’s important they’re full and it won’t kill 

them for a bit while we wait things out. It’s not the healthiest, but what can you do? . . . I think 

it’s a trade-off: hunger or quality food. Fresh food, it just doesn’t keep.

Sarah’s narrative shows how the women are still keen to demonstrate how their behav-

iours are about ensuring their child’s well-being, by emphasising how fulfilling the basic 

need of hunger becomes the priority under extreme circumstances. As Sarah continues: 

‘if you can’t go to the shops because of looting or shortages, rationing, your priorities 

should be to feed those little mouths, rubbish or otherwise’. The women neutralised their 

trade-offs as derived from a situation over which they had little control and by perceiving 

these measures as having minimal long-term effects on their children.

Previous research has shown that being a middle-class mother means making 

‘proper dietary choices for her children’, with middle-class mothers distancing them-

selves from ‘mothers from a lower social class’ who give their children junk food 

(Harman and Cappellini, 2015: 777, 772). For the middle-class women in our study, 

foods they would normally distance themselves from, such as ‘Pot Noodles, instant 

noodles, corned-beef’ (and the aforementioned Fray Bentos pie) become legitimate 

sources of sustenance in times of resource scarcity. The women often drew on wartime 

nostalgia and survivalist discourse (Orgad, 2009), as Sarah explains: ‘nutrition is 

important, but only to an extent. If it was good enough in the war, it’s good enough 

now.’ They took inspiration from some of the earliest ‘celebrity chefs’, like Marguerite 

Patten, a prominent wartime home economist, whose recipes used rations and mainly 

tinned/preserved goods, rather than contemporary chefs (e.g. Jamie Oliver), like the 

mothers in Harman and Cappellini’s (2015) study.

In preparing for times of crisis women like Anna also saw it as part of their caring role 

to incorporate some unhealthy treats into their stockpile, to maintain morale:

I’d like to say you know what, I do have this little box of chocolates stashed away and it’s a bit 

of a treat. I’d like to, I just want to mitigate. This is awful. We’re having to think like this, and 

I think God you know they’re like 16 and 14 and they are going through all this and it’s really 

shit. And I don’t want them to have this in their memory as children. I want them to have an 

idyllic, fun-filled childhood with little trauma.

To overcome these challenging times, they assume personal responsibility for protecting 

their children from trauma, by adopting a survivor mentality, which requires optimism 

and remaining positive in the face of adversity (Gill and Orgad, 2018). The women 

deemed themselves ultimately responsible not only for preventing hunger, but also ‘miti-

gating’ the psychological impact of food shortages on their children.

The women also perceived a time-based ‘trade-off’ derived from being sufficiently 

well prepared. They felt that time they invested in prepping would be recouped, ena-

bling them to devote more time to their children when they needed the most protection 

and care (i.e. following the ‘Brexit chaos’). Here the mothers report planning for this 

anticipated future using the community popular acronym ‘SHTF’ (shit hits the fan), as 

Emily explains:
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It makes me feel better knowing that I have a stash of food that will protect us for a couple of 

weeks, maybe a month. I don’t need to spend days trying to find a loaf of bread or food for the 

kids when shit hits the fan, but I can devote that time to the children, playing with them, 

spending time with them, calming them down. That’s what’s important, the most important to 

me and prepping buys me that time with payback coming later.

Emily’s quote illustrates how the women saw the time and effort they spent (invisibly) 

prepping for food shortages as an investment that would be offset by the ‘payback’ of 

being able to perform important emotional care work at a later point.

Discussion

In a world increasingly characterised by uncertainty and existential anxiety posed by an 

array of different threats (e.g. climate change, global financial crises, technological col-

lapse, global pandemics), our research offers valuable insight into how this permeates 

the everyday realm of the family. Using the context of Brexit prepping, we explore how 

mothers shoulder much of the burden of ensuring their family’s ongoing well-being, by 

gathering, preserving and managing their stockpile of provisions in anticipation of times 

of resource scarcity. As our findings illustrate, the mothers felt that providing food for the 

family was ultimately their responsibility, reiterating the gendered nature of responsibil-

ity for feeding the family (DeVault, 1991; Harman and Cappellini, 2015). Extending the 

concept of intensive mothering, this article introduces the concept of ‘survivalist inten-

sive mothering’ to understand mothers’ challenges in preparing for anticipated future 

marketplace disruption and resource scarcity.

The analysis shows how survivalist intensive mothering emerges when the powerful 

norms of intensive mothering combine with a growing sense of needing to be prepared, 

as part of a ‘good’ mother’s responsibility. The mothers evoke the discourse of the survi-

vor (Orgad, 2009) which helps them to reframe uncertain circumstances they may face, 

prompting the need for positive action to engage in prepping behaviours to provide for 

and protect their family (post-Brexit). However, we suggest that it is the combination of 

intensive mothering with the ‘survivor’ mentality that further embeds mothers in a mode 

of hyper-intensive mothering: survivalist intensive mothering. While many of the tenets 

of intensive motherhood were present in our participants’ accounts (e.g. they were labour 

intensive, child-centred, involved self-sacrifice), we discern two key departures from 

their behaviours which depict survivalist intensive mothering.

First, survivalist intensive mothering necessitates the purposeful managed invisibility 

of prepping behaviour. Media and popular discourses focus on the ‘hyperbolic eccen-

tricities’ of prepping (Campbell et al., 2019: 799), exacerbating the need to conceal prep-

ping behaviours in the face of feared stigma. Additionally, fears over food security, as a 

result of anticipated shortages and aberrant social breakdown, colour the women’s emo-

tionally charged accounts of hiding food in old fireplaces and under kitchen cupboards. 

Such secretive behaviours are in contrast to everyday intensive mothering practices, in 

which mothers work to display good mothering practices to external audiences (Finch, 

2007; Harman and Cappellini, 2015). Given the surveillance which surrounds ‘good’ 

parenting, and motherhood in particular, we argue that secrecy may be more widespread 
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in broader performances of intensive motherhood (e.g. mothers who covertly hire per-

sonal tutors to aid their child’s academic progress), which needs further investigation. 

Although hidden from external audiences, the women were creatively displaying ‘to 

themselves’ that they were ‘competent, caring mothers’ (Harman and Cappellini, 2015: 

776). The ‘display to self’ that characterised the Brexit prepping mothers’ accounts 

reflects the neoliberal political economy where the primary relationship is with the self, 

wrought through constant comparison with present and future-selves, in the context of 

real and imagined-others (Gill and Orgad, 2018).

Second, survivalist intensive mothering requires mothers to make discontinuous 

trade-offs in the ethics of care. Having internalised the middle-class norms of ‘healthy 

eating’ involved in everyday intensive mothering display (Harman and Cappellini, 2015), 

the mothers in our study were very aware that the tinned/convenience foods within their 

‘stash’ would normally be perceived as markers of deviation from middle-class mother-

ing. However, the mothers re-frame their private displays of prepping behaviour as a 

positive response to a crisis (Orgad, 2009) enabling them to prioritise the short-term 

satisfaction of hunger over healthy eating. The mothers also frame prepping as playing a 

mitigating role that could offset the anticipated psychological impact of marketplace 

disruption to their family. Prepping behaviours are viewed as a private investment that 

will enable them to devote more time and psychological care to their children when they 

need it most. We suggest that mothers are likely to make such discontinuous trade-offs in 

other aspects of their role (e.g. prioritising extra-curricular activities, fuelled through 

snatched ready-meals in place of healthy sustenance and family meal time).

We suggest that survivalist intensive mothering emerges as a complex ‘anticipatory’ 

and ‘pathologised’ subjectivity (Barker, 2019: 485–486), born out of ‘regimes of antici-

pation’ that prompt responsible citizens to be prepared for potential crises or disruption 

(Adams et al., 2009: 249). Survivalist intensive mothers must be attuned to potential 

crises and ‘voluntarily self-regulate’ to ensure that they are well prepared, safeguarding 

their family’s self-sufficiency and survival (Barker, 2019: 485). However, part of the 

reason, we argue, that the mothers in our sample hide their prepping behaviours is not 

just to protect their ‘stash’ (for fear others would take it), but also to avoid being patholo-

gised as deviating from the norms of everyday intensive motherhood, by being labelled 

as eccentric or neurotic mothers.

It is important to recognise that our participants identified as middle-class mothers. As 

such, they are relatively well positioned to afford the financial investment in resources 

(pertaining to the cost of their stockpile and the necessary specialist equipment, such as 

canning machines and food dehydrators) and the physical space to store, manage and 

hide their preparations. The ideology of intensive motherhood is, however, not confined 

to the middle class (Romagnoli and Wall, 2012). Mothers occupying more precarious 

positions may well experience heightened tensions if they, too, struggle to meet the 

norms of survivalist intensive mothering. We recognise the potential class-based ine-

qualities evident in prepping, which need further exploration, particularly since recent 

COVID-19 disruption to the marketplace (and food shortages which ensued) may well 

encourage individuals to be better prepared for uncertain times.

Finally, while our ongoing netnographic work within the online prepping sites sug-

gests that preppers now feel their behaviours are vindicated, there is still a sense among 
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preppers that their stash must remain hidden, suggesting that survivalist intensive moth-

erhood will continue to require some elements of secrecy until society legitimises prep-

ping activities more widely. Our study unpicks these complexities in the context of 

intensive parenting, illustrating that further research in this area is useful in these, seem-

ingly permanent, uncertain times.
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Notes

1. One of Judy’s daughters has coeliac disease.

2. Fray Bentos pies are a highly processed tinned meat product and have historical origins as 

food of the working class (Psetizki, 2008).
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