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INTRODUCTION

The number of children in the United States living in single-parent homes is steadily climbing.  From 1975 to today, the figure has more than doubled.  Currently, of the over 60 million children under age 18, about 25% live in single-parent homes.  More than 50% of America’s African-American children, 25% of its Hispanic children and 15% of its white children live with only one parent.  In about 90% of all single-parent homes, the parent is the mother.

The head of the household in a single-parent family may include a separated or divorced parent, stepparent, unwed mother, adoptive parent, guardian or widowed parent.  In the majority of cases, the single parent has experienced separation or divorce.

The single parent who is separated or divorced may have to cope with issues such as 1) learning how to be an effective single parent, 2) resolving leftover feelings from previous relationships, 3) establishing a social life, 4) financial hardship and 5) maintaining self-esteem.

The single parent who is an unwed mother also may face special problems, especially if she is young and from a low-income family.  Many unwed mothers are still “children” themselves and lack the emotional maturity needed to raise a child.  These young mothers are often in need of emotional and financial assistance from their own parents, other family members, friends or social service agencies.  Some unwed mothers are older, more mature, self-sufficient women who consciously decide to get pregnant and have a child without entering into a marital relationship.  Those mothers who consider their child’s future needs, and are prepared to meet them before deciding to get pregnant, reduce the likelihood of childrearing problems.
Adoptive single parents and guardians face many of the same difficulties experienced by other single parents.  Sometimes, depending on the circumstances, they also must address the issue of not being a blood relative to the child.  For example, a rebellious child may use the argument, “You are not my real mother (father)” as an excuse for not obeying family rules.
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Widowed parents often have a difficult adjustment.  They may have to face issues surrounding the loss of a loved one such as grief, anger, resentment, helplessness, loneliness and fear.  Many times, family and friends do not know how to react to death, and may be confused about how to help the surviving parent and children.

Single parenting is a complicated issue for parents and children.  This publication contains helpful information for single parents and others concerned about single parenting.  It addresses many common problems faced by single parents.  Lists are included as practical tools to help single parents identify specific areas needing changes.  This publication reassures single parents that they can be effective parents and provides advice about how they can develop and maintain a stable and healthy family environment for their children.

                                                                                       Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                       William Gladden Foundation
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WHO IS A SINGLE PARENT?

Any mother or father who is unmarried, separated, divorced or widowed is a single parent.  Any foster parent, stepparent or legal guardian is a single parent if he or she has custody of a child and does not have a live-in spouse.

CAN A SINGLE PARENT BE BOTH FATHER AND MOTHER TO A CHILD?

NO, a single parent cannot provide all that a child needs in the way of male and female role models.  It is important for single parents to realize that while they may be able to raise healthy children on their own, they also may sometimes need the assistance of family and friends.  Children who are part of their parent’s social network are more likely to have appropriate role models from whom they can learn.  Single parents of either sex, however, can be effective, nurturing, loving parents and raise healthy children.

WHAT SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES DO SINGLE PARENTS FACE?

Single parents often face the challenges of childrearing, maintaining a home, establishing a supportive social life and working full-time with little assistance from other adults.  Because of these many responsibilities, single parents often feel overwhelmed.  Time management is usually a major problem.  Single parents sometimes feel socially isolated in our couples-oriented society.  Because some people still consider single parenting a non-traditional form of childrearing, single parents sometimes experience discrimination.  
WHAT SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES DO FEMALE SINGLE PARENTS FACE?

About 90% of single-parent families are headed by women.  Female single parents usually face financial hardship.  Studies show that following a divorce, male income tends to increase while female income tends to remain the same or decrease.  It may be particularly difficult for mothers without a work history to enter the job market and advance to higher levels of income without additional training or education.
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WHAT SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES DO MALE SINGLE PARENTS FACE?

Men head about 10% of single-parent families.  Sometimes male single parents initially have difficulty with domestic chores.  Studies show that male single parents tend to list the help of additional caretakers such as sitters, relatives or friends to cope with the demands of single parenting.  Father-custody children also usually have more contact with the non-custodial parent than do mother-custody children.  Many people still think that children belong with their mothers.  However, society has begun not only to accept single-parent fathers, but also to admire them.

WHAT SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES DO NON-CUSTODIAL PARENTS FACE?
Many non-custodial parents struggle with emotional as well as practical issues concerning visitation with their children.  Some non-custodial parents play “weekend Santa” in an effort to “make up” to their children or to relieve themselves of guilt feelings.  Other non-custodial parents distance themselves from their children rather than feel the “painful reminder” of the broken family.  Even non-custodial parents who want regular involvement in their children’s lives may have difficulty communicating with the custodial parent.  Studies show that most children benefit when the non-custodial parent maintains regular contact with the children by telephone, letters or personal visits.

HOW CAN THE NON-CUSTODIAL PARENT HELP THE CUSTODIAL PARENT?

It is important for the emotional well-being of the children that the non-custodial parent and custodial parent build and maintain open communication.  The non-custodial parent can help the custodial parent (as well as the children) by respecting all agreements and such common issues as: 1) child-support payments; 2) dates and times of prearranged visitations; 3) flexibility, when needed, in changing the schedule; 4) communicating directly with the other parent, rather than using the children as messengers; and 5) not allowing past conflicts to interfere with present decisions regarding the children.  BOTH PARENTS SHOULD ALWAYS PLACE THE WELFARE OF THE CHILDREN FOREMOST.
DO UNWED TEENAGE MOTHERS FACE SPECIAL PROBLEMS?

When a child has a baby, such as the case of a young unwed teenage girl having a baby out of wedlock, there usually are many problems to face.  The unwed teenage mother may find it difficult to pursue her education or maintain an age-appropriate social life.  She may not be emotionally ready for the responsibilities of parenting.  She also may have to rely on her parents, other family members or social service agencies for financial or emotional support.  Counseling services for unwed teenage mothers are available in most communities.  She also would be wise to check the telephone directory for the number of a local mental health or guidance center.
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DO UNWED ADULT MOTHERS FACE SPECIAL PROBLEMS?
The kinds of problems unwed adult mothers face may depend upon the following considerations: 1) the mother’s mental and physical health, 2) the circumstances surrounding the pregnancy, 3) the father’s role after the birth of the child, 4) the mother’s level of maturity, 5) the mother’s employment situation, 6) the mother’s financial status, 7) the mother’s parenting skills and 8) the mother’s general attitude toward parenting.  Unwed mothers who are mature, educated, and self-sufficient and who have planned their pregnancy with thoughtful consideration of the various aspects of single parenting usually face far fewer special problems than do unwed teenage mothers.

DO DISPLACED HOMEMAKERS FACE SPECIAL PROBLEMS?

Displaced homemakers may face many special problems.  A major problem faced by displaced homemakers involves employment.  The lack of recent work experience can make finding suitable employment difficult.  The following suggestions may help the displaced homemaker gain entry into the workplace.  1) Adopt a businesslike attitude when applying for a job.  2) Develop a complete resume, including volunteer work.  3) Check the local library for updated books on how to prepare a resume.  4) Consider a job that uses homemaking skills or hobbies.  5) Contact the local chapter of NOW for advice.  The YWCA, Parents Without Partners and the local United Way headquarters also may provide good resources.
DO WIDOWED PARENTS FACE SPECIAL PROBLEMS?

Interviews with widowed parents suggest that society’s attitude toward death is different than it is toward divorce.  Perhaps because society tends to fear and reject death, widowed parents and their children also are sometimes feared and rejected.  Society seems to be less supportive of widowed parents.  Widowed parents report greater feelings of loneliness and isolation than do divorced parents.  Fortunately, concerned individuals and organizations such as Parents Without Partners are forming more support groups for the widowed and their families.

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR SINGLE PARENTS TO BUILD AND MAINTAIN A SOCIAL SUPPORT SYSTEM?

Experts who have studied the survivors of death and divorce emphasize the importance of building and maintaining a social support system.  They sometimes refer to this support system as a social “lifeline” and consider it an important key to the emotional well-being of single parents and their children.  Single parents who accept the support of family and friends are making their lives easier and are contributing to their children’s emotional well-being.  A supportive social network can improve a single parent’s self-image.  When single parents feel good about themselves, they do better at home and at work.  In turn, this ultimately benefits the children.
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WHEN DOES A SINGLE PARENT QUALIFY AS HEAD OF THE HOUSEHOLD FOR INCOME TAX PURPOSES?
The rules that determine who can claim a child as a dependent are complicated.  Some of the considerations include: 1) whether the single parent has ever been married, 2) whether the single parent is currently married or divorced, 3) if married, whether or not the single parent has a written separation agreement or decree and 4) how much each parent contributes to the child’s support.  The Internal Revenue Service has a publication titled TAX INFORMATION FOR DIVORCED OR SEPARATED INDIVIDUALS that answers many questions regarding the tax laws for single parents.  This publication is available at the local IRS office.  A tax attorney or accountant also can be of assistance.
HOW DO CHILDREN’S ROLES CHANGE IN A SINGLE-PARENT HOME?
Children who live in a single-parent home usually accept more responsibilities for taking care of themselves.  Older children may act as junior parents to younger siblings.  They may help make adult decisions or try to fill the absent parent’s shoes.  They also may become very attached to the custodial parent, who may be feeling socially isolated.  Parents should remember that children have age-specific needs and responsibilities.  Parents should see to it that each child’s behavior is appropriate to her or his age and current stage of development.  Open lines of communication are VERY important.

HOW CAN A SINGLE PARENT’S ATTITUDE AFFECT CHILDREN?

Children observe and imitate behaviors and attitudes of their parents.  Parents who constantly complain and make negative statements should seek counseling rather than risk possible emotional harm to their children.  Parents must provide positive role models for their children by demonstrating effective parenting skills such as: 1) providing and enforcing fair household rules, 2) being an active listener, 3) showing an interest in each child and the things each child likes, 4) maintaining healthy privacy boundaries, 5) demonstrating good mental and physical health habits, 6) maintaining social contacts outside the home and 7) generally conveying a confident attitude.
ARE CHILDREN FROM SINGLE-PARENT HOMES MORE LIKELY TO DEVELOP SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS?

Studies suggest that children from single-parent families are at risk to develop social and emotional problems.  They tend to have higher rates of school absenteeism, truancy, discipline problems, suspension, expulsion and dropping out of school.  They also are more likely to participate in delinquent behavior.  Parents should take into account each child’s personality, as well as his or her family circumstances.  For example, assess the emotional damage possibly caused by the divorce or marital discord prior to the divorce.  However, MOST children from single-parent families DO NOT develop abnormal social or emotional problems and do as well in school as children from two-parent families.
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HOW CAN SINGLE PARENTS HELP CHILDREN ADJUST AFTER DIVORCE?
For most children who have experienced divorce, it takes time to adjust to a single-parent household.  The amount of time need to adjust will vary from child to child.  Single parents can promote rapid and realistic adjustment by 1) encouraging the children to help structure the new living arrangement; 2) providing them with some space of their own, even if it is only a corner; 3) being careful not to give the children messages of false hope of reunion, but rather clear messages that help them understand the realities of the change; 4) accepting their mood swings and emotional outbursts without taking them personally; 5) never speaking negatively about the absent parent; 6) allowing time for the children to grieve, since they, too, have experienced a loss; and 7) speaking encouragingly about the future and establishing a healthy attitude.
HOW CAN WIDOWED PARENTS HELP CHILDREN ADJUST TO PARENTAL DEATH?
The surviving parent and children usually share the trauma of death.  The widowed parent can help the children by 1) getting them involved in planning how to arrange their new family situation; 2) giving them realistic, age-appropriate messages about the permanence of death; 3) encouraging and accepting their need to talk about feelings associated with traumatic loss; and 4) looking ahead with confidence, trying new things, building and maintaining a positive attitude toward life and the future.  All surviving family members may profit from grief counseling.  Professionals can help the remaining family accept the finality of death.  They also can resolve leftover feelings the children may have toward the deceased parents such as anger, resentment or guilt.

HOW CAN SINGLE PARENTS HELP CHILDREN ADJUST TO SITTERS?

Some children suffer from separation anxiety.  This means they become fearful in their parents’ absence.  Children who have lost a parent through separation, divorce or death may be especially afraid that they will lose their remaining parent.  Single parents can help children accept their temporary absences by 1) making the first trips away from home short, and returning on time; 2) saying goodbye in a gentle, reassuring and natural way; and 3) not feeling guilty about leaving the children with a reliable sitter when necessary.  It is important to the children’s emotional and mental growth that they learn to respect the parent’s need to develop personal interests and friendships.

DOES RE-MARRIAGE HELP OR HARM CHILDREN?

Re-marriage can be difficult for some children.  They may feel confused about their sense of loyalty to the absent biological parent and rebel against the stepparent.  The process of accepting a stepparent can take time, patience and understanding.  Generally, the children will benefit when the custodial parent and stepparent form a healthy and nurturing relationship.  Studies suggest that re-marriage can enhance the lives of children, especially young children.

-9-

FACTORS IN SUCCESSFUL SINGLE PARENTING

Single parents must usually perform the same tasks and duties as two parents.  This can be a difficult load, especially during the first two years.  How single parents handle their roles and responsibilities has a strong effect on their children and on themselves.  Single parents and childcare experts report a number of factors that are important to successful single parenting.  The following chart lists some common factors believed to contribute to successful single parenting.
(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)

CONSISTENT PARENTING SKILLS – Consistency is essential to effective parenting.  Children need to know what parents expect of them.  They also need to know what to expect from their parents.  Children tend to feel more secure and respond more favorably in homes practicing consistent parenting skills.  Consistent parenting skills may be especially important to children who have experienced the trauma of changing from a two-parent family to a single-parent family.
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ADEQUATE LIVING ARRANGEMENTS – Experts agree that most people need space to call their own.  This is true for both adults and children.  All family members should have some space that is hers or his, even if it is only a corner of a room.  Family members tend to get along better when they are not crowded together and respect each other’s privacy boundaries.  Single parents sometimes have difficulty finding and maintaining adequate living arrangements.  Single parents who need help locating adequate housing may wish to contact the local Housing Authority.

FINANCIAL STABILITY – Paying the bills is a major concern for most single parents.  Raising children is expensive.  Female single parents may have the most difficultly “making ends meet,” especially those mothers who lack a formal education, or have no work history or few job skills.  Financial instability can lead to family instability.  Single parents who need financial help may wish to contact the local Department of Welfare for public assistance.  Single parents who need help managing their finances may wish to contact a certified financial consultant.
JOB SATISFACTION – Many single parents must work to support their families.  Job dissatisfaction can cause hardship for the single parent and the family.  Low pay, poor working conditions, stress or other job-related difficulties can reduce the ability to be a successful single parent.  Single parents experiencing job dissatisfaction may wish to consider vocational counseling, vocational or technical training or further education.  Contact the local high school, vocational/technical school, college or Department of Labor or Job Service for further information.

TIME MANAGEMENT – Single parents must usually perform the same tasks and duties as two parents.  This can be very difficult for single parents and their children.  Undue stress may harm the family.  Time management is an effective way to reduce stress and be more efficient in the use of time and effort.  In order of importance, list the jobs and activities that must be accomplished each day, week or month.  Being organized is an important strategy used by successful single parents.  Children need structure, and usually feel and perform better when their parents are not overwhelmed.
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RELIABLE CHILDCARE SERVICES – Single parents often turn to sitters and professional childcare services to supervised children in their absence.  This is especially true of working single parents who have children below school age.  ALWAYS properly supervise children to insure their safety, and ALWAYS personally investigate sitters and professional childcare services to determine if they are reliable and responsible caretakers.  Single parents who need help locating a reliable childcare service may wish to contact the local Children and Youth Services agency.
SELF-CONFIDENCE – How single parents feel about themselves can have a strong effect on their children.  Single parents who have high self-confidence are usually better able to perform their duties and responsibilities successfully.  Single parents with low self-confidence tend to function less effectively.  Developing and maintaining a high level of self-confidence can improve the lives of single parents and their children.  Single parents who want to improve their self-confidence may wish to contact the local Mental Health Center for information about support groups or therapy designed to improve self-confidence.

RECREATION AND SOLITUDE – Many mental health professionals advise single parents to set aside some personal time for recreation and solitude – without children.  Most single parents are constantly tending to the needs of others, putting their personal needs on hold.  Such selflessness is admirable, but can be unhealthy for single parents and their children.  Nearly everyone needs a break from routine stresses of everyday life.  Single parents, who take “time out” for themselves, even just a few minutes a day, report that they are able to approach their roles and responsibilities with renewed energy.

SOCIAL CONTACTS – Single parents often become socially isolated.  They are unable to develop meaningful relationships because of their many roles and responsibilities.  Dating, friendships and other forms of social contact can help single parents meet their personal needs.  Social contacts also can give children of single parents access to other adult role models.  Single parents who wish to make social contacts and be part of a social network may wish to contact Parents Without Partners.
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EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS

FACED BY SINGLE PARENTS
Studies suggest that the first two years of single parenting are the most difficult for custodial parents and their children.  It is natural for single parents to experience a wide variety of emotions as they adjust to their new roles and responsibilities.  The following list identifies some of the more common changes in emotion and self-concept experienced by single parents.

· Emotional outbursts

· Fear of failure

· Fear of social interaction

· Feelings of anger

· Feelings of confusion

· Feelings of dependency

· Feelings of depression

· Feelings of guilt

· Feelings of helplessness

· Feelings of incompetence

· Feelings of loneliness

· Feelings of nervousness

· Feelings of being overwhelmed

· Feelings of rejection

· Feeling of being rootless

· Feelings of self-doubt

· Feelings of self-hatred

· Feelings of self-pity

· Feelings of social isolation

· Feelings of being unattractive

· Feelings of worthlessness

· Increased alcohol use/abuse

· Increased drug use/abuse

· Lack of confidence

· Lack of patience

· Loss of identity

· Loss of intimacy

· Loss of social status

· Mood swings

· Sexual frustration

· Weight change
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PRACTICAL PROBLEMS
FACED BY SINGLE PARENTS

Studies suggest that single-parent families generally are less organized than are two-parent families.  Many single parents complain about a chaotic lifestyle.  They must attempt to accomplish many of the same tasks alone that two-parent families face together.  The following list identifies some of the more common practical problems faced by single parents.

· Adjusting to job requirements

· Attending classes for personal or job growth

· Attending special functions

· Balancing time between home and work

· Balancing the checkbook

· Coordinating transportation needs

· Coordinating visitations with the non-custodial parent

· Coordinating visits with other family members and friends

· Establishing and maintaining credit

· Establishing and maintaining privacy boundaries within the home

· Finding and arranging acceptable childcare

· Finding personal time

· Helping the children with homework

· Maintaining communication with the children’s teachers

· Maintaining consistency of parenting skills

· Monitoring each child’s activities

· Paying bills

· Planning and preparing meals

· Scheduling bedtime routines

· Scheduling shopping

· Scheduling doctors’ appointment

· Scheduling household chores

· Scheduling meal times

· Scheduling personal time with each child

· Scheduling vehicle repairs and maintenance
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SUGGESTIONS FOR SUCCESSFUL SINGLE PARENTING

Single parents face many emotional and practical problems.  They must attempt to coordinate seemingly endless tasks and responsibilities, ensure the security of their children and maintain their own physical and mental health.  There is no simple way for one person to accomplish so much.  However, the following list suggests ways to make the process of single parenting easier, less stressful, more efficient and effective.

· Allow the children to help make family decisions
· Approach single parenting with a positive attitude

· Assign the children age-appropriate tasks

· Avoid alcohol and drug abuse

· Avoid being socially isolated

· Be sensitive to each child’s needs

· Control your temper

· Communicate openly and honestly with the children

· Determine whether you can afford further education or training

· Develop self-confidence

· Do not expect a child to fill the absent parent’s shoes

· Do not say bad things about the absent parent

· Eat properly

· Establish a household routine

· Establish financial stability

· Exercise regularly

· Form and maintain a social network

· Get plenty of rest

· Have confidence in your parenting skills

· Help the children develop and maintain a routine

· Help the children feel secure by expressing your love and commitment

· Identify reliable childcare services

· Plan activities outside the home

· Make and follow a budget

· Manage time wisely

· Practice consistent parenting skills

· Prioritize tasks

· Provide personal space for each family member

· Seek a satisfying job

· Seek financial help, when needed

· Seek professional help, when needed

· Set a good example for the children through your own behavior

· Set aside personal time to relax and socialize

· Spend quality time with each child

· Use checklists to organize activities
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION

ABOUT SINGLE PARENTING
The following is a list of agencies single parents can contact for advice or assistance.  The first list contains local agencies and professionals that provide direct help.  The second list contains national agencies that provide information.
LOCAL AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS

BAR ASSOCIATION – Single parents may need the help of an attorney to resolve issues such as child custody, visitation rights, distribution of finances and property, child support, alimony, income tax matters and other legal issues.  If you need help locating an attorney, contact the local Bar Association.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Single parenting can be stressful.  The services of a psychiatrist, psychologist, counselor or other mental health professional may help family members deal with their emotions during this time of stress.  If you need help locating a qualified mental health professional, contact the local Mental Health Center.

Telephone #
CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – When children develop social, emotional or behavioral problems, single parents may need advice or assistance.  This agency specializes in matters related to children and offers a variety of services to children and their families.

Telephone #

PARENTS WITHOUT PARTNERS – Single parents have special problems and concerns about raising children and maintaining a home.  They also often have a limited social network.  Parents Without Partners can help single parents form new relationships and develop a support system.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES
Parents Without Partners

www.parentswithoutpartners.org
Single Parents Network

www.singleparentsnetwork.com
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