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ABSTRACT

This study set out to examine the relationship
between one parent family status and the social adjust-
ment of children. The problem was conceptualized in ternms
of a symbolic interactionist orientation which viewed
the child in the context of his interaction with signif-
icant others in his social environment. A comprehensive
review of the literature concerning children in one par-
ent families revealed considerable inconclusiveness. The
formulation of confident inferences was hampered both by
the fragmentary nature of much of the research, and by
the complexity of the problem itself. However, it did
lead to the proposition that one parent family status
likely affects childrens' social adjustment in an adverse
manner, Social adjustment was measured in terms of eight
aspects of interpersonal functioning -—(helping agency
contact, school adjustment, peer relationships, perceived
popularity, club membership, enuresis, discipline prob-
lems, and delinquency.

The proposition was tested through the use of inter-

group comparisons between randomly selected samples of

one and two parent families. Data were collected by means



of a modified mail survey method utilizing a questionn-
aire administered to voluntary respondents. This method
achieved an overall response rate of G7 percent.

Analysis of the research findings yielded non-sign-
ificant differences, tending toward predicted directions,
on seven of the eight components measured. The exception
was in the area of school adjustment, where children of
one parent families showed significantly poorer adjust-
ment.

Further analysis showed that boys did not differ
significantly from girls, in terms of their social adjust-
ment. Widows' children were found to show a significantly
better adjustment than children in all other one parent
families. However, this is likely due to factors other
than the one parent family experience itself,

To conclude, fhe findings did not support the gen-
eral proposition that one parent family(status, in itself,
causes poorer social adjustment in children. However, they
did suggest that the one parent family presents a milieu
in which factors, such as poverty, disorganization, and
interpersonal problems are more likely to be present, and
that these, in combination with one parent family status,

are likely to affect social adjustment in a negative manner.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The family must perform myriad roles in the devel-
opment of the child. In addition to providing basic phy-
sical care, it is charged with the primary responsibility
for teaching and socializing the child in such a way that
he or she grows up with the means with which both to cope
and contribute to the society of which he or she is a part.
As Elkin puts it:

The family has a most crucial role in the social-
ization of the child with practically all special-
ists agreeing that the parent-child relationship
is the major determinant in the formation of his
personality and his future relationships. The
parents, it is also recognized, act not only in
their own right, but as intermediaries of the lar-
ger culture, teaching the values of the larger
society and of their own national, socio-economic,
religious and ethnic groups. (Elkin, 1971:104-105)
By way of equipment with which to perform’ its functions,
the family is provided with the support and sanction of
the society, with a number of well-defined role prescript-
ions, (eg. mother, father, provider, nurturer) and of
course, with the abilities which the parents themselves

bring into the family unit as products of their own social-

ization. Simple, it might be said, but in most cases ample
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resources with which to achieve the desired social adj-
ustment of the child. But what if the family unit does
not remain stable? What if a crucial parent-child relat-
ijonship is interrupted, or wiped out altogether, through
the death or voluntary departure of a parent? Is the child
then predestined to fall short of an adequate adjustment,
or are there mechanisms by which the family may cope eff-
ectively with the loss? What are the factors which deter-
mine the answers to these critical questions?

There is no denying the importance of the function
that each parent plays in the development of the child.
The loss of either parent represents the loss of a primary
relationship, an important role model and an integral com-
ponent of family interaction. In addition, the departure
of a parent may bring about actual and perceived changes
in the remaining family. There may be a lowering of social
and financial status, an increase in stress-producing
situations, as well as changes in the behayiour and self-
perception of family members.

This study will attempt to identify the major effects
of one parent family status upon the social adjustment
of children living within such families through compar-
isons with the social adjustment of children from two

parent families. The recognition of the need for this



oY e
study grew out of the milieu of a public and child welfare
setting wherein the professional, and the bureaucracy
were frequently called upon to deal with problems manif-
ested within one parent families. It became apparent that
many of the programs designed to deal with such problems
were based upon unproven, and at times archaic assumpt-
ions as to the nature and effects of one parent family
status.

The one parent family, for purposes of this study,
is defined as any family unit consisting of at least one
dependent child, and which has only one parent present.
This follows the criteria generally used for census pur-
poses (Census of Canada, 1971; Oja, 1975). As such, it is
among the most comﬁon criteria used in research upon one
parent families. The concept "dependent child" is defined
as a child under 18 who is living at home and who, by
reasons of age, or educational status, is dependent upon
parental support. This definition would include all those
families with at least one dependent child and in which
one parent is absent, essentially on a permanent basis,
whether by virtue of death, desertion, divorce or separ-
ation; it would also include family units consisting of
unmarried mothers with dependent children. It would ex-

clude re-constituted families-- all those families which,
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though they may have experienced one parent family status
for a time, have subsequently gained an essentially per-
manent (i.e. living-in) parent substitute in the form
of a step-parent or common-law spouse.

Though the one parent family has always been present
in most societies, adult mortality rates being what they
were, the conditions of life in more traditional societ-
ies, wherein the family was the crucial economic, social
and political unit, deemed that such families did not
present a viable unit in any practical way. Therefore,
they tended to be absorbed fairly quickly through either
formal dissolution or reconstitution. Solo parenthood as
a viable choice was scarcely considered. However, in
modern society much of this has changed. There are more
viable dimensions of choice, such that it has become poss-
ible for various forms of "broken" family units to exist
successfully on a long-term basis.

The incidence of the one parent family has been
on the increase in contempory Western Soéiety, especially
in the past several decades (Schlesinger, 1972). More
and more often, this is due to marital breakdown or non-
marriage, (Canadian Council on Social Development, 1971)
rather than to parental mortality. Census data show a

28.7 percent increase in Canada in the incidence of one
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parent families between 1966 and 1971 (Census of Canada,
1971), while in the same period, two parent families
increased by only 10.5 percent (National Council of
Welfare, 1976:4). Comparisons during this same period
showed that widows now comprised a smaller percentage

of the one parent families than in the past. This stron-
gly suggests that one parent family status was becoming
more a matter of choice than of fate for many.

At present, according to the National Council of
Welfare (1976), one parent families comprise over 10 per-
cent of all families in Canada and this represents over
478,000 family units within which there are some 845,505
children, 701,560 of whom are dependent children under
the age of 18. (See Tables 1 and 2 which follow). In
Newfoundland, in 1971, there were some 7400 one parent
families, with over 15,000 children (Census of Canada,
Ro71) .,

¢
Table 1: Children in One Parent Families by Age Groups.

Canada: 1971

Age Group Number Percentage of Total
Children under 6 145,575 11.2%
Children 6-14 369, 705 43.7%
Children 15-18 186,280 22.0%

Children 19-24 143,945 17.1%
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The past decade in Canada, and indeed throughout
most of the Western world, has seen a great increase in
the amount of attention paid to the "state of society"
and its constituent members; a major result, or perhaps
more appropriately, a major manifestation of this height-
ened awareness has been the increased attention directed
toward social policy, and concomitantly, toward social
problem research (Senate Committee on Poverty, 1971).
One of the pertinent social problems to receive height-
ened attention has been the phenoﬁenon of the one parent
family. Current high interest in the one parent family
grew in large part out of the large-scale research into
poverty which began in the 1960's and carried on into
the 1970's. In addition to revealing some startling facts
about the nature and extent of poverty in general, it
was found that the one parent family was represented far
in excess of expected percentages among the poor (Menzies,
1971) and among clients of various social agencies. In
fact, while among Canadian families in general, the incid-
ence of poverty was 12.7 percent, fully 53 percent of
one parent families live below Canada's poverty line,
as defined by Statistics Canada (National Council of
Welfare, 1976:2). If we were to take one of the several

other proposed poverty lines, such as those proposed by
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the National Council of Welfare or the Canadian Council
on Social Development, (Statistics Canada's is the
lowest of them all) an even higher percentage of one
parent families would fall below the poverty line
(National Council of Welfare, 1976). Examining the
data from another viewpoint, the National Council of
Welfare (1976:3) notes that while one parent families
as a whole have a 53 percent incidence of poverty,
those one parent families headed by females, have an
over 2/3 or 69 percent incidence of poverty. In its
1974 Survey of Consumer Finances, Statistics Canada
corroborated this figure and at the same time showed
that, of all one parent families with children under
age 18, 85.5 percent were female-headed, while only
14.5 percent were male-headed. (Statistics Canada, 1974).
Table 2, which follows, provides a breakdown
of one parent families, showing incidence, reason for
one parent family status and sex of head.(This is based
upon 1971 Census data. However, it still shows that
some 80 percent of one parent families were female-
headed. These facts have some serious implications
for the family. The Canadian Council on Social Devel-
opment observes that as compared to men in the work-

place, women are less likely to find employment, they
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will tend to earn less if employed, and will be much
less likely to be promoted. In fact, in 1974, only 45
percent of female one parent family heads were employed
full time, as compared to 89 percent of male one parent

family heads.

Table 2 : One Parent Families in Canada by Sex and

Marital Status of Head.

Male _Female T?Eﬂ%l?cgf
Widowed 38,070 (37.8%) 184,555 (48.8%) 222,625 (46.5%)
Divorced 11,260 (11.2%) 46,615 (12.3%) 57,880 (12.1%)
Separated 38,845 (38.6%) 122,450 (32.4%) 161,295 (33.7%)
Unmarried 12,505 (12.4%) 24,445 (6.5%) 36,945 (7.7%)
Total 100,680 (100%) 378,065 (100%) 478,745 (100%)
* The families in the Male-headed, Unmarried category
would presumably represent broken common-law relation-

ships in which the father has custody.

P

According to Wright (1970), though one parent
families are found in all parts of the country, the
incidence appears to be rather higher in urban areas.
(Wright found 13.9 percent incidence in the large urban
area which he studied, as compared to 10.5 percent incid-
ence in the overall Canadian population). This may be

attributable to a number of reasons. First, the higher
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