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ABSTRACT

This st dy set out to exami n e the relationship

be tHce n p a r e n t f ami l 7 status a nd t h e s o c La ad j u a t.>

meri t; of c h i dren , The problem was c o n c e p t u a l i.z e d i n t 8rms

o f a s y m 0 ic ' t eractionist ori e n tation -Th i ch vie ed

t h e c hild in t he con t e x t of his int er ac t i.on wi, t.h s ignif­

i can t others in his social environment. i con p r che n a i v»

r e v ie v of the literature conce r n ing c i Cr~n in on~ par ­

e n t families revealed c o n s i d e r a b l e inconclusive n ess . T ll':!

f o r n u l a t i o n of confident inference s was h a ..rp e z-ed o th b y

the fragment ry nature of mu ch o f t h e r c s o a r c h , an d by

the compl e xi t_ o f the problem i t s o I f . Howev e r , it d id

lead to t he proposition that o n e p arent f an i Ly status

Like Ly affects childrens I social a f'lj ust e nt in a n adve r s

mann e r . Social adj t me n t 'v s n ea rsu r od in terms o f e igh t

a spects of interpersonc 1 functioning -- I h e l p i ng a g e ncy

contact , school adj s tment , p ie r r-e I ationshi s , perceiv~o

pop 11 ar i ty , club memb ership , e nu r e s i s, discipl ine p r o b ­

l e ms I and elf: Lnquency ,

The proposition, s tested t h r o u q h t 11e use o f i nt e r­

group conp a r Ls o n s b t oleen r a n domLy c l e c t ed s anp l. o s o f

one a n d tw o pa r e nt fami l ies . Da t a were col lected by mea n s



o f a mod i f i.e d ma.i.L su r vey method utili zing a qu~st ionn­

ai r e adm in i s tered t o vol u n t a r y r e s ondents . Th is me t h od

achieved an overal l r e s ponse rate o f 6 7 percent .

Anal y si s of the r esearch f i.nrt i nq s y i e Lde d nl)n- si~'n ­

i f i c an t di f f e r e.n c e a I tendi ng t ov a r d predi c ted C:in~ction s t

on seven o f t h e Po' gh t c o nporicrrt s f:l~asurccJ . T!1e e xcep t i o n

Ha s i n t h e o f school adjustnent t vho r e ch.i Lc'r e n of

arent f ami l ies s ho ..,ed sign i f i c an tly p o o r e r ad j us t-

men t .

Further analysis sho 'Ted that hoys did not d i f f e r

significantly from girls , in terms o f their social adjust ­

ment . 1h d m s ' c hildren we r e found to s h ow a signi ficantl y

be t t e r adjustment than children in all other one parent

f arni I Le s , Ho we v e r , th i s is 1 i kel du e t o f a c t o r s othe r

t an the one parent family exper i.e n ce i t s e I f .

To conclude I the findings d id not s upport t e g e n ­

e r a l proposition that one parent fan i ly status , i n i t s e l f ,

causes poorer soci al adjustment in c h i l d r e n. IIo -icv e x , t h e y

d id suggest th a t t h e o ne parent f a mi l y pr s e n t s a mi l ieu

in wh i c h f a cto r s , s uch as pove rty. clisorqanization t anr'

inter p e r s onal p r o ')1 e ms 1 i;:cl to be present , one'

t hat t h es e , in conh i n ati on i t;l one p are n t [ani l.y st a t u s,

are 1 i o Ly t o affect s o cial a c jus t.n en t in a ne0ativ~ r-an cr .
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Chapter 1

I ntroduction

Th _ f arnLl.y mus t pe rfo rm Myr iad r o l e s in t h e deve l -

o'Jr.1~nt of the chilo . In add i tion t o provicling h a s i c hy-

s i.c a l c a r e , it is cb a rrje d wi t h t.h e p r Lma r y r es onsib ility

f o r t e ac ing an r? soc ' a Li z i.nq the c h i l d in su ch a way t h a t

1 ~ or she o r' ows up .,i th t h e rie an s i t h \<1] i ch bo t h t o cop e

and co n t r i ou t e t o t ]-1 e society of hi ch

As Elkin pu t s i t :

s h e is a art.

The f a rni Ly has a Mo s t crucial r o Le in t h e soc i al­
iza t i o n o f thp. c h i l d with p r a c t i c a l ly all spec ial ­
i sts agree ' ng t hat the parent-child relations hip
is t he ma j o r de te rm i n a n t in the f o r ma t i on of h i s
p ersonal i t y and hi s f u t u r e r e I ationships . The
parents , it is a lso r ecognized, act not on l y in
their 0 n r i qh t , bu t as inter e diaries of t h e lar ­
ge r CUlture , teaching t h e values of the larger
societ an d o f t h eir own national, socio-econo ic,
re ligious and ethnic q r o u p s . (E kin, 1971 :104-105)

By wa y o f equ i pme n t with wh i ch to perform ' its functio ns ,

t'1~ f an i Ly i s pro v ic1ec VIit h t h e sup p o r t an d sanction 0 f

t"lc; society , Hi th anum er of we l l -def ined ro le prescript-

ions , ( e g. Mothe r , father , provide r , n u r t u r e r ) a n d o f

coursc , wi th the ab i 1 i t ie s w ich the p a r ents themselves

'-:>ring i nt o t h e fa i 1 y u ni t as products of t hei r own soci a l-

i zation . Simple , it might he said , bu t i n Most c as e s anp l e
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resources with which to achieve the desired social a d j ­

ustment o f the child . But wh at i f the fami ly unit does

not remain stable? What if a crucial p arent-child relat­

ionship i s interrupted , wiped out al t og e t h e r I through

t he d e a th or voluntary departure of a parent? Is t h e c h i l d

t h en prede s t i n e d to fall short of a n a d e q u a t e adjus tment I

or are t h e r e mech an i sm s by wh i c h the family may cope eff­

ectivel Hi t h the loss? Wh a t are the factors wb i ch deter­

mi ne the a nswers t o the s e critical questions?

The r e is no denying the importance of the fu nc t ion

t hat each p a r e n t lays in the development of the child .

Th e loss o f ei ther parent represent s the loss of a primary

relati o n ship, an portant role mode l and an integral com­

ponent of family i n t e r a ct ion. In add ition , the dep a rture

o f a p a r e n t may bring about ac t u a l and perceived c h a n g e s

in t he r e aining family . There may be a l owe r i n g of soci al

a nd fi n a n c i a l status, an increase i n s tress- r oducing

si tuations , as well as change s in the behaviour and sel f ­

p e r c ep t Lo n of family members .

Thi s stud Hill attem t to identify the ma jor effects

of one paren t f amil y status upon the social d iu s t.me n t

o f c h i l d r en l i v i n g within such families through compar ­

i son s Hi th the social adjustment of c h ild r e n from tHO

n a ren t fa il i e s . 'l'he recognition of the need for thi s
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study g r e v' out o f t h e milieu o f a p ubl i c and child welfare

se t t i ng where i n the professional , and t h e bu r e a u c r a c y

we r e frequently cal led upon to deal with problems mani f-

ested wi thin one parent famili es . It became apparent that

man y of the programs designed to deal with such probl ems

were b a s ed u pon unproven , a nd at times archaic assumpt-

ions to t h e n a t u r e and effects o f one p a r e n t famil y

s tatus.

Th e parent family , for p u rpo ses o f th is study ,

is de f i n e d as any f a mi l y unit con s isting of at l east one

depe ndent c hild , and which has only one p are n t present .

Th i s f o I Low s the criteri a g e n e ral ly us e d for c e n s us p ur-

p o s e s (Census of Canada , 1971; Oja, 1 9 75) . As such , it i s

among t h e mos t c o mmo n c r i teri a u s e d in research upo n o n e

parent families. The concept "depend ent c hild" is defin ed

a s a chil d under 18 who is living at ho me and ',h o , by

reaso n s o f a ge , or educationa status, is depende nt upon

pare n t a l support. Th i s definition would ~nclude a ll those

fani l ies wi th at least one d e p e nde n t chil d and in wh ich

one paren t is a bsent, essentially o n a p o r n e ne rrt bas i s ,

whethe r b y virtue o f death , d eserti on , d i vo r ce or s e p ar-

at ion ; it woul d a l s o include famil y units cons i st i n g of

unm a r ried mother s wi, th depe nd ent c h i l dre n . It would ex-

elu de r e -constituted families-- a l l t h os e f a mil ie s wh i ch ,
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though t h e y may h a v e experi e nce d parent family status

f o r a t ime , h a v e subsequen t ly gained a n essent i a l ly p e r ­

manen t (L e. Li.vi.nq-dn ) parent s u bstitute in t h form

o f a step-parent or com mon-law s pous e .

Th ough the one parent fami l y h as a l ways been pre s e n t

i n mo s t societies , adu1 t mort a l i ty r a tes being wh a t t h e y

"ere, t h e co nditions o f 1i fe i n more tr a d i tional soc i et ­

i es, whe r e i.n t h e f ami ly wa s the cruc i al e c o n omi c , soci al

and p o l i tical un i t , de e me d t h at s uch famil ies d i d n o t

p resent a viab l e u n it i n a n prac ti cal way . The refo r e ,

t h e y t e nded to b e a bsorb e d f a i r ly qui ckl throug h either

f o rmal disso l u t i o n or reconstitut ion. So lo parenthood

a viable c hoice wa s scarcely cons i d e r ed. However, in

modern s o c i e t mu ch o f thi s ha changed . There a re more

vi able d i nen s i.on s o f choice , such t hat i t has be come poss -

i ble fo r various forms of " b r o k e n " family u n i t s to exist

suc cessfu lly o n a l o n g - t e rm b a si s .

Th e incidence o f the o ne parent f a mil y h a s been

the i nc r e a s e in conte mpory \'les te r n Sofiety , espec i a lly

in t h e past severa l d e cades (Schl es inq e r, 1 972) . Hore

a nd more o ft en, t h i s is du e to ma r it al bre akdown

raar r Laqe , (Can a d i a n Counci l So cial Development , 1971 )

r ather t h a n t o p a rent al mortal ity . Ce n s u s d a ta s h o v a

28 .7 pe r cen t incre a se in Can a d a i n the i n c i d e nc e o f



- 5 -

parent fa!""1ilies be t wo en 1966 and 1971 (Census o f Canada ,

1 9 71 ), wh i Le in t h e same pe r i.od , two parent fami lies

i nc r ease d by o nly 1 0 .5 percen t ( National Co u ncil o f

He l f are , 1 97 6 : 4 ) . Co mpari sons du r i nq this same period

showed that widows now como r i.s ed a smaller percentage

o f t h e o n e p arent fam i l ie s t han i n t h e past . Th i s s tro n-

9 1 y sU<JC]est s that o n e p aren t f arni, y status wa s be coming

a mat ter of choice t h a n of f a te f or many .

At p resen t , acco rding to the Na t iona l Co u n c i l of

He l f are ( 1976 ) , o n e pare nt f amil i cs comp ri s e ove r 1 0 po r >-

c e n t of a l l fam i l ies i n Ca nada and t his r e pre s e n ts

478 ,000 fam ily un i ts 'vi t h i n h i ch there aro SOMI} 8 5 ,50 S

children , 701 ,560 of whom a re ep~n0p.nt children

the age of 1 8. (See Tab l e s 1 and 2 wn i.ch f o LLo 1 ) . I n

Newfoundland , in 1971 , t h e r e were some 7400 one parent

families , Hi th o ve r 1 5 ,0 0 0 c hil d r e n (C e ns u s o f Canada ,

1971) .

Table 1: Ch i ldren i n One Parent Fa:Lil ies by Aa~ Grauns .

Can ad a : 1971

A0e Groun Number Percentaae of Total

Children unde r 6 1 4 5, 5 7 5 1 1. 2%

Children 6-14 369 , 705 43 .7%

Children 15 -18 186 , 280 22 . O~

Children 19 -24 143 ,945 17 .1/s
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Th e past decade in Canada, and indeed throughout

n o s t o f t he vIe s tern wo r Ld , has seen a great increase in

the a mount o f attention aid to the "state of s o ciety "

and i t s constituent members ; a major resul t, or perhaps

mo r e ap propriately , a major manife s tation o f thi s height ­

ened awar enes s has been the inc reased attention di r e c ted

t owa r-d social pol icy , and con c omitantly , towa rd social

problem resear c h ( Se na t e Cor.uni t tee on Po ver ty , 1 9 71).

On e o f the per tinent s o c ial problems t o r eceive he igh t ­

e ned a t t e nt ion h a s been the phenomenon of the one paren t

fa ily . Cur r e nt h igh intere st in the one p a r e n t famil y

grew in large p a r t out of t h e l a rge - s c a le r esearch into

pove r ty wh i ch began i n the 19 60 I S and carried on into

the 1 970 's . I n additio n to r e ve a l i ng some startling facts

about t h e n ature a n d e x t en t o f p overty i n gen e r a l , it

wa s found t h a t the o n e p a r ent family wa s rep res - nte d f ar

in excess of expec ted ercentage s amon g the poor ( len z ies ,

1 971) and among cl ients o f various social aqcric Le s , I n

fact, wh i Le amo ng Canadian f amilies in general, the incid­

ence of poverty wa s 12.7 percent , f ully 5 3 percent o f

one parent families live below Ca nada' s p over ty l ine ,

as do f i ned b y Statistics Canada ( Na t ion a l Counc il o f

\'le l f a r e , 1976 :2) . If He we r e t o take one of the s eve r a l

other proposed p overty 1 ines, such as those p r opo sed by
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t he National Co u nc i l of \'Tel fa r e t h e Ca n a dian Counci l

on Soc ' a l Developmen t , (S ta t is t ics Ca nad a I s i s the

lowes t o f them a l ) an e v e n h ighe r erce n t a g e o f one

paren t f ami lies cou Ld fall be l ow the pov rty line

( n at ion a l Counci l of "le I far e , 1976) . Ex ami n i ng the

d a t a from another viewpoint , the National Council of

He l f a r e (1976: 3) notes t hat while one parent famil ie s

as a rh o I e h a v e a 53 percent incidence of p overty ,

t hose one parent families h e a d e d by females , h ave an

2/ 3 or 69 p ercent incidence of poverty . In its

19 74 Survey of Consu e r Finances , Statistics Canada

corroborated this figure and at the same time showed

t h at , of all one parent famil ies with children under

aq e 18, 85 .5 percent ..,ere f e male-headed, while o n l y

1 4 . 5 p erce nt were male - h e a d e d . (Statistics Can ada , 1974) .

Tahl e 2 , '" ich f o l l ows , p r ov i d e s a bre akdown

of o n e p are nt f amil ies , s h owi.nq i ncidence , reason for
I'

on e p a .ro n t; fami ly s t a t u s a n n sex o f h e a d . This is b a sed

u pon 1971 Ce n s u s data . Howe v e r , it stil l s h ows th at

80 pe r c e n t o f o n e pare n t f a il i _s were female -

h e a d e d . Th ese fac ts h a ve some serious i m l ications

for t.ho f ami ly . 'I'he Can ad i an Co u nci l on So c i a l Devel-

op ment observes t hat as compared to men i n the work-

p lace , wo rnen are l ess lik e l y to f i n d e ployment , t hey
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I'Ti1 te nd to earn less if employed , and .,ril l he mu ch

le s s i k e l to h e promoted . In fact , in 1974 , only 4 5

percent o f female one parent famil y h eads we r e employed

f ull t im e ,

family heads.

compared to 89 percent o f ma l o o ne par e n t

T ab e 2 One Parent Fa:nilip.s in Ca n a d a b v Se and

d a r i tal Status of He ad .

Ha l e Fem ale T~~~llYc~f

Hido Te d 38 ,0 70 (3 7 . 8 %) 184 ,555 (48 .8% ) 2 2 2 ,6 25 ( 4 6. 5%)

Di v o r c e e 11 , 260 (1 1. 2 ~~) 46 ,615 ( 12 .3%) 57, 8 8 0 ( 1 2 . 1 ~4 )

Separated 38 ,84 5 (38 .6% ) 12 2 , 4 5 0 ( 32. 4 %) 1 6 1 , 29 5 (3 3 .7%)

Unra ar r i e d 1 2 ,505 (12 .4%) 2 4 , 4 4 5 (6. 5%) 36 , 9 4 5 (7 . 7%)

To t a l 100 ,680 (100%) 3 78 , 0 6 5 ( 100 ~<' ) 478 ,745 (100~b )

* The families in the Hale-he aded , Unma rried c ate gory

wou l d presumably r epresent broken common-d aw relat i on­

ships in wh i ch t:1C fat her as cus tody .

Ac cord i ng to Il r igh t ( 1 9 70 ) , t hough parent

f an i Li.e s a e foun d i n all parts of the country , the

Ln c i de n ce a p pe a r s to b e rather higher in urban areas .

(HriS.lt fou nd 13 . 9 percent inc idence in the large urban

area wh i c h he s t ud i ed , a s compared to 10 .5 perce n t inc i d ­

ence in t he overall Canadi.an p op ulat i on) . Th i s may b e

at t ributable to a nu mbe r o f reas ons . Fi rst , t h e highe r
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