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ABSTRACT

Growing Up in a Single-Mother Household:
Managing Stigma, Enduring Strain, and Cultivating Capacities
Naomi Torres-Mackie

This study explored the experiences of individuals who were raised in single-mother
families. Children of single mothers (COSM) constitute an understudied population that has
often been misrepresented in literature on diverse family structures. The present study builds on
current knowledge about the barriers to thriving COSM experience and how COSM build
strength in the face of challenges. Data were gathered through 20 semi-structured interviews with
self-identified adult children of single mothers. Analysis of the data was guided by constructivist
grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2014). A theoretical framework emerged from the data
that suggested a core narrative of cultivating capacities through strategies that manage social
stigma and at-home strain. Participants described taking an active role in navigating the
complexities of holding an identity that falls outside of dominant norms. A combination of
participants’ at-home, familial environment and their broader, societal environment provided the
foundational context for this process to emerge.
Cultivating growth-fostering capacities or simply “capacities” was a process that allowed
COSM participants to take agency in managing their circumstances. This process was described
by participants as “bittersweet,” as it was born through experiences of overcoming, yet left them
with traits that had the potential to be assets. Often, these capacities served COSM participants
well across different contexts and throughout the lifespan. The findings of this study therefore
offer a broadened understanding of a group that is represented by more than 17.2 million
children being raised by a single mother in the U.S. today (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). Findings

also provide insight into the impact of stigma and how strength is built in the context of the
various life stressors, negative attitudes, and discrimination that previous studies have shown
COSM experience (e.g., Dowd, 1995; Hoffman & Avila, 1998; Jarrett, 1996; Kennelly, 1999;
Kjellstrand, 2011; Wilson, 2011; Worell, 1986).
The present investigation serves as a foundation to inform future research and practice
with COSM, and it assists in repositioning single-mother households so that greater validation
may be given to these families as legitimate social constructs, while counteracting the stigma that
presents barriers to optimal functioning. Specific implications for practice, training, research, and
policy are provided and include a need for greater attention to family structure diversity as well
as the accompanying process of “othering” that can result when this is lacking. Among
clinicians, COSM identity ought to be seen as an important clinical consideration, rather than a
concern. Suggestions for future research include: (a) continuing to explore COSM adversity
management and strength construction within today’s societal context; (b) seeking a deeper
understanding of how capacities built under hardship are utilized; and (c) examining further the
impact of intersectionality of COSM identity with other social group affiliations. Implications for
policy suggest that addressing the systemic shaming that this group has faced for decades
requires structural-level work.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
To be raised in a non-traditional family structure provides a unique set of experiences. As
family model norms increasingly shift away from the two-parent heterosexual nuclear family
unit, it becomes ever more important to understand the impact of family structure diversity. Over
time, same-sex parenthood, married couples who choose not to have children, interracial
partnerships, and other diverse family constellations have become more common (Pew Research
Center, 2011; Pew Research Center, 2014). In fact, fewer than half of children today are living
with two heterosexual parents in their first marriage (Pew Research Center, 2014). Data indicate
that overall, public opinion of individuals from diverse family structures is becoming
increasingly positive, with the exception of one non-traditional family model: single-mother
(SM) families (Pew Research Center, 2011). In fact, nearly 70% of Americans today believe that
SM families have a negative impact on society, and 83% of Americans believe that the increased
number of these families is problematic (Pew Research Center, 2011; Pew Research Center,
2013). Literature shows that there is no empirical evidence behind this belief, and in fact the
opposite is true – that SM families are negatively impacted by society’s institutionalized barriers.
However, negative opinions prevail, regardless of the increasing number of single-mother
families.
The percentage of children raised by a single parent has increased greatly since 1960,
when only 9% of children grew up in this kind of household. Today this number has more than
tripled and is now 33% (Pew Research Center, 2011). This translates to 17.2 million children
being raised by a single mother in the U.S., and it is expected that 70% of all children will spend
part of their childhood in a single-parent household (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014; U.S. Census
Bureau, 2016). Additionally, nearly 84% of those raised by a single parent are raised by a single
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mother, rather than father (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017a). Strikingly, although 80% of SMs are
employed, the poverty rate for single mothers is twice as high as the overall U.S. poverty rate
and has changed very little since the early 1990s (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015a; U.S. Census
Bureau, 2015b). Among single mothers, the level of poverty is striking, particularly when
considering racial/ethnic group differences: nearly half of Native American SM are poor, 42% of
Latina SM are poor, 40% of Black or African American SM are poor, 31% of White SM are
poor, and 24% of Asian American SM are poor (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015b). Such high rates of
poverty are often associated with the stigma attached to single parenthood. Additionally,
institutionalized discrimination creates barriers that keep SM and children of single mothers
(COSM) in the cycle of poverty. This is often compounded by additional oppressive experiences,
such as sexism and racism.
Many scholars have suggested the reason for such negative opinions may originate in
views about traditional heteronormative gendered expectations for women as mothers.
Demonstrating that these views remain alive and well, a 2013 study with a nationallyrepresentative sample found that more than half of individuals in the U.S. believe that children
are “better off” with their mother at home, rather than working (Pew Research Center, 2013).
Marital, sexual, and gender role norms are often regarded as violated by single mothers, which
leads to SM being labeled as deviant and inadequate (Dowd, 1997; Shur, 1984). Others have
shown that SM stigma is related to prejudice toward individuals in poverty and racial/ethnic
minorities that becomes “transmitted” to SM, regardless of their actual social class or
racial/ethnic background. A more holistic understanding is that SM and children of SM (COSM)
experience stigma at the intersections of not just their gender, class, and racial/ethnic identities,
but the mental images individuals have toward SM/COSM. For example, while not all
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SM/COSM live in poverty, most SM/COSM are viewed as lazy or incompetent – prejudiced
attitudes associated with poverty – regardless of their social class identity (Kennelly, 1999;
Sokoloff, 1980).
Children of single mothers experience double stigmatization as they are the target of
negative attitudes about their own COSM identity, but they also receive what some authors have
called “secondary stigma” (Johnson & Benson, 2014, p. 125; Salter et al., 2010) or stigma that is
“transmitted” (Worell, 1986, p. 6; Lenwin, 1981) to COSM from the views held about their
parents. Many of the transmitted views are in reaction to their mothers’ lack of a male partner
and the resultant taking of man’s “place” as head of a household, thereby breaking traditional
gender role norms (Worell, 1986).
Existing literature does not fully explicate the complicated origins of SM/COSM stigma,
nor does it address the impact of such negative beliefs on an already marginalized group.
Additionally, most social science research on the topic approaches inquiry with hypotheses in
mind that end up highlighting deficiencies in SM/COSM. It then becomes difficult to disentangle
a meaningful understanding of these groups’ experiences within the prevailing research context
that serves to maintain biases. In this way, it is critical that psychology and other fields begin to
draw from the lived experiences and voices of SM and COSM themselves in order to more fully
understand how we can best serve them as clinicians, educators, policy makers, and researchers.
Single-mother families, since they first became a focus of research in the 1960s, have
often been blamed for the problems of society, particularly the national rise in poverty and crime
(Sidel, 2006). Although outcome research abounds that demonstrates worse outcomes among
children of single parents as compared with their two parent peers, this work does not
acknowledge or account for the various hurdles and barriers that inadvertently keep these
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individuals from reaching their full potential. Nor does it elucidate exactly what it might be about
a one-parent household that is “harmful.” Much of the literature, on the contrary, either implies
or explicitly – albeit erroneously with no causal data to support it – states that SM and their
children are deleterious to society. As Dowd (1997) frames it, “The stories of stigma that blame
parents fit neatly into a desire to blame the victims rather than confront hierarchy” (p. xx). Sidel
(2006) similarly asserts:
Many of the problems blamed on single mothers arise, in reality, from social and
economic conditions beyond their control: low-wage jobs, inadequate education and job
training, the effects of continuing racism and sexism, lack of affordable housing and
accessible health care, and a social policy that blames individuals rather than attempting
to equalize opportunity for our most disadvantaged citizens. Stigmatizing single mothers
in ways that hold them responsible for widespread changes in the social fabric reinforces
the view that the society does not need to examine its priorities or its social policy. (p. 28)
In this way, while social attitudes and existing research alike seem to assert that SM and COSM
are failing society, in actuality, society is failing SM and COSM. By stigmatizing this underdog
group, dominant social groups may avoid examining systemic and structural issues that lead to
the unjust treatment of marginalized individuals. With the believe that SM/COSM are are at fault
for not achieving success, mainstream society effectively “blames the victim” while preserving
the status quo.
Moreover, research across disciplines indicates an explicit goal of policy makers to
decrease the number of single-parent households while promoting a heteronormative two-parent
family framework. Indeed, as argued in McLanahan and colleagues’ work (2010), “Policy
makers’ primary goal should be to reduce births to unmarried parents” because of the “costs of
nonmarital births to both children and parents in fragile families, as well as to society as a
whole” (p. 10). Exemplifying the blame placed on single-mother families, this assertion is
echoed across past and contemporary research. However, if the term “unmarried parents” were
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replaced with a racial group identity or social class group identity in the previous statement, the
authors’ argument would read as racist or classist and thus highly unjust. To propose the
elimination of an entire social category of families whose marginalization is more widely
understood would seem outrageous. However, scholars do not often conceptualize family
structure as a group identity. Indeed, many do not consider the impact of the structure of one’s
family of origin unless it falls outside of the norm. As with other prejudiced views, those outside
the norm of the traditional two-parent model are often cast as deviant or deficient.
The model of single-mother families as deviant emerged in the 1970s, when “single
parent family” became a euphemism for problem family, social pathology, and the underclass
(Dowd, 1995). After the publication of what has been dubbed the “Moynihan Report,” in which
the acting United States Assistant Secretary of Labor pointed to single Black mothers as the
source of society’s ills, the “pathology of matriarchy” has become a common assumption
(McLanahan et al., 2010; Yarber & Sharp, 2010). To be sure, the assumption is still widely
maintained that a father figure is indispensable and critical for the success of a family and its
children (Popenoe, 1996; Sidel, 2006; Stern, 1981). This is reflected in the theoretical and
empirical literature on SM and COSM across disciplines.
In the field of sociology, for example, a common theme is the assumption that without a
marriage, “family” does not exist, and when a marriage ends, the family dissolves. Within
psychology, it has largely been presumed that negative traits and psychological differences can
be explained by single parent status. The origin of this presumption, however, has not been well
documented. In the human and child development fields, the vast majority of literature is
constructed under the presumption that the absence of a father is detrimental to children.
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It is easy to reason that by starting with such negative biases, the resultant literature is
imbued with these sentiments. This may be one of the reasons that research on the topic of SM
and COSM is overwhelmingly focused on the negative outcomes of such individuals, rather than
their numerous strengths constructed in the face of difficulty. In fact, many of the positive
attributes of this group such as resilience, maturity, and egalitarian gender role beliefs are often
pathologized and painted as risk factors (Kennelly, 1999).
While it is important to understand and acknowledge the risk factors involved in being a
member of a marginalized group, focusing exclusively on these works to pathologize the group
itself. Authors have noted the limitations of focusing solely on outcome data for COSM,
including that such a framework may promote a cultural deficit model (Cherlin, 2005; Murry,
2000). From this vantage point, larger contextual factors such as experiences of discrimination
are not considered, and barriers such as social class distancing, racism, sexism, and SM stigma
are not accounted for (Cherlin, 2005). It is well known how experiences of stigma, stereotypes,
prejudice, and/or negative beliefs about a group to which one belongs can negatively impact
outcomes in the area of psychological wellbeing, educational attainment, and occupational
success (e.g., Crocker & Major, 1989; Doyle & Molix, 2014; Vartanian & Shaprow, 2008).
Much of the literature focuses on social groups in relation to gender, race/ethnicity, immigration
status, and other social group identities; however, in comparison, very little research has been
conducted about negative attitudes based on diverse family structures.
With regard to the experiences of those in a single-mother household, not much is known
about the impact of negative attitudes. Excluding this from the literature means that it is an easy
leap to blame SM and COSM themselves for their poorer outcomes in relation to those who
belong to traditionally-structured family units. It also deprives current psychologists of a better
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understanding of the many strengths that develop with the experience of being or having a single
mother.
Purpose of the Study
The present study set out to understand the experiences of individuals who were raised in
single-mother (SM) families so that clinical interventions, educational practices, research
agendas, and public policy might be improved in a way that helps an underserved and
underappreciated group. In order to achieve this, semi-structured interviews were conducted with
adult children of single mother (COSM) participants using a Constructivist Grounded Theory
framework (Charmaz, 2014). From the data of these lived experiences, theory was generated that
speaks to how COSM manage adversity and cultivate growth-fostering capacities, or simply
“capacities,” which serve as resources for managing various difficulties throughout their lives
and in a variety of contexts.
Expanding our understanding of the lived experiences of individuals from alternative
family models contributes to the literature while giving voice to a population that has historically
been, at best, scapegoated and, at worst, demonized in the field of psychology. In doing so,
greater validation is created for these families as both legitimate and desirable social experiences,
while counteracting the stigma that serves as a barrier to optimal functioning. By realizing both
the challenges that obstruct COSM along with the factors for their success, systemic forms of
discrimination that help maintain the marginalized position of SM families are at last addressed
and, it is hoped, will ultimately be eliminated. The findings of this study may be used to inform
future research and practice with COSM and contribute to the repositioning of SM families so
that they no longer represent the “underclass” of families in society.
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The following chapter will review the extant literature related to the challenges associated
with being a SM or a COSM, including economic, social, and workload stressors, experiences of
discrimination, and the impact of negative attitudes about single motherhood. The ways in which
the strengths of SMs and COSM have been studied in the literature will then follow. After this,
the larger context will be examined of gender roles and gender role expectations and how the
underpinnings of sexism behind SM stigma work to evade a deeper understanding of SM and
COSM strength and resilience. The chapter will end with a presentation of the research questions
that informed the present study.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Prior to this study, there have been no empirical studies of the experiences of adult
children of single mothers (COSM) in terms of the challenges they face as members of single
mother (SM) families and the capacities they build that may aid in overcoming those challenges.
A handful of studies exist about one or the other, but none combine them into one investigation.
Extant literature tells us that both single mothers and their children experience stigma and
discrimination and that the negative beliefs and attitudes that exist toward SM are “transmitted”
to their children (Worell, 1986, p. 6). This is compounded by the stigma that COSM experience
independent of the stigma directed at their parent. Data from such work illustrate what these
negative attitudes look like and can inform this research inquiry of how such stigma is
experienced as well as its impact for COSM. Additionally, there is a very small body of literature
that examines the strengths of SM and COSM and how psychological constructs such as
resilience help to build these. This research informed the current study’s focus on COSM’s
capacity to overcome.
Most of the existing literature on single-mother families focuses on SM themselves rather
than COSM. While the present investigation works to close this gap, its review of the literature
includes studies that focus on SM with the understanding that the SM and COSM experiences
are inherently tied, and reviewing SM literature offers insight into the state of COSM literature.
Furthermore, due to the aforementioned transmission of stigma from SM to COSM (Worell,
1986), it is imperative to understand COSM stigma within the context of SM stigma. It is also
important to note that much of the scholarly work conducted on the topic of SM dates back to the
1990s or before. This, in addition to the value of placing the studied group within historical
context, is why the present literature review examines work done as early as the 1970s, when the
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societal backlash against SM families first gained momentum. Although contemporary scholars
studying SM families have not been as prolific as in decades past, the subject remains as
important as ever, as a vast majority of Americans continue to hold stigmatizing views toward
SM and COSM despite the growing number of SM families in the United States (Pew Research
Center, 2011; Pew Research Center, 2013; Pew Research Center, 2014; U.S. Census Bureau,
2014).
This review of the literature begins with an overview of what single-mother families look
like today and is followed by an examination of how and why much of the extant literature on
SM and COSM focuses on their negative outcomes, along with a discussion about why the
present study did not use the “outcome framework.” Next, the challenges that exist for SM and
COSM will be examined, with particular attention to economic, social, and workload stressors,
experiences of institutionalized discrimination, and stigma and negative attitudes about SM and
COSM. Such negative attitudes will be addressed both in terms of how they are directed at SM
and COSM, and how they are experienced by SM and COSM. The discussion will continue with
an analysis of the way in which the strengths of SM and COSM have been studied in the field of
psychology. This will be followed by an examination of the larger context of gender roles and
gender role expectations as they relate to the sexist underpinnings of SM/COSM stigma. What
the small collection of prior research demonstrates is that the experiences of COSM are not well
captured by the present body of literature. The discussion will conclude with a rationale for the
present study – a qualitative inquiry on the stigma and strength of children of single mothers.
The Diversity of Single-Mother Families and Intersectional Affiliations
The following section grounds our discussion of SM and COSM families within the
context of what these families look like today. Although they are often typecast in a certain way,
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single-mother (SM) families represent a diversity of backgrounds. Scholars in this field have
noted that the typical SM stereotype is that of a young, Black woman living in poverty (Cooper,
2018; Sidel, 2006). It has also been conjectured that these intersectional affiliations – whether
real or perceived – produce a transference of negative judgments toward single mothers (e.g.,
Worell, 1986). In essence, single-mother stigma is steeped in racism, classism, and sexism.
While it is important to acknowledge that SM families represent a diversity of
backgrounds often missed by these one-dimensional narratives, it is equally as crucial to note
that this acknowledgement is not meant to distance SMs from other socially marginalized
groups, as that would further the oppression of those groups. A more complex but just picture at
once accurately depicts the diversity of SM families in the United States and illuminates the
structural ways in which racism, sexism, and classism impact this group.
Regarding social class, the majority of single mother families today are not living in
poverty; however, SM families are indeed disproportionately affected by poverty compared with
other groups. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2015a), 80% of SMs are employed, but the
poverty rate among this group is twice as high as that for the general population. Poverty rates
for these families can be better understood intersectionally by considering race and ethnicity. For
instance, nearly 50% of Native American SM are poor, 42% of Latina SM are poor, 40% of
Black or African American SM are poor, 31% of White SM are poor, and 24% of Asian
American SM are poor (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015b). These numbers have changed very little
since the 1990s, and institutionalized apathy and discrimination create barriers that might keep
SM and COSM in the cycle of poverty. This is often compounded by additional oppressive
experiences, such as sexism and racism.
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It is notable that in the most recent report by the U.S. Census (2017) on race/ethnicity
among single-mother families, only three groups were included: Black, Hispanic, and White.
This represents state-level invisibility for the rest of the SM population. The report indicated that
in 2017, roughly 48% of children under age 18 who only live with their mother were Black,
about 24% of these children were Hispanic, and about 18% of these children were White. This
excludes other groups such as those of Asian, Native American, Middle Eastern, or multiracial
backgrounds. It demonstrates a lack of nuanced and accurate data on behalf of our national
reporting institutions. The numbers themselves, however, defy the monolithic image of the Black
single mother, as she represents less than half of this group.
Age is another factor in the dominant narrative on SMs, as it is often assumed that these
mothers give birth at a very young age. Data on this is scarce, and it is important to note that
today, more than half of SMs are divorced, separated, or widowed, and their age at first birth
does not differ from their two-parent peers. Never-married mothers constitute a subset of single
mothers, but even among this group, data from the National Center for Health Statistics shows
that their average age at first birth is 23 (Bui & Miller, 2018). For married mothers, average age
at birth is 28 (Bui & Miller, 2018). Additionally, among all mothers in the U.S., 19% are age 1530, compared with 27% of SM. Among all mothers, 64% are age 31-46, and among SM 59% are
age 31-46. Lastly, among all mothers, 17% are age 47-65, and this number is 15% for SM (Pew
Research Center, 2013).
The “origin story” of single mothers in broader culture is typically that of the nevermarried mother. Although the percent of children in the U.S. living in SM households has only
increased by 10% since the 1960s (roughly 11% in 1968 to roughly 21% in 2017), the typical
partnership status of SMs has dramatically shifted. According to recent U.S. Census data (2017),
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SMs who have never been married account for less than half of all SM families. Those who are
divorced comprise roughly 30% of all single mothers, those who are separated are roughly 19%
of all single mothers, and those who are widowed represent about 4% of the single mother
population. Even though the stereotype of the never-married SM took hold in the 1970s, at that
time, those who had never been married made up only about 10% of single mothers. In fact, the
greatest majority of single mothers were those who were separated from their spouses. In the
1980s, the percent of SM who had never been married increased to 20%, and it was only very
recently that it increased to roughly 48%. Paradoxically, when the single-mother-as-deviant
narrative began, the image it portrayed was far from accurate. However, the vicious discourse
around “unwed mothers” would plant a seed of single-mother deviancy that would be sustained
for decades and thrives today. The reasons for this, as well as how existing scholarly work in this
area reinforces this, are described in the subsequent sections.
Deficit Perspective: The COSM Outcome Framework
The vast majority of prior research conducted on single mothers (SM) and their children
concerns measures of outcomes – whether these individuals are deemed successful across
academic, occupational, psychological, physical, and other areas. Some authors have noted that
this is especially true in the last 20 years, in which fields of study such as the social sciences,
finance, and economics have sought to identify causes of increasing poverty and crime in the
United States (Barber & Eccles, 1992; Berube, 2012; Dowd, 1999). Single-motherhood has been
offered as an explanation of the proliferation of poverty and crime, which have been in turn
suggested as justification for a decrease in public assistance provided to SM and children of
single mothers (COSM; Cherlin, 2005; Kennelly 1999; Vahlkamp-Anderson, 2014). The focus
on the negative effect that single parenthood has on family outcomes implies that the
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“traditional” (two-parent, married, and heterosexual) family is the standard to which individuals
should strive to achieve. This reasoning places single-parent families in “deficit status,” which is
representative of society’s negative attitudes about individuals from these families (Noble, Eby,
& Lockwood, 2004). Atwood and Genovese (2006) referred to this as a “deficit model” or
“pathology assumption” (p. 265).
While it is important to recognize the risk associated with being a member of a
marginalized group, the literature becomes limited in scope by placing primary emphasis on
risks. It is equally important to acknowledge the many strengths of individuals from singleparent households, which is strikingly missing in the extant literature (Barber & Eccles, 1992;
Berube, 2012; Clark, 2015; Dowd, 1999; Murry, Bynum, Brody, Willert, & Stephens, 2001).
Furthermore, research that focuses on outcomes of SM and COSM, without taking into
consideration the various contextual factors that lead to these outcomes, runs the risk of
implicitly suggesting that these individuals have personal deficits that prevent them from
attaining “success.” The explanation for negative outcomes is then placed on the individual and
her values. In fact, some authors have argued that without a focus on larger contextual factors
such as experiences of discrimination, literature on SM families runs the risk of furthering the
cultural deficit model (Barber & Eccles, 1992; Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström, 2007; Murry,
2000; Murry, Bynum, Brody, Willert, & Stephens, 2001).
Although the destined-for-failure narrative for SM and COSM originated decades ago,
even the most recent literature on SM families espouses it. One striking example is a 2015 book
entitled Modern Families: Parents and Children in New Family Forms, which claims to “contest
popular myths and assumptions about the social and psychological consequences for children
being raised in new family forms” and to “challenge well-established theories of child
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development that are founded upon the supremacy of the traditional family” (Golombok, back
cover). Although the author offers a positive, balanced view of one category of single mothers –
“single mothers by choice” – she furthers the hierarchy of single mother origin stories by
separating out divorced SM and unmarried SM. Her reporting of the extant literature on these
groups furthers the deficit model by focusing solely on the poor outcomes of COSM from
divorced and never-married single mothers. This is one example of how, although the number of
SM is increasing in the U.S., the reinforcement of their disparaged position in society is echoed
even by some of the most recent and well-meaning literature.
It is imperative that research on the topic of single-parent households places equal
emphasis on personal outcomes – both negative and positive – and the factors that influence such
outcomes, such as legislative policy, institutionalized discrimination, institutionalized poverty,
stigma, and economic, social, and workload stressors. With this expanded view, a more wellrounded, deeper understanding of the experiences of SM and COSM may emerge. Policy,
research, and clinical intervention implications that more accurately address the stressors and
strengths of SM and COSM may also materialize.
It is for this reason that the present literature review provides an overview of the
framework that prior research has largely used – the outcome framework, which might also be
understood as the deficit framework – along with a discussion of the reason this study did not
utilize this framework but rather sought to answer the questions it leaves unanswered. The
negative outcomes that research in the area of SM and COSM has primarily delineated are
related to academic, occupational, financial, emotional, psychological, physical, and
interpersonal issues (e.g., Berube, 2012). Each will be reviewed here.
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Authors have demonstrated that both single mothers and their children are at a higher risk
of experiencing psychological and mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, low selfesteem, and substance abuse (Barber & Eccles, 1992; Bramlett & Blumberg, 2007; DeLeire &
Kalil, 2002; Drummond, Letourneau, Neufeld, Stewart, & Weir, 2008; Dumka, Gonzales,
Wheeler, & Millsap, 2010; Enriquez Pugliese, 2014; McLanahan & Sandefur 1994; Musick &
Meier, 2010; Parish, 1981; Yarber & Sharp 2010). Much of this literature does not offer
contextual understanding of the various factors that may influence such outcomes, beyond family
structure (Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström, 2007). Additionally, the studies are correlational in
nature and do not provide evidence of single parenthood contributing to mental health concerns.
Research has also shown that COSM tend to have worse occupational outcomes than
their peers who come from two-parent households. Such negative outcomes have been
operationalized as lower salary, higher likelihood of unemployment status, and utilization of
welfare services (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Yarber & Sharp, 2010). In a related vein,
financial difficulties have been a focus of prior research, which shows that single mothers tend to
either enter poverty after becoming a parent, or for those who were in poverty upon pregnancy,
remain in poverty. Their children are also more likely to live in poverty themselves upon
reaching adulthood (Dowd 1997; Hurlbut, Jambunathan, & Butler, 1997; McLanahan &
Sandefur, 1994; Unger & Wandersman, 1988).
Academic performance is another focus of the outcome framework. Data indicate lower
school performance among COSM compared with peers from traditional two-parent households,
as measured by final grade completed and grade point average (DeBell, 2008; DeLeire & Kalil,
2002; Downey, 1994; Manning & Lamb, 2003; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Musik & Meier,
2010; Teachman, Day, Paasch, Carver, & Call, 1998; Yarber & Sharp, 2010). However, research
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indicates that once other factors such as social class are controlled for, there is no difference
between academic achievement between children from one- or two-parent households (Battle,
1997; Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström, 2007). Scholarly inquiry in this area has also compared
the intellectual and cognitive abilities of COSM and their two-parent counterparts, which risks
furthering the stigma of COSM; however, data shows that differences in cognitive ability and
adjustment become nonexistent after controlling for confounding and mediating variables
(Barber & Eccles, 1992).
Poor physical health is another common variable in outcome research, as literature
demonstrates higher risk of illness and disease among SM and COSM, with some studies
suggesting that experiencing single parenthood is associated with a greater chance of having a
disability later in life (Berkman et al., 2015; Bramlett & Blumberg, 2007; DeBell, 2008;
Drummond, Letourneau, Neufeld, Stewart, & Weir, 2008; Unger & Wandersman, 1988).
Lastly, interpersonal issues and behavioral problems have been presented by the literature
as associated with growing up in a SM household (Drummond, Letourneau, Neufeld, Stewart, &
Weir, 2008; Hilton & Devall, 1998; Hurlbut, Jambunathan, & Butler, 1997; Manning & Lamb,
2003; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Unger & Wandersman, 1988). Some literature in this area
uses the term “delinquency” as shorthand for interpersonal and behavioral difficulties, and such a
negatively valanced label can be understood to associate COSM with deviancy (e.g., Anderson,
2002; Kennelly, 1999). Additionally, it may be questioned whether experiencing negative
attitudes from peers and educators about their status as a COSM may influence behavioral and
social problems, as one study found that children were more likely to consider a child of a single
parent to be a liar, unintelligent, and bad (Hoffman & Avila, 1998).
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A crucial consideration in the examination of the outcome framework literature on SM
families is that these studies often do not consider the various confounding variables beyond
family structure that may impact negative outcomes for COSM. Additionally, correlational
findings are often mistaken as causational findings. While single parenthood is associated with
difficult outcomes, no studies exist demonstrating that it causes such outcomes. Without the
ability to run a randomized experiment, randomly assigning individuals to two-parent and oneparent families, researchers have had difficulty isolating the effects of single motherhood
(McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). Researchers have also not been able to explain what exactly it
is about single-mother family structure that is connected to worse outcomes. As studies rarely
capture the lived experience of growing up in a SM household, little is known about these
families outside of the fact that they are headed by one female parent. Family structure then
serves as a proxy for a more complex interplay of personal and sociocultural difficulties that lead
to poorer outcomes.
Some researchers have noted this limitation. One study that examined COSM risk for
behavioral troubles and lower grade point averages noted that the differences between children
of single mothers and children of two parents could be explained by socioeconomic status (SES),
rather than family structure itself (Manning & Lamb, 2003). Another study found a negative
relationship between family structure and child outcomes, but after using sibling-difference
models, the correlation became insignificant (Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström, 2007). Although
studies like these point to additional factors beyond family structure itself that lead to negative
outcomes, a broader contextual lens that includes experiences such as stigma, discrimination, and
institutional barriers is largely missing. Excluding these considerations from research inquiry
means that it can become tempting to blame single mothers and children of single mothers
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themselves for their poorer outcomes in relation to those who belong to traditionally-structured
family units. Having a literature base on SM families that is steeped in the described deficit
model furthers bias and deters investigation of other aspects of the SM/COSM experience, like
what strengths may result from the SM/COSM experience. This deprives current scholars of a
clear understanding of the experience of being or having a single mother.
It is for this reason that the current study focused not on the well-studied outcomes that
result from discrimination of individuals from single-mother households (although the
discrimination itself is rarely acknowledged), but on how negative attitudes toward these
individuals serve as a basis for it as well as an opportunity to cultivate capacities. As this study
sought to better understand the various challenges presented to COSM, a discussion of
economic, social, and workload stressors, experiences of discrimination, and negative attitudes
toward SM families will occur next. This will be followed by an examination of the small body
of literature that elucidates the many strengths of SM and COSM, as well as an examination of
how gender role theory informs our understanding of the sources and impact of SM stigma.
Challenges for Single Mothers and Their Children
Although discussed in the literature less often than the aforementioned negative outcomes
of single mothers (SM) and children of single mothers (COSM), some of the many challenges
that exist for this population have been documented. Such challenges can be broadly categorized
as daily stressors associated with the responsibilities of single parenthood, experiences of
discrimination due to family structure, negative attitudes toward single parenthood, and the lived
experiences of those who experience these negative attitudes. This literature review therefore
outlines what previous research can tell us about these factors, as well as the gaps that exist and
how this study will fill them. Within the area of daily stressors for SM and COSM, the
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difficulties most often demonstrated by current literature are economic, social, and workload
stressors.
Economic, Social, and Workload Stressors for SM and COSM
Although U.S. Census Bureau reports show that 80% of custodial single mothers are
gainfully employed, the poverty rate among single mothers is twice as high as the overall U.S.
poverty rate (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015b). Additionally, the average income of a household
headed by a single parent is only one-third that of a household headed by two parents, and nearly
half of families living in poverty are single-mother families (Worell, 1986).
Over the past 50 years, there has been a divergence in the common family structures of
poor and non-poor children. The increase in single-parent households has been greater among
near-poor and poor families, and the gap in family structure according to social class position is
far greater than it was 50 years ago (Ellwood & Jencks, 2004). In fact, the difference between the
number of single mothers in the bottom quarter of the educational distribution and those in the
top quarter increased from 9.5 percent in 1960 to 36 percent in 2000 (McLanahan, 2004). In
short, the strong correlation between poverty and single-motherhood is largely a phenomenon of
the past half-century. This may play into some of the negative stereotypes about single mothers,
as stereotypes about women living in poverty become transferred to unmarried women with
children (Dowd, 1997; Kennelly, 1999).
Economic stress itself has been shown to result in further difficulties such as anxiety,
depression, social isolation, feelings of incompetency, and poor academic and occupational
performance (e.g., Brandwein, Brown & Fox, 1974; Kazak & Linney, 1983, Keith & Shafer,
1982, McLanahan, 1983; Worell, 1986). In this way, for SM living in poverty, social class
location may present challenges that become exacerbated when facing the stressors of single
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parenthood that are not offset by governmental assistance (Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström,
2007; Bradbury & Jäntti, 2000).
The experience of poverty may be especially troubling for households headed by one
parent, as the U.S. provides inadequate compensation and benefits, such as social welfare and
childcare services, as compared with other developed countries (Björklund, Ginther, &
Sundström, 2007; Bradbury & Jäntti, 2000; Cherlin, 2005). Indeed, in Canada, the United
Kingdom, Sweden, and France, single mothers have higher levels of standard of living, which
researchers attribute in part to the social services provided to offset the “role strain” – or
workload overload while maintaining multiple life roles – that this population often experiences
(Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström, 2007; Bradbury & Jäntti, 2000; Krauth, 1995; McLanahan,
Garfinkel, Mincy, & Donahue, 2010; Noble, Eby, Lockwood, & Allen, 2004). Without support
from public policy, many single mothers in the U.S. experience a double bind – facing
responsibility for remaining in the workforce to sustain a livable income, while paying for
childcare without the benefit of two household incomes. Findings of studies on multigenerational
households with single mothers indicate that having a grandparent present to help with parenting
responsibilities serves to lessen this role strain for SM (e.g., DeLeire & Kalil, 2002). However,
this option is not available to all SM families.
With insufficient economic resources, lack of employment equity, and a dearth of
community responsibility for adequate and affordable childcare, single mothers often assume
multiple roles that would be more comfortably shared with others, leaving them with increased
daily stress (Worell, 1986). Despite the added encumbrance of role strain, one 1986 study found
that work-family conflict among single mothers is not indicative of a deficit as an employee
(Burden, 1986). The author demonstrated that while possessing higher role strain, SM showed
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equivalent levels of job performance, job motivation, and absenteeism than their married
counterparts, while reporting even higher levels of job satisfaction (Burden, 1986).
Such role strain impacts SM and their families in additional ways. With added roles
comes less time and energy for social engagement, which in turn can increase the social isolation
that many SM and COSM experience. Previous research shows that SM, compared with their
partnered peers, spend most of their time with coworkers or their children, and they receive far
less emotional and parental support (Keith & Schafer, 1982; Leslie & Graddy, 1985; Weinraub
& Wolf, 1983). Social isolation among SM may also result from negative attitudes from others
who view them as socially deviant or a “threat” (Dowd, 1995), which can result in social
distancing. This is considered a significant stressor as social support has been shown to
positively impact mental and emotional wellbeing (e.g., Castillo, 2016).
Each of these personal stressors – social, economic, and workload – has been examined
as directly impacting single mothers. However, it is important to note that each of these are
experienced by not only SM but their children as well as the impact of such stressors is
“transmitted” to all those living in the household (Worell, 1986, p. 6). For example, many
friendships in childhood are developed through social relationships among parents. If a single
mother is socially isolated, it therefore stands to reason that her children may also experience
some degree of isolation. Additionally, the daily stressors faced by SM and COSM may become
compounded when experienced in the context of discrimination. In fact, some authors have noted
that not only do SM families often have to manage daily role strain and a lack of resources, but
they are tasked with functioning in an environment that projects criticism and judgment, along
with a political, legal, and social context that sustains systemic stereotyping, stigmatizing, and
derision (Sidel, 2006).
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Experiences of Discrimination among SM and COSM
Discrimination is defined as the unjust or prejudicial treatment of individuals based on
group identity (Kennelly, 1999). Stigma, or the disapproval of an individual’s appearance,
personal characteristics, behaviors, or beliefs, usually because they depart from dominant
cultural norms, results in negative views about others – or prejudice (Goffman, 1963). Prejudice
becomes discrimination when such attitudes are acted on. Discrimination has primarily been
studied as stemming from race, religion, gender, or social class group identification; however, a
smaller body of research explicates how discrimination occurs based on non-traditional family
structure and its intersection with other group identities (Ajandi, 2011). Understanding the
challenges that single-mother families face due to discrimination is imperative for placing the
results of this study in the broader context of personal and institutionalized discrimination. This
review of the literature therefore first explores the existing research about the most commonly
experienced forms of discrimination toward SM families. This is followed by a discussion of the
stigma that creates discriminatory environments for this population.
The experiences of discrimination faced by SM and COSM have been documented in the
literature since at least the 1970s (e.g., Sawhill, 1976). While it is important to consider SM and
COSM discrimination in order to fully capture the challenges that COSM face, data on this topic
is less prevalent as would be expected based on the amount of discrimination experienced by this
population. There is empirical evidence to suggest that SM and COSM commonly face
discrimination in the following areas: the labor market and workplace, public policy and
legislative actions, and social exclusion or distancing.
Research on the topic of discrimination for SM in the workplace has pointed to the welldocumented differential rates of promotion and pay (e.g., Dowd, 1995; Kennelly, 1999; Sawhill,
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1976). Data shows that among working women, single mothers experience lower wages and
fewer promotion opportunities, often cementing their place within the cycle of poverty (Worell,
1986). Growing data indicates that occupational segregation and labor market discrimination
contribute to the lack of income experienced by the majority of single-mother households
(Sawhill, 1976). Some authors link such differential outcomes to negative attitudes toward single
mothers on the basis of gender, race/ethnicity, and single status.
One study explicated such attitudes with data from 78 interviews with White employers
in the U.S. (Kennelly, 1999). Findings indicated that employers viewed single mothers,
particularly those who are Black, as inadequate employees. Common views were that Black
single mothers are unreliable, lazy, unmotivated, and poorly prepared for the labor market. The
responsibilities of single motherhood indicated, in the employers’ eyes, that these employees
would have a weak commitment to work. Asked of one employer, “Does family structure have
an impact on job performance?” his response was, “I think it’s everything. I think it’s the major
thing that we have there that’s a problem” (Kennelly, 1999, p. 181).
Even when employers did recognize a positive attribute in SM employees, for example
that they were hard working, the employers were quick to denigrate this by linking it to
desperation. For example, one participant stated, “From an ethic standpoint though, I would tell
you it is more of a need-to-work situation than it is a real true work ethic” (Kennelly, 1999, p.
182). Other researchers have found that motherhood itself serves as justification for the view that
women will be unreliable, absent workers (Sokoloff, 1980). When there is the added element of
stereotypes of single mothers and/or racial minority status, the negative views are likely
magnified, leading to discriminatory treatment in the workplace.
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On an international scale, other countries have similar numbers of single mothers as the
U.S., but there is a lower rate of poverty among these groups, which is likely because other
countries offer better compensation for the difficulties of single motherhood. Countries outside
the U.S. provide institutionalized support to SM in a way that the U.S. does not, such as generous
child allowances and free higher education (Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström, 2007; Bradbury
& Jäntti, 2000). Conversely, institutionalized discrimination in the job marketplace and lack of
adequate and affordable childcare facilities in the U.S. are recognized by scholars as creating
barriers to escaping cycles of poverty (Worell, 1986).
Some authors have described the nature of legislation and public policy impacting SM
families as unsupportive at best and discriminatory at worst. Lacking on an institutional level are
laws and policies sensitive to the needs of SM and COSM. In fact, a significant body of research
has been conducted with the purpose of creating public policy that promotes two-parent marital
relationships and decreases the number of single-parent families (e.g., Furstenberg, 2010;
McLanahan & Beck, 2010). Dowd (1997) argues that the stigmatizing of single parents across
various areas of public life works to justify discriminatory laws, services, and policies that weigh
heavily on single mothers, particularly in the area of divorce, child custody, and welfare. Dowd
argues that these laws, services, and policies work to further stigma, resulting in an oppressive
cycle of discrimination and stigma.
More specifically, literature has demonstrated that court procedures are often
unsupportive of single mothers in child support and alimony cases. This is a result of legislation
that favors “traditional” two-parent families over one-parent families and leaves SM families
vulnerable (Kamerman & Kahn, 1988; Luepnitz, 1982; Worell, 1986). For example, after
divorce, custody court cases usually favor a reconstituted two-parent married family over a
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parent who remains single (Dowd, 1995). Additionally, children of single parents often cannot
access child support resources since entitlement is typically only available if paternity has been
established. This creates a major barrier for many SM families because not all have established
paternity (Dowd, 1997). Even among custodial single parents who are approved to receive child
support, less than half (44%) receive full payment, and this has declined from 63% in 2007 (U.S.
Census, 2007; U.S. Census, 2015a). An additional strain on children of single mothers is the fact
that many courts have labeled children of unmarried mothers “illegitimate,” leaving them with
fewer rights than “legitimate” children (Dowd, 1995; Stier, 1992).
It may be argued that with the existing structures, the law works to maintain stigma as it
condemns single-mother families, contributing to their “second class citizenship” or “underclass”
status (Dowd, 1995). This status may foster the discrimination that single mothers report
experiencing on an interpersonal level. For example, one study examined experiences of stigma
and discrimination among low-income Black single mothers (Jarrett, 1996). Participants
described being treated as “deviants” due to the ways in which their social group identities defied
conventional norms of economic, racial, and family life. Others have reported being pushed out
of jobs, communities, or clubs due to the stigma associated with their single-parent identity.
Exemplifying this, two women in 1987 were discharged from the YWCA and the Girls’ Club on
the grounds that as single mothers they were bad role models for teenage girls (Dowd, 1995).
Such exclusion exists in multiple realms, as SM in various studies have described explicit social
discrimination from peers, fellow students, and instructors (Adair, 2001; Duquaine-Watson,
2007; Reay, 2003; Sullivan, 2003). These experiences of social exclusion and distancing have
been shown to produce feelings of isolation, exclusion, and occupying an “othered” social
position (Ajandi, 2011).
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The discriminatory policies and practices that exist on a systemic level reflect the views
of individuals who hold single mothers and children of single mothers in contempt. While some
literature exists on this topic, it is limited and largely focuses on negative attitudes toward SM
and COSM, rather than how SM and COSM experience these negative attitudes and their impact.
It is for this reason that the present study sought to understand the lived experiences of those
affected by single-mother stigma, which is transmitted to COSM. The largest gap in the literature
on SM families surrounds the experiences of stigma among COSM, which this study addressed.
Without adequate understanding of stigma’s impact on COSM, it is difficult to address the many
challenges that COSM face as well as acknowledge the various strengths they possess in the face
of such challenges. The review of the literature will proceed with an examination of what we
know about stigma-based negative attitudes toward SM and COSM, followed by how existing
literature informs our understanding of the way in which these attitudes are received by SM and
COSM.
Stigma-Based Negative Attitudes toward Single-Mother Families
Social stigma, or simply stigma, is defined as the devaluation of individuals and groups
based on personal characteristics that are regarded as deviant, usually because they depart from
dominant cultural norms. Stigma also pertains to the shame that an individual may feel as a result
of such disapproval from others (Goffman, 1963). Although not as prolific as the extant outcome
research on single-mother families, there is a body of evidence that showcases the various
negative attitudes that exist toward SM and COSM, due to the stigma of their non-traditional
family structure. Most of the current literature in this area examines stigma from the point of
view of those who hold negative attitudes toward SM and COSM. Scarcer in the literature is a
solid understanding of how such attitudes affect and are experienced by SM and COSM.
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Findings of the present study help to fill this gap, while also providing greater understanding of
the interplay of challenges and strengths of COSM. The following sections will review the
growing collection of literature that addresses stigmatizing societal views of SM and COSM,
negative attitudes toward this population, and the experiences of receiving such negative
attitudes. The way in which the present study expands upon these findings will also be
explicated.
Two recent Pew Research Center studies (2011, 2013) using representative U.S. samples
found that nearly 70% of people viewed single-mother families as “bad for society,” and 83%
viewed the recent rise in the number of SM families as a “problem.” The same group of
participants from the 2011 study, which the researchers termed “skeptics,” held highly accepting
views of other non-traditional family constellations, including same-sex parents, spouses who
choose to not have children, and interracial couples. The researchers posed an unanswered
question: why have views toward diverse family structures become more tolerant, with the
exception of one type: those headed by single mothers (Pew Research Center, 2011). Other
authors have noted that single mothers have been seen as inadequate, incomplete mothers for
decades (Dowd, 1997; Kjellstrand, 2011). A striking example of how SM have been depicted
even by scholars themselves is Blankenhorn’s assertion in his 1995 Fatherless America that
children raised without fathers serve as “the most destructive trend of our generation” (p. 1).
Indeed, the book outlines a view that no social trend is more dangerous than fatherlessness,
including crime, violence against women, teenage pregnancy, childhood poverty, and
educational deficits. The often-cited author argues that single mother-headed families harm
children, weaken families, preclude people from achieving happiness, and cause broader social
problems (Blankenhorn, 1995).
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Blankenhorn (1995) is not alone in his sentiments, as many scholars have sought
justification for the idea that SM families are harmful for society. Dowd, in her 1997 book, In
Defense of Single-Parent Families, outlines how the blame for the increase in poverty in the
United States has over time shifted to single mothers. She explains that the anthropologist Oscar
Lewis popularized the concept of a “culture of poverty” in that poverty is viewed as less of an
economic condition and more a way of life, and thus deserving of individual blame (Dowd,
1997, p. 18). Later researchers used this idea to formulate the view that although men are
susceptible to the “pathology” of poverty, women transmit it to children, creating
intergenerational poverty (Dowd, 1997; Sidel, 2006). From there, a link has been easily made to
the association among single motherhood, pathology, and poverty, with some researchers today
using the previously described outcome research as justification for the argument that SM
families are the root of society’s ills, most blatantly systemic poverty (e.g., Atwood & Genovese,
2006; McLanahan et al., 2010; Thomas, 1994).
Some contemporary scholars have drawn attention to the political function of SM and
COSM over the past five decades. These writers have highlighted the ways in which political
pundits and leaders have used SM families as scapegoats. This began after Ronald Reagan
initiated the “welfare queen” narrative that fabricated an image of system-abusers (Cooper,
2018). Tying race, gender, social class, and family structure prejudice together, poor Black single
mothers were blamed for society’s alleged breakdown in order to mobilize 1970s conservative
voters in response to the unrestricted culture of the1960s (Ajandi, 2011; Cooper, 2018; Sidel,
2006). Cooper (2018) discusses the resultant “hierarchy of shame” associated with “a pernicious
state-based narrative” that pathologized and placed Black women who independently headed
households at the bottom (p. 161). Political rhetoric of this nature continues today, carrying a risk
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of informing laws that work to further disadvantage this group. The same scholars have argued
that this scapegoating has utilized rhetoric that places SM families in defiance of traditional,
conservative family values that only condone childbearing within two-parent heterosexual
marriage (Ajandi, 2011; Duncan & Rodgers, 1990; Sidel, 2006; Thomas 1994). Indeed, scholars
across disciplines point out that marital and sexual gender norms are violated by single mothers,
which leads to their being labeled as deviant and low status (Atwood & Genovese, 2006; Shur
1984). In this way, the placement of SM households outside the norm of patriarchy leaves them
susceptible to suspicion and derision.
These trends, scholars have noted, create and maintain a “deficit framework” from which
a great deal of legislature and research has approached SM families (Ajandi, 2011; Atwood &
Genovese, 2006; Duncan & Rodgers, 1990; Sidel, 2006; Thomas 1994). With the view that SM
families are unhealthy or deviant, single mothers are associated with considerable stigma
(Blechman, 1982; Brandwein, Brown, & Fox, 1974). Dowd (1995) suggests, based on her
evaluation of the outcome research on SM and COSM, that there exist three main justifications
for this stigma in previously conducted research: poverty, psychological illness, and immorality.
She argues that single mothers and their children are seen as: the cause of societal poverty and its
associated ills, psychologically unhealthy, and lacking the proper morals to succeed and achieve
in society (Dowd, 1995). With the many negative outcomes of SM and COSM described by
existing literature, it becomes easy to justify the stigma that is outlined in the research to be
described next.
The Pew Research Center studies (2011, 2013) previously discussed capture the
prevalence of SM stigma in that nearly 70% of Americans believe single-mother families have a
“negative impact” on society, and 83% see the increasing number of SM families as a
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“problem.” What the following studies indicate is the more specific nature of that stigma – what
the specific assumptions are that influence individuals to view SM and COSM as harmful for
society. Most of the literature in this area unearths a view of SM and COSM as unintelligent,
poor employees, poor students, psychologically ill, immoral, immature, inadequate parents, and
characterologically flawed (e.g., Ajandi, 2011; Bennett & Jamieson, 1999; Dejean, McGeorge, &
Carlson, 2012; Jarrett, 1996; Noble, Eby & Lockwood, 2004; Sidel, 2006; Usdansky, 2009;
Webber & Boromeo, 2005).
Regarding stigma toward SM themselves, Noble, Eby and Lockwood (2004) conducted
two quantitative studies to capture attitudes toward working single mothers. Findings suggested
that participants viewed single parenthood as detrimental to both work and children, and that a
traditional, two-parent family structure was critical for family and career success. Additionally,
single parent status was thought to be an impediment for women succeeding as parents (Noble,
Eby, & Lockwood, 2004). Such negative views of single mothers were correlated with
traditionally held gender role beliefs (Noble, Eby, & Lockwood, 2004).
A lack of values or morality is another common theme of SM stigma research. For
example, Kennelly (1999) examined attitudes toward Black single mothers and found that among
White male employers, many saw their SM employees as lacking the sufficient values to be
productive workers. Among these same participants, more than half brought up the image of
single mothers as having poor mothering skills (Kennelly, 1999).
Another study found empirical data that among undergraduate participants, divorced and
never-married female parents were believed to possess poor parenting skills, be irresponsible,
selfish, and impatient, and to be more likely to have poor family relationships (Bennett &
Jamieson, 1999). The researchers collected data on attitudes toward different family structures,
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including married, divorced, step-parent, never-married, and single adults without children.
Across these groups, never-married parents were viewed in the most negative light (Bennett &
Jamieson, 1999). Similar findings are reflected in a 1986 study in which Bryan and colleagues
found that never-married single-parent families were viewed the most negatively out of all
family structures studied (i.e., married, remarried, divorced, widowed, and never-married).
Measured constructs included parental satisfaction, stability, and personal characteristics. This
may suggest that among the hierarchy of family structures, families headed by never-married SM
fall at the bottom.
Another study conducted in 2012 highlighted the importance of considering gender when
studying single-parent households (Dejean, McGeorge, & Carlson). The researchers randomly
assigned 1,351 participants either a female or male vignette stimulus and asked about attitudes
toward the single mother and single father stimuli. Results showed that attitudes were far more
negative toward single mothers than single fathers in terms of personal characteristics and
parenting abilities (Dejean, McGeorge, & Carlson, 2012). More specifically, participants
indicated that single mothers were less secure, less fortunate, less responsible, less satisfied with
life, less moral, less reputable, less competent as an employee, less competent as a person, less of
a good parent, and less economically advantaged as compared with single fathers (Dejean,
McGeorge, & Carlson, 2012).
Usdansky (2009) compared societal beliefs about different forms of single mothers by
coding depictions of single-parent families in scholarly journals and print media from 1900 to
1998. She examined differences in how single-mother families created from divorce and nevermarried single-mother families were portrayed. Although depictions of those created from
divorce became substantially less critical over time, the negative depictions of never-married
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single mothers remained stable (Usdansky, 2009). This may be indicative of a larger trend
toward acceptance of diverse family structures that does not apply to single mothers.
In comparing attitudes about single mothers to attitudes about other marginalized groups,
Rhodes and Johnson (2000) used open-ended interviews to examine differing views on the
source of difficulties for various social groups. Participants reported on their understanding of
the reasons for the disadvantages experienced by six populations (i.e., people of color, women,
sexual minorities, people living in poverty, step-families, and single parents). Although
participants named oppression as the culprit for most of these groups’ difficulties, this was not
the case for single parents. Results indicated that single parents were seen as experiencing
hardship, but that this hardship was related to personal choices, not based in oppression (Rhodes
& Johnson, 2000). The personal blame theory purported by other authors seems to be reflected in
these findings.
Researchers have noted that some negative attitudes about single mothers stem from the
assumption of sexual promiscuity. Negative views about SM have been linked to the assumption
of becoming pregnant without being married, which is viewed by some to be indicative of
promiscuity and a lack of proper values (Gordon, 1994; Hare-Mustin & Broderick, 1979; Luker,
1996; Sidel, 2006; Worell, 1986). Others have theorized that SM use mental health services more
than other parents due to the stress and strain of single motherhood, and because of the stigma of
mental health issues, this leads to further stigmatization of SM as inadequate parents (Guttentag,
Salasin, & Belle, 1980). In reality, attending to the stress of motherhood is important for
maintaining adequate parenting practices (Borre & Kliewer, 2014). Another standpoint is that
traditional views of marriage and patriarchy are a source of this stigma, and it has been argued
that although ideas about marriage have changed over the past few decades, marriage in
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contemporary U.S. is still regarded by many as a marker of successful self-development
(Cherlin, 2005). It goes without saying that those who lack such a symbol, like single mothers,
may be deemed as less successful in achieving the “ideal” life trajectory.
Stigma-Based Negative Attitudes toward Children of Single Mothers
Two of the main myths related to single-mother families presented by scholars are
specific to children of single mothers: “Children in single-parent families always have deficits”
and “Children in single-parent families are expected to do poorly in school and to suffer
emotionally and behaviorally” (Atwood & Genovese, 2006, p. 268). Empirical data also supports
the claim that COSM are subject to many of the same stigmatizing negative attitudes as their
mothers. COSM may in fact experience double stigmatization in that they receive negative
attitudes about having grown up in a single parent household, but they also receive what some
authors have called “secondary stigma” (Johnson & Benson, 2014, p. 125; Salter et al., 2010) or
stigma that is “transmitted” (Worell, 1986, p. 6; Lenwin, 1981) to COSM from the views held
about their parents. Literature shows that a common stigma is that developmental deviance is
transmitted to COSM from their mothers’ not following societal expectations for appropriate
gender role behaviors (Worell, 1986).
Noble and colleagues (2004) developed a measure to capture negative attitudes toward
single parents. Their data indicated that participants consistently viewed single parents as having
a directly negative effect on their children (Noble, Eby, & Lockwood, 2004). This was related to
participants’ gender, their own family structure growing up, and the amount of value they placed
on the parental role. To be sure, men, those who were raised in a two-parent household, and
those who highly value the “parental role” were more likely to indicate a negative view
regarding the effects of single parenthood on children (Noble, Eby, & Lockwood, 2004).
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Capturing the implications of SM stigma on COSM, Dowd, who has extensively studied
the topic of SM stigma, argued in her 1997 book that, “Children have lost the most from our
stigmatizing of single-parent families” (Dowd, 1997, p. xviii). One 2011 study captured an
awareness of this trend among single mothers themselves, along with a need to defend against it.
Across twenty-five interviews with single mothers, Ajandi (2011) found that what this group
feared more than the discrimination they experienced themselves, was how the stigma they bore
impacted their children. Many mothers stated that they worried the stigma of their single status
would “trickle down” to their children, leaving them at a disadvantage. Frequent examples of this
secondary stigma included teachers treating COSM worse because of their parental status and
diverse family structure (Ajandi, 2011).
COSM stigma in classrooms has been documented by previous research as well. Fuller
(1986) examined attitudes of elementary school teachers toward students of different family
structures. Findings indicated that teachers were more likely to assign positive attributes and
behaviors to children from traditional two-parent families as compared with children of singlemother families. Teachers, overall, saw two-parent children as responsible, happy, mature, wellgroomed, and likely to attain good grades; in comparison, they saw single-mother children as shy
and withdrawn, likely to act out and be tardy, and requiring special services (Fuller, 1986).
Similar findings emerged in Santrock and Russel’s (1978) study in which teachers were shown
videotapes of an 8-year-old boy accompanied by background information indicating that the boy
was either from an intact two-parent home or had a single, divorced parent. Findings showed that
teachers rated the children of a divorced parent significantly more negatively across variables
including emotional adjustment, happiness, and ability to cope with stress (Santrock & Russel,
1978). While the long-term impact of these attitudes on COSM has not been studied, researchers
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have shown a strong positive correlation between teacher perceptions and expectations of
students and student achievement (Rubie-Davies, Peterson, Irving, Widdowson, & Dixon, 2010;
Van den Bergh, Denessen, Hornstra, Voeten, & Holland, 2010).
An illustration of how stigma can trickle down to COSM and create a stereotype of a
poor student is captured by Kennelly’s (1999) study of employer attitudes toward single mothers.
Participants indicated a belief that in SM homes, there was not enough emphasis on education,
which they attributed to the reason for higher unemployment rates among male COSM
(Kennelly, 1999). Additionally, participants endorsed views that COSM lack necessary
education and morals and that such deficiencies resulted from growing up in a SM household.
This was sometimes seen as resulting from the lack of a male presence in the household to model
“a good work ethic” for children (Kennelly, 1999, p. 184).
An assumed deficient work ethic is related to a broader theme of a presumed deficiency
in morality and character that has been captured in studies of attitudes toward COSM. For
example, Bryan and Coleman (1986) explored perceptions of children from different family
structures (i.e., children in two-parent married, never-married single, widowed, divorced, and
step families). The authors sought to determine whether family structure is a salient social
category used by individuals to organize perceptions of others (Bryan & Coleman, 1986).
Among their more than 700 participants, strongly negative views were expressed toward children
of single parents. Children from single-parent households were perceived to have the least
amount of “personal character” (Bryan & Coleman, 1986, p. 171). Among different single parent
structures (i.e., divorced, widowed, and never-married families), children of never-married single
parents were rated significantly less positively on all six measures of the First Impressions
Questionnaire (FIQ; Bryan & Coleman, 1986).
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Negative views of COSM seem to develop at an early age. One experiment utilizing
photographic stimuli of children with their “families” found that child participants aged five to
seven assigned negative characteristics to COSM (Hoffman & Avila, 1998). The young
participants understood the COSM to be liars, bad, and unintelligent. Furthermore, there was
evidence of a gender effect, as these negative attributes were more likely to be directed at
children of single mothers than children of single fathers (Hoffman & Avila, 1998). The presence
of stigma in young children may be an indication of the pervasiveness of negative attitudes
toward SM families in broader society.
In sum, current research indicates that COSM receive negative attitudes from various
sources in their lives. Importantly, both teachers and peers maintain negative images of COSM.
The current knowledge base is less clear about the impact of experiencing this stigma, but
research in other areas suggests that such views from others can negatively impact one’s selfconcept, self-esteem, motivation, and interpersonal relationships (e.g., Crocker & Major, 1989;
Doyle & Molix, 2014; Vartanian & Shaprow, 2008). The present study drew from and expands
this literature in order to better understand the long-term impact of stigma among adult COSM.
By doing so, a more accurate perception emerges of the factors that influence why some COSM
struggle and others do not. Moreover, scholars, as well as the larger society, may begin to shift
blame away from the diverse family structure of SM households so that better practices can be
established to assist COSM with reaching their full potential.
Stigma-Based Negative Attitudes Received by SM and COSM
Literature that captures how negative attitudes are directed at single mothers and their
children is scarce, but literature that explicates how negative attitudes are experienced by single
mothers and their families is even scarcer. In order to adequately recognize and address SM and
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COSM stigma, it is important to know how such attitudes are both projected and experienced.
Additionally, learning from members of the marginalized group themselves serves to give voice
to a disadvantaged group, rather than learning solely from those who hold power (i.e., those who
hold the negative attitudes toward SM and COSM). It is for this reason that the present study
took the approach of capturing the lived experiences of COSM. This not only fills a glaring gap
in the literature, but it honors the realities of those who have been targets.
The literature that does represent experiences of receiving negative attitudes due to single
parenthood is largely focused on the stigma of being a welfare recipient. While these studies use
single mother samples, the main research question is often how participants are perceived based
on a proxy of their social class (i.e., public assistance program use) instead of their family
structure (Horan & Austin, 1974; Kerbo, 1972; Lowenberg, 1981; Murray, 1984; NicholsCasebolt, 1986; Seccombe, James, & Waltres, 1998). A common finding among these studies is
that single mothers often internalize welfare stigma, which has negative implications for selfimage and psychological wellbeing (Horan & Austin, 1974; Kerbo, 1972; Lowenberg, 1981;
Murray, 1984; Nichols-Casebolt, 1986). Other studies demonstrate how single-mothers who
utilize public assistance programs defend against the internalization of stigma. “Lazy” and
“unmotivated” are frequent stereotypes that single mothers who receive welfare benefits are
tasked with defending against (Seccombe, James, & Walters, 1998).
One study used a sample of low-income African American single mothers and found that
participants actively neutralize this welfare stigma and consciously defend against internalizing
it. When asked about their experiences of receiving negative attitudes, SM participants named
the primary actors who stereotype them as: the media, welfare staff, and employers (Jarrett,
1996). Notably, these are also entities that hold a great deal of power over SM and their families.
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Study participants, recognizing this, described actively rejecting the internalization of views
from these sources that they are reluctant workers and irresponsible parents (Jarrett, 1996).
Similar findings emerged in Rogers-Dillion’s (1995) study of the management of stigma
among a multiethnic sample of single mothers. The researcher found that participants used a
variety of strategies to manage stigma, including concealing one’s stigmatized identity, passing
as “normal” (i.e., married), and managing denigrating audiences (Rogers-Dillion, 1995). In this
way, although stigma may be imputed, it is not automatically accepted or internalized. On the
contrary, it appears single mothers are not only aware of the stigma directed at them but engage
as active agents to manage such negative attitudes.
Very few examples exist in extant literature of how single mothers manage stigma related
to family structure itself. Stern (1981) found that among SM, there was internalization of the
view that, without a father figure, women are unable to raise a son with adequate masculine
identification. Another more recent qualitative study found that single mothers possessed a great
deal of self-doubt and guilt in that they blamed themselves for their children’s difficulties
(Webber & Boromeo, 2005). They also doubted whether they could be effective parents without
a partner or spouse (Webber & Boromeo, 2005). As these are commonly held negative views of
SM, it may be that these participants possessed such worries due to internalization of stigma.
These parents also endorsed experiences reflected in the research on negative attitudes toward
SM, including experiencing social distancing in the form of “abandonment” from friends and
peers due to their status as a single parent (Webber & Boromeo, 2005, p. 274). There were also
differences among women based on the source of their single parent status, as those who were
single because of a death did not report experiencing stigma, although they did feel vulnerable
and experienced self-blame (Webber & Boromeo, 2005).
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Berube (2012) utilized qualitative interviews and quantitative measures with teenage
single mothers to examine this population’s “defiance” against negative societal attitudes.
Results indicated that those who possessed more self-efficacy and resilience were more likely to
disagree with negative societal statements about single motherhood. This was also related to
increased educational aspirations, effectively drawing a link between rejection of stigma and
positive aspirations (Berube, 2012).
To more fully capture the experiences of stigma, additional research is needed on the
management of stigma related to single parent identity in a way that is not conflated with social
class or other social categories. To date, no studies have been found that capture the experiences
of stigma among adult children of single parents. This absence leaves an important question
unanswered: how do COSM experience stigma, defend against stigma, and build strength in the
face of stigma? The present study sought to answer these questions, and findings provide
implications for future study of diverse family structures, clinical interventions, and policy
revisions.
As has been previously noted by this literature review, the outcomes of COSM have been
well-documented, but the bigger, more inclusive picture of what contributes to negative
outcomes is largely missing. Much of existing literature implies or directly states that single
parenthood is to blame; however, as outlined here, no direct negative consequence has been
found of growing up with one female parent. As Sidel (2006) argues in her Unsung Heroines:
Single Mothers and the American Dream:
Until we recognize that all families require adequate economic resources, opportunity,
human services, and emotional support, we are unlikely to see their problems and needs
clearly and address them effectively. And until we move beyond the stigma [of singlemother families] …we will not respect them enough to take their experiences and their
perspectives seriously, (p. 36).
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By studying experiences of stigma from the viewpoint of COSM themselves, this study
assists in building just this – respect for perspectives that inform deeper and more empathic
treatment of a group that has historically been considered “second class.”
Strengths of Single Mothers and Children of Single Mothers
With much of the extant literature seeking to elucidate how children of single mothers are
negatively impacted by their family structure, little research exists on single mothers (SM) and
children of single mothers (COSM) strengths. As the present study aimed to better understand
how strengths among COSM are developed, a discussion of the present literature on SM and
COSM strengths will take place next. As previously noted, this literature is more recent than the
majority of literature that comprises the “deficit perspective” and follows the resiliency model.
As Dowd (1997) notes, one of the dangers of stigma is that it precludes us from seeing
positive attributes. She argues, “Punishing children in single-parent families is a sacrifice that is
socially destabilizing as well as morally reprehensible. We also ignore what is positive about
single-parent families. Stigma walls off any recognition of insights from or alternative familial
models exemplified by single-parent families,” (Dowd, 1997, p. 17). Future research would
benefit from elucidating the many strengths of this population, thereby easing the detrimental
effects of stigma.
Maturity is one personal characteristic that has been demonstrated as a strength among
single mothers in the literature. Eby and colleagues (2004), for example, found that others
viewed single mothers as possessing more maturity than their childless peers. Additional studies
corroborate the finding that SM are perceived as more stable, responsible, and mature – however,
this is in comparison to their childless peers, rather than other family structures containing
children (Pfeffer & Ross, 1982; Tharenou, 1999).
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The construct of maturity also emerged in the work of Edin and Kefalas (2005) in which
qualitative interviews revealed that SM perceive themselves as increasing in maturity with the
acquisition of their SM identity (Edin & Kefalas, 2005). These participants also reported that
being a SM helped them stay focused on their academic and career goals and to steer them away
from substance use (Edin & Kefalas, 2005). Similar findings emerged in a 2011 qualitative study
in which single mothers described their own parenting experiences as empowering and liberating
(Ajandi, 2011). A level of responsibility and independence was described by participants, who
utilized strengths such as family and social support and a focus on their children’s wellbeing as
motivation for themselves to do well (Ajandi, 2011). These findings run counter to data from
other studies, indicating a difference between others’ negative perceptions of SM and their own
lived experiences that yield important strengths. Capturing the latter in literature then becomes
particularly helpful in fully understanding and serving this population.
Regarding the psychological characteristics that have been examined as contributing to
the strengths of SM families, resilience is a common theme in the small body of research that
exists on the topic. For example, Berube (2012) carried out a qualitative study with teenage SM
and found a significant relationship among resilience, self-efficacy, and rejection of negative
societal attitudes surrounding single motherhood. Similarly, a quantitative analysis of strength
factors among single mothers revealed high rates of resilience among participants, as measured
with the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (Kjellstrand, 2011). Overall, single mothers viewed
themselves as strong and able to achieve goals. Importantly, a difference across social class
groups was present, as SM in the middle class endorsed higher rates of resiliency than their
lower income counterparts (Kjellstrand, 2011). The same subgroup also reported receiving more

42

social support, which may be a protective factor leading to greater resilience outcomes
(Kjellstrand, 2011).
Other researchers have captured resilience as a psychological construct leading to success
among COSM. Wilson (2011), for example, explored the experiences of successful Black adult
males who had been raised by SM. The author found that participants connected the idea of
resilience to certain experiences, including an awareness of father absence, a lack of ill words
regarding biological fathers, possession of mentors, exposure to positive activities, engagement
with religion, and receiving support from extended family members (Wilson, 2011). Another
2003 study (Luther & Zelazo) indicated that among children growing up in absent-father homes,
strong relationships with family members and the community (e.g., teachers, role models,
mentors) contributed to positive outcomes.
A qualitative study using semi-structured interviews and focus groups with Black male
COSM investigated which experiences contributed to success in their lives (Carson, 2004). Such
factors leading to resiliency included possessing mothers and grandmothers who served as role
models and sources of support, receiving social support, and participation in educational
scholarship programs (Carson, 2004). This speaks to how COSM develop strengths both from
personal experiences of support and from institutionalized support like scholarship programs,
although these tend to be limited in availability and scope.
Sidel (2006) noted that rather than viewing resilience as an innate quality, as past studies
have done, more recent research considers resilience to be something that develops in the context
of relationships and the ability to “connect, reconnect, and resist disconnection in response to
hardships, adversity, trauma, and alienating social/cultural practices” (p. 106). This indicates that
COSM resilience is built, and it is built in the context of single parenthood.
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Barber and Eccles (1992) conducted a review of research on the topic of outcomes among
children in divorced and SM families and concluded that overall findings are contradictory,
especially if outcomes are considered over time. The authors argue that although findings from
several studies indicate a negative impact from divorce immediately following separation, this
typically attenuates over time. In fact, if data is examined longitudinally, children seem to benefit
from being raised in SM families following divorce. Indicators of this include greater
responsibility, higher self-esteem, and higher aspirations when removed from a contentious twoparent home environment into a single mother home environment (Barber & Eccles, 1992). The
authors call for “a reconsideration of the position that the nuclear family is the only ideal context
for the socialization of children” (Barber & Eccles, 1992, p. 113). They also present the idea that
a unique set of challenges is presented to COSM, which provides an opportunity to develop
skills, coping strategies, competencies, and independence that may “strengthen the individual
against later stressors” (Barber & Eccles, 1992, p. 113).
What becomes evident in a review of literature on the strengths of COSM is that there is
a striking gap. While theoretical works have called for a greater emphasis on the potential for a
positive impact of alternative family models, only a handful of empirical studies provide data
related to this topic. Clinicians and researchers argue that COSM develop adaptive traits such as
self-reliance, responsibility, maturity, resilience, self-esteem, and self-efficacy. They call for
more research in this area and state that empirical data surrounding the many strengths of COSM
is needed to balance the existing deficit framework that much of past literature has presented
(Featherstone, 1996; Krauth, 1995; Santiago-Rivera, Arredondo, & Gallardo-Cooper, 2002). The
overwhelming majority of work done on single-parent families is framed with hypotheses
looking for negative outcomes. However, by only emphasizing negative outcomes and negative
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attitudes about SM and COSM, it becomes impossible to view this population as anything other
than deviant and deficient.
One salient strength of single-mother families is that this family model generates a
gender dynamic unlike that of two-parent heterosexual households. In SM families, with a
female role model who often takes on roles traditionally reserved for men and who creates an
atmosphere of egalitarian, cooperative leadership (Dowd, 1997), children tend to develop more
egalitarian sex roles themselves and see work as equally open to women and men (Belchman,
1982; Cashion, 1982, Russell & Ellis, 1991). Although many scholars see this as an asset for
COSM, others propose that this is part of the reason SM families are demonized – for operating
outside of traditional gender norms (Ajandi, 2011; Seal, 2009). A review of literature related to
how gender role expectations inform SM and COSM stigma will take place next.
Gender Roles and Single-Mother Families
The following section places our discussion of single mothers (SM) and children of
single mothers (COSM) within the larger context of gender roles and gender role expectations,
while examining the underpinnings of sexism behind SM stigma. Scholars have pointed to the
adherence to traditional views about how men and women should behave and what roles they
should have within and outside of the home as a primary source of negative attitudes toward
families who do not fit this mold, including single-mother families. Studies show that those who
hold more traditional views about gender roles are more likely to see single motherhood as
negatively affecting work and children (Noble, Eby, & Lockwood, 2004).
Indeed, it may be that much of the scrutiny and judgment that single mothers face is
related to the idea that as sole providers, single mothers with no heterosexual partner are not
“whole” or “self-fulfilled” individuals (Blount, 2000; Byrne, 2000; Fink & Holden, 1999;
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Franzen, 1996; Holden, 2007; Nicholson, 2008; Oram, 1992; Seal, 2009; Smart, 1984). In this
way, SM are derided for not upholding the traditional norms assigned to their gender.
Some point to the “Moynihan Report” as ushering in the idea of the “pathology of
matriarchy” in the late 1960s that continues today. This was a document drafted by then-assistant
secretary of labor, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who asserted that an increase in single Black
mothers was caused by a cultural flaw and that single motherhood hindered this population from
attaining success (McLanahan et al., 2010; Yarber & Sharp, 2010). The report claimed the Black
community “has been forced into a matriarchal structure, which because it is so out of line with
the rest of the American society, seriously retards the progress of the group as a whole
(Moynihan, 1967, p. 29). Clearly intertwined with racist ideology, this idea, and the research that
followed suit, purports that the absence of a father (across any racial/ethnic group) is destructive
to children (Dowd, 1997) and that single mothers are inadequate, incomplete mothers (Wilson,
2011). The far-reaching implications of the Moynihan Report represented an influx of “structural
shame” attached to female-led homes (Cooper, 2018). One striking example of how subsequent
literature reflected Moynihan’s suppositions is David Popenoe’s 1996 book, Life Without Father:
Compelling New Evidence that Fatherhood and Marriage are Indispensable for the Good of
Children and Society.
This book, as the title indicates, asserts that men in the home are indispensable for both
children and society as a whole, and that families without a man are deficient. Terms such as
“disrupted” or “broken” are used in similar literature that position fathers as indispensable (Sidel,
2006; Whitehead, 1993). Additionally, the fact that single fathers do not receive the same stigma
as single mothers and are instead often admired and praised may reflect the sentiment that while
children can do without mothers to succeed, fathers are essential (Sidel, 2006). One study
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exemplifies this, as subjects rated the importance of having a father and a mother. All
participants rated a father more important than a mother (Stern, 1981).
Others have theorized that the stigma of single motherhood is related to the assumption
that men ought to support families, not women (Sawhill, 1976). If power and authority are
viewed as a father’s role, then it becomes easy for negative views to emerge about SM, whose
roles stand in opposition to this (Dowd, 1997). Indeed, SM are often viewed as “marginal” or
“oppositional” to normative womanhood (Seal, 2009, p. 210). Some individuals worry that a sole
woman will not be sufficient to model appropriate gender role behavior – that men raised in this
context will be overly feminized, and women raised in this context will be unsuitable for
marriage (Ajandi, 2011; Dowd, 1997; Seal, 2009; Stern, 1981).
Another way in which single mothers exist outside the norm is that they don’t fit into the
ideals of “hegemonic motherhood” as described by Arendell (1999). Hegemonic motherhood
purports that, within societal ideology, there is a perceived “right” and “wrong” way to enact
motherhood, as dictated by dominant discourses of motherhood (Arendell, 2000). This ideology
instructs that a “good” mother is feminine, entirely child-centered, heterosexual, White, native
born, and married. As single mothers do not meet these standards, they are deemed by dominant
cultural norms as failing as “good” mothers. From hegemonic motherhood stems “deviancy
discourses,” which “serve as a means of social control, stigmatizing and punishing women who
violate the norms of hegemonic motherhood” (Arendell, 1999 p. 4; Arendell, 2000; Fineman,
1995; Rothman, 1994). Such deviancy discourses are related to Atwood and Genovese’s (2006)
concept of the “intact family myth” (p. 3), which finds flaw in the societal assumption that the
“traditional family” is the “basic family unit and should be strengthened” (p. 3). Deviancy
discourses and the intact family myth provide a framework from which SM stigma can be
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understood as intertwined with expectations of gender and motherhood. As motherhood is
inherently tied to gender roles (Chodorow, 1990), single mothers receive judgment in defying the
norms of both.
In sum, marital and sexual gender norms are regarded as violated by single mothers,
which leads to their label of deviant. As such, the present study examined single motherhood,
rather than single parenthood. By considering the importance of gender role expectations, it
becomes clear that there are unique views held toward single parents based on their gender. This
is reflected in literature that demonstrates that when heterosexual parents become divorced, the
bulk of the blame for any adjustment issues in children is assigned to the mother (Kalter 1975;
Santrock & Tracey, 1978). Relatedly, single mothers receive far more censure than single fathers
(Caragata & Alcalde, 2014), as reflected by studies capturing negative perceptions toward single
parents. These studies indicate that single mothers are viewed more negatively than single
fathers, and single fathers believe others view them with admiration (DeJean, McGeorge, &
Carlson, 2012; Greif & DeMaris, 1990; Nieto, 1990). Children from two-parent heterosexual
households also perceive their one-parent peers more negatively if the peer has a single mother
versus a single father (Hoffman & Avila, 1998). In this way, judgment of single mothers is far
harsher than of single fathers. This serves to add difficulty to an already strenuous role.
Moving beyond differences in perceptions toward COSM by the gender of their parent,
one study showed that by multiple measures, children of single mothers fare nearly the same as
or better than children of single fathers (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). It appears a single
parent’s gender is important in perceptions of COSM, regardless of outcome data that indicates
similar successes. Additionally, pointing to the importance of conducting research from the
perspective of the marginalized group itself, some SM view the very same gender role
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noncompliance as a strength. For example, single mothers in one study (Ajandi, 2011) viewed
the opportunity to raise children outside the constraints of the traditional nuclear heterosexual
family as providing an environment of gender equality and activism. They also viewed their
family units as being free from the role constraints of the two-parent heterosexual model (Ajandi,
2011). In this way, something that serves as a basis for their stigma becomes a source of strength.
An understanding of the dynamics of gender role expectations informed the present
study, as it offered insight into the possible source of stigma for COSM. It served as a rationale
for the importance of examining experiences of those from SM families in particular. It also
provided an example of how strength might be built from experiences of stigma.
The Present Study
The purpose of the present study was to understand the experiences of individuals who
were raised in single-mother (SM) families. To achieve this, an investigation took place into the
many challenges that exist for this group, as well as the strengths that develop in the context of
these challenges. Findings inform our understanding of a group that has received little attention
in the literature, yet is represented by 17.2 million children being raised by a SM in the U.S.
today (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). Notably, this figure would be far greater if it included adults
who were previously raised by a SM. The inquiry’s findings also provide insight into the impact
of stigma and how strengths are built in the context of life stressors, discrimination, and negative
attitudes. This was an important gap in the literature to fill, so that researchers, educators, and
clinicians alike can conduct work with individuals of diverse family backgrounds with a better
understanding and knowledge of the experience of holding such an identity.
In order to address the question of how adult children of single mothers (COSM)
managed stigma and developed strengths while growing up in a single-mother household, a
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qualitative method was used. Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT; Charmaz, 2014) was the
most appropriate method, as extant theory surrounding this topic is near non-existent. The
purpose of the CGT investigation was to generate theory around the process of strength
construction among children of single mothers within the context of stigma and adversity.
The following research questions are addressed by this inquiry:
1. What challenges exist for children of single mothers (COSM)?
2. How do COSM manage negative attitudes and stigma directed at them?
3. What strengths do COSM build in the face of challenges?
4. What does the process of building these strengths look like for COSM?
5. How do gender role expectations relate to COSM challenges and strengths?
This study serves as a foundation to inform future research and practice with COSM, and
findings assist in repositioning single-mother families so they no longer represent the
“underclass” of society. Refining our knowledge while expanding our understanding of the lived
experiences of individuals from alternative family models contributes to the literature while
giving voice to a population that has historically been, at best, scapegoated and at worst,
demonized in the field of psychology. In doing so, it is hoped that greater validation may be
given to these families as both legitimate and desirable social constructs while counteracting the
stigma that serves as a barrier to optimal functioning. By realizing both the challenges that
obstruct COSM along with the factors for their success, we might destabilize systemic forms of
discrimination that help maintain the marginalized position of single parent families.
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CHAPTER III: METHOD
The aim of this study was to better understand challenges faced by children of single
mothers (COSM) as well as their sources of strength in the face of obstacles such as life
stressors, discrimination, and stigma. A qualitative method of inquiry – Constructivist Grounded
Theory (CGT; Charmaz, 2014) – was utilized to explore the study’s research questions. CGT is a
methodology that recognizes meaning as derived from an individual’s understanding of social
interactions. It involves comparative analysis, memo writing, theoretical sampling, and saturating
theoretical categories in order to construct theoretical statements that are connected to qualitative
data (Charmaz, 2014). Under this method, the researcher generates an explanation, or a theory,
based on the collective views of participants about processes, interactions, or actions related to
their lived experiences (Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, & Morales, 2006). This method provided
for a meaningful exploration of how individuals defined their lived experiences as COSM and
constructed their understandings of how challenges presented both limitations and platforms to
develop strength.
Participants
Participants included in this study were adults who self-identified as children of single
mothers. As the term “single mother” is somewhat of a subjective one, participants were given
the opportunity to self-identify as a “child of a single mother,” and the following description was
provided: an individual who was raised in a household containing one custodial female parent
and no father figure for the majority of one’s childhood. Participants were also 18 years or older
and spent the majority of their childhood in the United States.
Recruitment efforts for this study were primarily carried out through online methods such
as electronic mailing lists and social media platforms, as well as snowball sampling. Many of the
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participants expressed enjoyment in the interview process and connected the researcher with
acquaintances who might be interested in joining the study. Participation involved completing a
60 to 90-minute semi-structured interview regarding the experience of growing up as a COSM as
well as a demographic questionnaire that captured various social group identities. As per CGT
protocol (Charmaz, 2014), data was collected until data saturation was reached and additional
interviews were unlikely to yield new information.
Twenty self-identified adult children of single mothers voluntarily joined the study. The
demographic data of participants is presented in detail in Table 1, where pseudonyms are used to
protect confidentiality. Fourteen of the 20 participants resided in New York City, and the
remainder resided in urban Pennsylvania, rural Massachusetts, suburban Washington state, and
urban and suburban areas of California. While the majority of interviews were conducted in
person, three of the interviews were conducted via video conference for logistical reasons that
made it possible to capture experiences of those residing on the West Coast. Three participants
volunteered to participate after the interview process in member-checks. During these,
participants reviewed codes and the emergent theory diagram in order to provide feedback on
accuracy.
Participants’ ages ranged from 22 to 60, with a mean age of 32 years. The majority of
participants were in their 20s and 30s, and efforts were made to include older participants with
word of mouth recruiting among groups from different age backgrounds. Nine participants
identified as male, and 11 participants identified as female. With open-ended demographic
questions about race and ethnicity, participants identified in a variety of ways across racial and
ethnic groups, as listed in Table 1. Nine participants self-identified as Caucasian or White, five
participants identified as Black or African American, four participants identified as Afro-Latina,
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Latina, or Hispanic, and two participants identified as biracial with South Asian, Middle Eastern,
and Caucasian backgrounds. All participants were either employed at a company, self-employed
as entrepreneurs, or full-time students. Participants reported on current and historical social class,
and 14 participants spent childhood below poverty, poor, or working class, whereas six
participants spent childhood as owning class, upper-middle class, or middle class. Currently,
eleven participants described themselves as members of the middle class or owning class, and
nine participants described themselves as members of the working class or poor.
Procedure
Data Collection
Participants elected voluntarily to be part of the study. Prior to the start of interviews,
participants were given a description of the study, its purpose, and participant roles in
contributing to the research inquiry. A written informed consent was provided, which outlined
participant rights, risks and benefits of participation, and a description of the study. Study
participants were informed that their identities would remain confidential throughout the
research process. Ample time was given to review the form and discuss any questions or
concerns that participants had regarding the process. A copy of the signed informed consent form
was kept by the researcher, and a copy was given to each participant. Study participants were
offered time to ask questions or gain clarification before, during, and after the interview
procedures. They were given the researcher’s contact information should they have questions or
wish to withdraw from the study. Participants were not provided compensation for their time,
and they were invited to review a draft of the manuscript associated with the work. Interviews
were audio-taped and transcribed, which participants consented to prior to the interview.
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Demographic Data. Participants were asked to provide demographic information such as
age, race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, sexual orientation, gender, current and historical social
class, education, and family structure. Each participant was given a standardized demographic
form, and the researcher followed up with verbal inquiry so as to provide participants the
opportunity to discuss questions about group identification, to provide clarity about any changes
in identification over time, and to begin to establish trust and rapport between researcher and
interviewee.
Interview Protocol. Scholars of CGT suggest providing an element of structure in the
interview process as well as opportunities for broader, open-ended questions to allow
participants to freely share their stories (Charmaz, 2014; Fassinger, 2005). Therefore, a semistructured interview protocol with open-ended questions was developed based on the study’s
research questions. Themes emerged based on participant’s understanding of their experiences
facing challenges and developing strengths as COSM. Interviews varied in length from 45 to 120
minutes, with an average time for completion of 70 minutes. For each interview, the researcher
maintained flexibility in this and informed participants that they may take breaks, extend their
time, or end early if desired. Participants met with the researcher at a location of their choosing,
and the researcher provided options for quiet, private locations if needed. This was intended to
provide a convenient and confidential setting for participants.
Data Analysis
Grounded theory approaches can take various philosophical positions and can range from
poststructural and postpositivist to critical or constructivist (Charmaz, 2014). A constructivist
approach was taken in this particular study, as it aligns with the goals of the research inquiry.
The constructivist perspective (CGT) asserts that individuals actively construct knowledge and
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meaning through experiences within their social environments, such as community,
neighborhood, and interpersonal settings (Charmaz, 2014). It is understood that no single
objective reality exists, but rather there are multiple constructions of reality for various groups of
individuals (Fassinger, 2005).
Infused throughout this particular method of inquiry was a critical social justice
perspective that acknowledged participant experiences of oppression due to societal stratification
and hierarchical imbalances. The CGT approach accounts for the sociopolitical positioning of
both researcher and participants within such hierarchies of power. CGT is based on the
realization that knowledge is co-constructed between participants and researchers and that
participants are experts on their own lived experiences, about which researchers are privileged to
learn (Charmaz, 2014).
Coding
The process of coding in CGT serves as the crucial link between the gathered data and
the emerging theory to explain data. CGT incorporates an iterative process that moves between
data and analysis to demonstrate relationships among concepts. Qualitative coding guides
researchers in making sense of participants’ meaning making and worldviews through two
processes (Charmaz, 2014). These entail the collection of contextual (within time and place)
events and actions, as well as a-contextual theoretical ideas and generalizable statements
(Charmaz, 2014). This duality allows individual meaning making to transform into emerging
theory. To draw themes that inform this understanding, an iterative coding process is carried out,
beginning with open coding and ending with selective coding.
Open coding. For this study, during the initial phase of coding (open coding) the
researcher remained as close as possible to the specific words of participants. This involved
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word-by-word and line-by-line analysis and labeling of interview transcripts using simple,
active, analytic, and precise concepts, or descriptors (Charmaz, 2014; Fassinger, 2005). This
coding phase began the process of comparison across participant interviews. It also allowed for
the development of nascent ideas that informed themes to be generated after further rounds of
analysis.
Focused and axial coding. Focused codes emerge from analysis of data that allows
meaning to be defined (Charmaz, 2014). This second phase of coding involved synthesizing the
most frequent and common initial codes in order to sort, organize, and integrate large amounts of
data. The overall goal of focused coding was to develop the most salient categories across the
gathered data and begin to understand emerging concepts more abstractly.
Axial coding was conducted simultaneously with focused coding. This type of coding
allows the researcher to answer questions such as, “when, where, why, who, how, and with what
consequences” of an action (Charmaz, 2014, p. 60). While focused coding provided broad
themes that appeared consistently across transcripts, axial coding provided categories of meaning
that had more specific dimensions.
Theoretical/selective coding. The third phase of coding in CGT, theoretical or selective
coding, is considered a more sophisticated level of coding that elucidates how substantive key
categories relate to each other (Fassinger, 2005). These relationships collectively form a
hypothesis that is integrated into theory (Charmaz, 2014). This phase of data analysis worked to
integrate meaning among categories to construct a substantive theoretical framework, which was
again compared to the data. The purpose of this was to confirm that the emergent theory was
grounded in participants’ voices (Charmaz, 2014).
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Memo-writing. This form of exploration constituted an ongoing activity throughout the
data analysis process. It allowed for an open space to develop ideas, explore various meanings,
and engage in self-talk. The purpose of this was to increase theoretical thinking and abstraction
of ideas outside the constraints of more structured analysis (Charmaz, 2014). It took a more
informal, free-flowing form and was used for personal purposes such as self-examination by the
researcher. The memos worked to encourage deeper exploration of implicit, unstated, and
condensed meanings, and they increased in complexity as the analysis process unfolded, lending
insight into emerging theory.
In keeping with what is suggested by those who developed CGT as a method of inquiry
grounded in symbolic interactionism (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), data analysis in this study
concluded once an abstract theoretical understanding of the studied experience of participants
emerged. Investigating the meanings created by participants about their experiences in
possessing the stigmatized identity of a COSM allowed for findings that provide insight into how
this group defines their experiences related to managing challenges and building strength.
Member-Checking
Member-checking or “participant checking” is used in grounded theory methodology to
ensure that the researcher’s emergent theory aligns with how participants understand their own
lived experiences (Charmaz, 2014). In this investigation, three member-checks were conducted
at the midway point between initial coding and theory generation. During these meetings,
participants reviewed an excerpt of a transcript from their interview and provided feedback on
the codes that had been assigned to their words. They also reviewed a draft of the emerging
theory and engaged in dialogue with the researcher as to their overall impression of the theory,
how closely it aligned with their experiences, and whether there were aspects that were unclear
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or missing. Two additional checks were conducted with non-COSM individuals whose expertise
falls outside of psychology and academia. These could be considered “nondomain expert
checks.” The purpose of these was to determine whether the emergent theory is clear to outside
observers who have little knowledge of this investigation or the COSM experience. During these,
transcript excerpts were not provided – only the emergent theory diagram was reviewed for
clarity.

58

CHAPTER IV: RESULTS
An emergent theory was generated from the data provided by this study’s participants
and is presented in Figure 1. The figure depicts the process of how children of single mothers
(COSM) develop the capacity for strengths in the midst of challenges. A core narrative also
emerged and is depicted by the circle on the right side of the diagram. This, in accordance with
the definition provided by Strauss and Corbin (1998), serves as a category that is the central
story line of the study and serves to knit together other categories in order to form “an
explanatory whole” (p. 146). The core category is related to all other categories, and it therefore
frequently appears across data. It is at once firmly rooted in data and an interpretation of how
themes connect (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Figure 2 is also included to provide an illustration of
the study’s theoretical model solely with the words of participants rather than those of the
researcher. While Figure 1 provides concrete terminology that aids in the discussion of the
study’s theoretical model, Figure 2 aligns with liberation theory in providing an emotional
representation of a lived experience of oppression (Martín-Baró, 1996). With different
accoutrements, both figures present identical concepts. This paper will primarily allude to Figure
1 for ease of reference; however, Figure 1 and Figure 2 can be used interchangeably.
In this study, a core narrative emerged that explicated how individuals growing up in SM
households used strategies to manage stigma and strain in order to establish capacities. These
capacities were described as serving COSM across a variety of situations and from childhood
through adulthood. Themes from participant interviews demonstrated the connections between
the various categories that both influence and are influenced by cultivated capacities. These
include familial context, societal context, at-home experiences, internal experiences, and
strategies to manage each of these. In Figure 1 and Figure 2, arrows represent influences rather
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than causes. Solid lines indicate supporting influences while dashed lines indicate impeding
influences.
Familial Context, as shown in the top left-side rectangle of Figure 1, captures how
participants described the nature of growing up with a SM within their household, while Societal
Context, as shown in the bottom left-side rectangle, captures how participants described the
nature of growing up in a society that views SM households in a certain way. These served as the
broader contextual basis in which COSM developed capacities. As can be seen in Figure 1,
Familial Context served to provide certain At-Home Experiences for COSM participants. These
are represented in the top-middle hexagon. These experiences elucidate what daily life for
COSM participants was like growing up in a single-mother household, as well as the
accompanying strains.
In order to manage At-Home Experiences, COSM participants described employing
various Strategies, which are represented by the middle rectangle in Figure 1. These strategies
also worked in turn to influence the at-home experiences of COSM participants. As shown in
Figure 1, Strategies played an integral role for COSM participants in influencing the
development of their Capacities, which are shown in the far-right circle. These represent the
potential to perform, yield, or withstand, which participants had developed in the face of early
challenges and then utilized throughout the lifespan. Participants also described these as a
“feedback loop” in that they also influenced participants’ At-Home Experiences and Internal
Experiences. Across interviews, a variety of subcategory capacities were described that fit into
these distinct categories: Interpersonal Wellbeing (reflectiveness, empowerment, and freedom
from convention), Adversity Management (adaptability, resourcefulness, acceptance of reality,
and self-sufficiency), Ability to Achieve (diligence, perseverance, and self-efficacy),
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Interpersonal Functioning (empathy, social justice mindset, and maturity), and Gender Role
Agency (democratized gender roles, expanded masculinity and femininity, gender self-efficacy,
and gender self-sufficiency). Together, these comprise the central theme of this study, which
elucidates what happens when individuals with an identity seen as less-than strategize to deal
with the associated difficulties.
A major source of difficulty described by COSM participants was the Societal Context in
which they grew up, which led to certain Internal Experiences, as represented by the bottom
hexagon of Figure 1. These were the challenges that COSM participants described as arising
from living in a societal climate that did not value the type of family in which they grew up. The
negative views of others sometimes translated to negative internal experiences such as lowered
self-image, which in turn created barriers to fostering Capacities. While COSM participants
described utilizing some of the same Strategies that eased their At-Home Experience, these
Internal Experiences often had an impeding influence on COSM ability to form Capacities.
Participants described, however, working to develop Capacities despite the difficult Societal
Context that led to challenging Internal Experiences.
The theoretical model of this study demonstrates how children of single mothers are able
to take unique and difficult circumstances, employ strategies appropriate to the situation, and
emerge with an abundance of capacities that serve them in many areas. It also shows how the
familial context, in contrast to much of the previous literature’s critique for a lack of capacities
facilitation, in fact, ends up buttressing the development of vital capacities precisely because of
strategies that the context socializes COSM to employ. Participant interviews show that, rather
than the familial context, the negative perceptions of others that collectively form the Societal
Context is what influences the development of internal challenges such as shame, self-blame, and
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feeling abnormal, which can impede capacities. The model also shows that COSM participants
had unique and often difficult experiences growing up that allowed for the adoption of tools (i.e.,
capacities), that might be utilized across various areas, including internal wellbeing, adversity
management, ability to achieve, interpersonal functioning, and gender role agency.
In this chapter, each of the components of the model will be illuminated with the words
of participants from transcribed interviews. This is done to emphasize the importance of
participants’ voices in grounded theory research (Charmaz, 2014). Participants’ words are
presented verbatim in order to authentically relay their experiences. This is further intended to
address the way in which social research can have an “othering” effect on participants from
oppressed groups (Fine, 1994) that may further contribute to marginalization. It is for this reason
that participant words are not changed to adhere to the grammatical conventions of Standard
English. Rather than speak for participants by writing about their words, their direct words are
shared, with the understanding that speech can serve as a social class or cultural cue while
carrying identity, history, and individuality. With a sample that represents many different
backgrounds, it is hoped that this platform does not strip participants of their individuality or
devalue their forms of self-expression.
Terminology used in this study to describe frequency of participant responses aligns with
that of other grounded theory studies in counseling psychology (e.g., Richie, Fassinger, Linn,
Johnson, Prosser, & Robinson, 1997; Romero, 2010) in that “most,” “usually,” “often,”
“typically,” “the majority,” and “the participants,” indicate responses from 10 or more
participants. The terms, “several,” “some,” and “various” indicate 5 to 10 participants’
responses, and “a few” indicates responses from 4 or fewer participants. Occasionally, more
specific indicators such as “all,” “two,” or “twelve” are used to provide specificity. When
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describing each participant, pseudonyms are used, along with the demographic signifiers that that
participant named as salient during the interview. For example, during his interview, Chad (a
pseudonym) emphasized the salience of his gender, racial identity, social class, and age in
relation to his COSM identity. Chad would therefore be presented with this demographic
information: “a 40-year-old cisgender male, Black, owning class participant.” Additionally, as
some participants have moved into different social classes since childhood, both current and
historic social class information are provided when relevant. When participants self-identified
with demographic identities not listed on the demographic questionnaire, those self-identified
terms are used.
Core Narrative: Cultivating Capacities through Strategies to Manage Stigma and Strain
In this study, participants shared about their experience of growing up in a single-mother
(SM) household. Rich narratives were provided as participants addressed questions such as,
“What was the experience of growing up with a single mother like?” “What are some of the
messages you received during childhood about children of single mothers (COSM)?” and “What
do you think was unique about growing up with a single mother?” As the interview protocol
adapted to the constructs participants described as salient, by the end of the 20 interviews, a core
narrative emerged with participants sharing about how although their early experiences had been
challenging, much was gained that led them to appreciate their experiences. The core narrative
was: Cultivating capacities through strategies to manage stigma and strain. During the
interviews, it became clear that participants were describing various capacities they had
developed in reaction to their unique familial context and the broader societal context in which
their family was situated. Participants also shared about how these capacities had served them
not only in managing their COSM experience but throughout adulthood as well. The emergent
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core narrative, as a whole, reflects the process of COSM participants managing stigma and
strain, utilizing various strategies to adapt to these conditions, and cultivating growth-fostering
capacities that had broad applicability across life experiences.
The term “capacities” is used in order to capture the notion that participants’ reactions to
their experiences left them with certain attributes that, generally, might be described as strengths,
but that sometimes felt like “double edged swords,” as a few participants put it. For example,
Victor and Arnold discussed how their capacity for self-sufficiency was adaptive in response to
their mothers’ role strain and meant that they were able to excel academically with little
supervision, but that sometimes this self-sufficiency means that, in adulthood, they have
difficulty asking others for help. The word “capacity” rather than “strength” captures the idea
that these attributes left participants with the potential to withstand and perform when faced with
difficult circumstances but that that potential did not always lead to an optimal outcome in every
situation. While participants described a great deal of appreciation for these capacities, and most
shared that they would not trade them for an “easier” upbringing, participants also acknowledged
the three-dimensional nature of assets that were born of difficulty.
In order to explicate the relationship among categories that join to form the unified whole
of the core narrative, each category along with its associated subcategories will be described in
this chapter and placed within the context of participants’ words, beginning with the two worlds
in which COSM participants described themselves as residing: the Familial Context and the
Societal Context.
Familial Context
Participants, when asked about their experiences growing up with a single mother,
described the at-home context or Familial Context and its unique aspects. Most participants
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explained that to them, a single-mother household simply felt “normal.” In Maria’s words, “My
mom became just this sole person for me. I can't verbalize it enough to do it justice. It was to the
extent where it would be I forgot that, two parents exist.” It wasn’t until others – peers, teachers,
other parents – demonstrated that they viewed participants’ households as atypical that most
participants themselves began to recognize that they did not fit the norm. Victor, a 40-year-old
Hispanic man noted how his COSM experience felt normal until he looked back on it
retrospectively: “I didn't see it that way. Overall, it was normal. But now I, looking back, and I
went, ‘how did I even do the school work?’ And somehow I did.” As Amelia, a White cisgender
woman who grew up working class put it:
The way that I look at it, it was so normal for me…It was always just my mom, so it was
very normal, but then in school, that's when I was like, oh, maybe you're supposed to
have two parents…Like when you first go into another grade and they're trying to get to
know everyone and they go around the room or they're just getting your information to
send something to your home. Yeah, that was the only time where I felt uncomfortable
saying that I only had a mother, but at home…it was very normal.
With this perspective, participants were able to recognize how the context of their athome life was unique. The two most common themes that participants touched upon and further
refined this category were Single Mother Role Strain and Single Mother Integrated Gender
Roles.
Single Mother Role Strain: “She’s juggling both parent roles, and a job.” This theme
captures the idea that with one parent at home, a single mother often feels the strain of juggling
multiple roles. Single mother role strain has been identified in previous literature as a difficulty
for single mothers (Bradbury & Jäntti, 2000; DeLeire & Kalil, 2002; Krauth, 1995; McLanahan,
Garfinkel, Mincy, & Donahue, 2010; Noble, Eby, Lockwood, & Allen, 2004; Worell, 1986), and
participants in this study added to the narrative by explicating the impact on children of single
mothers. This theme was discussed by every participant in the study and seemed to be a salient
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part of their early At-Home Experiences. For example, Evan, a participant who identified as a 60year old cisgender White man, noted this strain: “She almost killed herself on several occasions
to keep the four of us fed, clothed, and to provide us with as much as she possibly could.” Teddy
also recognized this: “For Father's Day we'd get her a card too. She's juggling both parent roles,
and a job. It's definitely difficult and straining, and I think it definitely rolled over to me, and I
think that's probably why I grew up so fast.”
Other participants described seeing their mothers work full-time jobs, take care of them
and their siblings, and struggle to find time for themselves to socialize or enjoy self-care
activities. When asked if she witnessed her mother as seeming strained under the pressure of
many roles, Maeve emphatically remarked, “Oh yeah, definitely – with time and energy.”
Further exemplifying the role strain that marked so many participants’ early experiences, Chad
shared a memory in which his mother’s strain became too much when trying to attend a PTA
meeting with a sprained ankle:
She just couldn't continue. Physically, she was in too much pain and she felt like she had
to be at this meeting. I'm consoling her, like, ‘Trust me, I don't want you in this meeting. I
don't need you talking to my teachers. It's all good.’…She's just crying in the middle of
the fucking street feeling like she's not enough. If there was another person, she could just
chill at home and the dad could go to this meeting, but there is no dad.
The impact for COSM of growing up seeing their parent strained for time, money,
energy, and other resources is further described in the At-Home Experiences section.
Single Mother Integrated Gender Roles: “She was an omni-model.” Another primary
element of the family context for COSM participants was that of seeing one female parent take
on roles that were traditionally ascribed not only to women but to men as well. By virtue of
having one female parent to attend to leading the household, participants described witnessing
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their mother being the breadwinner, fixing the plumbing, paying the bills, cleaning the home, and
providing her children with emotional support. Amelia shared,
When growing up, I'm like, my Mom is both. I was like, well, my Mom is my Mom and
my father, but I was like, she's a woman and a man. She can do anything, in my eyes,
when I was growing up. Cooking, cleaning, literally building anything, getting on her
hands and knees and dirty; whatever kind of man role that there needed to be, she would
do it, and I loved that.
Another working-class participant of Afro-Latina descent, Patricia, stated that for her,
growing up within the context of integrated gender roles at home was the most “prevalent”
aspect of her childhood. She stated, “I think this is probably my favorite – the fact that she was
able to definitely balance being a disciplinarian and being a loving, caring mother.” Chad
described his mother in similar terms:
I think she was an omni-model…How do I think about my mother in gender roles? She
definitely did everything technically. She provided and she led and she consoled. She
defended and she was aggressive…I think she was like this universal human as opposed
to just playing a role that a woman was supposed to play, or explicitly trying to be manly.
Walter similarly remembered an absence of gender-limiting messages from his mother.
He shared, “We could kinda do whatever we want. My mom didn't really put up these
boundaries or say, ‘No, you're not supposed to do that, only women do that,’ or ‘No you're not
supposed to do that, only men do that.’”
For COSM participants of all genders, experiencing SM Integrated Gender Roles at home
was described as greatly impacting their own views of gender such that they gained agency in
defining for themselves what it meant to be a gendered individual. The impact of COSM
growing up seeing their mother possess unified gender roles is further explicated within the
Gender Role Agency subtheme of Capacities.
At-Home Experiences
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Participants talked about how the context of their family structure influenced them to
have certain experiences at home. These were often described as “double-edged swords” or
“bittersweet” in that, at the time, they were challenging, but participants later appreciated the
experiences as leaving them with important acquired assets. The most common emergent themes
were: responsibility overload, time alone, and early dose of reality. Each of these is described
below and anchored in participants’ stories.
Responsibility Overload: “I learned how to cook at a young age, because I needed to
cook.” This was a salient theme across all participant interviews. The COSM individuals in this
study explained how, by virtue of their parent being overworked with role strain, they
experienced a great deal of responsibility at an early age. This included a range of daily
responsibilities including: household tasks like cooking and cleaning, getting a job as a teenager,
looking after younger siblings, and helping their parent make decisions. June, for example,
shared, that because her mother worked fulltime and wasn’t home after school, “I learned how to
cook at a young age, because I needed to cook.”
Evan provided an example of how he saw responsibility overload as a “double-edged
sword.” He shared about how, due to taking on so many responsibilities from an early age
because of his mother’s own role strain, he learned to cook for himself and, at present, maintains
the role of cook for his entire family. Speaking to the bitter-sweetness of this, Evan shared, “The
positive is that you're able to do these things. The negative are the days that I'm sitting there and
making dinner going, ‘I've been doing this for way too long. I want someone to make dinner for
me, for a change.’”
Sai discussed, as did other participants, how “responsibility overload” can apply beyond
at-home activities and can be a mental state:
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I got a job when I was 16. I had to pay for my car, my car insurance. Our cell phones
were covered, but that was about the extent of it…You know, and through college I had
to work...in some ways you're kind of deprived of that experience that a lot of people
have of not having to worry about money or circumstance, or your situation. And so that
additional sort of worrying becomes a burden, which becomes a responsibility.
Maria, a Black cis-woman who grew up poor and now identifies as middle class, also
spoke about how a large component of her responsibility at home was related to her partnership
with her mother: “For just my mom and I, it's just us supporting each other…I do take care of
her, to some extent, emotionally…I feel this responsibility for her that I don't see a lot of my
other friends feeling as though they have that.”
Across interviews, an added sense of responsibility due to family structure was a salient
theme. Participants’ stories demonstrated how the SM role strain documented elsewhere (e.g.,
Worell, 1986) trickles down to COSM, who themselves experience responsibility overload.
Another way in which COSM participants described the impact of SM role strain was that, with
their mothers so busy, they were often left with a great deal of time alone.
Time Alone: “I was left alone a lot; from that I built strengths.” A defining feature
for many participants’ at-home experience was that they felt they spent more time alone than
their two-parent peers. June described the interplay of responsibility overload and time alone:
I think the biggest thing is that my mom worked all the time…She had to make a big
effort to come to all my plays and my parent teacher conferences…She had to take off of
work or get out early or whatever. There wasn't someone else to pick me up from school
or those things…I had two friends in middle and high school whose moms, they didn't
work. They were just waiting for them to come home from school, and making a snack,
and then putting on the TV for us, and helping us with our homework or whatever. That
felt really overbearing to me…Someone was just hovering all the time. I could make mac
and cheese. You don't have to make it for me. That was sort of like a weird experience.
Some participants expressed hesitation in sharing about the time they spent alone as a
child. They were fearful that they would be contributing to the stereotype of single mothers as
“bad mothers.” One participant, Maria, disclosed:
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I feel guilty sometimes about the ways in which I talk about parts of my childhood. It's
not like my mother wasn't there, or she wouldn't have wanted to be there. It's more like
she couldn't because she needed to afford for us to live…I do get defensive when people
don't really have a basic understanding of what that must feel like for someone, where
they have to make that type of decision. Being like, that doesn't reflect on her, I promise.
She's a good person. She's a good mom…I was left alone a lot; from that I built strengths.
Maria’s words explicate what other participants expressed as well – regardless of social
class positioning, every participant’s mother worked outside the home in order to financially
support the family, which meant that because there was no second parent, participants had more
unsupervised time than their peers from two-parent households. Some participants also described
an early acquisition of maturity due to the previously described Responsibility Overload, which
meant that this time alone was spent productively rather than destructively, as they believed
others assumed. This, along with the other capacities that participants were left with from their
at-home experiences, is described in the Capacities section.
Early Dose of Reality: “I was exposed to a little more grown-up shit.” Many
participants in this study spoke about having direct exposure to the realities that their mothers
faced. This was, many explained, because their mothers did not have a second parent to share
their difficulties with, so children often became sounding boards. An early dose of reality was
described as a sense of “innocence lost,” in Maria’s words, as COSM participants bore witness to
many hardships. Sorin, a biracial man in his 40s shared, “I just watched my mom struggle and it
didn't seem fair.” Evan said of his mother, “I was painfully aware of what she was going
through.” Similarly, Chad explained how this allowed him to deal with adult concerns: “I was
really good at dealing with adults and grown-up shit. I think I was exposed to a little more
grown-up shit.” Another participant, Ellie, stated, “My Mom tried, but I don't think there was a
point in my life where I didn't have a taste of reality. We still had a lot of fun…But I felt like I
had a better understanding of real life than other people.”
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Ellie also talked about how Time Alone connects to Early Dose of Reality: “When your
Mom works long hours and she can't take care of herself, you can't help but from a much
younger age than other people think about what if she's not here, what do I do? It's just me.”
While some participants described being privy to the difficulties of life as allowing them to
develop intuitions that their more privileged counterparts lacked, others, like Isabella, expressed
how this “early dose of reality” felt difficult:
It's bad enough growing in, I don't even like to say poor, because I feel like we were
below poor, household, but then on top of that you're parentified, and on top of that you
don't have a childhood, and on top of that, you're trying to figure out why or how, why
can't they make this work, or how is that supposed to work.
This participant later reflected on the meaning of witnessing the reality of hard work from
her single mother, explaining, “It humbled you to the point that you knew that you had to work
hard, and what working hard means.” In this way, the difficulties of the COSM experience can
be at once painful and growth-fostering.
Societal Context
In this study, participants named two main forces that broadly informed their experiences
growing up as a COSM – their at-home environment, or Familial Context, and the broader,
macro-level environment in which their families were situated, or the Societal Context. This
section focuses on participants’ descriptions of how they saw the latter context shaping their
experiences as children of single mothers. Arnold, a Jewish cisgender man who grew up with a
single-mother in the upper-middle class described how SM families are situated with the societal
context: “It's painted in a lot of ways as something that's destroying the fabric of society. It's like
the first stop along the school-to-prison pipeline.” Another participant, Chad, who identified as a
Black man in his 40s and grew up middle class in an urban environment described how he
understands the way most Americans view single-mother households:
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You deny that the government…ever had any role in creating single-parent or no parent
households. You make it harder for families to live. Then you judge people from a pulpit
for their lack of religiosity and morality. It creates a perfect way to not do much about it.
Because you don't acknowledge any responsibility historically. Then you blame the
individual for a systemic and historic result of real choices that in some ways you made.
Not personally, but as a system. America made this choice.
Then, speaking to an example of how he saw this on a more personal level, Chad noted,
“I remember town hall meetings about the crisis of single motherhood.” His words speak to a
larger theme that many participants in this study identified with – the idea that single mothers,
particularly women of color, and their families are seen as a crisis or problem to be solved – a
sentiment that communicates there is something wrong, even harmful, regarding these families.
Participants also shared specifically about the features of the social context that informs
how single mothers and their children are viewed and treated in the United States. Participants in
this study came from diverse backgrounds, including rural, suburban, and urban neighborhoods
from nine states and across five different generations. Despite these contextual differences, each
participant spoke of Societal Context as an impediment to SM families. Across interviews, the
most salient themes within Societal Context were: Negative Perceptions, Low Expectations,
Affiliation with Other Stigmatized Groups, Social Exclusion and Distancing, Single-Mother
Household Invisibility, and Disparaging Media Depictions. Each will be described here and
supported by the words of participants.
Negative Perceptions: “America has no sympathy.” The stereotypes or negative
perceptions of SM and COSM described by participants were numerous, including that single
mothers are incompetent or bad mothers, that COSM are “bad” children, that COSM will not
succeed in life, that SM families are “less than,” “broken,” or “missing something,” and that
these families lack morals and are not deserving of respect. Walter, a Black gay cisgender man in
his 50s who grew up in poverty, stated that he notices this in contemporary political rhetoric. He
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sees the message about SM families as, “It's so detrimental to the American way of life."
Attesting to this, Maeve, a Black 24-year-old cisgender woman said in her interview, “I feel like
it's kind of a very negative perception. I find it very rare that I meet someone who's pro-single
moms. You know?” Gabriela, a Latina individual from a working-class background, seemed to
agree with this when she said, “We were also getting messages from society where it's like we're
weird because there's no dad and we're less than because there's no dad.” While this theme is a
multifaceted one, participants’ words are used here to summarize its major tenets.
A few participants talked about how experiencing these negative perceptions, while
challenging, could also serve as a source of strength. Teddy, one participant, for example stated,
“I'd say that was one thing that me and my mom struggled with, was how people would always
look at it, and look down. At the same time, you can use that as a source of power.” The way in
which participants actively managed challenges born from negative perceptions is further
described in the Strategies section.
Some participants speculated about the source of these views, and while most expressed
feeling overwhelmed at the enormity and depth of the issue, some guessed that these images
come from patriarchal views that families are not “whole” without a male parent, gender bias
that women lack capacities to do “everything” on their own, the affiliation of SM families with
other stigmatized groups, and the simple fact that with one parent, SM families are different from
the “norm,” and that difference is often conflated with deviancy.
Teddy summarized how he viewed current negative perceptions toward SM families:
I would say there's this negative perception toward it. Something like weak is one that I
would say, or that somehow growing up in a single parent household is bad for the child.
That they're going to grow up and have all these potential issues, and not be able to truly
benefit society. That it's something, I don't know, shameful, like they did something
wrong. That it's just not normal, and so that's different and perceived as being less strong
or fortified, basically. That would be the main thing that I see.
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Here, he touches on different negative views that collectively inform many COSM
experiences of feeling that others see them as “less than.” Participants expressed varying degrees
of how these views impacted them and whether or not they became internalized as Internal
Experiences, as described in that section.
Another negative view toward SM and COSM that some participants noted was
incompetence, or due to the fact that SM are women, they are seen as incapable of running a
household, which in turn trickles down to COSM. Sai noted this when he said, “The prejudice
extends to the children.” Speaking to the tie between sexism and SM/COSM stigma, Maeve
shared about how unpartnered mothers are seen as independent and therefore threatening: “I do
think the gender and independence thing is very intimidating to some people. If something's
intimidating, people are more likely to reject it and feel insecure about it as opposed to accepting
it.”
Arnold, speaking to the perceived incompetence of single mothers, shared,
I think there's a, even when talking about their strengths and their ability to overcome
challenges, it's coming from a presupposition of weakness or incapability without being
in a marriage. There's a perception of not just having to overcome challenges, but having
a presupposed inability to overcome those challenges, and so it's a double challenge to
overcome. It would be one thing if you have all the tools and were able to overcome the
challenge, but you don't even have all the tools. How are these women supposed to
succeed?
Here, Arnold offers one way in which the view of SM as weak or incompetent can
become translated into a lived challenge. Another participant, Ellie, described personally
internalizing this view, which was held by her extended family. She said, “I have internalized a
lot of little things that my family says, particularly about my Mom, like insinuations that she's
stupid.” Ellie went on to say of single mothers more generally,
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I think that they're kind of pitied, and I think that people assume that they can't really do
much. The Mom is overworked, and I kind of feel like people perceive them as she did
something wrong, or a tragedy happened, and I just feel like there's much lower
expectations both for the mom and for her children.
As demonstrated with Ellie’s words, participants often described SM and COSM
stereotypes as interrelated. For example, lower expectations for COSM that are related to the
misconception that single mothers did something wrong were so prevalent across interviews that
this became a separate subcategory of Societal Context, as described below.
Ellie also spoke of pity as a proxy and the idea that experiencing pity from others felt like
an implication that there was something bad or wrong with her family. This feeling was shared
by most participants. June for example, described what it was like when peers from two-parent
households would respond with condolences when she disclosed her COSM identity:
Like, ‘Oh, I'm so sorry.’ That's the only kind of uncomfortable response I've gotten. Like,
‘Oh, I'm so sorry. Ah.’ That's a bad feeling to be like you made some assumption about
me, and it didn't fit…Then also I think there are obviously a lot of ideas about single
mothers being worthy of pity and charity and needing help and stuff.
Chad explained how he sees this well-intentioned pity as originating from the perceived
link between SM households and tragedy. Speaking as one of those well-intentioned individuals,
he said, “Some unjust tragedy out of your control happened. I'm really sorry for your loss.
Maybe what can we do to help? Maybe we'll just feel bad and not do anything to help.” The
resentment for this pity was shared by other participants. For instance, Sofia, an African
American woman, echoed Chad’s skepticism as to the sincerity of this pity: “You always get the
like, ‘Oh, I'm sorry.’ At a certain point you're just like, sick of it….They can keep it.” Gabriela
talked about how this pity was disconnected from her lived experience as a COSM, which felt
normal and not requiring pity: “I think they think it's a sad thing for me and it's really not sad for
me, it's really normal for me. I don't view it as sad.”
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While some participants had clear, snapshot memories of experiencing SM and COSM
stigma, a few participants experienced these negative perceptions as a general sense of others
“looking down on” or seeing them as “less than.” Sai shared that, although he never experienced
someone directly insulting his family structure, he had a broader feeling that he was “judged by
others” because his situation “wasn’t normal.” Bernard, a 32-year-old White working class man,
also spoke to this when he said,
You tend to only get looked down by people who had the conventional setting…People
with traditional families would tend to look down upon others and just like the way that
you interact with each other tends to be different, I felt like, with someone who had the
conventional family…They tend think very highly…They put themselves on this pedestal
kind of. People kind of did look down on you for being a part of a single family. I guess
they'd be kind of like, ‘You're kind of White trash,’ or something. You know what I
mean? That's how I always felt it.
Bernard’s use of the term “White trash” also speaks to the negative perceptions of COSM
and SM as related to the way in which this group is often viewed as affiliated with other
stigmatized groups, such as those living in poverty and people of color. As Bernard was not
alone in feeling this, Affiliation with Other Stigmatized Groups emerged as a salient theme in this
study.
Affiliation with Other Stigmatized Groups: “There’s a little bit of a race wall.”
Some participants discussed how their identity as a COSM intersected with their other group
identities, as well as how others’ negative opinions of their family structure came from the
perceived associations of single parenthood with race and social class. Isabella spoke to this in
sharing about how her multiple marginalized identities impacted her: “So, now on top of that I'm
a curly haired brown girl from a single parent household, Hispanic…That just adds even less
opportunities, less doors to open.” The interplay of various group identities was present in the
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majority of interviews, whether it was related to social class, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual
orientation, citizenship status, or another facet of identity.
Bernard, touching on social class, elaborated on his earlier comments about being seen as
“White trash” by addressing social class as connected with an image of SM families: “When we
were growing up, it tended to be the more wealthier families tended to have a mother, father
upbringing, and then us poor kids tended to have the more unconventional, everyone's split up.
So there was some social class structure to it.” Similarly, Sofia, who grew up in both owning and
working classes, when asked about what stereotypes she believes others have of SM families
shared, “I guess that they're poor, that they want to have children to rely on the welfare state, that
they did it to themselves.” Gabriela, a Latina cis-woman in her 20s, explained how she felt this in
her community: “It was kind of the last thing they wanted, a single mom in the neighborhood,
because I think that's kind of associated with being ghetto. I think that's what everyone was
trying to get away from.” When asked what she meant by “ghetto,” Gabriela shared,
Yeah, like uneducated, ignorant. People probably assumed that she had never been
married. I know our neighborhood was predominately Hispanic, and there's a stigma in
our community about having kids outside of wedlock. It's just kind of viewed like, why
are you adding to this stereotype?
Chad spoke further to the intersection of poverty and race within negative views about
SM and COSM:
I think one, when Americans hear single-parent home, they think Black. I think that there
is limited to no sympathy for that. It's like, oh, your father was probably doing bad things.
Your mother maybe scared them off. Baby mama drama, or there's hip-hop language and
imagery. Reality TV imagery gets put in of looseness, crime, drugs, inner-city. Even if
it's not inner-city, I think the prevailing image is just probably like a burned-out lot in
Chicago in terms of what someone sees in this country when they hear single-parent
home. A single-parent White home…I don't even know, it's either Appalachia or
something super rural…If you're poor, it's probably your fault…I think America has no
sympathy for poor of any race. Then probably a bit less for poor Black people, assumes
all single female households were Black and poor.
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Participants spoke about the racial dynamic of being a COSM, regardless of their own
racial/ethnic background. Amelia, a White cisgender woman who grew up in poverty shared this
memory related to race, social class, and SM families:
Something just popped into my head. So, it was in one of my classes. I was friends with
this one guy and he was Black, and he thought that he had me all figured out in the sense
of like you're this upper-class White girl. He was like, you probably have the White
picket fence with the mother and father…And I was like, you don't know anything. So
people definitely just assume that because of my color and the way that I present myself,
definitely would resemble a two-parent, and this beautiful home and all these other
things.
As a White, poor individual, Amelia experienced not fitting into the conventional image
of a COSM. Alternatively, Walter, a participant in his 50s who grew up in a rural area and
identifies as gay and Black, spoke about how he fit into the racially-charged image of SM
families but not into the presupposition of poor outcomes:
I think some people are just amazed, right. 'Cause they're like, ‘Oh you've got seven
brothers and sisters and everything, nice and cool.’ And then I told 'em I had a single
mom and then they're even more shocked, right. And we were poor in South Dakota and
then they get even more shocked, right…Then there's this other part they're saying, ‘Wait
a minute. All I saw from Black people was that you guys were supposed to be pimps and
whores and criminals and all this other stuff. How did you guys get beyond that?’ So
there's that sort of little bit of a racial element to it as well. That some people are asking
the question about that or they seem really, really surprised.
Sometimes the connection among race, social class, and family structure is made
apparent by direct comments like these; other times it is perceived through non-verbal reactions
like showing surprise. Maeve, an African American woman who identifies as gay and grew up
working class described how negative views of African American women create blame and
pressure for single mothers:
Often, social media says African American mothers…they're blamed for being a single
mom, as opposed to the fact that maybe the male who was involved decided that he didn't
want to be the father. A lot of women, especially African American women have all this
pressure…It's all the perspective of them being a single mom. They're looked at as less
than…I've seen a lot of single parents. And this is just overall, regardless of race. The
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single mom, she's doing everything she can to take care of the child, and society still sees
that as ‘You should have someone there helping you.’ She could be rich, and she's doing
everything possible, and still it's seen as if she needs someone.
Maeve’s words indicate a viewpoint that regardless of race and social class, due to
gender, single mothers are considered insufficient. Walter also shared how he felt race, social
class, and single mother households were conflated, as well as the impact of this:
Growing up…you would never say ‘I've got a single mom…’ It was just one of those
things that was never really talked about…I think that not wanting to talk about it
probably had to do with the fact there's a little bit of a race wall associated with it and I
think the fact that a lot of people at that time were still thinking that Black kids were
always poor and dirty and all this other stuff. I think that so there was always a little bit of
an embarrassment thing with that whole thing as well.
With this, Walter recognizes the invisibility felt by many COSM participants, which is
elucidated in the section Single-Mother Household Invisibility. He connected single-mother
status with race and social class, as well as the taboo of discussing each.
Low Expectations: “There’s no expectations – bad things are expected to happen.”
The majority of participants, in describing the broader social context in which they grew up,
discussed sensing that others had low expectations for them and their futures. For many, this was
tied to the view that COSM are missing something and therefore will not do well in life. Some
also spoke to the way in which these low expectations became internalized. Maeve described this
as she said, “Me and my brother, to this day, we're still surprised that we made it because of what
the literature says. We're like, ‘That's not us.’" Ellie summarized the idea of low expectations:
“People in general think that children from single parent households…aren't going to achieve as
much in terms of specifically education and finances…and I guess overall happiness.” And
Chad, speaking to the gravity of sensing that others had low expectations for him as a COSM,
stated, “There's no expectations.”
Moyra connected low expectations with other negative views of COSM:
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I think people think negatively about the kids…I think to some degree, even
subconsciously, there's this, ‘Oh well the kids must not be well-behaved, or oh they must
have problems, or they're going to be lower achieving, or they're going to not be as
adequate as children that come from a two-parent family….’ Like more of an expectation
for failure.
She later discussed how she reflects on these low expectations today, sharing:
There's this expectation of failure almost, and I feel like I do so much because I'm trying
to overcompensate for that…I think because I've also shown myself too that I can do
things that I set my mind to…I feel like in some way it's all like, ‘Hey, I grew up in a
single parent household and I really accomplished everything I wanted to in life.’ I feel
like that empowers me that despite the stigmatization and despite the expectations that I
would fail, I didn't.
Faced with the expectation to fail, COSM participants were tasked during childhood and
adolescence with actively resisting this idea in order to view themselves as capable of thriving.
Sometimes, however, these low expectations became their own expectations, and a lowered selfimage resulted. The relationship among these themes is discussed further in the Strategies and
Internal Experiences sections.
Social Exclusion and Distancing: “You have an image of you and society, and where
you stand.” Most participants spoke about how, whether they directly experienced it or not, SM
and COSM are socially excluded because they are seen as deviant. Sorin said, between himself
and his peers, “there is that distance.” Evan shared, “Once they knew that you were from a
‘broken’ home, yeah, they did kind of look at you like you were purple.” Gabriela disclosed, “I
was aware that a lot of people talked a lot of shit on my mom and about our family.” And Walter
said of his childhood peers, “They may think something different of me or not wanna hang out
with me. Or even something as stupid as feeling sympathetic for me, and I didn't even want that.
I just wanted to be normal, right?”
Some participants spoke about feeling distant from others because their experiences were
so different from the norm that they felt “alienated” and, in Ellie’s words, “very misunderstood.”

80

One participant, Gabriela, recalled her extended family telling her, “Oh you’re not part of our
family anymore” because her parents were no longer married – leaving her and her mother
isolated. She also remembered seeing her mother receive patronizing, othering remarks from
married individuals who assumed that her mother was incompetent because she was unmarried:
“Now I see it, like wow, because a lot of them had really dysfunctional, abusive marriages and
it's not like people are calling you telling you how to live your life. But the fact that my mom's a
single mom, ‘We need to tell you how to do things because we're married.’” In her
neighborhood, just as in Maeve’s, to be a single mother was more worrisome than to be in an
abusive relationship.
June thought this distancing – others not building connections with COSM – was due to
the fact that those who grew up in “conventional” or two-parent homes do not understand the
COSM experience. She said, “I think that they don't understand…how their experiences are
different. They can't imagine not having two parents, because they've always had two parents.
Just like I can't imagine having two parents. Yeah…not fitting into their own life.” Her words
also explain how social distancing can leave COSM feeling like they don’t fit in. Bernard
similarly experienced this:
And if you tend not to be part of the norm, you tend to be picked upon, you know what I
mean, or preyed upon, I should say, by others. So it's all just where we stand in the ladder
of life, and some people might use that as like a weakness almost to put themselves above
you to get on that social structure. It's kind of how I felt about it growing up. A lot of
those kids that were the ones that were mean to you about that were just simply trying to
jockey for a position themselves.
An important element, as participants discussed this theme, was community context. As
Moyra said, “I just think one of the things that complicated it was where I grew up and that I felt
very much out of place.” This was because she was one of a few non-White students in her
school and from one of the only SM families in her town. Her early experience being the “odd
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family out” left her with a sense of “not belonging” that she still, as an adult, is not able to shake.
This feeling of being the odd family out was shared by many participants – sometimes due to
their COSM identity, sometimes due to their racial or ethnic background, and sometimes due to
their social class. However, the most common experience was a combination of those identities
that left them feeling not just different but “less than” others in their community, which created
distance between them and others.
Sai, a biracial man in his 30s who grew up in a working-class household described
attending a prestigious university where his peers were primarily White, upper class, and from
two-parent households. He talked about how he gained an awareness of not fitting in at this
university, where “that sort of burden of the knowledge that my family structure was not the
norm, it affected my experience in life.” He elaborated on why he felt “ostracized” in this setting:
“From a sociological perspective, not feeling part of the ‘in’ group in that way. Feeling as part of
the out group, feeling like my life experience wasn't seen or approved…but as sort of abnormal.”
A few participants talked about, in their communities, noticing that some families did not want
them to come to their houses because they came from a SM family. Those that discussed this
agreed with Sai’s comment that social distancing from SM and COSM, while experienced on a
personal level, was “reinforced in social fabric.”
Single-Mother Household Invisibility: “It was just ignored.” Several participants
talked about the invisibility of SM and COSM. As Patricia said, “It was never a conversation that
I had with friends.” Arnold talked about how, although it rarely came up in conversation, “For
me it was all I could think about.” Various participants talked about this invisibility as related to
others’ discomfort with and therefore avoidance of the topic, others’ lack of familiarity with their
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experience, and a paucity of SM representation in media. As discussed in the Internal
Experiences section, some participants linked this invisibility to feeling othered or deviant.
Amelia discussed the silence around her COSM identity due to others’ discomfort:
I have gotten that plenty of times, but I think it's just I don't want to make them feel
uncomfortable, so having that in my mind is making me anxious to talk about it 'cause I
know that maybe they're going to feel uncomfortable, but I'd be happy to always talk
about it. It's not something that I keep inside and that's like this horrible thing to talk
about.
Amelia’s words echoed what some other participants discussed, i.e., being open to
discussing their COSM identity, although this often did not happen because peers gave cues that
the topic was too uncomfortable to openly address. Ellie, in a similar vein, recalled avoidance
around the topic of her COSM identity, as well as a feeling of alienation from the experiences of
her two-parent peers:
The social circle I kept, there was very little understanding...friends I've had for years still
know very little about my situation with my father. So, I don't know if it was just ignored
or I was just assumed to have the same opinions…It felt alienating to hear their
experiences with their families.
A few participants talked about how their sense of invisibility came from a lack of
representation of SM families in the media. For example, Victor shared that when watching
television and its standard depictions of White, middle class, two-parent heterosexual families,
he would often ask himself, “Why isn't my household that way?” Rita also discussed not seeing
herself in television: “Everything that I remember watching growing up…it was always a twoparent household.” Bernard similarly discussed how the invisibility of SM households on TV led
to the question of whether something was wrong with SM families: “Just like the whole family
structure, like the pressure of having mom, dad, and the two kids. And not having that particular
structure, people might think something is wrong there…like the Disney perception of how a
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family should be.” As discussed next, participants who talked about media shared about how, in
their experiences, media representations of SM families were either absent or disparaging.
Disparaging Media Depictions: “You are under attack.” When discussing the
prevalent negative assumptions about SM families, a number of participants brought up the
media. This was often seen as a source of disparaging views of SM and COSM, as participants
recognized that media, when these families were represented, depicted them with a highly
disparaging tone. Moyra, for instance, shared,
I think there's also this belief that single moms are out partying, or she's out dating. That's
not the reality, but I think that that's a stereotypical belief and I feel like this is what I see
on TV shows too. I feel like this is what I have seen portrayed in the media so I feel like
that is also indicative of what society might feel toward single moms and children of
single moms.
A couple participants, like Arnold, noted that depictions of SM families are not always
negative, but they are usually polarities and one-dimensional:
I think both positions, the more negative one that this is something that's horrible, and
these women and their children don't have what they need to succeed is...I think both are
probably more or less fabrications of popular media, because they're un-nuanced stories.
They're a lot easier for people to latch on to, meaning very quickly. You don't have to
absorb the nuance.
Here, Arnold spoke to the way in which one-dimensional images from media can quickly
become stereotypes. Chad also talked about media and stereotypes particularly for Black SM
families: “You are under attack. You're at war. It's the war on drugs and you're on the front lines.
It was very personalized. It was not merely a media representation. It was like, I think they're
talking about me.” Across interviews, it became evident that the media was both a reflection of
and fuel for the society-wide belief that single mothers and their children constitute the
underbelly of society. The impact of this is further explored in the next section.
Internal Experiences
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Internal Experiences were described by participants as influenced by their Societal
Context (see Figure 1). These internal experiences were often talked about with pain and
discussed as “challenges” or “barriers.” It is for this reason that, in Figure 1, Internal
Experiences has an impeding force on COSM Capacities. A few participants also added a caveat
that, with the use of certain strategies, they were able to mold Internal Experiences into
Capacities. It was only, however, through this indirect route that participants experienced these
internal challenges as supportive of growth-fostering capacities. The most salient Internal
Experiences expressed by participants were: Feeling Abnormal, Experiencing Shame, and
Lowered Self-Image. Each of these came from all or a combination of some of the subcategories
of Societal Context.
A few participants in this study talked about how they took on the burden of blame for
the hardships of their SM families. Chad noted that he felt responsible partly due to the fact that
society tells you, “It’s probably your fault.” And Sai said, “It took me a while to come to terms
with the fact that my place in life was not...my fault or something that I did in some way. So,
admitting or talking about being from a single mother household was, in one way, an admission
of something that I personally felt shame or guilt about because I felt like I was at fault.”
This idea of self-blame seemed to be participants’ way of describing the internalizing
process of the messages from the Societal Context. This self-blame, according to some
participants, is what led to these messages becoming transformed into certain Internal
Experiences.
Feeling Abnormal: “This internalized idea like something was wrong with me.”
Participants spoke at length about the experience of feeling abnormal and how this was impacted
by the negative opinions of others. As Sorin said, “I just felt different” from a young age –
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something that many participants connected with. When participants became school age or began
recognizing the societal context in which they were situated, they often began feeling that being
different was synonymous with abnormality or deviance. Sai, when he left his hometown and
entered a community where very few came from SM households quickly realized others saw him
as “abnormal.”
This was felt by a few participants by virtue of media representations. Bernard shared
about how a lack of media depictions of his family experience led him to feel like an “outcast,”
and Rita, a White working-class woman, explained how she began to question whether she was
“normal:”
I think, you know, the lack of representation and not seeing my experience in the media,
and so then you start to feel like, oh, am I not normal, or is there something wrong with
my family? And I guess also that image of, you know, the two parents and then me, or
the two kids or whatever, just feels more like a family.
For Rita along with other participants, a lack of representation was internalized as
something wrong with the self. Moyra talked about how, upon internalizing her differences, she
began to feel bad about herself:
I want to say by internalizing that I was different, I felt different…Almost a bad feeling
about myself because I was like, ‘Oh, everyone's normal but I'm not.’ As I've grown older
I've kind of realized...it's great to be different because I've accomplished so much in my
life that I feel like if I wasn't different, I wouldn't have done half of the things I did. So I
love that about myself now, but when I was a small child…All my friends came from a
two-parent household. I think I was the only single parent family in our neighborhood
and my school. That was hard. That made me feel bad about myself…That's kind of been
tied to this internalized idea like something was wrong with me as a child.
Some participants, like Bernard, talked about how societal messages lead to the equation
of “different” with “bad”: “Society was kind of saying that at the time too…This is how families
should be. You're not like that, so it's kind of where I came up with there must be something
wrong there because it was not portrayed as the norm.”
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Other participants, like Isabella, provided specific examples of how they felt different
when comparing their family structure to others, in the context of understanding what society
sees as the “norm”: “And then growing up, it's difficult…If you so happen to go out to eat, and
people are eating in a family, what society identifies as the norm – mom and dad – but you don't
have that.” Another common experience that led participants to feel abnormal was when others
asked questions about their family. Victor, for example, said, “I just remember yeah people
asking me, ‘Oh, where's your dad?’…I just remember thinking, my dad? I don't even know
where he is…Maybe there was stigma more because...I didn't even know my dad's name.” His
words demonstrate how the Internal Experiences of Feeling Abnormal and Experiencing Shame
are connected.
Experiencing Shame: “There was no reason to throw it out there.” Aware of the
negative views others held of them, some COSM participants remembered times when they
experienced shame. When asked how he feels about his COSM identity, Sai said, “I would say I
fall a little bit more on the shame side, embarrassed side…I’m still not over that.” Isabella stated,
“As a kid, you’re ashamed, and you’re looking around.” Evan explained why soft concealment
of his COSM identity was important in his community:
If there was no reason for somebody to know that you were from a single parented
household, then there was no reason to throw it out there. You certainly didn't throw it as
an excuse for anything. Yeah, there'd probably been enough cues from the tighter
neighborhood to maybe have learned, maybe people don't need to know this.
Some participants experienced shame when the absence of their biological father was
highlighted in social situations, leading to discomfort and embarrassment. Gabriela, for instance,
shared about her COSM experience, “I don't know where that even came from, but I was
embarrassed by it. It wasn't something that I wanted to be really known…I always dreaded
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explaining it…I think I wanted to hide my whole social situation because I felt like my life was
so different. A lot of it does stem from the single mom thing.”
For some participants, like Chad, growing up in communities where there were a lot of
SM families meant their shame was mitigated, even if they were aware of how broader society
viewed them. Other participants who experienced little shame talked about how they were able
to employ the mechanisms listed under Strategies in Figure 1 so that they did not feel shame
about their COSM identities. June and Rita, for example, both talked about how they recognized
the stereotypes that exist about SM, but because they were more focused on admiration for their
mothers and appreciation for their COSM experiences, they did not feel embarrassed. Rita
asserted, “My experience was never really been to hide it or conceal it. In fact, I've been kind of
the opposite, happy to say it.” For most, however, shame resulted from the Societal Context,
which also provided circumstances to develop a lowered self-image.
Lowered Self-Image: “What’s wrong with me?” Participants talked about how when
they experienced others’ judgments, they were left feeling like there was something wrong with
them. In effect, COSM’s Societal Context sometimes influenced participants’ lowered selfimage. One participant, Sorin, spoke about how “social judgment” became “self-judgment.”
Some participants also noted that they had to actively work to maintain their self-worth, as Sai
“used coping strategies to sort of maintain my own sense of self-worth.”
To some participants, this lowered self-image took the form of self-consciousness that
interfaced with other group identities. Victor, for instance, talked about feeling self-conscious in
connection to his stigmatized identities of being first generation, poor, and a COSM. He said,
“That’s why I have a little bit of stigma.” Sorin also noted how he began feeling “self-conscious”
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about being a COSM on top of having an Indian name and moving to a predominantly White
town.
This lowered self-image often originated from COSM participants comparing their
experiences to those of the “norm,” or two-parent households. Teddy mentioned how he did this:
“Maybe it's because you're not in a normal situation growing up. You kind of look out and you
see these other families, and these other relationships, and you're in something different.” When
asked what it felt like to look around a restaurant and see all two-parent families, Moyra shared,
“I felt bad. It validated this belief that something's wrong with me.”
This theme captures one way in which the stigma of holding a COSM identity influences
participants to feel “less than” their peers from “conventional” backgrounds and therefore lowers
their own self-image. While this was not the case for every participant, it is a notable possible
side effect of growing up a COSM in the United States.
Strategies in Reaction to At-Home Experiences and Internal Experiences
Throughout interviews, the category Strategies emerged as COSM participants discussed
not just the challenges they experienced but the ways in which they managed those challenges.
Some explained how these efforts were often unconscious and that they only realized they had
used certain strategies when reflecting back as an adult. Noting the second-nature flavor of the
strategies employed to deal with challenges, Rita remembered thinking, “And there were times,
like I mentioned before, where I've just thought to myself, oh, my gosh, I can't believe I'm doing
this.’” Within this area, complex narratives arose pertaining to how challenges were dealt with as
well as the interconnectedness between COSM strategies and strength-based capacities such as
adaptability, perseverance, and self-efficacy. The Strategies that were most commonly employed
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to deal with the At-Home Experiences and Internal Experiences that arose from Family Context
and Societal Context are presented in detail next.
Observing Parent and Other Models: “My mom has shown me she can do this.”
Some participants talked in interviews about how they were influenced by observing their
mothers as well as others in their community. Chad talked about seeing his neighbors and school
principal as models of empathy and self-empowerment. Teddy discussed that witnessing his
grandfather’s sacrifices was influential. Moyra shared about observing her aunt and grandmother
as models of strong women.
More commonly, however, participants discussed using their aptitudes for observation
with their mother as a model. As Evan said, “I couldn't point to any particular thing. It was just a
constant,” suggesting, as other participants did, that their parent served as a constant model of
how to withstand hardships. When participants remembered observing their parent, they also
often noted watching their mothers working hard and holding multiple gendered roles, as
previously described. Patricia noted, “I was witnessing my mom actually raising me and then the
effort that my mom put forth,” and Amelia recalled telling her sister, “Mom literally stuck
through this and gave us the best life that she could,” and how watching her mother do this
enabled her to value hard work.
Another major source of this strategy was participants’ partnership or collaboration with
their mothers throughout childhood. In working closely with their parent, many participants
described getting a clear view of how an adult handles challenges under straining circumstances.
Sofia stated that, having one parent, “You have this automatic bond because you’re going
through things together.” June’s words also provide a snapshot of this: “She also would talk to
me like I was a grownup when I was 12, 13. She would start talking to me about her job, and
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about the world, and about politics. While I was still definitely her daughter, we were able to talk
about what's going on in her life.”
Sofia discussed how she observed her mother organizing her life and planning ahead in
order to manage chaos. June later discussed how she chose a difficult profession because she
witnessed her mother as a “role model” in a challenging profession, stating, “My mom has
shown me she can do this and still have all these qualities that I so admire.” While not all
participants had a wholly positive relationship with their mother growing up and noted learning
from their mother’s perceived mistakes, most participants discussed how they each observed
their mother manage her own difficulties.
A few participants discussed developing the ability to observe and “read” others due to
their experiences of holding stigmatized identities. Sorin, in discussing coping with feeling
different from others due to his COSM identity, said, “That distance…It makes you observant.”
This ability to observe was used by some participants as they watched their mothers and other
role models while learning for themselves what would be useful in managing their own
challenges.
Receiving Support from Parent: “She was always there for guidance.” As previously
noted, while most participants described receiving support from their parent, a few participants
had strained relationships with their mothers. Maeve and Sai, for example, shared about how
they often did not receive the support they needed from their mothers but instead turned to their
self-sufficiency in supporting themselves. On the other hand, participants who described
enjoying support from their parents discussed how this positively impacted elements such as
their self-worth and self-efficacy.
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Teddy, for instance, said, “I got a lot of encouragement from my mom. I definitely think
that helped build up my self-esteem and confidence massively.” Moyra discussed how, as a
woman, she found it very helpful to receive messages of “yes you can” from her mother. Evan
shared about how his mother’s support buffered against negative perceptions from others: “I
mean, my mom always made sure that we had a healthy sense of self-worth, regardless of what
anybody was saying.” And June shared about how her mother’s indirect support impacted her
academics: “Then my mom has never pressured me to do well in school, but when I did well in
school, she was super happy for me.”
June’s words touch on an important element of the single-mother support described by
participants. When COSM participants felt supported, it was typically in a way that was not
hand-holding but, rather, left room for self-determination. She further provided this example:
“Yeah, I got a job when I was 15 or 16. It was like she didn't hold my hand during that process,
but she was always there for guidance or whatever. It was ultimately my decision, but I was very
supported in that.”
Establishing Other Supportive Relationships: “Well, it’s pretty normal to us.” Some
participants spoke about how they recognized a need for additional support and sought it
themselves. Chad and Evan, for instance, discussed relying on friendships with peers who could
relate to their experiences. Bernard agreed with the importance of this and shared, “But then all
my friends I grew up with, they were single-family raised by mom. So we all just tend to like
hang out, and we just went, ‘Well, it's pretty normal to us. Whatever.’” This was important for
these COSM to buffer against feelings of non-belongingness during childhood and adolescence.
Sai also noted the importance of establishing friendships with those who knew what having a
marginalized identity feels like when he attended college and was faced with a new sensation of
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“otherness.” One participant, Teddy, took a different stance when he explained how his
relationships with peers from two-parent and wealthier backgrounds was helpful in gaining
perspective on the assets of his single-mother household. With that, he became privy to what he
saw as lacking in their homes, and this helped mitigate any negative perceptions others might
have had of him as a COSM. He described how he learned to not equate family structure
difference with deviance.
Outside of friends, siblings served for a few participants as sources of “guidance” and
“direction,” as Walter stated. Evan recalled asking a friend’s father to help him learn to shave.
For a few participants, such as Isabella and Sofia, religious communities served as a source of
support. And for others, such as Chad and Teddy, their broader community and neighborhoods
provided a sense of belonging.
This theme demonstrates how COSM participants were able to be active participants in
their lived experience by recognizing when they needed support and seeking it out.
Utilizing Creativity and Playfulness: “That was resourcefulness, like creative
resourcefulness.” Several participants presented the idea that, while experiencing challenges
related to being a COSM, they employed creativity and playfulness. This allowed hardships to be
more manageable. In fact, these participants explicated how, in using creativity and playfulness,
they were able to use a difficult situation as a tool of growth rather than an impediment.
Some participants identified creativity as stemming from their At-Home Experiences of
having ample time alone, needing to entertain themselves, and needing to be inventive in
managing so many responsibilities. Walter talked about how his curiosity developed from having
to teach himself things at home while his mother managed SM Role Strain.

93

Others, like Sorin, saw creativity as born from the Internal Experience of Feeling
Abnormal. He said, “It makes you an artist…It just makes you curious about people and the
world.” Sorin later elaborated about how utilizing creativity served as a mechanism to assert his
individuality and diminish feelings of abnormality. This is one example of how COSM
Strategies both influence and are influenced by At-Home Experiences and Internal Experiences.
Rita and Ellie both described how the use of humor and playfulness became the dynamic
between themselves and their mothers in order to make their circumstances more enjoyable.
Gabriela also noted that, in order to manage others’ judgments when she told her COSM origin
story, she presented it as a funny story. Ellie talked about how she used “creative outlets” to let
go of stress. Moyra similarly, in remembering dealing with the amount of time she spent alone
said, “I just developed my own ways of having fun and that was through imagination, reading,
and things like that.” She later emphasized that she sees the fact that she grew up “different” as
an “asset” because it allowed her to become a creative, imaginative adult. Arnold also spoke to
being “imaginative,” but for him it was a coping mechanism in dealing with Social Exclusion
and Distancing as a COSM.
In this way, the participants mentioned in this section demonstrated the process of turning
challenges into a strength. The ability to focus on these strengths was presented by some COSM
participants as a strategy to manage difficult experiences, as further explained in the next section.
Focusing on Own Strengths: “I had to really show myself how strong I was.” Some
participants talked about the notion that it could be easy to become swept up in negative
perceptions and low expectations; however, by focusing on their own strengths, these things
became manageable. Rita, for instance, said of her early difficulties, “I had to really show myself
how strong I was.” Victor talked about how he sometimes felt out of place due to his multiple
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marginalized identities but was able to focus on his academic abilities to boost his selfconfidence. Teddy, in recognizing how his unconventional upbringing enabled him to think
differently, was able to channel this into becoming an entrepreneur. In each of these cases, it was
important for COSM participants to recognize and focus on their strengths, rather than on
perceived weaknesses.
Moyra and Maeve both shared about how they learned to focus on their strength of being
able to persevere in order to withstand stigma. When others had negative opinions of them, they
recognized this strength within themselves. Maeve discussed how she has used this through
adulthood, particularly at work and in graduate school, and Moyra stated that she uses this in
activities like running marathons.
A focus on strengths in the academic realm was a common theme for participants and
seems to suggest that it was an area in which COSM participants could exercise agency over
their futures. Sai said of when he felt socially isolated, “I coped by shutting down and being very
invested into my brain, my intellect.” Walter also discussed this and shared that his six COSM
siblings employed the same strategy. June spoke of this at length, explaining,
I think that's an idea people have about kids who have single parents is that there's
probably something wrong in your life or in your family or whatever. Yeah, and I think
my attachment to good grades and to doing well possibly was affected by the fact that I
wanted to show that I was doing well…it's always sort of negated all those stereotypes
also, like no one could be like, ‘You're not doing well because you have a single mom,’
because I was doing fine.
These words show the interconnectedness of themes in this study, as June – in a similar
way to other participants – focused on her own strengths academically in order to also actively
resist COSM stigma. This in turn worked to buffer against the internal experience of Lowered
Self-Image, which is described next.
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Actively Resisting Stigma: “I don't really need all that to make myself feel whole. I
could just…be who I want to be.” Many participants talked about how they pushed back on
COSM stigma. This was described by some as a means to not internalize negative views of
themselves. Touching on this, June said, “I don't feel like any of the ideas people would have
about what it means for me now to have one parent, that those ideas speak to my experience or
matter very much to me.” She, like Bernard, decided to actively reject others’ judgments of her.
Bernard shared,
When I was young, I always yearned for a conventional family, but then never got it. And
then seeing other people and how they just like said, ‘Oh, screw it. I'm just going to go be
me.’ Then I kind of went, ‘Oh, I guess I don't really need all that to make myself feel
whole. I just do what I want to do and be who I want to be.’
Resisting low expectations was something that many participants, including Chad,
Maeve, Sorin, and Walter, discussed at length. Isabella said of her experience with Low
Expectations, “It just made me very rebellious in the sense that I refused to do what was
expected of me.” Gabriela also shared about how her family was aware that others might “look
down on us because there wasn’t a dad” and how her mother directly taught her to ignore these
negative opinions.
While some participants felt they had entirely resisted the internalization of stigma,
others were not as sure. Sai described “not letting it have power over me” as an ongoing process
when he said of the stigma, “Part of accepting it and coming to terms with it is it not having
power over you. Again, I'm not totally over it, but I'm much more passed that sense of shame or
embarrassment, I think, than I have ever been.” Arnold and Moyra similarly experienced an
evolving process of resisting negative judgments over time. This seems to indicate that even
when COSM have left their family of origin, the impact of their COSM identity lingers.
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By actively resisting stigma as described here, COSM participants were able to mitigate
the impact of experiencing shame, feeling abnormal, and lowered self-image that may have
otherwise impeded their ability to acquire the Capacities as illustrated below.
Capacities
Participants in this study spent a great deal of time describing how the aforementioned
elements of their COSM experience left them with certain “assets,” “strengths,” “resources,”
“adaptions,” or “capacities,” as named by different participants. They also spoke to the way in
which it was through the described Strategies that these capacities were formed, but that there
was also a feedback loop in that once Capacities were developed, COSM participants then used
them to directly influence their At-Home Experiences and Internal Experiences. In this way,
COSM Capacities proved useful in managing their childhood experience. They also, as
described by participants, served as assets in experiences unrelated to their COSM identity and
throughout the lifespan.
A common thread throughout interviews was that for each theme, participants’
descriptions of them were not wholly bad or good – they were far more nuanced. Even for the
capacities that might readily be described as strengths by others, participants sometimes
described them as “double-edged swords” or “bittersweet.” It is for this reason that this category
was named Capacities, as the term suggests the potential to be used as an asset. It also suggests
that the traits under its umbrella were born through the process of overcoming, as reflected in
Figure 1.
Sorin spoke to the bitter-sweetness of his experiences when expressing how feeling
different from others could be a liability or an asset, depending on how he used it:
You belong to no one, and that can be incredibly lonely, and then in a way you belong to
everyone…It's not one thing…You know, it's a blessing and a curse. That's the truth. And
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sometimes the curse gets the better of you for years, and sometimes you overcome it and
you are superhuman. So I wouldn't describe it just as good or bad, but I would probably
choose it again…It's empowering ultimately, but it's incredibly painful and disorienting
too. It can be.
Sai seemed to share this idea when he said, “So I guess on the good side, this resilience.
Adversity kind of creates that resilience, but having that sort of, we'll say confusion…was
challenging.” Teddy also spoke about how in order to develop a muscle, it has to be torn, and he
likened that to the development of these COSM capacities. There was a bitter-sweetness to them.
Various participants discussed how, although the experience was often painful in acquiring these
capacities, they would not trade the experience because of the value offered by the capacities.
Moyra said of her COSM experience, “I think it just made me develop into the person who I am
today. I'm happy with who I am today, so I think, yeah, I think that I wouldn't have had those
things if I wasn't in a single-parent household.”
Participants’ emphasis on the bittersweet nature of these capacities shows us that this
study does not present a magic bullet for the hardships of being a COSM. Rather, it offers a wellrounded, nuanced, and human picture of what it is like to grow up a COSM in the United States
and the impact of holding such an identity. The specific capacities that participants were left with
from their COSM experience are described next, according to the areas in which these capacities
could be used: Internal Wellbeing, Adversity Management, Ability to Achieve, Interpersonal
Functioning, and Gender Role Agency.
Internal Wellbeing. Themes within this category pertain to participants’ capacities that
had the potential to aid in their personal sense of welfare or internal wellbeing. When
participants spoke of these capacities, the associated benefits were less tied to assets that could
be externally recognized and more related to an internal sense of satisfaction. The specific
capacities that participants most frequently associated with Internal Wellbeing were:
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Reflectiveness, Empowerment, and Freedom from Convention – each described next with COSM
participants’ words.
Reflectiveness: “It’s like…Understanding kind of who you are in your context.” A
few participants discussed appreciation for the fact that they had developed reflectiveness in the
face of the need for a keen awareness of what others thought of them. By being alert to others’
judgments, some participants became self-aware or introspective, which served them well in
other realms. Sai described it as such: “It's like a self-awareness, so understanding kind of who
you are in your context, your place in the world and kind of how you fit into the tapestry of life.”
Teddy also touched on the utility of his acquired reflectiveness when explaining how he
is able to tune in with himself to recognize how he is feeling in a given situation and how to best
proceed. Similarly, Sai spoke about how self-reflectiveness resulted from awareness of others
judging him: “It made me curious about people and the world, and myself.” Sorin additionally
reflected on how being a COSM was a “blessing and a curse” that made him more “aware” and
enabled him to reflect on himself and the world around him. He felt that, although difficult, this
was ultimately “empowering.” As this word was used by a few different participants,
Empowerment emerged as a separate theme, which is presented next with the words of
participants.
Empowerment: “Despite the stigmatization…I didn’t. That empowers me.” Another
capacity discussed by COSM participants that enabled internal wellbeing was empowerment, or
confidence in controlling one’s own life (Merriam-Webster, 2003). This was developed both in
the face of the risk of others’ negative conceptions hindering their outcomes and in the face of
realizing how much they were capable of by taking on many responsibilities at a young age.
Those participants that discussed empowerment shared that they began feeling empowered when
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they realized that they could use strategies to overcome the strain of their At-Home Experiences
and Internal Experiences. Sorin said that this gave him “power.” Moyra also shared,
I feel like my growing up in a single parent household has empowered me. Yeah. I feel
like it's empowered me because I feel like there's nothing wrong with this…And I feel
like it makes me feel like more empowered to do the things I want in my life and to live
my life for me…I went to grad school and working toward my career and I'm doing all
these things. I'm a successful runner. So I feel like yeah, I think because I've also shown
myself too that I can do things that I set my mind to…It's all like, ‘Hey, I grew up in a
single parent household and I really accomplished everything I wanted to in life.’ I feel
like that empowers me.
Arnold also discussed his development of the ability to set expectations for himself and
meet those without much external reinforcement, in effect finding self-empowerment within a
necessity to be self-sufficient at a young age. Maria also shared about how, due to her COSM
experience, as an adult she feels empowered to change her circumstances when needed. Many of
the participants in this study did work to change their circumstances, often changing social class
by virtue of utilizing their acquired Capacities that were born of their COSM experience.
Freedom from Convention: “Marching to the beat of my own drum has definitely
freed me.” For a majority of participants, upon recognizing what society deemed “normal” for a
family, an awareness of how their at-home experiences were unique also dawned on them. While
recognizing that the Societal Context in which they grew up often equated their living outside the
norm with deviancy, most participants developed a way to own this such that it became a
Capacity. Some participants described this as entirely self-directed, and others described it as
resulting from watching their mother take her differences in stride.
Participants used many words to describe this phenomenon, including “rebel,”
“unconventional,” and “refusing to conform.” They recognized that, living outside of the norm,
life “wasn't as predetermined,” as Sai said. For these COSM individuals, the flip side of feeling
deviant was “freedom from convention,” as Moyra put it. She elaborated,
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I just kind of [have] almost freedom from these conventional ideas of what life should be.
What things should be like, or what I should do, or you should focus on getting married
and you should live at home until you get married, and then move out and live with your
husband. I, like, marching to the beat of my own drum has definitely freed me from all
the shoulds in life and I'm kind of like hey, no, I'm going to do my own thing. That's
going to be really great and that's going to make me happy.
Sorin also identified with this feeling and explained it by saying,
I'm trying to think about how to describe this feeling, which has been present for a very
long time...one of the ways of describing it is feeling trapped and imprisoned and longing
to break free, prison break. There's an anti-authoritarian streak there, just refusing to play
by the rules and to try to escape the mold...you know, figure out how to break the bars.
For him and many others, growing up outside the norm due to his COSM identity and
other marginalized identities left him feeling stifled by the pressure to fit into a mold
predetermined by what society deemed acceptable. His own response to this was to become
highly creative and entrepreneurial, which has served him well in forging his own professional
path. For others, like Gabriela, June, and Patricia, this freedom from convention translated to
their personal lives in feeling “free” from the convention of needing to be in a romantic
relationship, particularly with a man, in order to be happy. Gabriela described this freedom as,
simply, “This is so great, I don't need a guy.” These participants also speculated that, had they
grown up in a two-parent household, they would have lacked the unconventional model of a
strong, independent, and unpartnered mother.
Isabella also talked about the beauty of learning to forge your own path: “And you kind
of have to, right? You can't...it's like the wildflower in the garden with all the other flowers. You
have to find a way…Somehow make it out, and be seen…I think the overall theme would be that
I refuse to conform.” This sheds light on how participants developed “freedom from convention”
in the face of not fitting in.
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All participants who identified with this theme also recognized how it served them not
only in childhood but throughout adulthood as well. As Teddy said,
I don't like being the norm…I always try to do things that are different and on my own
path. When I say I'm self-employed, I'm working on my own company…Maybe it's because
you're not in a normal situation growing up. You kind of look out and you see these other
families, and these other relationships, and you're in something different to start with. For me
personally, I just want to make sure that I can do things that I want to do. Giving myself that
freedom…The more flexible I can be in terms of being different and seeing everything as
opportunity the more possible that is.
The words of participants that speak to this theme show how Strategies such as
Observing Parent, Utilizing Creativity and Playfulness, Focusing on Own Strengths, and
Actively Resisting Stigma coalesced to form a capacity that left participants with a sense of selfworth and value. This category, in short, demonstrates how many COSM participants answered
to the uncomfortable feeling of being “abnormal” by creating a sense of value in that difference.
Adversity Management. Each participant in this study talked about learning to deal with
hardship. They shared that how growing up a COSM coupled with other difficulties made them
feel the need to “sink or swim,” which led them to learn to manage adversity. Ellie, for example,
said of her childhood peers who did not have the COSM Responsibility Overload and Early Dose
of Reality that she experienced, “They're gonna get a swift kick in the ass when they grow up.”
However, because she had experienced these things, she, like other participants, felt better
equipped to manage adversity later in life. Sai also spoke to how managing adversity early on
helped him: “On the good side I think, I developed a resilience. And also maybe a little bit more
appetite to experiment, or a little more appetite to find my own path.”
The four main areas in which participants noted their capacity for Adversity Management
were Adaptability, Resourcefulness, Acceptance of Reality, and Self-Sufficiency. These are each
described next with participants’ own words.
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Adaptability: “I need to transform.” Participants in this study spoke of the need to be
flexible, tolerate change, and adapt when managing challenging aspects of their COSM
experience. For instance, Gabriela described how she managed these strains: “I've sort of had to
adapt to it and embrace it.” And Amelia recognized, during difficulties, “We need to change and
see something else that would fit better.” The need for adaptability was also apparent to
participants outside of the home, in managing others’ negative opinions. To address this, Isabella
explained, “You kind of acclimate, you kind of get used to it.”
This idea of adaptability as a learned capacity through hardship was captured by Maria:
I need to transform. I need to transform either the situation or myself, in order for me to
continue. That's something that I know has come from my background, where I'm not a
person who's afraid of change. I think it's so necessary in order to continue on in your
life…Change is a good thing.
As was the case for many of the themes in this study, Adaptability was tied to the concept
of Resourcefulness, as a few participants noted that being able to change in a positive way, or
adapt, often enabled them to be clever in solving problems.
Resourcefulness: “I had to figure it out on my own.” This theme primarily emerged
when participants discussed how they used the Strategy of Using Creativity to deal with
Responsibility Overload, Time Alone, and Early Dose of Reality. They described how from this
process, they were left with the Capacity for Resourcefulness, or solving problems through
inventive means (Merriam-Webster, 2003). Maria offered her own definition of
“resourcefulness” when she said, “I'm really resourceful…I think I'm a really good problem
solver…Overall, I think that's led me to a lot of opportunities.” She also stated that this is due to
her early experiences at home of having to “figure things out for myself” and that she continues
to use this capacity today, as she is able to be resourceful in solving problems. Ellie shared the
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feeling that learning to be resourceful as a COSM “translates into being a very resourceful
adult.”
Teddy, who grew up with a single mother in poverty, shared about how his ability to
address Responsibility Overload at home came in handy in coping with his limited financial
resources: “In second grade I started selling my Halloween candy to make money. I was
hustling. I was doing different entrepreneurial activities. I would do bike washes and car washes,
different ways to make money, shoveling snow.” Amelia also remembered how her early selfsufficiency led to a capacity for resourcefulness:
My entire childhood my Mom would be like, ‘Just figure it out’…Like, I love building,
and if I have to build a dresser, the girls come to me for that…My Mom didn't have the
time to sit me down and study and go over all of these things, especially with four of us,
so that was one of the things where I had to figure it out on my own.
Speaking to the origins of this capacity, Isabella discussed how she witnessed her mother
being resourceful in attaining necessities like food and how observing that led to her own
capacity for resourcefulness. She said she learned, “You have to survive with what you can, with
what you have.” Another means by which some participants described being able to effectively
solve problems was through Acceptance of Reality, or not fighting against the difficulty inherent
in a given situation.
Acceptance of Reality: “That’s a roadblock, that’s fine, I’ll get around it somehow.”
This theme captured the ability to acknowledge that a situation is painful, accept that reality, and
move forward. Participants who described this as a product of their COSM experiences talked
about how it helped them in not getting stuck but moving to action when a challenge arose.
Seeing this in herself, Ellie said, “I don't know if it's considered a coping mechanism, but I'm
definitely the kind of person that's like, ‘This is difficult, and it's difficult, and that's it...and I'm
just gonna push through.’”
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Maria also described an acceptance of reality in speaking about dealing with painful
feelings when her father left her family at a young age:
That took shape of just sort of trying to let all of that stuff go, then trying to develop it
into something more positive…just being like, okay, that came up, that's fine. We can
move on and try this other new thing…I think that's something, a strength of mine that I
have. That's a roadblock, that's fine, I'll get around it somehow… I just don't feel bad
about having to move on with something.
Amelia reflected that, as a COSM, she had less difficulty than her two-parent peers in
accepting that a situation was difficult and moving toward changing it. Bernard similarly shared
about how his ability to accept difficulties meant that he was “cool as a cucumber” in those
situations and would “just look at it, analyze it, and just start chipping away at it…So I tend not
to get terribly overwhelmed.”
As with the other themes of the study’s emergent theory, that of Acceptance of Reality
was tied to Self-Sufficiency in that once COSM participants had accepted the reality of whichever
difficult situation they were in, they were able to lean on their learned Self-Sufficiency to tackle
the problem. This is explored in the following section with narratives from COSM participants.
Self-Sufficiency: “To fend for ourselves, right. I feel like it's one of the biggest
strengths.” Through managing their various experiences of Responsibility Overload, Time
Alone, and Feeling Abnormal, all participants described gaining a capacity for “independence,”
“self-reliance,” or “self-sufficiency.” Tasked with a plethora of duties at home, spending so
much time without a parent there to help, and hesitating in turning to peers who made them feel
deviant, participants responded by using strategies that left them with self-sufficiency in
managing problems large and small. As Sofia said, “I take my own individualism very seriously.
It's evident in everything I do.”
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According to Victor and the majority of participants, this perceived strength was born of
earlier difficulties:
I think I made myself try to be more independent because...I used to eat in the cafeteria
by myself on my own so I learned to be more independent…And the because of the same
reason why I couldn't go to my mother or anybody to do my [college] applications or
doing anything. I was doing everything on my own basically.
Later, when asked to clarify if he felt learning to cook when his mother wasn’t around
was a way to “fend for himself,” Victor shared, “Right, to fend for ourselves, right. I feel like it's
one of the biggest strengths.” Gabriela seemed to agree that this level of independence was an
interpersonal asset, as she is still “never scared to be alone.”
Walter shared how his mother, an unmarried woman, saw the importance of not having to
rely on someone else and modeled independence for him and his siblings: “My mom had always
kinda taught us…That we did our chores and we took out the garbage and the boys would learn
how to cook so we would never have to be dependent on anyone.” In this way, self-sufficiency
was a purposeful coping strategy. Maeve, in the interpersonal realm, also saw this as a strength:
“I feel like when you grow up with a single parent, you develop that sense of independence. You
kind of know how to be on your own, versus that dependency of having someone there where
you see it.”
In this way, COSM self-sufficiency was seen as allowing self-determination. For others,
self-sufficiency meant an internal drive toward achievement. Sai said of this, “My mom never
made me do homework, or chores. I was very independent. I did those things because I needed to
or wanted to, not because I was told to.” This meant that his accomplishments were earned by his
own drive and merit. Bernard talked about how for him, learning to be “self-reliant” at a young
age translated to today being easily able to form new social connections as well as taking a
hands-on approach to solving problems at work. He furthermore shared about how, unlike some
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of his peers, he appreciates time alone, which means that he feels secure and “complete,”
independent of approval from others.
As with other Capacities in this theory, a few participants saw their self-sufficiency as a
major asset that could also carry a cost. Arnold said, “One thing I mentioned is that selfsufficiency as a strength can very much turn into a weakness,” in explaining how his fierce
independence meant that he sometimes missed opportunities to connect with others. Maria also
expressed that her learned capacity to “rely” on herself is a “strength” but also presents difficulty
in leaning on others when necessary. In this way, this theme points to the nature of this study’s
core narrative, which asserts that COSM participants learned through early experiences how to
create capacities that, while typically used as strengths, sometimes create barriers if not
adequately utilized.
Ability to Achieve. Many participants in this study commented on the way in which their
early COSM experiences influenced their development of capacities that informed their ability to
achieve. The three most salient across interviews were Diligence, Perseverance, and SelfEfficacy. Grounded in the words of participants, these are each presented here. Using the term
“performative,” Sorin summarized this theme when he explained about the impact of feeling
socially distanced from others: “It makes you thoughtful, and it makes you self-aware, and it
makes you...performative.”
Diligence: “I’m going to do whatever it takes.” Many participants discussed their
penchant for careful hard work that resulted from their COSM experiences. Often this was seen
as related to proving others wrong (Low Expectations), seeing their mothers work tirelessly (SM
Role Strain and Observing Parent), or learning to independently manage many responsibilities at
a young age (Responsibility Overload and Time Alone).
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One example of this is when Arnold described his own diligence as connected to “selfdiscipline” and “self-sufficiency”:
If I say I'm going to do something a certain way, then I'm going to do whatever it takes to
make sure that I do do it that way or I meet that standard. I think it comes from...Another
aspect of self-sufficiency, whereas I think you, for people who had two parents and
someone was able to be home when you got home, and you were doing homework or
working on a school project, or things like that, there would be probably more regular
reinforcement of standard from someone else. I had to do it myself a lot.
In this way, what developed out of a strategy to manage challenges became an asset. Rita
even shared about how for her, the hard work she engaged in allowed her to be an example of a
COSM who defied the typical stereotypes: “I feel like people look at me and think about my
situation and will say, ‘Oh, wow, like, a single mother, you know, raised her right.’” Also
exemplifying how rejecting others’ low expectations of COSM led to a capacity for diligence,
Sai said,
So, from a coping strategy, I became very invested into the things I could control and get
accolades for. I worked really, really hard in high school. I worked really, really hard in
college. I was on academic team and…president of the student body, and et cetera, et
cetera, et cetera…Those were coping strategies to sort of maintain my own sense of selfworth.
His words show how diligence lent itself to feelings of self-worth, thereby buffering
against the effects of Lowered Self-Image. Gabriela also shared about how her academic hard
work was related to negative perceptions of her as a COSM:
I know people kind of thought I was going to end up a screw up. I don't think people
expected me to go to college…I know they didn't because I remember when I graduated
from college my neighbor congratulated me and she was like, ‘I'm so proud of you. We
all thought you were going to be such a screw up.’
Walter, who grew up with six siblings, discussed how his drive to succeed and his “cando kind of attitude” was instead related to desire to not add any additional strife for his mother
while she dealt with role strain. Sai also talked about how watching his mother’s hard work
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influenced his own capacity for diligence: “I watched her graduate, I watched her get jobs… I
watched her work really hard and care about her work, and I was inspired by that.”
Bernard, Maeve, Sai, Teddy, and Arnold all spoke of how developing early diligence
translated to working hard professionally in adulthood. This theme, then, suggests the longlasting effects of the development of Capacities during a COSM experience.
Perseverance: “It's working through those [challenges] so you can have and achieve
whatever you want.” While the theme of Diligence was related to careful hard work, that of
Perseverance conveyed a determination to reach accomplishments despite a lack of short-term
rewards (Merriam-Webster, 2003).
Moyra, Arnold, and Maeve all discussed how they learned to tolerate discomfort in order
to continue working toward their goals. While Maeve described a strained relationship with her
mother, she did say that witnessing her mother persevere through difficulties in the work place
showed her that she could also do this. Teddy also shared that by experiencing various
challenges and working through them during his COSM experience, he developed a capacity for
perseverance: “You have all these different challenges. You get better the more you overcome
them…It's working through those so you can have and achieve whatever you want, and
persevering through that.”
Walter described his perseverance as an “ethic” and explained how he applied it after
childhood as a COSM:
The reason I'm sitting where I'm at career-wise now is because I took that ethic and
would apply it to things. I mean, when I got my first job right out of college, I was
working 60, 70 hour weeks and I had learned how to manage my time fairly well. I knew
the length of the day wasn't going to change, I just needed to get more stuff done. And so
I got very good at time management and being able to still get high-quality work and
juggle a lot of things at the same time.
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Some participants touched on the Strategy of Observing Parent as key to their
development of perseverance. One of those was Gabriela, who shared,
Watching her go through so much has made me realize I can really push myself and I
think a lot of that has influenced me going to [graduate school] because I was just kind of
like I can…I could have just lived this average life and just been satisfied with that or I
can really push myself and challenge myself, put myself in an uncomfortable situation,
just being in grad school and being with all new people. I think watching my mom be so
brave growing up made me not afraid to jump into these kind of risks.
In this way, Gabriela viewed challenging herself through uncomfortable situations –
persevering – as a main source of strength learned from her mother. One participant, Maria,
offered another view in which her capacity for perseverance was a double-edged sword. She
said,
I could go to work and be fine. I'm fine, I'm good at my job. I can be good at my job.
Taking care of myself was something that I completely fell off on. It was because I was
putting so much effort and emphasis on being stable in this one area, that I didn't know
how to manage the rest of my life. That lead me to a point where I was just like, I'm not
satisfied with this situation. I need to do something.
This shows how perseverance can be seen as a Capacity rather than a strength – when
used too much it can be detrimental, as it was in leading to Maria’s self-neglect. Critical to this
situation, however, was that she also had a sense of self-efficacy in that after recognizing a need
for something to change, she felt she had the ability to change it. This was a theme shared by
many participants and is captured in the next section.
Self-Efficacy: “I can do things that I set my mind to.” In sharing about what they
appreciated about growing up as a COSM, a number of participants named self-efficacy, or their
belief in their abilities to achieve goals (Bandura, 1982). This, they explained, was instrumental
in actually reaching those goals and in increasing self-worth. Moyra offered this definition of her
COSM-related self-efficacy: “I can do things that I set my mind to.” Maria expressed how she
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feels efficacious in taking charge of her life: “I'm very much a focused person on, okay, how is
my life shaping up?...How do I take control over that?”
Those who discussed self-efficacy usually linked it to their need as a COSM to tackle
multiple responsibilities at home, or Responsibility Overload. Participants gave examples of
helping their mother schedule home repairs, calling the insurance company, looking after
younger siblings, doing household laundry, and cooking for their family. These At-Home
Experiences left them with a belief in their ability to achieve.
Emphasizing the importance of self-efficacy, Arnold noted that his COSM experience
taught him: “You don't have to be really smart to do a lot of things out in the world. You just
need to know that you can do them.” Teddy and June also stressed self-efficacy as important in
getting to where they are today. Teddy stated, “I very much believe that I can really do anything
that I set my mind to. It's just putting in the work and the time and the focus. If there's anything
that I can't do right now it's because I never took the time to develop the skillsets.” And June said
of taking the risk of leaving home to go to college: “I felt no doubt that I could do it.” She then
explained how the fact that she was tasked with being highly independent and responsible at a
young age led to her sense of self-efficacy.
For participants like those mentioned here, Active Rejection of Stigma, Focusing on Own
Strengths, Receiving Support from Parent, and Observing Parent served as strategies to manage
Responsibility Overload, Low Expectations, and Negative Perceptions, and those strategies left
participants with a capacity for Self-Efficacy. This Self-Efficacy in turn impacted participants’ AtHome Experiences and Internal Experiences, as they possessed the belief that they could
effectively handle the associated challenges.
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Interpersonal Functioning. A theme emerged in this study as participants spoke about
the ways in which their early experiences as COSM influenced their interpersonal functioning.
The three interpersonal capacities that participants most strongly identified with were Empathy,
Social Justice Mindset, and Maturity. Those who discussed these shared how aspects of their
early experiences such as witnessing their mothers struggle, helping their mothers and siblings
deal with role strain, being exposed to “real world difficulties,” and managing various other
responsibilities at home enabled them to adopt the aforementioned Capacities. These are
described next.
Empathy: “The adversity creates awareness, and the awareness kind of transforms
into empathy.” Some of the participants in this study talked about how elements of their AtHome Experiences felt difficult growing up but also how they appreciated this because it led to
certain “assets” gained, like empathy. One participant, Maria, when asked about strengths gained
through her COSM experience, did not hesitate to say, “I'm compassionate.” And Ellie named
empathy as more influential than her working-class background in comparing her childhood to
those who had two parents. To her, her experience was highly unique in that she had a “need to
be empathetic as soon as I got home every day, which they didn't have to.”
She and other participants spoke to how seeing their mothers sacrifice to support them led
to empathy. Teddy shared,
My mom did everything for me. There were times when money was really tight, and she
would make grilled cheese sandwiches for dinner, and her dinner would be the crust.
When you have someone who's willing to do everything for you to get you a
chance…For me, the biggest thing that she gave me, if I describe it, I think it was
unintentional, but I'm very fortunate to have, is perspective and empathy.
He continued to speak about how he believed he would not have this capacity for
empathy if he hadn’t grown up as a COSM. Similarly, according to Amelia, developing empathy
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in light of her mother’s sacrifices made perfect sense: “My thought was do whatever you can in
the meantime to help her because she raised you and she did the best that she could in her
situation.” Isabella also felt she developed a capacity for empathy from seeing her mother
struggle, in addition to feeling the weight of her multiple marginalized identities. She said this
“definitely created a sense of empathy.” Another source of this empathy for participants was
their early practice in supporting someone else – their mother. This, participants explained,
taught them the value of caring for others. For instance, Moyra stated, “We're each other’s
primary support.” Ellie and Maria also shared about this, as well as their developed capacity for
empathy.
COSM participants who explained that their early experiences led to a capacity for
empathy also explained why this was an asset and how it impacted their adult lives. Bernard, for
instance, shared a story about how, in adulthood, he reacts with great sympathy when he learns
of others’ hardships. He described his “protectionist” tendencies to be a result of his COSM
experience. Sai also talked about how his difficult experiences and reflectiveness led to empathy
for others and why he values that:
It extends into awareness of your surroundings, your community, and your environment
and the people around you. And I think it evolves into a form of like empathy…The
adversity, creates awareness, and the awareness kind of transforms into empathy where
you can think about the struggles of others abstractly, as well as think about it very
personally and more than once... [It] is a very liberating feeling. It makes you feel more
alive.
Here, Sai explains how experiencing adversity can allow for the development of
empathy, which is “liberating.” His words also speak to the connection between COSM empathy
and a more generalized outward empathy, or a Social-Justice Mindset, which is elaborated upon
in the next section.
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Social-Justice Mindset: “It just kind of opened me up to the world in a way where
people are struggling.” Every participant in this study described feeling different from others in
one way or another. A few participants described a process of feeling “othered” and then
connecting with other individuals who have felt othered, even if for different reasons. A sense of
shared nonbelonging sometimes led participants to be mindful of the unjust way in which
marginalized groups are treated and thereby to adopt a Social-Justice Mindset.
Touching on this theme, Sorin described the way he felt “isolated” as a person of color
and a COSM growing up and how he used this feeling of non-belonging to connect with people
from different backgrounds. He said, “The way I've put it recently was like you're tribe-less, but
you're also pan-tribal.” Maria seemed to have had a similar experience. She said of having an
early dose of reality, “Going back to the idea of innocence lost, or something lost. It just kind of
opened me up to the world in a way where people are struggling…Every person is fighting their
own battle.” She, along with other participants, talked about how seeing how difficult life can be
during childhood opened her eyes to the ways in which people with different backgrounds also
struggled.
Sai, who grew up in California and feels he is often perceived by others as a White
“surfer dude” shared why he joined the Black Student Association in college:
I feel like I had more culturally in common…Because of that feeling of otherness. And in
some ways, those experiences have completely changed my life because I don't actually
consider myself as part of the in-group...That sort of empathy…Has sort of trickled into
my values and into how I think about my life, and where I fit, and what's important to me.
And it's kind of fighting for justice too, right?
He continued to talk about how his capacity for empathy led to him “fighting for justice”
and said of his experience feeling like an “outsider” as a COSM:
I mean when anyone feels like they're on the out group, there's a feeling of injustice I
would think. There's a feeling of, ‘This isn't fair.’ And fighting to receive sort of equal
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validation under sort of society, and recognition, and acknowledgement that the system
isn't fair. Or acknowledgement that we can do better, or that the pain or the hurt is real.
So injustice comes in many forms, but it stems from that sense of being the other and not
included.
Teddy, a White cisgender man similarly described feeling connected with people from
diverse backgrounds and the social justice movement. He stated,
There's people on all these different levels, and you can appreciate and understand where
they're coming from. You really can reserve or not have judgment on them…I can feel
for what you're going through, and I can accept that. I can try my very best to view it
through your lens and not hold onto it just through my own.
He continued, describing how a shared experience of adversity lends itself to a certain
worldview. To him, being in a devalued group can serve as an asset:
It's people who just grew up with some sort of adversity. It's being an immigrant, or it's
growing up in a single parent household, growing up with a single mom, growing up as a
minority, you view the world differently than you do if you just start at the base. When
you're always one step behind it's amazing…Everyone's standing on this same plank, but
the people who are behind get to see so much more…I think if you can have adversity
and then have that perspective, it's great. If more people had that and understood that I
think they wouldn't see a single mother as weaker. They would see it as a good thing, a
strong thing.
With this theme, participants illustrated how their early experiences enabled them to
connect with others and provide perspective on how others struggle, regardless of group identity
differences.
Maturity: “I was way beyond my peers in terms of my internal age.” Participant
narratives that led to the development of this theme involved descriptions of growing up fast –
taking on early responsibilities meant they could handle themselves in adult situations. Maria
captured this theme when she shared about how facing various challenges as a COSM in
childhood impacted her: “I'm certainly more mature…It's really because I had to [be].”
Participants named different sources of this maturity. For Ellie, she became “more welladjusted” and able to interpersonally relate in a mature manner because of her experience
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worrying about her mother’s stress. Chad remembered drawing on his capacity for maturity as a
13-year-old when he wrote a letter to the local paper about a community incident because his
mother was too strapped for time to do so herself. And Teddy discussed how he gained maturity
at a young age when he started working in order to ease his mother’s Role Strain. He said of his
mother, “She's juggling both parent roles, and a job. It's definitely difficult and straining, and I
think it definitely rolled over to me, and I think that's probably why I grew up so fast. I definitely
think I was way beyond my peers in terms of my internal age.” He continued, noting how this
impacts his life as an adult:
People would always say that I was very mature for my age. I still get that now. I do
different speaking events. People don't understand I'm 22. They're like, ‘You're way
mature than that.’ I say, ‘Thank you.’ It's just who I am. I think circumstances allowed
me to grow up faster, so I just realized things and I made these connections. I think a lot
of people eventually figure them out, but I think they figure them out later in life.
Teddy was not alone in recognizing how this sense of maturity carried through to
adolescence and adulthood. Arnold, for example, remembered the impact of his early
Responsibility Overload in comparison to his roommates: “Even in college, I was the one who
made sure that we had a place to live, and…and the bills got paid, and I was the one who worked
with the landlord if there were any issues.” Today, he draws from this capacity by being
responsible for running his own company. Evan and Ellie also talked about how their early sense
of maturity allows them to feel “protective” or like a “caretaker” for others today, again
conveying the interconnectivity of themes such as maturity and empathy.
Gender Role Agency. This theme materialized from participant narratives about how,
due to their COSM experience, participants had agency over their ideas of gender rather than
being bound by conventional norms. It is tied to earlier themes including Freedom from
Convention, Self-Sufficiency, Self-Efficacy, Feeling Abnormal, SM Integrated Gender Roles, and
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Responsibility Overload. Across interviews, regardless of gender, race, social class, sexual
orientation, and other group identities, COSM participants offered insight into the unique impact
that growing up with one female parent had on their understanding of gender.
It is important to recognize, however, that while most COSM participants saw gender
role agency as an asset, they observed that some individuals from more conventional
backgrounds might not agree. A couple participants hypothesized that others might in fact be
threatened by their Gender Role Agency. Maeve, for example, spoke to the gendered nature of
single mother stigma when she said, “But it's kind of like: now that women can actually be free,
being a single mom is seen as a horrible thing.” In this way, single motherhood can be
understood to be a threat to patriarchy.
Subcategories included within this theme capture the different ways in which COSM
participants express their gender role agency: Democratized Gender Roles, Expanded
Masculinity and Femininity, Gender Self-Efficacy, and Gender Self-Sufficiency. The ways in
which these are related to each other yet distinct are made clear below with the support of COSM
participant words.
Democratized Gender Roles: “What an unintended and beautiful gift.” Throughout
interviews, participants spoke to the way in which, in a SM household, they did not have a model
for male dominance or female submissiveness that peers from two-parent heterosexual
households might have had. Many addressed the way in which this still impacts their lives, and
the theme became clear as participants explained how, in their adult domestic life, they
experience shared responsibility regardless of gender.
For example, Amelia explained that among her roommates, she is the first to engage in
traditionally male activities like home improvement and furniture building. A few male
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participants also talked about gender roles within their professional lives. Sorin and Evan
described how when they have had female bosses, it did not feel threatening as it might have if
they had not been COSM.
Sai spoke to the way in which his democratized gender roles stemmed from witnessing
his mother’s Single Mother Integrated Gender Roles. He also noted how this impacts his current
at-home life with his wife:
Because my mom played this ambiguous role, I think it impacted what would be
otherwise the role that I would assume, right, which is the protector, the breadwinner. I
do the dishes, right? She cooks, but I do the dishes. I do laundry…So we don't have
typical gender roles. And they're mostly, that's because my mom – that was a model for
me.
Sorin connected his experience with Responsibility Overload to developing democratized
gender roles when he described which early activities led him to hold less-rigid views of gender
today: “Oh, doing the laundry, cleaning the dishes, going to the grocery store, helping to shop,
you know. Not traditional boy stuff.” Victor also discussed how he saw democratized gender
roles play out early in his childhood:
Me and my brother, we learned how to cook…when we started doing our own laundry
we were going against I guess, again, our own culture where men aren't supposed to do
that. So, I…my brother's like, he cooks and his wife makes more money, and he doesn't
care. He wants it that way.
Of importance is that his words convey a break with what was expected of him as a man
within his culture. In this way, engaging in democratized gender roles as a child served as a point
of tension for him, even though he expressed appreciation for it.
Generally, participants described their democratized gender roles in a positive light,
regardless of whether those more traditionally socialized would agree. In response to being asked
how he felt about learning to cook at a young age due to the need for him to be independent,
Victor said, “I feel like it’s one of the biggest strengths.” When reflecting during Sai’s interview
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that, when witnessing a female parent wearing multiple gendered hats, one might be more likely
to envision equal distribution and more equality in relationships compared with a two-person
heterosexual model, he responded, “That's true. When you were saying that I was thinking, I was
like, wow, what an unintended and beautiful gift.”
Expanded Masculinity and Femininity: “The world isn't as black and white as a lot
of people tend to think it is.” While Democratized Gender Roles pertained to the way in which
participants share responsibility and take on certain roles at home or at work, the Expanded
Masculinity and Femininity theme addresses the way in which participants feel they understand
masculinity and femininity in a way that is “balanced” and “free.” Sai, for example, shared that
he has “a more fluid concept of gender” because his mother embodied both masculinity and
femininity, and Evan stated that he feels “untethered” to the traditional view that a woman
cannot independently head a household. Walter shared about how he saw his mom as the female
leader in his household and how having “less clear” gender roles in this At-Home Experiences
influenced his expanded understanding of both masculinity and femininity: “My mom had a lot
to do with that because again when we were growing up, she tried to show us that the world isn't
as black and white as a lot of people tend to think it is. There's definitely a lot of gray there and
it's okay.”
Sorin also shared about the origins of his Expanded Masculinity. He explained that, by
virtue of his family structure, he had a close relationship with his mother, which led to both an
Early Dose of Reality and Expanded Masculinity. Chad similarly saw his ideas of masculinity
and femininity as informed by his at-home life such that he has less “gender assumptions” than
his male peers. Additionally, Sorin and Bernard discussed how their view of femininity was
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expanded such that they are unphased by the idea of a female leader. The way Bernard described
it was:
My mom definitely wasn't above disciplining us. You know what I mean? So, yeah, it
kind of like it wasn't like, ‘Oh, Mom is a sweetheart, and then Dad is the disciplinarian.’
Mom would do both, so I tend to be more like open-minded when it comes to women in
charge of stuff like that. I don't find myself to be as sexist as some people might be in that
sense…Yeah. A woman can be in charge, believe me…Yeah, because Mom did
everything.
More specifically, Bernard discussed how he does not feel the need to be exceedingly
competitive as some of his male peers do, because of his COSM upbringing. Teddy had a similar
understanding and talked about how he is more comfortable than his male peers in expressing
emotion – something he views as an asset (Expanded Masculinity). He explained it as such:
I think comparatively I'm probably more feminine in certain ways. Compared to some of
my friends who had more traditional backgrounds, I think they're very less in touch with
how they feel, and…how others feel, and their actions and what the result is. It's more
like beat your chest. My roommate would say growing up his dad when he was young
told him, ‘Walk with authority.’ That's a statement that always brings to mind, because
that's something I never would've been told or experienced in that way. I think it's this
different type of style that I think I have an ability to connect with more people because
of. I'm able to have this conversation.
In elaborating on why he views this as an asset, he replied that he is “much more
balanced.” He went on to say, “Yeah, I'm me. That's who I am. I don't necessarily have to adhere
to what everyone says is the best normal or ‘right’ path for my sexuality or my gender.” This
conveys a sense of authenticity or “freedom from convention” within the realm of gender that
other participants also identified with. Many participants also described Expanded Masculinity
and Femininity as an asset. Arnold explained that because he witnessed his mother’s Integrated
Gender Roles, “Now I'm more open to taking pleasure in and doing things that I may not have
otherwise…Reading a lot, painting, doing yoga regularly. It's made me more open to trying new
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things, and not bringing…preconceived judgment.” Moyra also discussed why she appreciates
that in watching her mother exude independence, her idea of femininity broadened:
I think just watching my mom being so independent. I always joke and I say, I was never
the little girl that tried on the wedding dress or cut out pictures from the wedding
magazines…I was like, ‘Yeah, thanks mom. Because I feel like you were such a strong
female and you kind of broke the gender stereotype,’ and I think I really attributed that to
part of who I am today and me just kind of wanting to do all these different things with
my life…It’s empowered me.
Sofia talked about how Expanded Femininity means that women do not need to sacrifice
their attractiveness, reputation, or worth when taking charge. She provided examples of how she
lives this herself, such as asking men out on dates or making decisions without “needing
permission.” The effect of this, she said was: “I don't have to mold myself…It's definitely helped
me as well because I feel like I know myself.” The idea that expanded masculinity and
femininity is freeing due to increased authenticity was seen in interviews across genders.
Gender Self-Efficacy: “I’m a woman – I can do these things.” Participants – those who
identified as women in particular – talked about how from a young age they felt able to do
certain things that others might have felt precluded from due to their gender. A self-efficacy that
was linked to gendered identity resulted. June expressed this when she said of a job she took, “I
never felt like just because…I was female, that I couldn't do this job.” She contextualized this by
describing how witnessing her mother in a predominantly male field encouraged her own Gender
Self-Efficacy. This theme was specifically relevant to participants who identified as women
because the typical experience of women in the United States is that of receiving limiting
messages about what they are not supposed to or not able to do. Growing up in a single-mother
household, for these participants however, meant they observed a different model.
Patricia was one such participant whose words led to the development of this theme. She
said, “Honestly, I just think that I can do it all. That's honestly what it is…I don't really see
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anything that I can't do. Essentially, typically a father figure are known to bring financial income
and be disciplined. I can do that.” Moyra’s words also brought to light the concept of gender
self-efficacy as a form of self-efficacy or the belief that one can do things as a woman:
I think it helped that I had two pretty strong women that I grew up around so it was kind
of like because I'm a woman – I can do these things and this is what I learned…My
mom…She just achieved her goals…I think just being surrounded by that. That's what
helped me develop a gender or self-efficacy, it's like, ‘Hey, just because I'm female
doesn't mean that I can't do these things, because I am surrounded by women who show
otherwise.’
Participants who spoke to this theme talked about how, in addition to observing their
mothers embody SM Integrated Gender Roles, they gained a sense of gender self-efficacy from
engaging in Responsibility Overload in order to help ease their mothers’ SM Role Strain. Amelia,
June, and Ellie each discussed how this manifested in their households in terms of realizing that
as women, they were able to engage in more masculine activities. This then extended outside the
home, as these participants realized that also as women, there were many things they could do
independently, despite the fact that social norms would have suggested they needed the help of a
man. From this emerged the next theme – Gender Self-Sufficiency.
Gender Self-Sufficiency: “My success as a person isn't contingent upon if somebody
decides to marry me.” Female participants spoke throughout interviews about possessing a
sense that, despite dominant societal messages to the contrary, they were able to operate
independently as a woman. This led to the construction of the theme Gender Self-Sufficiency. As
previously described, one of the strongest takeaways identified by participants from growing up
a COSM was that of Self-Sufficiency. However, over the course of 11 interviews with female
participants, it became clear that Gender Self-Sufficiency – a separate construct that blends
gender and self-reliance – existed in the words of participants.
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Exemplifying this, Maria, when asked about the impact of observing her mother take on
integrated gender roles said that she learned “that I can do it all.” Moyra, when talking about
gender, similarly asserted:
My success as a person isn't contingent upon if somebody decides to marry me. Some of
the best days of my life are my graduation from grad school. I finished the New York
City marathon. When I got my licensure. Like that was me, and I feel like that has built
my self-efficacy because these are things that I did and it's not contingent upon somebody
else.
Similarly, Sofia said of growing up as a COSM, “There was never any doubt that...I
guess some internal message…That I would be able to provide for myself without having to rely
on anybody else.” And Ellie, in speaking about the way in which her mother showed her gender
self-sufficiency said she rejected the message that “women are just supposed to wait” for the
help of a man and instead learned that “you need to be dependent on yourself.”
As other participants alluded to, gender self-sufficiency was sometimes realized in the
context of relationships and bucking against the idea that a woman needs a man to be “happy” or
“whole.” Ellie also later spoke of this:
I've never, ever, ever been the kind of person that feels like I need a partner to cope or
handle things, unlike a lot of people. I never felt like I needed to be...Sometimes I was
like, ‘I need to be in a relationship eventually’…But it's never been a priority, and I think
that's because of her.
This theme is interconnected with that of Freedom from Convention, Empowerment, and
Self-Sufficiency in that participants had the experience of growing up in an unconventional
environment where they were tasked with building self-reliance in a chaotic environment.
Combined, the realization that stepping outside of tradition can be freeing and the understanding
that they possess agency in autonomously determining their futures regardless of conventional
gender-related restrictions allowed participants to move through their lives with the capacity for
Gender Self-Sufficiency.
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Summary
Cultivating capacities through strategies to manage stigma and strain emerged as a core
narrative in this study and was intricately connected to COSM’s experienced challenges that
manifested from their familial and societal contexts. Participants shared about the factors that
influenced their lived experience as holders of a stigmatized identity that is overlooked by many.
Furthermore, participants talked about the bidirectional nature of influences among their
challenges at home, their internal struggles, their strategies used to manage these, and their
growth-fostering capacities. They spoke of the conditions that allowed for challenges to have
either an impeding or supportive influence on their capacities across internal wellbeing, adversity
management, ability to achieve, interpersonal functioning, and gender role agency.
Participants also shared about how the effects of growing up a COSM lingered through
adulthood, as all participants interviewed still draw on their learned capacities today. What was
also made evident by this exploration was that numerous systemic barriers to thriving exist for
children of single mothers, which collectively present a hefty task for this group to overcome.
The emergent core narrative, as a whole, reflects the process of how COSM participants
managed stigma and strain, utilized various strategies to adapt to these conditions, and
established growth-fostering capacities that have broad applicability across life experiences.

124

CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION
Introduction
This study explored adult children of single mother’s (COSM) experiences growing up in
a family structure headed by one female parent. The investigation sought to capture the various
ways in which COSM experience, manage, and overcome challenges that stem from both
individualized difficulties (i.e., strain) and holding an undervalued identity (i.e., stigma). In
exploring these aspects of the COSM experience, this study aimed to extend the small body of
research that exists in this area (e.g., Ajandi, 2011; Atwood & Genovese, 2006) by reworking the
deficit perspective and outcome framework associated with this body of literature (e.g.,
Golombok, 2015; Mclanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Yarber & Sharp, 2010). Instead the current
study described a multidimensional representation of the lived experiences of individuals who
belong to a group that has historically been scapegoated. This study endeavored to shift this
negative, overpathologized focus, establishing a more nuanced counternarrative, so that single
mothers (SM) and their families can be better understood and their needs and concerns better
attended to than is currently the case in society and in psychology. Unlike previous studies, this
work uniquely led to a clearer understanding of how COSM adapt to conditions of stigma and
strain while at the same time cultivating capacities that have applicability across life experiences.
The theoretical model of this study emerged with the use of constructivist grounded
theory methodology (Charmaz, 2014) and illuminated the core narrative process of Cultivating
Capacities through Strategies to Manage Stigma and Strain. Distinct from the construct of
strengths, “capacities” were described as resources that participants developed in reaction to their
unique familial context and the broader societal context in which their families were situated. A
capacity in this sense can further be defined as a trait born through the process of overcoming
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that has the potential to be used as an asset. Acknowledging the three-dimensional nature of
assets that were born of difficulty, the process of establishing these capacities left participants
with the potential to withstand and perform when faced with difficult circumstances. However,
that potential did not always lead to an optimal outcome in every situation. In this way,
difficulties associated with the COSM experience can be at once painful and growth-fostering.
This chapter will further summarize the theoretical model and major findings according to the
research questions outlined in Chapter II and situate the emergent theory within existing
literature. The strengths and limitations of the investigation will be explored, and finally, its
implications for research, training and practice, and policy will be presented.
Summary of Results
Five primary research questions guided this study. These were: “What challenges exist
for children of single mothers (COSM)?” “How do COSM manage negative attitudes and stigma
directed at them?” “What strengths do COSM build in the face of challenges?” “What does the
process of building these strengths look like for COSM?” and “How do gender role expectations
relate to COSM challenges and strengths?” From the investigation of these questions, a
theoretical model materialized that described the experiences of COSM growing up in a single
mother (SM) household. A core narrative of Cultivating Capacities through Strategies to
Manage Stigma and Strain addressed the inquiry’s original research questions and was defined
as a process of developing potential assets through the use of certain mechanisms that alleviated
the challenging aspects of at-home strain and wider societal stigma. The construct of capacities
highlights the importance of the bittersweet nature of attributes that develop through trying
circumstances yet have the potential to lead to wellbeing in multiple domains.
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COSM Familial Context and Societal Context provided the environments in which lived
difficulties arose. Moreover, the former led to participants’ At-Home Experiences that defined
their home life, and the latter led to participants’ Internal Experiences, which were marked with
negative self-evaluation. Although participants used Strategies to manage both contexts, which
then led to the development of Capacities, participants identified a highly negative Societal
Context as impeding their development of capacities in a way that their Familial Context did not,
encapsulating a key finding of the study. This difference highlights the importance of separating
the constructs of stigma and strain. Overall, the development of strength-based capacities or
simply Capacities was fostered by the use of Strategies that curtailed the stress of both the athome experiences and internal experiences COSM participants faced. Furthermore, participants
also described the way in which their acquired Capacities then served them by helping to
mitigate their at-home and internal experiences such that these did not create as much distress
and could be instead experienced as opportunities for growth.
Context for Cultivating Capacities
Participants in this study described the various contextual factors that influenced how
they attained capacities. Understanding COSM participants’ context led to an understanding of
what challenges exist for COSM – the study’s first research question. Participants described two
separate contextual spheres that primarily impacted their COSM experiences – that of their home
life or their Familial Context and that of the larger social environment or their Societal Context.
Findings in this area add to the existing literature on single mother stigma and discrimination
(e.g., Kennelly, 1999; Sawhill, 1976) by elucidating the nature of the societal context that
propagates negative attitudes toward this group. It also delineates with empirical data the
economic, social, and workload stressors for SM families that had previously been discussed on
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a primarily theoretical basis (e.g., Keith & Schafer, 1982; Leslie & Graddy, 1985; Weinraub &
Wolf, 1983). Furthermore, as the bulk of previous research has focused on how single mothers
are impacted by stigma and strain, these findings allow an understanding of how children of
single mothers are uniquely impacted.
COSM participants conceptualized their childhood experiences as being unique due to
their Familial Context, which was marked by two salient features: witnessing their mothers’
strain while juggling multiple roles within and outside the home (SM Role Strain) and witnessing
their mothers take on roles that were traditionally ascribed not only to women but to men as well
(SM Integrated Gender Roles). The latter subtheme points to one of the study’s research
questions, “How do gender role expectations relate to COSM challenges and strengths?” This
theme, along with the way that it influences the development of Capacities under the
subcategory of Gender Role Agency among COSM participants, shows how gender is a salient
consideration in a study on individuals from families that are female-headed. Although
patriarchy-centered views may have impacted the historical and contemporary condemnation of
SM, as described in previous literature (e.g., Holden, 2007; Noble, Eby, & Lockwood, 2004),
this study offered the view that by having an “omni-model” of gender as one participant put it,
most if not all participants were able to develop “freedom,” “empowerment,” “self-efficacy,” and
“balance” around their gendered selves, which solidified into gender agency-related capacities.
The concept of role strain among SM has been proposed in previous literature and has
mostly been discussed in theoretical terms. The current findings expand on the work of scholars
such as Björklund, Ginther, and Sundström (2007) and Noble, Eby, Lockwood, and Allen (2004)
by offering a detailed picture how some SM families live with this role strain as well as its effect
on COSM. The described strain on their mothers impacted COSM participants by leading them
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to take on an added level of responsibility at home in order to help their mothers (Responsibility
Overload), to have less time under parental supervision because their mothers were overworked
(Time Alone), and to gain an appreciation for the realities and hardships of life (Early Dose of
Reality). Collectively, these subthemes were described by participants as forming their nuclear
family experiences or At-Home Experiences.
In this study, participants talked about their At-Home Experiences in a nostalgic way that
also reflected some pain. Many shared about how experiencing responsibility overload, time
alone, and an early dose of reality felt difficult in the moment, but that they would “not trade the
experience” because they appreciated that it allowed for the development of certain assets or
Capacities. The themes attached to the COSM At-Home Experience suggest that the SM home
environment can be simultaneously painful and growth-fostering. This perspective challenges
previous findings, typically of the outcome framework, which presents the view that growing up
in a SM household is harmful. The present study also deconstructs the lived COSM experience in
a way that past research has not, given the blanket statements made by some about the dangers of
growing up a COSM without explicitly hypothesizing about what might be “flawed” about SM
families. The most specific finding offered by past research is that the absence of a father is what
is likely detrimental to COSM. As has been argued by other scholars (Dowd, 1995; Sidel 2006),
this assumption rests on values that presume the necessity of a man to make a family “whole” or
“healthy.” In contrast, participants here highlighted the presence of a female caregiver, rather
than the absence of a male caregiver as greatly informing their lived experiences.
A more accurate source for COSM difficulties, according to this study’s model, is the
Societal Context in which they grow up. Although Familial Context and At-Home Experiences
were described in neutral or bittersweet terms by most participants, Societal Context and the
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Internal Experiences these informed were primarily described in negative terms (i.e., “We're
[seen as] less than because there's no dad”). Although participants could see clear benefits to the
challenges inherent in their familial experiences, the connections between their societal context
and acquired strengths was far more tenuous. More often, participants spoke to how growing up
in a country that devalues single mothers and their children led to negative internal selfappraisals that in turn impeded their wellbeing. It is for this reason that Internal Experiences has
an impeding force on Capacities in the study’s theoretical model, whereas At-Home Experiences
does not.
An important caveat made by some participants was that their family structure felt
“normal,” and this was not something that they questioned until they were made to feel abnormal
by others who belonged to more conventional family structures (e.g., at school). This stands in
contrast to previous literature that either has insinuated that there is something inherently deviant
about the experience of growing up in a SM household or has explicitly stated that children
raised without fathers serve as “the most destructive trend of our generation” (Blankenhorn,
1995, p. 1). Rather, participants here talked about how they did not feel anything was wrong with
them until they became aware of the negative appraisals of others, including teachers, peers, and
parents of acquaintances. This was when Societal Context began impacting participants such that
it might later have an impeding force on the establishment of capacities.
There were many facets of Societal Context described by participants as influencing their
COSM experience, and each of these stemmed from the stigma of growing up with a SM. The
most pervasive element of Societal Context was that of Negative Perceptions in which
participants spoke of the various ways that others overtly and covertly conveyed negative
attitudes toward them due to their COSM identity. This finding aligns with previous research
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about the disparaging attitudes some individuals hold toward SM and COSM (e.g., Bennett &
Jamieson, 1999; Dejean, McGeorge, & Carlson, 2012; Pew Research Center 2011, 2013),
although it offers insight from the perspective of individuals who are affected by these attitudes,
rather than those who perpetuate them. Thus, as with all multicultural research, learning from
members of a marginalized group themselves (i.e., COSM) serves to give voice to a
disadvantaged collective and clarify the nature of these experiences, rather than learning solely
from those who hold power (i.e., those who possess negative attitudes toward SM and COSM).
With this vantage point, we can better understand the realities of how COSM participants
were impacted by and managed negative perceptions as well as the other aspects of their societal
context that might have been damaging to cultivating capacities. Past literature offers examples
of how SM and COSM are often seen as fated for failure (e.g., Golombok, 2015), and
participants in this investigation discussed how they experienced these “expectations for failure.”
Some participants speculated that this might be related to another aspect of their Societal Context
– Affiliation with Other Stigmatized Groups, or the association many have between single
parenthood and both race and social class. Kennelly (1999) captured this in a study that found
highly negative expectations among employers of Black single mothers due to their racial and
family structure backgrounds. In the present study, participants discussed how their identities as
COSM intersected with their other social group identities, as well as how others’ negative
opinions of their family structure came from the perceived associations of single motherhood
with race and social class. While this area of research is small, this study’s findings point to the
importance of considering COSM identity on intersectional levels.
Social Exclusion and Distancing was another way in which COSM participants were
impacted by their societal context. Participants spoke about how SM and COSM are socially
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excluded because they are seen as deviant by dominant U.S. culture, using words and phrases
such as “distance” from two-parent peers, “alienated,” “very misunderstood,” and “ostracized.”
Other participants felt social distancing in the form of pity, which was often experienced as a
patronizing way of assuming there was something “wrong” with them due to their COSM
identity. Some participants also talked about how a lack of representation in media and
interpersonal silence around the topic of their family structure led them to feel like their COSM
identity was taboo, which informed the SM-Household Invisibility theme.
The impact of media is one area that was not sufficiently discussed in prior literature, and
was a focus here. The final facet of Societal Context was Disparaging Media Depictions, in
which participants talked about how when SM families were represented in the media, they were
cast in a highly disparaging light. Some participants noted how these depictions influenced an
internalized negative self-view, which in turn was either addressed by strategies to manage this,
or it impeded the attainment of vital capacities such as self-efficacy.
As participants discussed how their Societal Context impacted them, themes emerged
related to Internal Experiences that included Feeling Abnormal, Experiencing Shame, and
Lowered Self-Image. A culmination of the aforementioned facets led participants to feel
shameful of their COSM identity, to absorb a sense that they are abnormal or deviant, and to
acquire a lowered image of themselves. The way these subthemes relate to self-blame may speak
to an internalization process of the deviancy discourse that surrounds non-conventional families
(i.e., Arendell 1999; Arendell 2000). As Black feminist author Brittney Cooper asserted in her
2018 book Eloquent Rage, “Holding oneself in perpetually low esteem is a structurally induced
condition.” That is to say, the findings of this study reflect one way that the social structure of
the U.S. left an imprint on this group of COSM. Findings in this area also add to previous
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literature that suggests single mothers sometimes internalize stigma, which negatively impacts
their self-image (e.g., Lowenberg, 1981; Murray, 1984; Nichols-Casebolt, 1986). A parallel
process occurred here with children of single mothers in which some participants felt that an
imposed idea from others was that “to be different is to be bad.” However, a few participants
were able to gain conscious awareness of this and actively resist it by reframing being different
as an asset. Findings related to internalized experiences of a disparaging societal context
reflected those of Stein (1981) and Webber and Boromeo (2005) who looked at how SM
managed stigma. However, the current study is the first known to examine how these forces
impact COSM and their development of capacities. Its findings also serve to reframe the source
of barriers to thriving not as the fault of family structure, but primarily of macro-level stigma that
is then translated into internal experiences that impede one’s ability to develop the capacity to
overcome difficulties. In fact, the at-home experience of being a COSM is what facilitated the
development of capacities that enabled participants in this study to thrive and defeat the extant
fated-for-failure narrative.
Strategies that Invite the Cultivating of Capacities
In order for participants to develop Capacities that had the potential to be used in order to
thrive, participants drew from certain Strategies to manage challenges associated with both
stigma and strain. Such strategies can be understood as a toolbox filled with ways to manage AtHome Experiences and Internal Experiences. Subthemes that were developed under this category
in the theoretical model address the study’s research question, “How do COSM manage negative
attitudes and stigma directed at them?” Participants described various ways in which they
addressed challenges as COSM, as well as the bidirectional relationship between these themes.
COSM participants shared about how their At-Home Experiences and Internal Experiences led
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them to the development of Strategies to manage these; they also shared how these Strategies in
turn impacted their At-Home Experiences and Internal Experiences, such that the degree to
which participants were encumbered by these was lessened.
While there are a handful of studies on the strengths of SM in previous literature, there
are fewer on the strengths of COSM, and even less on the process of how those strengths are
developed. Previous research (Carson, 2004; Luther & Zelazo, 2003; Wilson, 2011) has pointed
to the factors that led to resiliency among COSM, such as the presence of grandmothers,
exposure to positive activities, and social support. This study extends these findings by
elucidating the tools participants actively constructed and applied to their situations. The findings
also situate these factors within the context of broader lived experiences to account for how the
tools fit with other meaningful aspects of COSM lives such as familial context, societal context,
and capacities. More specifically, the current results offer an examination into how COSM
participants managed difficulties, which supported the development of Strategies, which in turn
supported the development of growth-fostering Capacities. Rather than splitting off the difficult
aspects of being a COSM from the strengths of being a COSM, the current findings and model
integrate a holistic picture of being a COSM, with the construct of Strategies serving as the glue
among a complex model of participant experiences.
COSM participants in this investigation talked about the various ways in which they
managed challenges, for example, Observing Parent and Other Models. Here participants
remembered how purposefully observing their mother and other role models impacted them both
in managing At-Home Experiences and Internal Experiences. Receiving Support from Parent
was another theme that emerged when participants talked about receiving direct and indirect
support from their parents, as COSM participants often felt supported in a manner that was not
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hand-holding but left room for self-determination. Some participants also actively sought support
in other relationships (Establishing Other Supportive Relationships), often in an effort to assuage
Time Alone and Feeling Abnormal. A few participants, noticing the social distance between them
and their two-parent peers, found themselves connecting with other COSM and peers with other
marginalized identities. To aid in managing the strain of their At-Home Experience, some
participants became creative, often using humor or playfulness (Utilizing Creativity and
Playfulness). With this tool, these participants were able to use a difficult situation as an
instrument for growth rather than an impediment. Focusing on Own Strengths was another way
that participants did this, particularly in managing Negative Perceptions, Low Expectations, and
Affiliation with Other Stigmatized Groups. This subtheme demonstrates how, rather than being
stifled by others’ negative views, participants often learned to emphasize their own strengths in
order to negotiate a self-image that included competency. This then led some participants to
establish capacities for diligence, perseverance, and self-efficacy. Findings in this area are
multiply related to other categories in the theoretical model. They are also the first known in
COSM literature to outline the specific ways in which strategies are employed to manage
difficulties as well as to establish broader capacities that aid in a plethora of situations beyond
COSM-related challenges.
Lastly, Actively Resisting Stigma materialized as a subtheme when participants shared
about how, after recognizing COSM stigma, they pushed back on it. These findings expand those
of Berube (2012), who found a significant relationship among resilience, self-efficacy, and
rejection of negative societal attitudes among teenage single mothers. For the COSM participants
in this study, sometimes their stigma resistance was self-initiated, and sometimes it came from
their mothers’ instructions. This may relate to the possession of “critical consciousness,” which
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is an awareness of one’s standing in society within the context of privilege and oppression. It can
be seen as a “valuable response to adversity” (Massey, Cameron, Ouellette, and Fine, 1998, p.
339). However, while participants named an awareness of structural inequity that was tied to
resisting stigma, they did not share about whether the possession of critical consciousness
impacted their development of capacities. Critical consciousness was therefore not included in
the theoretical model. As participant interviews did not include direct questions about the
connection between critical consciousness and cultivating capacities, it remains unclear whether
this was integral to participants’ COSM experiences.
An active effort to resist stigma that stemmed from their societal context, however, was
clearly delineated. When participants worked to actively resist stigma as described, they were
able to mitigate the impact of experiencing shame, feeling abnormal, and experiencing a lower
self-image that otherwise had an impeding force on their abilities to acquire the potential for
assets, or Capacities, as described next. A significant piece of this study’s theoretical model is
that Strategies directly support Capacities, which provides insight into how challenges can be
melded into positive adaptations by children of single mothers.
Utilizing Capacities as COSM
Participants in this study negotiated the meanings of their lived experience such that
growth through suffering became a primary element of growing up as a COSM. The core
narrative of the study – Cultivating Capacities through Strategies to Manage Stigma and Strain –
speaks to the interconnectedness of themes that both led to and were influenced by the
development of Capacities. While this study began with the research questions, “What strengths
do COSM build in the face of challenges?” and “What does the process of building these
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strengths look like for COSM?” in focusing in the meaning behind participant’s lived
experiences, a construct distinct from “strengths” began to emerge.
This construct – Capacities – can be understood as encapsulating the bittersweet nature
of managing difficulty. Capacities are distinct from the concept of strengths, as strengths can be
innate. Capacities, however, are earned, and the process of earning them is typically
uncomfortable or even painful. Unlike strengths, capacities also are not inherently good; they
have the potential to be used as an asset, but they can also carry a cost (e.g., “Sometimes the
curse gets the better of you…and sometimes you overcome it and you are superhuman”). While
participants described developing traits such as perseverance, self-efficacy, and empathy that
might readily be understood as strengths, when accounting for the meaning behind participants’
words, it became clear that this construct was more multifaceted. In fact, for each subtheme,
participants’ descriptions of and emotional connection to them were not wholly bad or good –
they were described as “double-edged swords” or “bittersweet” by participants. The category
was thus termed Capacities because the traits that comprised this category were fostered through
the process of overcoming and carried the potential to be used as assets. Five types of capacities
emerged: Internal Wellbeing, Adversity Management, Ability to Achieve, Interpersonal
Functioning, and Gender Role Agency.
The first way in which participants described how their capacities were used was within
the realm of Internal Wellbeing. This theme captures participants’ varied capacities that had the
potential to aid in their personal sense of welfare. An internal sense of satisfaction was often tied
to the capacities under this subtheme: Reflectiveness, Empowerment, and Freedom from
Convention. The second subtheme, Adversity Management, focuses on how participants acquired
the capacity to deal with hardship. Such hardship could be related to their COSM experiences or
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other difficult experiences. As was the case with all Capacities captured by the study’s
theoretical model, the traits belonging to this subcategory served participants well across a
variety of situations and throughout the lifespan. Such traits included Adaptability,
Resourcefulness, Acceptance of Reality, and Self-Sufficiency. Participants, in this realm,
described learning how to “transform,” “adapt,” and “embrace” strain (Adaptability).
Self-Sufficiency was a major piece of COSM participants’ capacity for Adversity
Management. All participants in this study described gaining a capacity for “self-reliance” or
“independence.” This came about through managing many early responsibilities at home,
spending time without a parent present, and hesitation in turning to peers who made them feel
deviant. Their response to these experiences was to use strategies that left them with selfsufficiency in managing problems small and large. However, this perceived strength was born of
earlier difficulties and could also carry a cost, as participants acknowledged the difficulty they
had as adults in asking for help due to the level of independence they had maintained since
childhood. This theme then points to the nature of the study’s core narrative, which conveys that
participants learned through their COSM experiences how to create capacities that are often used
as strengths but can create barriers if not adequately utilized or understood.
Many participants described how their COSM experiences influenced their adoption of
capacities that informed their ability to achieve. Three capacities – Diligence, Perseverance, and
Self-Efficacy – emerged as the most salient aspects of participants’ Ability to Achieve. These
enabled participants to do well in various aspects of life. Findings related to Self-Efficacy, or a
belief in one’s own ability to achieve goals (Bandura, 1982), build on scholars’ previous findings
that a significant relationship among resilience and self-efficacy exists for SM (Berube, 2012). In
the present study, participants shared about how self-efficacy was instrumental in realizing their
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goals and fostering self-worth, therefore serving as a buffer against difficult Internal
Experiences. This penchant for self-efficacy was typically linked by participants to their need as
COSM to tackle multiple responsibilities at home. For participants, engaging in the Strategies of
Active Rejection of Stigma, Focusing on Own Strengths, Receiving Support from Parent, and
Observing Parent in order to manage Responsibility Overload, Low Expectations, and Negative
Perceptions left participants with a capacity for Self-Efficacy. This capacity was utilized in turn
to manage participants’ At-Home Experiences and Internal Experiences, as the belief that they
could effectively handle those challenges materialized into reality.
Participants also spoke in interviews about how they utilized capacities to aid in
Interpersonal Functioning. Some shared about how aspects of their early COSM experiences
such as seeing their mothers struggle, helping their siblings and mothers deal with role strain,
being exposed to “real world difficulties,” and managing other responsibilities led them to adopt
Empathy, a Social Justice Mindset, and Maturity – the subthemes of this category. As was the
case with all elements of this study’s model, these traits were not assumed to generalize to all
COSM; however, for this group of participants, it was an important element of many of their
experiences. Additionally, as single mothers are also working mothers, it was not surprising that
these findings aligned with a recent study that found cross-national evidence that boys raised by
working mothers tend to be more empathic and care for other family members (McGinn, Ruiz
Castro, & Long Lingo, 2018). This finding provides connectivity between the COSM experience
and that of an increasing number, indeed a majority, of children raised in the United States today
with a mother in the workforce.
The final area that COSM Capacities could be used was in Gender Role Agency. This
meant that participants shared narratives about how, due to their COSM experience, they held
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agency over ideas of gender and were not bound by “constricting” conventional norms. Earlier
themes tied to this include Freedom from Convention, Self-Sufficiency, Self-Efficacy, Feeling
Abnormal, SM Integrated Gender Roles, and Responsibility Overload. Under this theme were
participant narratives about enacting equal partnerships and shared, democratized gender roles
throughout their adulthood (Democratized Gender Roles). There were also narratives about how
participants understood femininity and masculinity in a way that was “free” and “balanced”
(Expanded Masculinity and Femininity). There were further narratives from women-identified
participants about how from a young age and due to their COSM experiences, they considered
themselves able to do certain things that others might have felt precluded from due to their
gender (Gender Self-Efficacy). Finally, narratives from female participants about acquiring a
sense that, despite dominant societal messages to the contrary, they were able to operate
independently as women pointed to the theme of Gender Self-Sufficiency. As a whole, these
subthemes comprised the category of Gender Role Agency.
Two participants speculated about how, while they viewed their gender role agency as an
enormous asset, others might be “threatened” by it. One participant spoke to the gendered nature
of SM stigma when she said, “But it's kind of like: now that women can actually be free, being a
single mom is seen as a horrible thing.” In this way, single motherhood can be understood as a
threat to patriarchy. Generally, participants described seeing their mothers inhabit a nonconventional model of gender that provided them with a vast catalogue of “cans” and “shoulds”
rather than “can’ts” and “shouldn’ts.” Particularly for female-identified participants, this meant
that their gendered messages, whether overt or covert, were often encouraging and emphasized
all the things they can do. These participants speculated that, had they been raised in an
atmosphere where roles were split between two parents, they might have received more limiting
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messages about what they “can’t” do as a girl. Findings related to Gender Role Agency further
the repertoire of existing scholarly work on children with same-gender parents. Researchers in
this area primarily find that children of all genders raised by gay parents tend to have less
constricted ideas about gender, and they point out that these differences are not deficits (e.g.,
Stacey & Biblarz, 2001). This serves as another point of connectivity and shared experience
between COSM and those from other diverse family structures. It also supports the findings of a
study (Ajandi, 2011) that suggested that raising children outside the constraints of the
“traditional” nuclear heterosexual family provided an environment of gender equality and
activism. As in this study, participants in that study saw their families as free from narrow roles
often prescribed in the two-parent married heterosexual model. This is one vibrant example of
COSM taking something that serves as a basis for their stigma and using it as a source of
strength.
Overall, the themes and subthemes within Capacities of this study’s theoretical model
point to a new area of research for a group that is often missing in multicultural research –
single-mother families. While a handful of studies have examined the strengths of SM or of
COSM, these primarily operate by narrowly focusing on the positive aspects of existing in a SM
household. One Black feminist author recently argued that “resilience is a dangerous word”
(Cooper, 2018, p. 267). She asserted that resilience can become a way to excuse “the
unreasonable demands placed upon people who already are struggling to make it” (p. 266).
Although it is vital to recognize all sides to growing up with a marginalized identity, by zeroing
in on only one facet such as “strengths” or “resilience,” much of the picture is missed. As
discussed next, the findings of this study serve to offer a more integrated, holistic understanding
of the COSM experience.
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An Integrated Whole
The construct of “capacities” and the overall model put forth by this study offer an
alternative perspective from past research. Rather than focusing solely on the poorer outcomes of
COSM compared with their two-parent peers or exclusively exploring the strengths of this group,
this study integrates both approaches to form a more nuanced, well-rounded understanding. The
study steered clear of presenting an all-good or all-bad image, which parallels the observations of
participants during interviews who said they felt that even when single mothers and their families
are portrayed positively, they are presented effusively and one-dimensionally – almost lacking in
humanity. This investigation serves the purpose of bringing the human experience of COSM into
the narrative, thereby creating a counternarrative.
The historic study of SM families focused on how they may be detrimental to society
(e.g., Bramlett & Blumberg, 2007; DeBell, 2008; Enriquez Pugliese, 2014; McLanahan &
Sandefur, 1994). In reaction to and in defiance of that, more recent studies of single mothers
have centered on the many strengths embodied by this group (e.g., Berube, 2012; Carson, 2004;
Kjellstrand, 2011; Wilson, 2011). The former may be understood to constitute the “outcome
framework,” while the latter constitutes the “resiliency framework.” Just as participants
described their COSM experiences as “double edged swords” forged from growth through
suffering, the theoretical underpinning of this study presents a model that is bittersweet. With the
authenticity of representation of three-dimensional experiences, however, is the opportunity for a
balanced, human understanding of the COSM experience. Also constructed is a pathway to the
development of tools to further bolster their thriving.
Within this model is the opportunity for a counternarrative that shifts blame. It may
provide the foundation to lift the stigma that serves as a barrier to COSM, and it can account for
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some of the previously described findings in the outcome framework literature. As with many
underserved groups, early research on SM and COSM took the “deficit perspective,” which links
this group to deviancy. That work placed blame on single mothers for their situations which was
then presumably transmitted to their children. Linked with patriarchal notions that assumed the
necessity of a male household leader, women who independently headed households were
blamed not just for their individual circumstances but for the ills of society as a whole such as
crime and poverty (Cherlin, 2005; Kennelly, 1999; Vahlkamp-Anderson, 2014).
This rhetoric provided a vulnerable scapegoat in SM that contained a thinly veiled fusion
of racism, classism, and sexism. However, the present findings challenge that. Yielded from the
voices of those who have been targeted, the theoretical model presented here shows how these
participants experienced their Societal Context as an impediment to their development of growthfostering Capacities. Participants in this study grew up in rural, suburban, and urban
neighborhoods across nine states and within five different generations. Despite these contextual
differences, each participant spoke of Societal Context as an impediment to SM families. On the
other hand, their Familial Context – that which traditional literature blames for the
“shortcomings” of COSM – was understood not as a barrier to thriving but as necessary for the
development of capacities that allowed them to thrive. As the societal context stems from
negative views and the stigma of single motherhood, this finding turns prior literature upside
down. Rather than addressing how SM families are harmful to society, this study provides
insight into how society, and by extension mental health professions, instead have not adequately
served SM families.
By providing an integrated, holistic representation of one group of COSM, the current
investigation further yields a detailed, lived understanding of the COSM experience – what it
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actually means to grow up in a SM household. Once these experiences are understood, it
becomes difficult to monolithically argue that single mothers and their children are to blame for
crime, poverty, and the “eroding” of family values. Instead, we can see that the at-home
experience in a SM household sets the stage for the development of crucial capacities, and a
negative societal context is what threatens to erode this development.
Previous literature, in discussing the worse outcomes of COSM, either uses a blanketed
“single mother household” variable without delineating what that experience means or the
elements of it that might be detrimental, or it purports overtly that the “lack” of a father is the
reason some COSM do not thrive. However, an important finding of this study is what is absent
from the theoretical model: father absence. Even though media, political rhetoric, and social
science alike point to this as a hindrance for COSM, the participants in this study did not name it
as a salient challenge in their upbringing. While the expectation was that others saw them as
“missing something”, participants generally did not highlight father absence as impeding the
development of capacities, and it was therefore not included in the model.
This study also suggests the importance of the way in which differences are viewed.
When participants colluded in the idea conveyed by their peers that to be different was to be
deviant or “bad,” their emotional wellbeing was negatively impacted. However, when
participants reframed their own differences as assets, they were able to shed self-doubt and
thrive. Regarding gender among this group, the way in which participants, male and female
alike, vehemently appreciated their expanded masculinity and femininity, as well as their
democratized gender roles, is one manifestation of an internalized equation of differences with
assets. Another manifestation of this was participants’ descriptions of their “freedom from
convention” in that they prided themselves on living outside the norm due to their appreciation
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for their untraditional upbringing. While not all COSM in the U.S. do the same, it may be that
the ability to appreciate one’s differences served as a foundational mechanism of why these
COSM were able to develop the capacities named in Figures 1 and 2.
Researcher Reflections
Silence and uncertainty tend to shroud the topic of COSM identity and experiences,
which was reflected in the participant interviews of this study. Most participants shared about
how, while their experience growing up with a COSM identity felt highly salient, it was rarely
overtly discussed with others. For some participants, this was the first time someone had asked
about their COSM experience in a meaningful way. I was compelled to conduct this study when
I realized that this silence extends to COSM underrepresentation in psychology literature, and
my own experience as a COSM left me with an empathic drive to address that. While I have my
own constellation of historic and current social group locations, this identity was one I openly
shared with participants while engaging in pre-interview rapport building. As I disclosed to
them, I hoped it offered a level of understanding and connectivity to the way I operated as a
researcher investigating this topic. I was likewise aware of the way it could present a blind spot,
and as I also shared with participants, I attempted to conduct interviews while putting my own
lived experiences on the backburner and asking questions of participants when I noticed myself
making assumptions about the meaning behind their words. When acknowledging my insider
status as a COSM, I also acknowledged with participants my outsider status in other regards.
This meant that, for each participant with a unique set of intersecting identities, there were social
group identities beyond being a COSM that we did not share. I found that discussion around this
helped in facilitating a genuine dialogue in which participants felt connectivity with the
motivation behind the study.
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To address these considerations, I was open with participants about my purposeful efforts
to mitigate their impact. I also engaged in frequent memo writing and consultations with peers
and mentors about persistently unearthing my own biases and assumptions throughout the
investigative process. This was done with the understanding that the traditional assumptions of
objectivity and neutrality set by positivistic research are overturned by grounded theory
methodology (Charmaz, 2014). However, the way in which I acknowledged blind spots and
biases was in effort to defy the potential for the oppression-sustaining relationship that
researchers risk having with participants.
Through my endeavor to build rapport with participants, I engaged in informal
conversations with each individual before and after the interview process. I sought to provide an
environment in which authenticity could flourish, even when discussing painful topics. With the
awareness that the COSM experience is not a common topic of conversation, I actively assisted
in setting participant expectations for themselves such that there were no right or wrong answers;
I simply hoped to gain perspective into their individual lived experiences. I provided space for
asking questions about the study and research process, and I debriefed about what the interview
was like for them at its conclusion. Generally, participants expressed a great deal of excitement
and gratitude for being included in the study. My own reflections led me to realize my own
heartfelt gratitude for the individuals who spent time sharing about their lived personal, painful,
and foundational experiences.
I was humbled during every meeting by each participant’s willingness to engage in the
process. I additionally found myself appreciating a parallel process in which COSM participants
enacted their capacities during interview sessions. For instance, in sitting with me, participants
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delved into an experience that was at once uncomfortable and growth-fostering, as many shared
that they gained self-insight and greater connectivity to their COSM identities in the process.
Strengths and Limitations of the Study
Strengths
The strengths and limitations of this study were evaluated with Charmaz’s (2014) criteria
for grounded theory studies. The four tenets of which are credibility, originality, resonance, and
usefulness. The foundation of this study was grounded in the voices of participants, and the
guiding research questions sought information from the vantage point of the oppressed (how
stigma is received) rather than the oppressor. This was in effort to avoid perpetuating the role of
psychology in upholding a dominant culture of marginalization, as liberation theorists have
advised (Martín-Baró, 1996). A goal in using the methodology of the current inquiry was to
examine the lived experiences of individuals who experienced stigma and strain due to their
identity as children of single mothers (COSM). By remaining close to their voices, it is hoped
that the findings provide space for empowerment rather than further oppression.
Many aspects of this study contributed to its credibility or trustworthiness (Charmaz,
2014). The first was the use of simultaneous data collection and data analysis, undertaken in
order to keep emergent theoretical categories grounded in participant narratives. Additionally,
the wide diversity of participant backgrounds enhanced the study’s credibility, as 20 individuals
from five generations and across the United States provided depth and range of observations. A
variety of social group positionalities were also represented by a diversity of racial, ethnic,
gender, and social class identities among the participants. This in itself constitutes a strength of
this study. Additionally, ample evidence in the form of direct quotations from participants were
included in the presentation of results in order to “provide enough evidence” to enable “the
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reader to form an independent assessment” of the findings (Charmaz, 2014, p. 337). Lastly,
conducting member-checks and nondomain expert checks as the theoretical model unfolded
allowed for increased credibility of findings such that the researcher’s own biases and
assumptions in developing the model were checked by both those who were familiar with the
study and those who were not.
Another strength of this project is that it meets Charmaz’s (2014) criterion of originality.
The findings confirm and extend those of prior studies on the topic of single-mother (SM) family
resilience. They also challenge those of prior research endeavors on perceived deficits of SM and
COSM. Current findings provide “fresh” and “new insights” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 337),
particularly as an integrated picture of COSM stigma, strain, strategies, and capacities is
presented. This is the first known study to offer such insights. Finally, the construct of capacities
offered by this study’s grounded theory is one that possesses “social and theoretical significance”
(Charmaz, 2014, p. 337) in that it has applicability to other stigmatized groups. It also has the
potential to inform the development of supportive structures that can disband such stigma.
This study makes clear the connections between the individual lived experiences of
COSM and larger, macro-level societal forces. This is evident in findings related to participants’
understanding of their societal context and the varied ways in which it impacted them. In this
way, the present study captures the “fullness of the studied experience” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 337),
thereby satisfying the criterion of resonance. Resonance is further enhanced by the study’s use of
member-checks, which ensured that its grounded theory “makes sense to participants” (Charmaz,
2014, p. 338). Each participant, while offering constructive feedback on the study’s emergent
theory, noted the uncanny sensation of having their lived experiences reflected on paper.
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The interpretations offered by the current investigation offer insight that can be used
outside the walls of academia, lending it sufficient usefulness (Charmaz, 2014). From these
findings come implications for future clinical, educational, policy, and scholarly work.
Furthermore, with this study, the knowledge base is expanded of a group that has been
understudied and underappreciated by the work of many past scholars. Finally, the present
inquiry “contributes to making a better world” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 338) in that its findings have
the potential to provide a counternarrative that dismantles the possibility of continuing to use SM
and COSM in the function of a societal outlet for racist, classist, and sexist beliefs.
Limitations
It is important to consider this study’s findings within the context of its limitations. One
such limitation is that the sample, while typical of the size of a grounded theory study (Charmaz,
2014), constituted a self-selected group who were informed prior to participation as to the
purpose of the research. This may indicate that participants who volunteered were COSM who
felt particularly connected to the topic or felt drawn to helping in the research endeavor.
Although the sample represented a high degree of diversity, participants were over-represented
from certain sociodemographic groups, as many of those who had grown up working class or
poor had experienced social class mobility in adulthood. Additionally, all resided in the U.S.,
particularly from the Northeast, and all but two had a college degree. Another consideration is
that the sample was partially collected by way of snowballing, which further limits the
applicability of these results.
Another limitation of this study is that it did not employ the use of triangulation, which
some qualitative researchers recommend (Fassinger, 2005; Morrow, 2005). Instead, data were
collected from a singular source – semi-structured interviews, and the researcher did not, in the
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interest of time and study design simplicity, draw from other sources such as archival data or
focus groups. Additionally, immersion in the field of study was not achieved (Charmaz, 2014).
Although participants were invited to meet at a location of their choosing for interview sessions,
field observations and ethnographic immersion were not conducted, which would have advanced
the rigor and trustworthiness of data analysis.
An additional consideration is that, due to geographic constraints, three of the participant
interviews were conducted via teleconferencing. Compared with in-person sessions, these telesessions may have allowed for less observation of participant nonverbal cues. However, efforts
were made to acknowledge the occasional cumbersome nature of tele-interviews during these
sessions so as to not interfere with rapport.
Despite the limitations described here, this study constitutes a strong contribution to the
literature. With it, past work in the area of COSM is at once challenged and extended. As the
primary intent of qualitative research is not generalizability (Morrow, Rakhsha, & Castañeda,
2001), the present study offers a local theory of cultivating capacities through the process of
managing stigma and strain. The model, however, does offer far-reaching implications for future
clinical practice, training, public policy, and research.
Implications and Future Directions
Implications for Research
This study sought to better understand the lived experiences of adult children of single
mothers (COSM). With its multifaceted view of the many challenges faced, strengths embodied,
and the processes that connect the two, its findings have many implications for future scholarly
endeavors. An important implication of the theoretical model presented by this study is that
COSM may actively work to establish capacities, or traits born through the process of

150

overcoming that have the potential to be used as assets, in order to manage personal-level and
structural-level sources of stigma and strain. During the inquiry, participants indicated that their
COSM identities felt like “bittersweet” experiences in which difficulties arose and assets were
gained in the process of using strategies to address them. The implication of this theoretical
model is that it stands apart from prior research on single-mother (SM) families that has either
painted an all-good or all-bad image of either resiliency or deviance. As COSM participants
noted during interviews, both depictions work to dehumanize their lived experiences.
Future research would benefit from the continued qualitative investigation of COSM
experiences, especially as SM rather than COSM tend to be represented in literature. This would
further provide opportunities to better understand a group that is represented by at least 17.2
million children in the U.S. today (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). On this front, comparing the
experiences of young COSM who are still being raised by a SM with those who are adults and
living outside their family of origin might illuminate the similarities and differences captured by
a retrospective approach versus an in vivo approach. Additionally, future studies might focus on
subgroups of COSM, such as those of a certain gender, social class, or other social group
identification. This would assist in better understanding intersectionality among this population.
Examinations of aspects related to the COSM experience such as comparisons among siblings
and comparisons between those with and without siblings might yield further insight into how
At-Home Experiences might shift based on the specifics of family structure. Another element of
this would be focusing on similarities and differences among COSM based on the source of their
SM family origin story – whether their mothers were never married, never partnered, divorced,
separated, widowed, or a combination of these.
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The findings of the present study also have implications for those who inquire about other
diverse family structures. As the “traditional” (two-parent, married, heterosexual) family is now
the numeric minority in the U.S. (Pew Research Center, 2014), it stands to reason that scholarly
inquiry in this area will continue to grow in relevance. Subsequent research may examine the
ways in which SM families face similar or different challenges compared with other
unconventional families such as gay and lesbian-headed families, families with a non-binary
gender identified parent, married partners who choose to not have children, and interracial and
intercultural families. The concepts of integrated gender roles, gender role agency, affiliation
with other stigmatized groups, household invisibility, and social exclusion present in this study’s
theoretical model may also have implications for these “non-traditional” families.
One family structure that has recently become more common is that of the “single mother
by choice” (Golombok, 2015). Continued research efforts might look at how differentiation
(Abbot, 1988) works between single mothers by choice and single mothers more generally. To
better understand how social distancing works between SM with different origin stories would
help elucidate the way in which a hierarchy is formed among a marginalized group. It would also
provide understanding on how stigma is reinforced by the use of differentiation within social
groups. The study of stigma more generally is also informed by this study’s theoretical model, as
it provides a framework for understanding differential impacts of stigma and strain, as well as
how stigma is received, managed, and contested. Furthermore, the study of internalization may
be informed by the theoretical model of this study, which shows how participants were impacted
by internalization of their negative societal context and how that worked to impede the
development of their capacities.
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More broadly, this study carries implications for research on gender roles. It offers
theoretical understanding of how gender is enacted in a family unit headed by one female parent.
Those who study gender may find fruitful investigations in the application of democratized
gender roles, expanded masculinity and femininity, gender self-efficacy, and gender selfsufficiency, as presented in the current study’s theoretical model.
As this investigation linked family structure with societal views on race and social class,
literature on intersectionality may be informed by its theoretical model. With it, insight is
provided into how one group experiences the “transmission” of stigma (Worell, 1986) both from
gender-based biases directed at SM and from biases related to the affiliations with race and
social class that others often have with SM families. It may be worth focusing future research on
how transmission works with other intersected identities among various social groups, as well as
the impact of this. Such work would have implications for training and clinical work with those
who hold multiple marginalized identities.
A final area of research that can stem from this study is further exploration of the
construct of capacities, or traits born through the process of overcoming that have the potential
to be used as assets. Future research exploring strengths, grit, and/or resilience among
marginalized groups might integrate this concept into their inquiries in order to provide a more
nuanced understanding of the impact of hardship. The study of growth-through-struggle is
important because it carries the possibility of informing the use of strategies to overcome
structural forces experienced on an individual basis such as stigma, marginalization,
discrimination, and oppression. By better understanding how capacities are used and how they
can be employed as assets, those who face unjust difficulties may be better equipped to dismantle
preexisting barriers to thriving.
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Implications for Training and Practice
With participant narratives at its core, the theoretical model presented here offers clear
implications for psychology training and psychotherapy practice with COSM. As this study
presents a model of the lived experience of one group of COSM, therapists may use its findings
to foster greater understanding and empathy for the lived experience of growing up in a SM
household. Gaining awareness of the familial context, societal context, at-home experiences, and
internal experiences that COSM clients face may allow clinicians to more easily enter their
world. With that, greater empathy may be garnered. COSM clients may also in turn feel more
understood and, with a better therapeutic alliance, be able to reap the benefits of psychotherapy
(Ardito & Rabellino, 2011).
Additionally, in a society in which conversations about single motherhood are routinely
avoided, silenced, or disingenuously effusively praised, clinical practitioners would benefit from
understanding the effects of SM household invisibility and social exclusion and distancing, as
outlined by the current study’s theoretical model. In realizing the dangers of furthering the
avoidance of the topic, clinicians might side step the perpetuation of COSM confusion about
what their family structure means to them and to others. As many therapists and clients alike
may have little practice in discussing such a topic, the present theoretical model provides a
framework and vocabulary for beginning the conversation.
It is important for counseling educators, clinicians, and supervisors to understand the
COSM identity as one that holds a certain position within a socially stratified system, as reflected
in this investigation’s theoretical model. It is also important for these individuals to include the
COSM identity in discussions of power and privilege in the therapy room, as COSM clients may
enter the relationship feeling less-than. Relatedly, it is crucial for educators, therapists, and
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supervisors to explore their own assumptions and biases about SM families and how their views
of SM might be transmitted to how they see COSM (Worell, 1986). Educators, clinicians, and
supervisors should be wary of promoting the destined-for-failure narrative surrounding COSM
that participants in this study described. Clinicians should additionally consider their use of
words when working with SM and/or COSM. A new standard practice might be for therapists to
engage SM and COSM clients in a discussion about their family structure identity, as well as the
term(s) those clients wish their therapists to use – for example, (child of a) single mother,
independent mother, solo mother, female-led household (Cooper, 2018), or something else.
The category Capacities in the current theoretical model is an important aspect of the
lived COSM experience of which therapists working with COSM might be aware. With this,
they might better be able to assist COSM in capitalizing on their capacities. In working with
COSM clients to optimize capacities rather than solely focus on their difficulties, clients would
be presented with a more growth-fostering, rewarding experience in therapy.
Implications for Policy
Public policy is often informed by the views held by those comprising the dominant
culture in the United States. Policy then works to reinforce certain trends that maintain social
positioning of already marginalized groups. With this study, an opportunity arises to use its
findings to promote future research with the aim of informing public policy. In improving our
understanding of the actual experience of what it means to grow up in a SM household, we are
better positioned to support these families on a structural level. For instance, to address the SM
Role Strain that COSM in this study experienced at home, policy might be implemented for
supportive childcare for working mothers, which inevitably includes single mothers as well. As it
is now, the U.S. provides severely inadequate compensation such as social welfare and childcare
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to SM families as compared with other developed countries (Björklund, Ginther, & Sundström,
2007; Bradbury & Jäntti, 2000; Cherlin, 2005). To be sure, SM have a higher standard of living
in countries that offer social services to offset the role strain this population experiences
(McLanahan, Garfinkel, Mincy, & Donahue, 2010). Without support from public policy, many
single mothers in the U.S. experience a double bind (i.e., holding responsibility for remaining in
the workforce while paying for childcare without the benefit of two household incomes) that is
represented in this study’s theoretical model and which impacts COSM participants’ experiences.
The way legislation is written in the U.S., with its emphasis on the sanctity of two-parent
households or the “intact family myth” (Atwood & Genovese, 2006), might be altered with the
consideration of the findings in this study. An assumption of past research and policy is that
because SM families are headed by one female parent, they possess a deficit. Conversely, it is
the lack of support for SM families, whether on a personal basis of strain or a structural basis of
stigma, that may very well be the driving force behind why some COSM do not fare as well as
compared with their two-parent peers. This has been previously theorized by scholars (e.g.,
Caragata, & Alcalde, 2014; Sidel, 2006), and the current investigation provides supportive
empirical data.
Conclusion
In her influential book, Feminism is for Everybody (2015), intersectional feminist author
bell hooks noted, “The most profound betrayal of feminist issues has been the lack of mass-based
feminist protest challenging the government’s assault on single mothers.” The participant voices
captured by this study reflect this assertion (i.e., “America has no sympathy”). At the heart of
this investigation was a confluence of structural and individual forces. Its goal was to understand
the experiences of individuals who were raised in SM families so that clinical interventions,
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educational practices, research agendas, and public policy might be improved in a way that helps
an underserved and underappreciated group.
With the use of semi-structured interviews, participants shared about their lived
experiences growing up as children of single mothers (COSM) in a way that emphasized the
stratified structural fabric that shaped their individual lived experiences. From the narratives of
20 participants emerged a theoretical model that underscored how COSM participants resisted
being pushed to the margins. This theory explains how one group of COSM experienced their
familial and societal contexts in a way that enabled them to attain capacities while managing
both strain and stigma.
The investigation also offered a deeply human, three-dimensional understanding of what
it means to grow up in a SM household. Contrary to much of the previous literature on the topic,
this study supports the notion that among SM families, the family structure in itself is not flawed;
however, specific elements of it can present difficulties. It then becomes essential to separate
those elements out so as to not blame and denigrate an entire population of people. With this
study’s perspective, a more nuanced perspective was offered and a full picture developed of the
lived challenges, assets, and what lies in between (capacities). The details of what forces actually
impede the success of COSM were also illuminated, as the impact of stigma versus strain were
presented by the present theoretical model. This understanding affords the opportunity to more
accurately answer the question of “what hurts, what helps [children of single mothers]?” as was
probed by McLanahan and Sandefur (2010). In light of the present study’s findings, the
oppressive nature is made apparent of McLanahan and Sandefur’s assertion (and those made by
other scholars throughout the past half-century) that “policy makers’ primary goal should be to
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reduce births to unmarried parents” because of the “costs of nonmarital births to both children
and parents in fragile families, as well as to society as a whole” (p. 10).
In learning from the voices of those who have typically been scapegoated, we may begin
to shift this blame narrative – a forceful narrative that found an easy scapegoat in SM families
with a thinly veiled fusion of sexism, classism, and racism. It is hoped that this study serves as
the first stone in a path to be laid in creating a counternarrative against the weathered deviancy
discourse aimed at SM families. Such a counternarrative positions differences as assets, thereby
enabling those who have been “otherized” to gain “freedom from convention,” and to embody
empowerment and agency over their circumstances.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Demographic Data Sheet
Please fill in or check the responses that best fit you below. If any of the terms are unfamiliar to you,
please let the interviewer know so that s/he can provide definitions.
1. What is your age? _______
2. Where were you born? (country, state, city)
____________________________________________________________
3. Where did you spend the majority of your childhood? (city, state)
____________________________________________________________
4. What type of neighborhood did you grow up in?
a. Urban ___
b. Rural ___
c. Suburban ___
d. Other: _______________________
5. What is your gender? ______________________
6. What is your race?
_________________________________________
7. What is your ethnicity?
_________________________________________
8. Do you identify as spiritual? __Yes __ No
9. Do you identify as religious? __Yes __ No
a. Please specify: _______________________________________
10. What is your sexual orientation?
__________________________________________________________
11. What is your marital/partner status?
__________________________________________________________
12. Do you have children?
a. Yes ___
b. No ___
13. How old were you when you had your first child? Age: _____
14. What language(s) do you primarily speak?
___________________________________________________________
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15. What is your highest level of education? (school year or degree)
___________________________________________________________
16. What is your current employment/student status? (check all that apply)
a. Seeking employment ___
b. Retired ___
c. Homemaker ___
d. Employee ___
i. Job title: _______________________
ii. Organization: ___________________
e. Student
i. Year: ________
ii. Major: ________________________
iii. School: _______________________
f. Other: ______________________________
17. How would you describe your current social class?
a. Below poverty ___
b. Poor ___
c. Upper class ___
d. Middle class ___
e. Working class ___
f. Other: ___________________
18. What is your approximate annual household income?
a. Under $15,000 ___
b. $15,000-$30,000 ___
c. $31,000-$50,000 ___
d. $51,000-$70,000 ___
e. $71,000-$90,000 ___
f. $91,000-$150,000 ___
g. More than $151,000 ___
19. How would you describe your family’s social class while you were growing up?
a. Below poverty ___
b. Poor ___
c. Upper class ___
d. Middle class ___
e. Working class ___
20. Do you have siblings?
a. Yes ___
i. Number: _____ Gender(s): ________________
b. No ___
21. What is your mother’s level of education?
_____________________________________________
22. What was your mother’s primary occupation while you were growing up?
_____________________________________________
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23. How would you describe your mother, with the following?
a. Divorced ___
b. Never married ___
c. Widowed ___
d. Other: ________________________
24. How old was your mother when you were born? _____
25. What family structure did your mother grow up in?
a. Single father ___
b. Single mother ___
c. Two parent ___
i. Please describe: ____________________________
d. More than two parents
i. Please describe: ____________________________
e. Other: __________________________________________
Thank you very much for your responses.
Is there any additional information that you would like the interviewer to know?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix B: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol
Single Mothers and Their Families in the US
1. How do you think single mothers and their families are perceived in the United States?
a. What stereotypes do you think exist about SM and COSM?
b. Can you recall the first time you realized this? What was this like?
Participant Experiences
2. You mentioned that you grew up with a single mother. Can you tell me more about what
that experience was like?
3. Growing up, when (or in what types of situations) did the fact that you were a child of a
single mother (COSM) feel salient?
4. What do you think was unique about having a single mother?
Challenges
5. I imagine that there are some really great things about growing up with a single mom, as
well as some things that might have felt difficult. If you are comfortable with it, I’d love
to start by discussing some of the challenges or difficulties you experienced due to your
identity as a child of a single mother (COSM). Could you tell me about some of those?
6. What are some of the messages you received during childhood about COSM? What was
it like to receive those messages?
7. Growing up, did you ever feel like others looked at you in a certain way because you had
a single mom? If so, what sorts of beliefs do you think others had about you because you
were a COSM?
8. Do you remember others asking questions about your family structure (for example,
“where’s your dad?”), and if so, what was that like for you?
9. Did you ever feel embarrassed around your COSM identity? If so, why do you think that
was? What was that like for you?
10. Did you ever compare your family to others who had two parents, and if so, in what way?
11. Do you think your experiences related to your ______[racial/ethnic] identity impacted
your management of challenges related to being a COSM? If so, how? [other minority
identities]
12. Do you think your social class during childhood might have impacted how others saw
you as a COSM, and if so, how?
13. Do you think your experiences related to your ______ [other named group identity]
impacted your management of challenges related to being a COSM? If so, how?
Strengths Gained
1. If you’re ready, I’d love to switch gears to discussing some of the positive aspects of
growing up with a single mother. You have described some challenges associated with
being a COSM - what helped you manage these challenges?
2. What did you enjoy about having a single mom?
3. Are there certain things that you appreciate now looking back?
4. Do you think being a COSM made you stronger in any way, and if so, how?
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a. Do you think going through any of the challenges associated with being a COSM
that you described helped you develop some of these strengths, and/or other
strengths?
Gender
5. Do you think growing up with a SM impacted how you think about gender and/or gender
roles at all? If so, in what way?
a. Do you remember getting certain messages about gender from your mother? If so,
what were these?
b. Did you ever receive messages from other people about the “roles” in your home?
6. What have I not asked about that you might like to add?
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Appendix C: Transcript Excerpt with Initial Codes
Participant: I think one of the biggest challenges growing in a single parent household is being first
generation here.1 To someone that didn't speak the language, so it was very difficult. I had
to almost be parentified in the sense of having to translate or missing appointment, missing
school for appointments. Having to assist with the typical sibling stuff, but it was different
growing up in...a non-English household.2 For a lack of better words, you don't belong in
your country, but you don't belong here. There's no home.3 You're in that in between world,
and how to bridge the two worlds, or have the worlds understand you, that you do belong in
both worlds.4 So, I think growing up in that single household is very difficult. You're not
able to bounce it off the other half, the other maybe look at it from this perspective, or that
perspective.5
Through my experience in the field, and through my family, I've seen that type of stuff. So,
it's different when you only have one parent there. I mean, that's one of the many
challenges, but I think that's one of the biggest ones that ... 6I mean, there were many that
impacted me, but for me, that's one of the biggest ones that impacted, because it just led to
everything else.
Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative).
Participant: And obviously like now you're talking about someone who doesn't speak the language with
a fifth grade education,7 so obviously she's only limited to so much work that she can
actually do.
Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative), sure.
Participant: And then she's first generation coming here, so she can only do but so much. She only
knows but so much of the country.8 She doesn't know, I mean, she didn't know her ways
around and things like that. So, it's...it changes the dynamic of just being in a single parent
household.9 I can't say it enough. That parentified almost, like having to grow up almost
before you need to10.

1

Describing first-generation status as intersected w COSM identity
Added level of responsibility: parentified child – taking care of matters when mother was not able to due to language barrier
3
Alluding to feeling of non-belonging
4
Feeling like not understood in either world
5
In SM household, difficult to not have a partner to share ideas etc with – part of what is difficult
6
One challenge of SM household is having 1 parent – describing that as one of the biggest challenges; it has significant
influences
7
Describing mom as a native Spanish speaker and non-English speaker as also educationally limited – describing her as
having barriers to daily living
8
Describing how difficult mom’s situation was, as first-generation woman; she was limited in what could do
9
Impact of first-generation status; not identifying with dominant culture; absence of adequate resources as an added element
to SM difficulties
10
Emphasizing parentified role, added level of responsibility, and need for early maturity as a COSM
2
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Appendix D: Example of Focused and Axial Coding
Focused Codes Examples
1. Self-Sufficiency (n = 19)
a. Participants using various words like “independence,” “autonomy,” “selfreliance,” and “self-sufficiency”
b. Finding different sources of independence (e.g., mom as a model, responsibility
overload)
c. Seeing it as a double-edged sword (e.g., having difficulty asking for help because
so used to being autonomous)
2. Freedom from Convention (n = 14)
a. Using this in different areas of life (e.g., career, interpersonal relationships,
hobbies)
b. Understanding this as an asset – a way of turning “different” into a positive thing
3. Feeling Different from Others (n = 20)
a. Noticing the interplay of other social group affiliations
b. Realizing the importance of perception: feeling that others see you as different
c. Fighting against different being understood to be a “bad” thing by others
Axial Codes Examples
1. How participants resisted the impact of the societal context
a. Participants talked about being aware of stereotypes and consciously trying to not
internalize them
b. Also spoke about receiving verbal messages from mother about how to resist
c. Participants often used academic performance to actively resist expectations of
failure from others
2. How participants managed at-home experiences and internal experiences
a. Participants spoke about certain strategies to address these things
b. Some strategies were used for both at-home and internal experiences; others for
just one aspect
3. What impact internal experiences had on participants versus at-home experiences
a. Participants discussed internal experiences with more pain; discussed at-home
experiences as challenging but tolerable
b. Some participants spoke to the way internal experiences could have an impeding
influence on developing capacities
c. At-home experiences were discussed as providing opportunities to build
capacities
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Appendix E: Tables and Figures
Table 1
Table 1: Participant Demographic Information
Pseudonym

a
b

Age

Current
Residence

Gender

Reported Race and/or
Ethnicitya

Childhood Social Class

Current Social
Class

Education

Amelia

25

NY

W

White, American

Poor > b Working Class

Working Class

High School

Arnold

34

NY

M

White, Jewish

Upper-Middle Class

Owning Class

BA

Bernard

32

MA

M

White, German, French

Poor

Working Class

High School

Chad

40

NY

M

Black

Middle Class

Owning Class

BA

Ellie

23

NY

W

White, American

Working Class

Middle Class

BA

Evan

60

MA

M

White, Irish

Poor

Middle Class

MA

Gabriela

25

NY

W

Latina, Puerto Rican

Middle Class

Working Class

BA

Isabella

34

NY

W

Afro-Latina

Poor

Working Class

MA

June

23

NY

W

White, Jewish

Poor

Middle Class

BA

Maeve

24

NY

W

Black, African American

Working Class

Poor

BA

Maria

26

PA

W

Black, African American

Poor > Middle Class

Middle Class

MA

Moyra

29

NY

W

White, European

Upper-Middle Class

Middle Class

MA

Patricia

26

NY

W

Black, Latina

Working Class

Working Class

MA

Rita

26

NY

W

White, European

Working Class

Working Class

MA

Sai

31

CA

M

Iranian, American

Working Class

Middle Class

BA

Sofia

27

NY

W

Black, African American

Owning > Working Class

Working Class

MA

Sorin

46

NY

M

Indian, White

Middle Class

Middle Class

MA

Teddy

22

CA

M

White, American

Below Poverty > Poor

Poor

BA

Victor

40

NY

M

Hispanic, Ecuadorian

Poor

Middle Class

BA

Walter

55

WA

M

Black

Poor

Owning Class

BA

Participants self-described their race and/or ethnicity, which is reflected here.
Social class change during childhood is indicated by >.
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Figure 1
Figure 1: Theoretical Model of Cultivating COSM Capacities

Note: Arrows represent influences rather than causes. Dashed lines indicate impeding rather than supporting influences.
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Figure 2
Figure 2: Theoretical Model of Cultivating COSM Capacities in Participant Words

Note: Arrows represent influences rather than causes. Dashed lines indicate impeding rather than supporting influences.
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