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ABSTRACT 

Female-headed households fom an important group in North Arnerica. Unforhmately, 

many single mothers and their children are living at or below the poverty line, which means 

financial strain plays a prominent role in their lives. Being a single mother means making 

difficult choices on a daily bais because they are the sole breadwianers and child rearers in their 

families, and poverty only intensifies the consûaints under which these choices are made. Single 

mothers' relationships with their children and their children's fathers are a significant part of 

their lives whether these relationships are positive or negative. 

Ten single mothers were interviewed with open-ended questions concerning three areas: 

economics, choices, and relationships. These ten women were al1 living with their children and 

without a partner at the time of the interview. Some of the women came h m  diverse social 

locations. For example, one woman was First Nations, one was a lesbian, one was bi-sexual, one 

had a special needs daughter, and two women had mixed race children. 

Single mothers generally enjoyed being the heads of their households, but financial and 

t h e  consûaints made being the sole breadwinner and child rearer very difficult. The participants 

were asked about the choices they made when they became pregnant and when they became 

single mothers. Some women became pregnant intentionally while others became pregnant 

uninteniionally as a result of failed b i  control. Al1 participants chose to become single 

moihers because of problems in the relationship with the child's father. For some participants 

this choice was fuaher constrained by an abusive partner or their own sexual orientation. Many 

of the participants and their children experienced discrimination based on their belonging to a 

lone-mother household. Inadequate child support payments as weli as sporadic involvement by 



the children's fathers contributed to the stress experienced by these single rnothers. Additioaal 

constraints were experienced by the participants who were exchded h m  the dominant culture. 

These constraints M e r  reduced these rnothers' choices. The participants requested more 

beneficial socid program such as higher daycare subsidies, diable child support payrnents, and 

consistent involvement of the children's fathers. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Single parenthood (meaning lone parents with children under the age of 18 living at 

home) is on the rise in North Arnerica. in Canada, single parents have increased by 34% since 

1981, totaling close to one million in 1991 (Statistics Canada 1992: 7). Similarly in the United 

States, single parenthood has increased fiom 3.8 million in 1970, to 10.5 million in 1992 

(Gringlas & Weinraub 1995: 29). What is most intriguing about these statistics is that women 

overwhelmingly make up the majority of single parents. According to Statistics Canada, in 

1991, single mothers represented 82% of al1 lone parents in Canada (Statistics Canada 1992: 7). 

From a different angle, single mothers headed 16% of al1 households with children in 1991 

(Statistics Canada 1995: 18). The percentages are comparable and even greater in the United 

States where women were 86% of al1 lone parents and single mothers headed 3 1% of al1 

households with children in 1994 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1994: 1). 

With numbers such as these, it is clear that single mothers form a large and important 

group of parents whose numbers may continue to increase in the tùture (Oppenheimer 1994). 

Therefore, it is beneficial to leam as much about female-headed families as possible for their 

own benefit as well as for Society's benefit in general. That is, information about the lives of 

single mothers can be used as a tool to pressure Canadian and United States governments to 

adopt social policies that are beneficial to single mothers (Dodey, Finnie, Naylor, & Phipps 

1995). 

For this masters thesis research, 1 chose to focus on three aspects of single motherhood: 

economicdstandard of living, choices around single motherhood, and single mothers' 

relationships with thek children and theu children's fathers. 1 chose these three topics because 



they were important in single mothers' Iives, and because the information may be useful in 

advocating for social change by and for single mothers. Economics, the most general topic, 

provideci the material fiamework within which the single mothers experienced the choices they 

made, and still make. Furthemore, single mothers' economic situation provided a fiamework in 

which to understand their relationships with their children and children's fathers. Single 

mothers' choices were examined in order to explore the balance between agency and constraints 

single mothers experienced on a daily basis. These perceptions of choices and constraints served 

as a foreground to single mothers' relationships. Most specifically, 1 explored the agency and 

fathers constraints in single mothers' everyday relationships with their children and their 

children's. 

1 chose these three topics over other possible topics for various reasons- Economics was 

chosen because single mothers are poor. The more that is learned about their economic 

stniggles, the easier it will be to provide programs to alleviate this. Economic strain is dso the 

underlying theme to many of single mothers' other struggles such as lack of time and child care. 

1 explored the choices single mothers made because of my own personal experience 

being raiseci by a single mother. 1 remember people assuming that my mother had made one 

simple choice to leave my father, and therefore brought her fuiancial struggles on herself. This 

could not have been M e r  h m  the tmth. Growing up with this type of attitude toward my 

mother propelled me to examine the circumstances in which single mothers became single 

mothers. 

1 chose single mothers' relationships with their children and ex-partuers as my 6nai topic 

because it was under researched. There are many fathers who are not providing chüd support or 

participating in their chilâren's live, yet this information is not as weii documented as it should 



be. Being the child of a female-headed fhily, 1 was also curious if single mothers' chilàren 

were thriving as well as 1 did in this type of family. Since the reassert sunoundhg single 

mothers' children is somewhat negative, 1 wanted to examine the inconsistencies between my 

expenence and much of what is written abut  children raised by single mothers. 

1 exarnined single mothers' standard of living and their economic situation because 

statistical information revealed that many single mothers are unemployed and living in poverty 

with their children. In Canada, only 48% of single mothers were employed whereas 65% of 

manied mothers (or mothers living with parhiers) were employed in 1993 (Statistics Canada 

1994: 46). There is an even larger gap between single and married mothers with children under 

the age of 5. In 1993,40% of single mothers with children under the age of 3 and 23% with 

children aged 3-5 were unemployed, compared with l e s  than 10% for manied mothers with 

children in each age group (Statistics Canada 1994: 47). As a result, in 1994,71% of children 

fiom female-headed families lived at or below the Staiistics Canada Low h o m e  Cut-Off 

(LICO), contrasted with only 16% of chiIdren h m  hvo-parent families (Statistics Canada 1997: 

8). 

Gary Bowen and bis coHeagues (1995) have found similarly disheartening statistics for 

the United States. In 199 1,45% of children in single-mother families were living in poverty 

compared with only 8% of children in two-parent families (Bowen, Desimone & McKay 1995: 

1 16). Reasons for single mothers' lack of employment and poverty include lack of 'good' jobs 

and au abundauce of part-tirne, Iow-paying service jobs with low benefits (Bowen et al., 1995; 

Lynn & Todoroff 1998). It appears as if North American society has reached an impasse with its 



single mothers and theu children. Singie motbers are forced to collect welfare or attempt to 

survive on part-the pay. Many single mothers do work, yet the low pay they receive makes it 

difficult for them to stay above poverty levels. To make ends meet, a large number of single 

mothers must take on additional jobs that usually pay pnvately, or rely heavily on their own 

personal networks of family, friends, and cornmunities (Edin & Lein 1996; Schein 1995). Not 

only is the job market unfavorable for single mothets, other factors contribute to single mothed 

poverty (Schafker-Goldberg & Kremen 1990; Mencher & Okongwu 1993). Single mothers in 

poverty often have less education. Many are high school dropouts and have poor schoot 

performances. Low levels of education ancüor work experience put single mothers at high risk 

for needing public assistance. Once on assistance, they tend to use it repeatedly (Orthner & 

Neenan 1996; Schein 1995). Welfare pmgrams should place a stronger focus on education, job 

training, time management, and parenting skills to m e r  assist single mothers in their financial 

struggles (Fitchen 1995). 

Being the sole breadwinner and child rearer also creates t h e  pressures for single mothers 

(Anderson 1990; OECD 1993). They have less tirne to devote to their children and thernselves 

because they have no partner with whom to share responsibilities (Hochschild 1997; Terry 

1993). Thus a lack of time adds to the strain of a lack of money for most single rnotherç. 

For most single mothers the worst part about being poor is not providing adequately for 

their children. For them, ''the pain of poverty is what [their] children c m o t  bave" (Schein 1995: 

58). Poverty, lack ofchild support, and lack of government-hded programs are some reasons 

that single mothers have Iess money to spend on their fiunilies @eLapp 1989; Harris 1993; 

McLanahan & Booth 1989). Many single mothers feel tbat poverty should not be a consequence 

of single motherhood (Buchanan 1995). For this thesis research, 1 explored my participants' 



economic situation, discovered how they made ends meet, and opened up the dialogue on this 

issue with them. 1 wanted to hear their ideas about what could be done to improve th& 

circumstances so they did not think they were powerless in this situation. My intention was to 

reveal social trends involving single mothers in order to expand the dialogue on solutions. 

Although single mothers have very little t h e  on theu hands, they still need to be included in the 

dialogue (Bowen et al., 1995). 

CHOICES 

For my research, 1 analyzed how single mothers perceived having and not having choices 

around becoming and being single mothers. I wanted to avoid the idea that single mothers are 

victims with no agency. Therefore, my goal was to explore both the perceptions of constraints 

single mothers have dealt with and the agency single mothers have exercised. 1 conceptualized 

choice not as a single event, but rather as a senes of choices that began with becoming a mother, 

and then a single mother, which continues on. 

The conunon view in North Amencan society is that women choose to become single 

mothers (VanEvery 1995). This is understandable considering the increase in single motberhood 

has been greatest among never-rnanied, educated, middle to upper class women between the 

ages 25-44 (Statistics Canada 1995: 18; Gringlas & Weinraub 1995: 30). In fact, for all womea 

in Canada aged 20-24, the births per 1,000 wornen àropped h m  97 in 198 1, to 83 in 199 1. At 

the same tirne, for al1 women aged 30-34 the birth rate increased h m  68 for every 1,000 births 

in 1981, to 88 in 1991, surpassing the 20-24 year old women (Statistics Canada 1995: 20). 

These statistics may partly explain society's wiliingness to accept the idea of women's 'choice' 

to become single mothers which can Iead to society's apathetic feelings for single mothers' 



needs. However, these staiistics -nt ody a partial pichue- one that does not reflect the 

financial situation of most single mothers. Choice is a complex process that cannot be i n f '  

h m  statistics. 

Women have not always had the choice to become single parents. In the early to mid- 

twentieth century unwed pregnant women had the options of mamage, illegal abortion, or being 

placed in a home and forced to give their children up for adoption (Petrie 1998). Now that 

women have the choice of becoming single parents, there are vanous reasons that women 

become lone parents. The most common r e w n  is divorce, but single motherhood is also 

increasingly a result of sexually active women rejecting marriage (Lichter, Kephart, McLaughlin 

& Landry 1992; McLanahan 1994; Siegel 1995). Single mothers "are considered to be 

voluntarily stigmatized in that they define themselves as having made the choice to become 

mothers, even if the choice occurred after rather than pcior to" becoming pregnant (Siegel 1995: 

1,954). Many single mothers have not chosen to become pregnant, rather they have chosen to 

have the child aller they became pregnant (Davies & Rains 1995). Some women chose to get 

pregnant with their partners, yet their partners leave them after the baby is bom. Lesbian 

mothers may have chosen to have a baby on their own but might rather raise their child with a 

partner than without one (Mulley 1997). 

Should women be told that they are single mothen by 'choice' when the choices are so 

limited? As noted by Sue Wendeli, "[mluch of what women appear to do fieely is chosen in 

very limiting circurnstances, where there are few choices lefi to us" (Wendel1 1990: 17) For 

example, some single mothers could not bear the thought of having an abortion or giving their 

children up for adoption but also were not ready for the responsibly and hancial butden of 

having a child (Leslie 1994). Whereas other single mothers could not bear the treatment of an 



unloving husband any longer and needed to break away h m  him, but they too were not ready 

for single motherhood (Krygsveld 1996). In both situations, the women felt their choice was an 

obvious one but one that they were not ready for, and therefore was a choice made in very 

limiting circumstances with primarily negative alternatives. 

Single mothers tend to be thought of as having made one simple choice to become single 

mother and therefore deserve to be in their financial situation (Miller 1992; Taylor 1994). What 

is missed in this thought process is that choice itself is usually a process, and that single mothers' 

choices are 0 t h  very limited (Dowd 1997; Miller 1992; Sands & Nuccio 1989). Single mothers 

ofien experience discrimination and stigrnatization because of this thought process, which in turn 

limits theu choices even M e r .  

RELA TIONSHIP s 

My research interests in single mothers' ex-partners was in their role in the children's and 

mothers' lives. Davies and Rains (1995) discussed how male partners' indifference to birth 

control rnethods and their active refisal to use condoms contributed to their partner's pregaancy. 

Yet, many male partners became upset or irate when their partners decided to have the baby 

instead of abrting it. in an angsr attempt to punish their partners, many m m  have refiised any 

contact with their children or the mothers (Davies and Rains 1995). This snidy is not an isolateci 

incident. Many other single mothers have experienced this kind of behavior h m  their male 

parbiers when their pregnaacy became known (Leslie 1994). There are various reasons Mers  

have Little contact with theu children, iacluding the unwanted ferni.de d e  of childrearing and 

their fear that "shared parenting" could mean having to spend too much tirne with theu children 



@aicet & Dryden 1993: 230). On the other hand, many single mothers have made no legal 

efforts to involve their children's father in their Iives (McRae 1993). 

This research sparked my interest to fmd out more about single mothers' relationships 

with their ex-partners before and atler the pregnancy. 1 was interested in what kind of help or 

support, if any, single mothers wanted and received h m  the fathers of their children. In general, 

single mothers received little andor sporadic child support fiom their children's fathers 

(McLanahan & Booth 1989; Seltzer & Brandreth 1994). Having to remind and sometirnes beg 

their children's fathers for child support payments often caused even more unwanted stress in 

single mothers' lives (Taylor 1994). The absence of a male income forced single mothers to 

seek out various sources of income such as family, ûiends, and community networks (Edin & 

Lein 1996). A system needs to be developed that will insure that fathers pay their monthly 

child support, since it is necessary for many single mothers to make ends meet (Edin & Lein 

1996; Fitchen 1995; Hudson & Galaway). 

My research interest in single mothers' children was finding out what concems, if any, 

they had about children raised in a lone female-headed family. 1 was curious because, according 

to Statistics Canada, many children raised in lone-mother families are pmne to repeat a grade, 

have problems at school, and suffer emotional disorders compared with children raisied in two- 

parent families. For example in 1994, 11% of 6-1 1 year olds from female-headed families had 

repeated a grade and 6% had curent problems at school, contrasteci with only 5% and 3%, 

respectively, of children h m  duel-parent families (Statistics Canada 1997: 8). It is logical to 

assume that these children were dering h m  poverty rather than being r a k i  by a single 

mother (Polakow 1993). The lack of child support h m  fathers inmeases the poverty factor in 

their children's behavioral or emotional problems. However, this may not be the only 



explanation. When the incomes of lone-female parent families were equal to two-parent family 

incomes, single mothers' children still showed higher percentages of behavioral problems 

(Statistics Canada 1997: 8). The lack of a hther's mle may also contribute to the pmblems that 

some single mothers' children have. Without the fathers' participation in their chiidren's lives, 

mothers are forced to shoulder responsibilities alone, which means they have less time to vend 

with their children. This may be why single mothers' children receive less help with their 

schmlwork and less guidance with peer pressure (La& Loughridge & Fassler 1992; McLanahan 

& Booth 1989). 1 wanted to question my research participants about concems they had for their 

children, what sorts of problems their children might have, and what they felt were the solutions 

for these concerns and problems. 

DIVERSZïY 

Single mothers are not a homogenous group of people. Recognizing their different social 

locations and how it affects their lives becomes essential when they are the focus of research 

(Olson & Ceballo 1996). After reviewing the economic statistics conceming single mothers, it is 

apparent that many single mothers are poor, Thus, many single mothers, including most of my 

participants, tend to be classified as working and/or lower class. For this research, information 

conceming the women's employment, income, and subjective class identity was gathered. 

However, each woman's class and class in general is not discussed in depth in this thesis because 

many women did not want to be defineci by their class. Many women tend to disidentiQ with 

class because of the negative comotatioas îhat corne with king lower or working class and 

refuse to be measured by it (Skeggs 1997). 



The fact that single mothers are paor is even more tme of single mothers of color. Most 

single mothers of color have experienced some type of racial discrimination based on both their 

race and their status as loue rnothers (Taylor 1993; Wyche & Crosby 19%). African-American 

single mothers' financial sixain is also hcreased by the "absence of a male income", but Afiican- 

American single mothers, and single mothers of color in genecal, must also deal with the burden 

of racism and sexism (Randolph 1995: 138). For example, black single-rnother households 

occupy the highest percentage (48.1) of female-headed households living below che poverty line 

in the United States. in conîrast, 26.8% of white single mothers are living below the poverty 

Iine. This discrepancy is partly due to the fact that black women holding 18.6% of al1 

"manageriaüprofessional level" jobs while white women holding 27.2% of ihese well paying 

jobs (Hemmons 1995: 1 f O). 

Financial strain cornbined with sexual orientation and sexism is a "double whammy" for 

lesbian single rnothers. Since sexual orientation is not as visible as race, the obstacles lesbian 

single moîhers face tend to be different h m  those face by single motbers of color (Chow, 

Wilkinson & Baca 2im 1996; Lewin 1993). Lesbians, single and partnered, who decide to have 

a child experience discriminatory behavior fiom the omet of motherhood- Sarah Bruckner, 

describing her expaience dopting a child, said "1 needed letters and affïdavits certifying my 

moral cbaracter, my financh1 assets, and my ability to love a child" (Bruckner 1994: 36). 

Lesbians who reaiized their sexual orientation after being marri4 and having children can 

experience discrimination h m  their ex-partnea. Diane McPherson remembered, "One of the 

things E celebrated, on his eighteenth biiday, was the end of my fear that he could be taken 

away fiom me by his father" (McPherson 1994: 226)- It is clear that lesbian single motbers and 



singie mothers of color experience additional disadvantages as single mothers because of their 

diversity. 

There is great diversity among single rnothers, as great as among women 

generally. However, the experience of being a single mother and the experience of poverty, 

which is shared among many single mothers, creates impmtant similarities among single mothers 

(McKay 1993; McNeill, Rienzi & Kposowa 1998). SingIe mothers an a limited budget must 

face the pain of not king able to provide everything they want for their children, whether it is 

new sneakers or music lessons. On the other had, single mothers have the satisfaction of not 

having to compromise their independence or decision-making power in as unsatisfactory 

partnership (Lee 1994). Having common experiences, both dificult and enjoyable, is what 

cannects single mothers to each other, and putting their children's needs before theh own is what 

comects rnothen in general (Da1 y & Reddy 199 1 ; Pies 1990; Reddy, Roth & SheIdon 1994). 



CHAPTER TWO: METHODS 

FEMLNIST METHODOLOGY 

An important theoretical distinction is rbe difference between methods and methodology 

(Harding 1987; Stanley & Wise 1990). Methods are research tmls for gathering data, e.g., 

interviewing, historical analysis, and participant observation (Harding 1987; Kirby & McKenna 

1989; Reinhart 1992). Methodology is more cornplex. Harding explains that, "methodology is a 

theory and analysis of how research does or should proceed" (Harding 1987: 3). In other words, 

methodology is how a researcher utilizes the methods s/he employs in herlhis research. 

Methodology explains how a researcher constructeci herjhis research as a body of knowledge and 

why they chose to do so. Feminist research is defined by the methodological choices made 

throughout the research. It is not as important what methods the researcher uses as how slhe uses 

them (Acker, Barry & Esseveld 199 1 ; Duran 1991 ; Harding 1987). First, feminist tesearchers 

should begin h m  women's experiences answering questions women want answered, yet 

keeping in mind that there is no universal "wwoman's experiencefl- that race, class, age, and 

sexual preference al1 play a key part in an individual woman's experience. Second, feminist 

researchers must remember that theu research should be for women to benefit them in some way 

and contribute to social change for women. Third, the feminist researcher should locate herself 

within the research as an ùitegral part of its creation (Harding t 987: 7). 

To carry out the fitst aspect of feminist research, I began my research with women's 

experiences, choosing interviewhg as my primary method. This particuiar research tool dlowed 

me to rely heavily on quotations h m  the interviews letting the women describe their own 

experieaces in theu own voices. Since women's experiences are not uniform, 1 made attempts to 



create a diverse sample. Although the diversity in this study is not as great as 1 had hoped, the 

ten women interviewed varieci some by sexuai orientation, race, and class. I have included these 

aspects of diversity throughout my analysis. 

Meeting the second criterion of féminist researcb, contributing to social change and 

benefiting the participants, was a more difficult task, and was the hardest aspect of feminist 

research to cany out. Doing this research has not led me to take any action on behalf of single 

mothers yet, but it may in the future. Produchg beneficial research and social changes for single 

mothers is going to be my life's work. This thesis was merely the starting point in my jouniey 

ahead. I think the main way 1 began contributing ta social change for single mothers was in the 

questions 1 asked the mothers- especially when 1 asked them what types of changes could be 

made to improve their lives and what issues were ptominent to them that had been ignored. 1 

feel the participants in this study may have benefited h m  my decision to mail them a copy of 

their transcript and mail them a copy of the research analysis 1 typed up specifically for their 

interest. My hope was this mighi inspire the participants to take action benefiting their own 

lives. 

The final aspect of feminist mettiodology is locating oneself within the research as an 

integrai part of its creation (Harding 1987; Reinhan 1992). 1 carried this aspect out by locating 

myself with the participants during the interviews. I used my own experiences with single 

motherhwd to connect with their experiences of single motherhood. Although 1 am not a 

mother, 1 chose to research single mothers because 1 was raised by a single mother and know 

how dficult it can be fiom a child's perspective. 1 focused on single mothers' former partnets 

and their children partly because I was curious about how my life experiences compares with 

others. However, this research was not about me, which is why 1 interviewed single mothers 



rather thm their children. and included research topics related to econornic issues and 

perceptions of choice. The strengths of my location lay in my ability to sympaihize with single 

mothers, my empathy with theu experiences, and my desire to make their situations better. 

On the other hand, them are several limitations to my location. My mother does not 

exactly fit into my definition of single motherhood in that she has had partners at various tirnes 

in her life. She was not always a "single" mother living only with hm children. A h ,  there are 

limits to my ability to identify with single mothers of different races, classes and sexual 

preferences since my mother and 1 are both white middle-class heterosexuals. We have not 

always been middle class (we were most certainly poor during my childhood) but we are middle 

class now and this is how 1 identify myself. Although 1 was not always able to identify with my 

participants, I was concerned that 1 not treat them as 'other' and place myself in a position of 

authority over them (Collins 1991; Harding 1991; Spelrnan 1988). 1 agree with bel1 hooks, 

"[wlhen we write about the experiences of a group to which we do not belong, we should think 

about the ethics of our action, considering whether or not our work will be used to reinforce and 

perpetuate domination" (hooks 1989: 43). By placing myself in the research 1 was more aware 

of the distinction between, "yes 1 understand her perspective" and "1 need to see this fiom her 

perspective." By recognizing my strengths and limitations, 1 was more able to work with my 

participants toward the goal of producing ferninist research of which my participants and 1 can be 

pmud (Duran 1991; Lorde 1979). 

PARTICIPANTS 

To find a diverse group of single mothers, 1 posted my advertisement (Appendix A) in a 

variety of places, obtaining consent h m  each institution and newspaper where 1 placed my 



advertisement. To locate First Nations single mothers, 1 posted an advertisement in the First 

Nations House of leaming at the University of British Columbia, and at a predominately First 

Nations elementary school in North Vancouver. To locate lesbian single mothers, 1 posted an 

advertisement in the Gay Lesbian Transgendered Bisexual Community Center in Vancouver, 1 

also posted my advertisement in the Britannia Community Services Center, the Women's Center 

at Simon Fraser University, the Women's Studies Department at Simon Fraser University, and in 

Kinesis, a local feminist newsletter. No one respunded to my advertisements posted at the First 

Nations House of Leaming, the Gay Lesbian Transgendered Bisexual Community Center, or the 

Britannia Community Services Center. Four participants responded to ads posted in the 

Women's Center, the Women's Studies Deparment, and in Kinesis. 

Since my advertising attempts resulted in only four participants, 1 also used more direct 

methods of recniitrnent. 1 visited an introductory women's studies class where 1 distributed 

copies of my advertisement. This effort led to one interviewee, 1 also contacted one student 

h m  a previous class in which 1 had served as a teaching assistant and asked if she would like to 

participate in the research. She wholeheartediy agreed. Lady, a women's studies graduate 

student referred me to the direcior of a single mothers' network in the downtown eastside who 

provided me with a list of four single mothers ta contact by telephone, Ail four of these singfe 

rnothers responded positively, and three of them participated in this study, The fourth agreed to 

participate, but was not home when 1 arcived at her bouse for the interview. This graduate 

student also posted my advertisement at the Path Center, a counseling center in Vancouver, 

where one intewiewee contacted me &er seeing my flyer. 

I also used 'swiwballing' to obtain more participants but to no avail. Although I asked 

each participant if they knew any other single mothers who might be interested in participating in 



my project, not one of them knew any other single mothers living in the area. In fact, many of 

them were unhappy that they were isolated h m  other single mothers, and were eager to hear 

what the others in my research sample had to say. 

The tem 'single motber' can include a wide variety of women with children depending 

upon the defùiition of single motherhood that is used (Baker & Dryden 1993). For example, a 

single mother can be any woman with a child who is not married by law. For my thesis, I 

decided to keep my definition of single mothers fairly narrow since 1 was not interested in 

exploring the entire single mother spectnim, but rather the challenges single mothers faced when 

raising children alone. Therefore, my definition of a single rnother was a woman who lived with 

her child/children only and not with a partner. As 1 contacted participants, 1 expanded my 

definition sornewhat and welcomed interviewees who had roommates (not the child's father or a 

current partner) since this has been found to be a common living arrangement among single 

mothers (Folk 1996). However, my main critenon was that participants lived in a household 

with their children and without a partner. 

My secondary criterion was to choose participants who varied in race, class, and sexual 

orientation. However, it was not possible to obtain my ideal sarnple within a reasonable amount 

of time given the demands of completing this thesis. Therefore, 1 interviewed the first ten 

women who volunteered over a four month period (January-April1999). In the h a 1  sample, my 

participants consisted of one First Nations single mother, one lesbian and one bi-sexual single 

mother, one mother with a special-needs daughter, two white mothers with mixed-race children, 

and five mothers who were attending Simon Fraser University. Most of the participants 

identified as, and based on their income were classified as, lowerlworking class but did not 



necessarily corne h m  a wotking class background according to their reports. Demographic 

information about the participants is shown in Appendix B. 

Before 1 discuss the particular method 1 have used, 1 will discuss the type of research that 

1 have used in order to lay the groundwork for my methodological choices. For this thesis, 1 

chose to produce qualitative research, which meant that 1 lirnited myself to employing certain 

research methods. Qualitative research employs research methods such as interviewing, 

participant observation, and content analysis, whereas quantitative research utilizes surveys and 

statistics (Kirby & McKenna 1989). Since the second wave of feminisrn in the 1970s there has 

been a movement towards qualitative research methods by feminists researchers because they 

"permit wornen to express their experience fùlly and in their own terms" (Epstein Jayaratne & 

Stewart 1991 : 89). There is a sense among some feminist researchers that quantitative research 

has hidden women's voices and expenences, and thecefore should not be used in social science 

research. Since quantitative and qualitative methods each have their pros and cons, utilizing both 

research methods (triangulation) may be the key to producing a more balanceci study (Epstein 

Jayaratne & Stewart 1991). 1 was not able to produce triangulated research because of my 

sample size. 

To produce inductive, qualitative research 1 chose the method of intemiewiag as my 

primary research method (Kirby & McKenna 1989). 1 chose interviewing because it "offers 

researchers access to people's ideas, thoughts, and memories in their own words rather than in 

the words of the tesearcher" (Reinhm 1992: 19). Women, especially marginalized women, 

have been spoken for by men and white women ofien in research and other forms of knowledge 



constmctiou. In order to partially avoid this problem 1 chose to rely heavily on direct quotes 

h m  the single mothers in my study (Haig-Brown 1996). Additionally, inteiviewing allowed for 

a dialogue between the women and myself. During each interview 1 asked the women if there 

were any particular topics they wanted addressed that we had not in order that this research 

might directly benefit them in the best possible way. 1 also took each opportunity 1 received to 

either relate their experiences to mine, or at least verbalize understanding of what they were 

descnbing. 

1 conducted ten semi-structureci, open-ended interviews of about two hows with each of 

the ten single mothers. The interview questionnaire consisted of forty-two questions in five 

sections: demographics, general questions, economic issues, perceptions of choice, and 

relationships with fathers and children (Appendix C). The demographic questions focused on 

each participant's background and included questions about theu parents, education, income, 

marital history, and places lived. 1 chose to reûieve this type of information because thought it 

was important in M e r  understanding my participants' point of view and experiences. The 

general questions focused on the single mothers' feelings about mothering and king single. 1 

was curious if single mothers were single mothers because they had not found a suitable pactner 

or because they actually wanted to stay single. The questions concerning economic issues 

focused how the participants made ends meet with theù limited incomes. These questions 

ailowed me to get a general idea of the degree in which my participants struggled financially. 

The questions on perceptions of choice focused on the path each mother traveled to become a 

single mother. 1 wanted to get each womm's individual and unique story in order to show just 

how many choices single mothers have made. The questions asked about the interviewees' 

chiidren and cbildren's fathers focused on the types of relationships formed between mother and 



fàther, cchild and faîher, and mother and child. 1 asked these questions so 1 could examine the 

role relationships played in single mothers' lives. As 1 mentioned above, 1 also asked each 

woman if there were any additional topics or issues they wanted to discuss in order not to miss 

any key issues relevant to these particular women. Also, at points in each interview 1 sought to 

relate m y  own expenences to theirs, in order to make connections between the participant and 

the cesearcher. It is crucial to note that this type of connection occurred no more than once or 

twice throughout the course of each interview because 1 wanted the focus to stay on the 

interviewees' experiences, and 1 wanted the connections to be naturai not forced. 

PROCEDURES 

1 conducted six of the interviews in the graduate office in the Women's Studies 

Department, two interviews at participants' homes, one interview at my home, and one in a 

restaurant near a participant's house. The interviewees chose the location of the intewiew in 

order to insure their sense of pnvacy and cornfort. For the students who wanted to meet at 

Simon Fraser University, 1 suggested we meet in the graduate office for privacy, but 1 met them 

in the Women's Studies Lounge so we could talk for a few minutes and get comfortable with 

each other before moving to the graduate office. The interviews were al1 ananged by telephone 

and for a time convenient for both the participant and myself. Since I do not own a car, I was 

uncornfortable with the idea of traveling on public transportation alone at night. Therefore, 1 

tried to schedule ail interviews during the day. One interview was scheduled in the evening 

because it was the only time the participant could meet with me. 1 mailed each interviewee a 

copy of the interview schedule (Appendix C) and consent form (Appendix D) by mail before the 

hterYiew took place, allowing her a chance to be prepared for and feel comfortable with the 



interview. 1 also phoned the off campus participants the day before the intewiew to remind them 

of our scheduled interview. The interviews were completed in a single session with the 

exception of one intewiewee who was pressed for time and required two sessions to finish the 

entire questionnaire. The interview schedule was meant as a guide rather than a fixed series of 

questions, but at the end of each interview 1 did check th& each question had been addressed. 

1 used a tape recorder with a mal1 accompanying microphone so that the participants and 

1 could discuss freely dwing the interview. The microphone picked up the voices clearly and 

facilitated accurate transcription of the interviews. Before beginaing the interviews, 1 collected 

the consent form 1 mailed to them and provided them with another one to keep for their records. 

1 took the time before the interview to explain their rights as participants in order to give them a 

sense of agency and to ensure they understood the consent fom completely. 1 made it clear that 

the participant had the choice not to answer specific questions or to end the interview at any 

point. To ensure c~~dentiali ty,  the participant's chose a code name, and 1 explained the 

interview tapes would be destroyed after the interview was transcribed, udess the participant 

wanted the interview tape, in which case 1 would return it to her. None of the participants 

requested theu interview tape; however, each participant received a copy of her transaipt and an 

invitation to add, delete, or change any information (Kirby & McKenna: 1989; Reinharz: 1992). 

Three participants responded to their ûanscripts with some comments and these comments were 

inciuded in the anaiysis where relevant. 1 also sent each participant a copy of my research 

analysis and inviteci her to comment in generai as weil as indicate in particular if there was 

specific ùIformation about her or questions fiom her transcript that she did not want included in 

the thesis. Two participants replied with comments. The transcripîs were placed securely in 

cornputer files and on wimarked disks that 1 solely had and still have access to- 



CHAPTER THREE: RESULTS 

In the following section, al1 ten participants whose quotes were used are referred to by a 

code name they chose. in some cases the participants chose to use their real names (first and 

last). This is why I have chosen to use first names only, AU the children and ex-partners are 

referred to by code names chosen by the interviewees as weU. 

As 1 stated, there were ten single mothers who were inte~ewed For this study and whose 

voices follow this introduction. One woman was First Nations and the other nine women were 

white. Two of these white women had mixed-race children, as did the First Nations woman. 

One had a daughter with special needs. One woman was a lesbian and one woman was bi- 

sexual. Al1 participants considered themselves lower or working class except for one white, 

heterosexual woman who considereà herself rniddle class. Five of the women 1 interviewed 

were currently attending Simon Fraser University at the rime of the interview, three others were 

receiving a post-secondary education at other accredited institutions, and one woman had 

recently attended Simon Fraser University. A surnmary of the participants' demographic 

information can be found in Appendix B. 

The single mothers 1 interviewed al1 had the same problem- not enough money. Al1 the 

various stnrggles and setbacks these single mothers experienced were related to hancial strain. 

This is partly due to the fact that ail ten single mothers 1 interviewai were poor at the tirne of the 

interview. This means many of the women were ofien in debt and ali were struggling to secure 

the basic necessities for their families. OnIy two participants made between $30,000 and 



$ 39,000 per year. One of these women circled the $30,000 mark instead of the entire income 

range. Four participants made between $20,000 and $29,000 per year. Again one of these 

women circled just the $20,000 mark. Three participants ranged between $10,000 and $19,000 

as their yearly income, and one participant fell under the $10,000 range. Two participants 

related how they managed their financial stniggles. 

And making ends meet 1 rob Peter to pay Paul. Actually if 1 write d o m  how 
much 1 make and my expenses I'd probably go in the hole about $250 a month. And 1 
just manage to jump h m  this bow1 into that bowl before the money nuis out. And 1 
always manage. I pay my bills. Actually 1 have three Visas, they're al1 maxed. Well 
there's a M e  room on each, but they al1 have been paid up to date, I've never m i s d  a 
payment, I've never ken late. I mean if 1 do a credit bureau I've got beautifid credit 
rating. But I'rn like up to here, you know, 1 really, 1 really, really am. (Lynn, March 28, 
1999) 

But I'm aiways in debt a little bit, not that much. Like over the years 1 usually 
owe Visa fifieen hundred, two thousand. I'rn always paying interest. Just barely making 
it, never having anything in the bank. My only resource in an emergency is credit cards, 
which isn't very good. (Jenneffer, Febniary 1 8, 1999) 

Two participants envisioned financial security in the following way. 

1 would like to be able to aot live hand to mouth and not have to worry about 
getting that loan in on t h e  or else I'rn not going to make these bill payments. And have 
my credit cards paid off in fùll. Thaî would be nice. (Camille, Febniary 5, 1999) 

Um, you know what I would redly lie to be able to afford for myself that 1 can't, 
is piece of mind. 1 would just like to be where 1 feel like okay, I've got this extra 
thousand bucks in the bank in case there's a probtem- And, ah, you know 1 owe on my 
visa. Pay off the visa bill and just have that liîtle bit just in case something went wrong. 
(Kelly, February 25, 1999) 

These are just a few fiom the many examples the participants had about th& economic 

struggles. in this section 1 wil be focusing on the three main economic problems the single 

mothers 1 interviewed revealed to me: jobs, childcare, and tune. First, my participauts made it 

clear that they needed better payhg full-time jobs with fùll benefits in order to make ends meet, 

Since education, job training, and experience are often needed to obtain one of these secure jobs, 



many O€ the singie mothers I taiked with were earning a pst-secondary degree so they could get 

bettn paying jobs. The problem was that these wornen were h g  a hard time financing their 

university education and were going into debt in order to obtain a degree. 1 also included in this 

section the participants' experiences with social assistance and their dependence on it because 

they were lone mothers. Second, the women 1 interview& had a hard t h e  making ends meet 

because a majonty of their paycheck was going for childcare expenses. This was when their 

perceptions of needed social change seriously entered the discussion. My interviewees were 

asking for forced financial support ftom their children's fathers, better paying childcare 

subsidies, and even the socialized childcare to help ease their fuiancial burden. The later, tiee 

socialized daycare, was requested with a laugh on the participants' part because, 1 thought, they 

knew the social program they needed most would be the harâest to achieve. Third, time 

constraint is a buden for many women because they work a double shift when they get home 

fiom theirjobs. For single mothen lack of t h e  is an even bigger dilemma because they do not 

have a partner to rely on to help with household and childcare duties. The single mothers 1 

talked to wanted more tirne and money to invest in their children and themselves. 

JOBS 

In 1993,48% of siagie mothers with children under the age of sixteen were employed. 

Of the 48% employed single moihers, 21% worked part t h e ,  while 19.8% of al1 singie mothers 

were unemployed (Statistics Canada 1994: 47). The single mothers 1 intervieweci aii had 

children under the age of sixteen, Similar to the figures h m  Statistics Canada, 60% of tbe 

singie moîhers 1 intervieweci were cmentiy working, while the other 40% were unemployed but 

looking for some form of employmenî. Of the employed participants, only two had Mi-time 



jobs, whereas the ottief four had part-time jobs. Of the participants lmking for work, two were 

on student loans, one was h d e d  by her First Nations band for ber education, and one was 

receiving employment insurance. The two main reasons for these single mothen' Iack of Wl 

t h e  employment were the lack of full time jobs and that eight out of ten interviewees were 

seeking a pst-secondary degree at the tirne of the interview. 

My participants have had many difficulties finding well paying, full-time jobs because, as 

1 stated in the introduction, there are not enough 'good' jobs available in the labour market. Ail 

my intenriewees had negative work experiences whether it was being relegated to the lowest 

rungs of the job ladder, being forced io accept exploitive work, or being discnminated against in 

being hired for a job. There was only one interviewce, Lyiin, who had what c m  be considered a 

good job, earning between $30,000 and $39,000 as an operations officer for a bank. Yet, as she 

described in her interview, she still came up short about two hundred and fifty dollars each 

month. Three participants, who were not as fortunate in the job market, describecl iheir 

difficulties finding and obtaining satisfactory employment. 

And out of the people at work, I'm most responsible, but I'm just a cashier. 1 
mean, it's really ridiculous. And I can't work anymore than I do. I work full-time. And 
1 really don't want cbarity. (Pretzel, April21, 1999) 

There's a lot of stufT that isn't talked about, like when I started for Canada Post. 
It was as an Ad Mail Helper, and we didn't get paid for sorting. You would get maybe a 
dozen flyers al1 packaged together and you'd have to sort hem in bundles at home and 
they didn't pay for that. And it was reaiiy heavy too. Like they gave you a bag but if you 
got ten or eleven flyers for each house, like they slide around so you have to cany them 
here [on one side of your back]. And ï've still got a back and shodder problem fiom it. 
(Jenneffer, Marc h f 8, 1999) 

And then I, 1 mean 1 applied for jobs and people said 1 was over qualified and it 
was reaiiy weird. 1 mean, i'm over quaiiiied, yet I still don't get to eat. Um, so 1 ended 
up going on social assistance. (Kelly, Febniary 25, 1999) 



Ending up on social assistance was exacdy what did happen for these single mothers 

when they could not find a job that paid enough to support them and their children. Al1 of the 

women 1 intemewed had been on social assistance as single mothers except for Jenneffer, who 

had been on social assistance pnor to having ctuldren. None of the intewiewees bad positive 

things to say about social assistance and half ofthem had some very negative comments about 

their trament on socid assistance and îhe welfare system in general, Some of the participants 

experienced negative treatment h m  welfare workers or experienced negative results h m  

welfàre policies, and thus viewed the welfare system in a negative light. ûther participants felt 

stigmatized because they were utilizing the welfare system for a penod of time in their lives. 

Welfare was the wom experience of my life. K l  was a vigilante, I would shoot 
hem ail. Which I'm not, There's other ways to achieve change. But it was horrid. I 
was not even human, 1 was not human at dl in their eyes. 1 had one worker who was just 
a rnega hitch. 1 went in there and 1 was very six months pngnant, very obviously 
pregaant, and she said, "You have to go look for a job." ['m like no one 's going to hire 
me, there's no way. She's like, "Women here are working until their due date," and I 
said, "weH tbat's because they have a job. 1 don't." And the most training I could get 
would be working at Subway, (Camille, Fehary 5, 1999) 

And social assistance they're using like a profit Society instead of a non-profit 
society where they hold the fûnds, where they have, um, where they have to, um, show 
that they've given the ieast amount of money out a month. It's king abused. It's not a 
system that can be abused. (Pretzel, Apd 21,1999) 

Oh god, with that welfare refom they kicked us a11 off, al1 single parents off of 
welfare. Which m a t  that we didn't get our prescriptions paid for anpore, we didn't 
get our dental paid for anymore, and medical. A d  1 mean we can apply for Healthy 
Kids, my son could get dental, but we couldn't get it. And the [snident] loan isn't enough 
to cover thme th@, so al1 of a sudden you have an addeâ expense. (Erika, April12, 
1999) 

Well right, 1 have been on assistance. 1 was for the f h t  two years of his life. 
Um, [ know that I shouldn't feel bad about having used it because ifs my right. But 1 
will say that society has a way of making you feel like crap, Kou know, and the sad thing 
is those people who are making you feel like that could one day end up in the system too. 
But right now, though, 1 go through my band And even with that, 1 d l  have to keep it 
quiet. Like C get hded  to go to school. Because a lot of people don't understand the 



history of the Native people. You know, there's a lot of history there. (McFly, April7, 
1999) 

1 was on welfare when 1 was drinking Defore she had children]. And 1 believe it 
gives them way more control over you. 1 believe they almost take over like the man's 
role. And there's a lot of guys that are social workers now and they seem to be fixated on 
control. (Jenneffer, February 18,1999) 

Fifty percent of the women 1 interviewed were earning their bachelor's degree at Simon 

Fraser University and 3û% were eaming some other type of post-secondary degree. This means 

that finishing their education came k t  over working or even looking for a job. They were 

pursuhg an education in order to h d  better jobs than they had in the past and to secure a future 

for their chiidren and themselves. Even though these women were and still are dedicated to 

eaming their pst-secondary education, getting their education was expensive and contributed to 

their poor economic status. Here, three interviewees stated how difficult it was to get an 

education as a single mother. 

Um, I'rn not gonna work [while] in school because 1 have enough on my plate 
[with school] as it is. (Kelly, Febniary 25,1999) 

You know 1 don? want to work so much when I'm going to school, otherwise my 
school work saers.  (Regina, January 19,1999) 

But 1 think because of the fact that 1 did get more of an education, that's opening 
so much up for me. 1 want to do fust aid, and I'rn doing a personal computer course, and 
stuf f  iike that. 1 mean really, 1 don? have tirne for al1 of it, and I'rn managing to do it al1 
for something in the end 1 suppose to happen. (Lynn, March 28,1999). 

CtilLDCARE 

Anoiher barrier to single mother's economic well king is the expense of good and decent 

childcare. Seventy percent of the women 1 interviewed requested that the governent provide 

adequate subsidized or fiee childcare. The other thirty percent had older children who no longer 

needed childcare services, My participants made it a point to teii me that higher subsidies or 



even free childcate was a must if they were going to make ends meet and have time to taise their 

children. The single mothers 1 talked to could not af30rd childcare and many verbalized their 

need for some help in this situation. 

1 thid something that would be really good, at least in this province, ah, Eree 
daycare. Good fiee daycare. 1 think that is absolutely necessary. The children are our 
fiiture. They need to be treated as such. That would be a good investment. (Camille, 
Febniary 5,1999) 

Like up here 1 fond it quite expensive. Tt's almost $400.00 for part-time, three 
days a week. It's $390.00 for three days a week. So I found that quite expensive, and 
daycare covers $200.00. Um, she said maximum was $220.00. (Regina, January 19, 
1999) 

Before and after school care is subsidized. Um, bey don't pay al1 the childcare. 
They could definitely do that. That would help a lot. (Erika, April 12, 1999) 

Well 1 guess, 1 did have to give up university when 1 had my first girl because of 
the cost of daycare and stuff. The daycare here is so expensive, 1 couldn't believe it. 
(Jenneffer, Febmary 18,1999) 

Govemment, 1 would say they could come up with better daycare prograrns. But, 
urn, so 1 definitely think social programs would be a big help, daycare for sure. Subsidies 
should be higher. (McFIy, April7,1999) 

These mothers had a difficult time affording daycare and some had to get it in different 

ways, such as taking their children to a fiiend, farnily member or neighbor. For example, one 

interviewee paid her mother to take her kids when she could not rely on a babysitter or formal 

childcare. Another interviewee described how she avoided paying the huge daycare fees. 

And when 1 was working, 1 ran [my kids] over to a neighbor that they would just 
go over there and 1 would pay her a liîtle bit of money each day. But for them to just go 
into after school care would be $500.00 a month. Which is outrageous for someone who, 
say, 1 mean 1 was only earniag $1,200 a month, and I mean that's just, 1 really don? 
understand how people do it. (Doma, March 4,1999) 

The problem was not ody proMding affodable childcare, but, also, as many participants 

emphasized to me, providing decent childcare that singie mothers couid feel good about. 





their children. Seventy percent of my participants wanted to be able to afford programs and 

activities such as sports for their children. 

I'd like to be able to put the kids in anythhg they want without having the cost 
factor really coming up. When the kids wanted to do an activity it was like, well, okay, 
now who's going to get to do what now. It wasn't like okay, well, you want to do 
swimming and you want to do dancing okay, of course, no problem. You know there's 
always those kinds of things. (Doma, March 4, 1999) 

Um, 1 can't afford, urn, you know, sports equipment and stufT like that. A lot of 
the subsidies, not the sports equipment but the courses that the soccer needs, you know, 
they don't subsidize. And al1 three girls are involved in soccer, and they really like 
soccer, and they're really good at soccer. So it's ridiculous. You know the school's kind 
of helping out and not charging any extra fees, but 1 still have to pay for the equipment. 
But she should be getting lessons somewhere else and really taking advantage of her 
youth, you know, but that 1 can't do. And you want to support that, you know, whether it 
be arts, or sports, or anything, you know. 1 want to support it. (Pretzel, April21,1999) 

1 guess the sports and after school activities and sn i f f  like that. That's the only 
thing that 1 am concerned about, that they'll miss that. 1 mean that can be a chunk of a 
kid's life whether it's football or piano lessons, you know what 1 mean? it's something 
that makes them a certain way. Playing piano opens up your mind and, ah, makes p u  
appreciate music and stuff like that. It gives you something more. Yeah, and sports does 
that, everything like that. That's just what 1 worry, that they won? get that. (Lynn, 
March 28, 1999) 

Well, my one girl is in art lessons, but it's like an eight week course through the 
parks and recreation. And the other kid does go to Surrey Academy of Music because 
she really wanted it, and my parents were entertainers. It's sixty eight bucks a month, but 
1 can't afford it, but. But 1 would add to that. (Jenneffer, February 18, 1999) 

1 think the other thing that 1 would like to be able to afford is- my daughter is 
special needs- there's treatments that would benefit her that aren't covered. 1 mean, the 
medication has stabilized her for the most part, but 1 think really when 1 can afford it, 1 
would be paying for the treatments. (Rachel, April 15,1999) 

Another problem the single mothers faced was tirne. The single mothers simply did not 

have the t h e  to be the sole bread winner and child m e r  in th& family. Obviously, the single 

mothers had w partnet to &are the childcare and domestic work loads with, nor did they have a 



partner to contribute to the family's hances. if a single mom devoted too much tirne to her job 

she saw her children les, or if she devoted too much time with her children, she had to work 

less. The participants had to find that balance between the two; however, listening to my 

interviewees, this was not always possible with only twenty four hours in a day and only so 

many dollars in the their bank accounts. Many of the single mothers 1 intervieweci were in 

agreement about being happier without a partner. Still, many of them also experienced times 

when they really missed an extra hand with childcare and domestic duties. 

Not enough tirne. 1 wish 1 could be two people with four amis, two bodies. 1 just 
try to do as much as 1 cm, but there's times though when I have to say to my son, T m  
only one person. You have to do something around here." Cook dimer, you know, he 
can wash the dishes. He's old enough to do the dishes, not that 1 want to make my kid 
my slave, but jeez some help would be nice. (Erika, April 12,1999) 

Um, just the shared time, it would be nice for someone else to take him off my 
hands once in a while, to just give me a break. (Rachel, Apnl 15,1999) 

Well, Iike yesterday, 1 was just dog-tired and 1 still had to cmk supper. So 1 think 
that it would be nice to have someone to take over some of the work load once in a while 
and financially. (Kelly, February 25,1999) 

You know, you're the only one there as well, so when you're tired or drained or 
whatever, there's no one else to rely on. There's on one else to, say, at ten O' dock at 
night, um, oh my god, 1 forgot milk and 1 have to go to the store tonight because we have 
to have milk in the moming for cereal and coffee or whatever. Um, so it would be nice to 
have someone to rely on in ihat respect. (Donna, March 4, 1999) 

Tt was not so much that these women want a permanent partner or any type of helper, but 

rather more time to be able to relax a bit when they got home h m  a fiill day of having been at 

work or school. When these women got home it was up to them to take care of aii the domestic 

duties which meant no time to unwuid, Some mothers felt that if they had better payïng jobs 

they could work l a s  hours, giving them more time to spend at home caring for their children. 

Single mothers also had much to Say about time constraints in relation to their children's 

ne&. When a single mother was strained for tirne, it sometimes bad adverse afKécts on their 



kids, and many of the single moms 1 taked to were womed about this. Some of the mothers 1 

talked to were upset that they could not be there for their children as  much as they felt they 

should, and others were concerned about the example they were setting for their children by 

being rushed al1 the time. 

And 1 wish 1 had more time to dedicate to him. You know, because you're 
cleaning up, or sometimes you lose track of the fact that you're not spending the the .  
You know, you're so busy with housework, oh gotta do the laundry, or you know, 
(McFly, April7,1999) 

It's really time consuming playing, you know, your baseball, your soccer, and 
doing al1 those kinds of things. And since you're only one person. As f a  as 
disadvantages go, that time thing too. Yeah, time constriction. (Erika, Apd 12, 1999) 

And 1 think, disadvantages, too, with the kids is not being able to, 1 spread myself 
ço thin. And so the disadvantages, ah, would be just, ah, not king able to do everything 1 
need to do. That means 1 gotta drag my kids to the grocery store if I need a bottle of 
Tylenol or something or you know like that. (Lynn, March 28, 1999) 

No, I did wnte down that my only concem 1 have is the modeling of too fast a 
pace of life. Because 1 think as a single mother you're just doing it ALL. When my 
daughter gets old 1 don't want her doing al1 the things that 1 do. Because it is too much. 
(Regina, January 19,1999) 

Poverty was such a pervasive issue among the participants that there was little room for 

their diversity to show through. Economically 1 did not find any consistent di fferences 

concerning race or sexual orientation. Donna, who is a lesbian, had the second highest income 

($30,000) among my sarnple of women and had a well paying job at Simon Fraser University, 

until recently. She was first in line for another job at SFU. McFly, who is First Nations, was 

fùnded by her band for her education and did not need to work, although she was contemplating 

a part-time job. She kept quiet about her sources of financiai support because many people got 

upset with her or made her feel guilty for the ' ï ke  ride" they felt she was getting. She felt ihis 

prejudice was a result of people not understanding and not wanting to understand the history of 

Fint Nations people. Erika and Kelly, white women who have children by black fathers, both 



fell into the lower income ranges of $10,000 and $19,000, and $20,000 and $29,000 rqectively. 

Erika and Kelly, like most of the women in this shidy, have had difficulty pinning dom well 

paying, full-time jobs. Rachel, a white woman h m  a working class famiiy, was the only 

participant who fell into the lowest income bracket of under $10,000, yet she was stable 

financially because of swings she had accrued. She was able to maintain pets, owned a "beater 

of a car", and cared for a special needs daughter who had Borderline Personality Disorder. 

So, um, I've really had times where 1 sit there and go, "1 don't know what to do." 
l'm not going to make the rent. I'm not going to be able to pay my bills." But I've 
managed to stay in the house that I'm at, the duplex that I'm at since '91. So it tells me 
that I've pulled through even though I've had the times that were so difficult. (Rachel, 
April15,1999) 

CHOICES 

For this section 1 analyzed how the single mothers 1 intervieweci perceived having and not 

having choices around becoming and being single mothers. 1 wanted to avoid both the idea that 

single mothers are victims with no agency and the idea that single mothers are individuals with 

unlimited free choice. My goal here was to find a balance in single mothers' lives between 

constraints they have dealt with and the agency that they experience. 1 asked my interviewees 

how they became single mothers and asked theu perception of how they did and did not have 

choices in this process. 1 conceptualized choice not as a single event, but tather as a series of 

events and decisions that single mothers had gone through to become single mothers and 

continue to go through to remain single mothers. For example, many of the singie mothers I 

talked with had made choices within existing constraints to make the most of their economic 

situation. 

And 1 mean 1 Say that only in a sense that, ah, you don't, if you're poor, you don't 
have to look like you're poor. And it's and I don? think it's, 1 think that's why there's so 



much stereotypical stuff about that is that, and again it cornes when people look at me 
and you know they don7 think I'm a single mom and that, ah, 1 make squat! And it's not 
that i'm trying to hide it, it's that I'm proud of who 1 am and 1 don't have to îive in a 
scum hole or dress like an idiot. 1 mean I've seen people with big, big bucks walk into 
the bank with, who haven't even shampooed their hait or even bwhed it. And they still 
got yesterdays pasta sauce on their face. 1 mean, so it's d l  a matter of how you want to 
feel and look. And 1 think if you Live in a shack, you're going to feel like you live in a 
shack, so, ah, that's what really bugs me. (Lynn, March, 28,1999) 

One of the choices that 1 had to make this semester, 1 was renting a house in 
Langley, and they put the rent up to $1,100 a month. And 1 was working three nights a 
week and 1 didn't want to work any more than that because I had fout classes, so it was 
enough anyway. But when 1 had the opportunity of taking housing up here, you know, 1 
came and 1 looked at it and it's lem that five hundred square feet. It's a one bedroom 
apartment and it's 475 square feet. So what has ended up happening is my oldest boy 
stays at my mm's during the week- he didn't want to switch high schools. So he stays 
there and 1 see him on Wednesdays. 1 go up there and then 1 have to corne up on Fndays 
and drop him back off Monday morning. So it's not ideai, it's not, urn, not a situation 1 
would have chosen had we'd been able to get into the two bedroom. 1 wouldn't have had 
to make that choice. And then there's the two little ones because they miss him. [But it's 
what you have had to do?] In ordet to be able to not work to have to work as much, to 
not have to wony about money as much. So it's a short-term sacrifice, you know. For 
two years is sort of what we have targeted that we would do this. And then 1 may still 
pursue the two bedroom and that would make it work out. So that's sort of the situation. 
Mind you, there's something different fiom paying 1,100 dollars to five hundred dollars, 
you know that's a six hundred dollar difference. (Regina, January, 19, 1999) 

1 have to go to welfare to pay my rent. 1 keep my house though. Like, 1 don't, 
um, let it get messy. But 1'11 keep it a certain level. 1 have nice stuK 1 don? have a lot 
of, 1 donTt know, 1 just keep my house. It may just be a basement suite, but [with] my 
furnitute and the stuff that 1 own done 1 can make it look like home, like home. (Ecika, 
April12,1999) 

The three areas that I focused on in relation to choice were pregnancy, single 

motherhood, and discrimination. First, the single mothers 1 intewiewed had much to say about 

how theù children came into this world and the choices and constraints they experienced when 

they were pregnant. The participants' stories about and experiences with their pregnancies 

illustrated both the choices they made and the limitations they experienced- Second, 1 explorai 

more in depth the choices available to these participants at the tirne of their break up h m  their 

partners, which eventuaiîy led to their present state of single motherhood. While the single 



mothers had very strong opinions about the advaotages and disadvantages of single motherhood, 

in fact, many of them prefmed it. Aithough single motbers have made the choice to be single, 

they still had to make a series of choices daily concerning their situation and face a number of 

limitations. Third, most of the women 1 talked with had experienced some form of 

discrimination based of the fact that they were single mothers. I included their experiences with 

discrimination here as a factor that limited their choices. 

PREGNANCY 

Do single mothers really choose to be single mothers? There is no conclusive answer to 

this question, but I would like to offer some understandings and explanations of single mothers' 

perceptions of their choices in this complex process. Pregnancy seemed the best place to start. 

Ninety percent of the women 1 inte~ewed were unmamed at the time of their first pregnancy. 

The participants in this study were divided almost evenly into two groups: unintentional and 

intentional pregnancies. These two categories were the buis for explaining my interviewees' 

road to single motherhood, and hopefully shed some light on the choices many single mothers 

make. Sixty percent of the women 1 talked with said their pregnancies were unintentional. In 

most of these cases, the women chose to use some method of contraception to avoid becorning 

pregnant, but then chose to keep their child when the birth control failed. Two of the 

participants, using two different foms of hirth control, discussed how their birth control failed. 

We were living together for about a year and a half and that was a condom, that 
was a condom breaking. 1 remember that one. And the other one was, 1 was breast 
feeding, and 1 remember we had sex three times in between my one daughter being bom 
and me becorning pregnant with the next one, and it was one of those times! (Doana, 
March 4,1999) 

Um, 1 was on the pilî, and 1 was with the father at the tirne, and 1 was taking 
penicilli and my doctor never told me, in fat 1 le& about it on Oprah, that 



combining birth control pills with antibiotics can negate the piil. And 1 got pregaant and 
that's pcetty much the extent of it. (Camille, Febniary 5, 1999) 

In some other cases, the participants were not intending to get pregnant but ended up 

pregnant due to various circumstances in their lives at the the .  Two single mothers, who were 

not using birth control at the time of their pregnancy, described the unique circumstances that 

lead to their pregnancy. in both examples, the women did not see themselves as having choices 

to make. Rather they saw becoming pregnant as something that just happened to them or as a 

stupid mistake they had made. 

No, no. 1 mean now it's a good thing, but back then it was a different thing. It 
was not very good at dl. Um, ah, well basically it's quite the story. I'm sure they al1 are. 
Um, 1 was with his dad for three years. We split up for two. He went to Australia and 
blah, blah, and 1 did my thing. And 1, urn, had one boyfriend in between that time. 1 
wasn't really serious, we just kinda went out and did social things. Um, and then, um, i 
got sick and, um, 1 sort of phoned his dad back up because I felt like 1 needed somebody 
to- 1 can't even explain where my head space was. 1 was just like running on this, 1 
wasn't working that summer because 1 was sick, and so 1 had a lot of time to think. And 
so we kind of ended on a bad note, so 1 phoned him back. And we sort of started talking 
again, and we started doing social things together and things happened! And 1 mean Lord 
knows they don't happen the three years you're together, but you know a couple times 
later. And that's how it came about. (McFly, Apd 7, 1999) 

Weil, 1 was living with the guy, and the reason, 1 don't even know why, but 1 was 
on the birth control pills since 1 was like 13 or some ridiculou age and for some reason 1 
went off for about a month and a half. 1 was living with the guy and 1 mean 1 don't even 
know why, 1 can't even give you an explanation why. Um, at the tirne, where 1 got them 
was an hour away and 1 wasn't driving at the tirne and 1 was working a lot and 1 couldn't 
get to this place when it was open or whatever, some stupid excuse. (Erika, Aprill2, 
1999) 

Most of the women 1 talked with considered other options such as abortion, adoption, or 

CO-habitating, but these did not tum out to be the best solutions for them. Four women gave very 

difCerent reasons for choosing not to have an abortion. 

Um, I had an abortion when 1 was twenty. Actually got pregnant the 6rst week 1 
lost my virginity. Talk about luck, huh? Because I'm not, i'rn fairly celibate. 1 mean the 
only t h e  i've ken intimate is you know with his dad. I've only had three partners in my 
life and I'm thirty, so that's not very many. And compared to my Çiends and people 1 



know. Um, but, um, ah, 1 made a promise to myself that 1 would never do that again 
because it really screwed my head up. So tbat's why 1 chose that. But for some reason to 
be honest with you, 1 wasn't scared. 1 cadt describe it. 1 didn't sit there and go "oh rny 
god." 1 just thought one day at a time, one day at a the .  And so it's just how it 
happened. (McFly, April7,lW) 

Well, the pcegnancy wasn't intentionai. And then, um, the father r d y  wasn't 
able to handle the responsibility. Because as far as 1 was concemed at that time 1 didn't 
feel comfortable with the idea of abortion. 1 wasn't comfortable with the concept of 
carrying a child and then giving it up [adoption]. Because 1 know how that's affecteci 
children. Um, so it was kind of like, um, 1 came to the conclusion that at that time it was 
a spirit that wanted to come to me and doing anything else with the spirit wasn't 
something 1 was comfortable with. (Rachel, April 15, 1999) 

Um, 1 was with a felIow when 1 was eighteen and got pregnant whm 1 was 
eighteen. Um, and then the father was around for a bit but not very long and 1 ended the 
relationship. Um, at the time, this was in Alberta, and this was in 1982, yeah '82, and at 
that time the abortion laws had ken sûuck down and it was difficult it was going to be 
very difficult. 1 probably could have, um, 1 probably could have if 1 had really, really 
pushed it, but 1 aiso was with someone who was very abusive and was saying things like, 
"If you kill my child 1 will never speak to you again." (Donna, Match 4, 1999) 

1 was misdiagnosed at first. So 1 was quite fat along and 1 think that may have 
had an effect on my decision. It was more of a danger to me to have an aboction at ihis 
point even though they were willing to do it. The doctors were willing to do it because 
they had made this error. 1 would of had to fly to Vancouver, have a speciaiist do it with 
my family doctor, 1 was 24 weeks. So 1 think at that point 1 had already been through 
enough with the misdiagnosis. (Regina, January 19,1999) 

These are only a few examples of how the women became single mothers. Al1 the 

constraints that came with these mothers becoming pregnant, such as failed birth control and a 

misdiagnosed pregnancy, were taken in stride and choices were made within these constrain&. 

Four of the ten single mathers 1 interviewed said theu pregnancies were intentional, 

meaning none of these women were using birth control when they became pregnant. Lynn was 

the only who was marrieci and discussed having children with her partnet before she got 

pregnant. Kelly, Jenneffer, and, to a lesser extent, Pretzel aü were ready for and wanted 

children, therefore they did not use birth control wbiIe engaging in intercourse with their 



Each kid was, okay, let's make a baby, and we did. So yeah, and 1 quite willhlly 
chose to have babies and it was, ab, it was great. (Lm, March 28,1999) 

Ah, my pregnancy was intentional. But 1 wanted to share my life with a childl 1 
thought 1 had 1 lot to offer. And you know he happened to wander along in my Me. 1 
think 1 got pregnant about the 6rst time we had sex. When 1 first conceived 1 think 1 
thought we would always be together. (Kelly, February 25,1999) 

The first one 1 even, like people can't say 1 tricked the guy or anything because 1 
had a miscaniage k t  and he took me to the bospital. Like people try to lay that one on 
me. And we already went through that and he never mentioned birth control so. He 
didn't say nothing about you know using b i  control atler that so, anyway. Yeah it was 
intentional. 1 think really they still have that attitude today that it don't matter to them 
that much because they don't have to be responsible anyway. They kind of maybe like 
the idea of having a kid especially when they're older. They like having a successor. 
(Jenneffer, Febniary 18, 1999) 

Um, with Joel 1 was using birth control. 1 was on birth control for like eight years 
and 1 knew it was time for me to get oK And within the first two weeks 1 was pregnant! 
Yeah. Well, um, they both knew it could happen, you know, obviously, 1 mean, if you 
have intercourse without a condom. Yeah, they don't take responsibility. Yeah, and it 
still is to this day. (Pretzel, April21, 1999) 

Of the women who had unplanned pregnancies, one was First Nations, one was a lesbian, 

one was a bisexual with a mixed race son, and one had an income of under $10,000. These 

unplanned pregnancies may have been due to a lack of resources available to these women. in 

other words, it might be easier to obtain reliable birth control if you are middle class, 

heterosexual, white, and in a same race relationship. One can see here the interaction of 

resources and choice. One of the major consûaints IUniting choices is a lack of resources. In the 

previous section, al1 of the single mothers were aware that lack of economic resources limited the 

daily choices they made everyday. They were less aware that insufficient resources may have 

limited their choices around pregnancy, perhaps because this lack is coded in systemic ways and 

thus less visible. 

Regardless of whether the participants' pregnancies were intentional or unintentional, 

they a i i  were in relationships at the tirne of their children's conception. Most of the women had 



hopes that their relationships would work out and that their childten would have responsible 

fathers. For my participants, the process of becoming a single mother waç one of leaving or 

losing a relationship for whatever reason. In the following section 1 explore how the choices and 

limitations became more complex for the single mothers in this study after they give birth to their 

children. 

Single mothers are often viewed as having made the choice to become single mothers, 

and seven of the ten women 1 interviewed felt that it was their choice (VanEvery 1995). 

However, the choices these single mothers had were often very limited. The seven single 

mothers, who said they had the choice to become a single mother, followed their affirmations 

with some hesitation and eagerly explained the limited options available to them. The other 

thme women were very clear that the choice to become a single mother was not really a choice 

but a necessity given the problems that arose in their relationships. 1 would like to explore the 

différences between these two groups of women by looking at their transitions into single 

motherhood, exarnining their options, limitations, and feelings about single motherhood. 

The seven single mothers who said it was their choice to become a single mother said so 

because there were other options open to them. There were other choices to make, but these 

were not necessarily favorable choices. This is why these women were hesitmt in saying it was 

their choice to become a single mother and why they were eager to explain their situation to me. 

And then, ah, 1 told him and he fteaked. And he just basicdly didn't want 
anything to do with it until about three months into the pregnancy. And then he started 
asking me questions, and he told me he had a girlfnend who he's still with actualiy. SQ 
basically I've been doing this al1 dong by myseif. 1 don't even know what it's like to 
have support during pregnancy, just family support, fnends, yeah. (McFiy, April7, 
1999) 



He has issues, he has lots of issues. He tried to kill himself actually, uh, in 
December before my son was born. My son was bom in May. So he tried to kill himself 
because his fifteen year old girlfnend broke up with him, and then he went out with a 
thirty-three year old. So he deEinitely has some issues, some CO-dependency issues. 
(Camille, Febmacy 5, 1999) 

In my experience of being a single parent, it was my choice. 1 could have stayed 
with one of them and 1 chose not to. And 1 think it's reaily just a nicer atmosphere in our 
house and it's because of the type 1 am as opposed to when Tan Man and 1 were together. 
Because he was really quite authontarian. You know, al1 this "do this and do that," 
whereas I'm l ie ,  "Let's go do this, let's ail do this." And 1 find that they're much more 
settied. It's a quieter home. (Regina, January 19, 1999) 

That's h y  the way it's worded too, "Do you feel you had a choice to become a 
single mother?" Well, 1 chose to become a single mother because he was such an 
asshole. You know, I'm not going to stick around. He's not going to be thefather of my 
child as a direct influence and there's no way 1 was going to be with him. So yes, 1 made 
that choice. My son has a father, he just happens to be a loser. And I'm sure 1 could of 
settled for the next guy that came along but no thanks. And with every day that goes by 
my standards go up so. (Erika, April 12,1999) 

Like 1 said, I'd saved quite a bit when 1 was doing word processing. 1 used to do 
free lance and that. And then 1 got the money h m  the estate and 1 figured I'm doing 
good, you know. Like 1 was only nine years sober. And everyone was tetiing me how 
good 1 was doing and 1 was compared to how 1 used to be. But 1 got like over confident 
and 1 didn't realize the cosrs of having a kid. And 1 figured 1 was really doing good and 1 
figured, yeah, it was my choice, and that's another reason why 1 didn't put his name on 
the birth certificate. 1 felt like 1 could do it myself. (Jenneffer, Febmary 18, 1999) 

Well, see in my opinion even though a choice is not something that you choose, 
it's still a choice. It's still an option. Just because you wouldn't choose it, that's your 
own prerogative. So, where does it leave you? As fai: as 1 was concerned 1 had several 
choices, but this was my best option. (Rachel, April 15, 1999) 

What went usaid by many of these seven women was that there was not much choice 

between staying with or leaving an irresponsible man who îreated them badly. Many of their 

options were limited for these women when their partners either responded negatively to the 

pregnancy or tmed out to be incompatible. 

Thirty percent of the participants did not feel that they had any sort of choice in becoming 

single mothers. They were very clear in stating that there were no other options open to them. 



These three single mothers may have had their partner's willingness to be a part of their life, but 

my participants were not willing to be a part of theu partner's life, and for good reasons. 

My husband was, ah, he was just a hitter. And he was a bitter before 1 rnarried 
him and even while 1 was going out with him. But around when we got rnarried things 
had changed so much and he seemed so much nicer and al1 this other crap. 1 mean that's 
exactly what it was, put on those rose colored glasses and happily ever afler! 1 didn't 
have the choice no. 1 was really quite pissed off because, ah, like 1 Say, calling 91 1, and, 
ah, then 1 acîually gave my ex-husband a year to get his life together. So 1 gave him a 
year and afler a year he didn't get his life together and didn't go to counseling and 
actually chose to blarne me. (Lynn, March 28,1999) 

But he was an abusive partner, and 1 don't want you to think that I'm excusing his 
behavior at al1 because I'm not, but 1 think the situations for why he was abusive, 1 think 
a lot of it had to do with societal pressure. 1 was being hstrated and angry about the 
ways society treated him, urn, 1 mean it was just insane. 1 would never have believed it if 
1 hadn't Iived it because 1 thought that was what happened in the 60's in Alabama. But it 
still happens today. Unfortunately, his way of dealing with it was to take it out on me. In 
that aspect 1 don? teally feel like 1 had a choice to stay. 1 mean 1 agonized over it for a 
long the ,  but 1 also decided that 1 didn't want my daughter growing up and thinking that 
that's how she should be treated. (Kelly, February 25, 1999) 

But 1 was living a lie. It wasn't who 1 was. 1 felt like 1 was king claustrophobie. 
And the walls were coming down on me and it was just an awfiil, awful, awful time. 
Like the last year and a half of the marriage was just really, really awful. And not 
because he was doing anything because he was very loving and supportive and 1 was just 
dying inside to get out and to be who 1 really was which is a gay person. So 1 mean it 
was not, um-- it was just really awful. So that was definitely a disadvantage! 1 didn't 
feel very good. 1 felt very depressed. A choice to me means that you have, there's some 
kind of options. You know you can either do this or that, and if 1 had stayed in the 
marriage, 1 would have. 1 was getting clinically depressed and 1 would have been on 
medication. It just would have been so @I to live with. 1 don't know if 1 would have 
killed myself, but 1 would have been awfirl to live with. (Donna, March 4,1999) 

Two of the women felt forced to become single mothers because they had abusive 

partners. One woman felt forced to become a single mother because she was a lesbian in a 

hetmsexuai maniage. Al1 three said they had no other choice except the one they chose, yet al1 

of thern later said that ifpressed then they guess it was some sort of choice they made but that it 

certainly did not feel like a choice. It felt like the only way out of an impossible situation. These 

three women experienced a ditTetent degree of choice than the previous seven women. Instead 



of having the choice of involvement with an hadequate partner, like the aforementioned seven 

women, tbese three women had the cboice of living with a physical abuser or with an 

unacceptable identity. Every woman in this study made choices. However, some women had 

more pressing and M e  threatening situations, hence a different degee of choice. 

There are numerous factors that make single motherhood a difficult life to lead. The 

stigrnatization single mothers experience may be a result of iheir poverty, and of the bias toward 

two-parent heterosexual family as normal. However, six of the single mothers I talked with said 

they definitely prefmed single motherhd to having a partner. Even the four of the women 

who did say they would like to have a partner to share their life with could count the many 

advantages that single motheriiood offered. Three women voiced a comrnon advantage of single 

motherhood, a view shared by nine of the ten women. 

Um, having to, the advantages of single motherhoud, having, being able to make 
the decisions 1 need to make, having the fieedom of choice. We can leave without having 
the beds made, or we can not corne home for three days, which happens. Um, or you 
know if we want to blow al1 our money on nothing, on shopping. Um, another advantage 
is, you know the kids, um, king able to sleep with me if they want. They still sleep with 
me al1 three of them. They don? take turns but they have their own cycles of when they 
need attention aud cornfort and security. Um, basically 1 don? have to, um, I'm just 
living my life the way, having the freedom to live our life the way we want. And E let 
them make a lot of decisions bat oîher people may not see as, un, appropriate so. And 
being able to live our life the way we want. (Pretzel, Apnl21, 1999) 

Um, 1 think that the biggest advantage for me is that 1 don? have to confiont with 
anyone. 1 raise my children the way I want them to be raised. And there's no discussion 
about bedtimes, or allowances, or what they cm eat, or if they're not eating something 
and someone's getting mad about the fact that they're not eating sometbing, or what kind 
ofpeanur butter we'ce going to have, or where we're going to go on vacation, or what 
kind of clothes 1 think are appropriate, or make-up or anythirig. There is no discussion 
and 1 love that. I think that is the best. And I don? even want to be in a relationship with 
someone that, that I have to do that again with. I did tbat when I was m d  and that 
was- 1 want it done my way. For me that is totalt'y the best part. @onna, March 4, 
1999) 

Um, not having to 6ght with anybody about how the parenting happens. And just 
kind of, you can make pur own vdues and, um, Say ihis is how 1 want my chiIâ to be 



bmught up. These are the values that 1 want to pass on. That kind of SM. (Rachel, 
Apnl15,1999) 

What these three single mothers, as well as the other six, enjoyed most about being single 

mothers was the increased hedom, decreased constraints, and abundance of choices that came 

along with it. When it came to discussing the advantages and disadvantages of single 

motherhood, almost everyone reported that being the head of the household was the biggest 

advantage because they could make al1 the necessary decisions themselves. On the flip side, the 

most comrnon disadvantage was the lack of a partner to share domestic duties with. This was the 

consensus regarâless of how many children a participant had. McFly was the only participant 

who said lacking a partner to share in the household chores was not a disadvantage to her. Kelly, 

Erika, and McFly al1 made a point of saying that a big advantage for hem was the closeness they 

shared with their only child. None of them were willing to sacrifice the closeness they valued in 

order to have a partner in their lives. Being an ethnic minority or having to deal with ihe racism 

that faces a mixed-race child may have contributed to the particular closeness between mother 

and child that these women experienced. 

DISCRIMlNA TION 

Eight of the ten women 1 interviewed said they had experienced or still experience some 

fonn of discrimination as single mothers. Everyone had different experiences as far as the type 

of discrimination experienced, but al1 the participants were in agreement that the discrimination 

they experienced was due to their status as single mothers. For example, three of the single 

mothers experienced discrimination h m  their empIoyers or CO-workers, three women 

experienced discrimination h m  social services, two participants experienced rental 



discrimination, and two of the women had experienced some discrimination h m  their children's 

school. 

Well, CO-workers, ah, tend to, you know, if I've got to run on, I've got a sick kid 
I've got to pick up fiom school or whatever, they'll think, "Ugh she gets off more t h e  
that we do." 1 think there should be, your job should include sometime of emergency 
time allotment per day. And somehow as an employee with kids you should have to 
compensate that, okay. Whatever time I'm gone, it should be that 1 do have to make it up 
if that's the case so thiit it's even. Because 1 feel just guiltier than stink and I'd rather 
have an agreement that 1 make up the time instead of somebody saying, "No that's okay, 
that's okay" and then get pissed off later. (Lynn, Match 28,1999) 

1 still think social services is temble. 1 think 1 mentioned that one tirne they were 
threatening me with apprehension andfinally, 1 had just sold my home so 1 didn't want to 
put out the money, but finally I had to go out and get a lawyer. And she just made one 
phone cal1 to hirn and he phoned me and he said, "1 never said anything about 
apprehension." And 1 wished 1 had got it on tape, you know. And that was the only 
difference. I had a lawyer. He backed off just like that! It just shows you. They've 
never relented with the control of our Iives. That's my opinion. (Jenneffer, Febniary 18, 
1999) 

Yeah, in a lot of ways, yeah, you're discriminated against. The biggest one is in 
renting. No. And we've acnially played with that a little bit. A few times that I've 
rented and if 1, you know, I've got three kids, "Oh, 1 dont think this would be suitable for 
you" or "someone's looked at it and 1'11 let you know." And yet 1'11 phone that same 
place back with Tan Man and say [to Tan Man], "Oh you have to come with me, 1 need a 
man here." And, "Oh yes" they'll rent to us right away. And that's the biggest place I've 
noticed it. (Regina, January 19, 1999) 

When you talk about that, 1 think about this last year. For my daughter's school 
concert he [daughter's father] came up because we achially can tolerate each 0 t h '  so 
we, you know, we sat together and watched her do her concert. AAerwards, 1 did notice 
some difference in the way, I thought that the teachers were more  endl lier to me. And I 
was saying to a fiiend of mine, "They were probably saying, 'Ob she did it with a black 
guy but at least she's not gay'." You know? So it's just so sick. But his presence 
definitely does make a difference. (Kelly, February 25, 1999) 

ûniy two women, Donna and McFly, did not feel they had experienced any 

discrimination due to their status as single mothers. Donna who is a lesbian said that any 

discrimination she felt was a result of her sexuai orientation. McFIy who is First Nations said 

she received more respect for being a single mother than for any other type of behavior. She 



informeci me that many mamieci rnothers remindeci her constantly how lucky she was to be single 

and how they wished they had the freedom she possessed. 

All the women 1 interviewed reported some form of discrimination based on their status 

as single mothers except for  DOM^ and McFly. These two women discussed people's 

discriminatory behavior toward them as homophobic and racist respectively. These two women 

might not have picked up on negative behavior concerning their single motherhood status 

because homophobic and racist behavior was usually more blatant and harder to shield one's self 

against. As far as some form of discrimination goes, no single mother completely escaped it. 

RELA TIONSHIPS 

There were fifieen fathers and eighteen children associated with the mothers in this study. 

From what the participants descnied about these Cifieen fathers, seven (47%) were happy with 

about the pregnancies, six (40%) were indifferent to or could not deal with the pregnancy, and 

two (1 3%) specifically requested an abortion. It might be expected that the men who were 

excited to become fathers have also taken an emotional md fuiancial interest in their children's 

lives. However, of the seven men who, in the mother's perception, were pleased with their 

partner's pregnancy, only one paid adequate child care every month, while four fathers paid very 

Little but saw their children, and two of these men had absolutely no contact whatsoever. Only 

one father in this study paid bis court ordered child support and took an active interest in his 

children. He has even taken responsibility for a son who is not biologically his, as Donna 

explains. 

No, 1 have three childm and the fhst one son] was when 1 was by my self 
and we don't have any contact with bis father. But my husbaad, my ex, totally took on 
al1 responsibility for al1 ttiree children. And actuaüy my son, he's almost sixteen, he 
actually lives with his Dad in Calgary now. So 1 have two kids [girls] that live with me 



and one child that lives with him. So then my child support went down because he had 
one child there. So we worked it out where he pays less. And so my oldest boy is living 
with him. Yeah, the other, the biological father of my son, had not, hasn't seen h i  since 
he was a year, so in fifleen years or so. @onna, March 4, 1999) 

As is clear fiom this quote,  DOM^ also has had experience with a father who has had no 

involvement in his child's life at ail. Her son's father has never accepted his responsibility and 

most likely never will. Some of the fathers associated with the women in this study took no 

responsibility for their children, but the rnajority of fathers, according to the participants, made 

an effort to see their children regularly while they simultaneously avoided financial 

responsibility for their children. In other words, most of the participants' ex-partners failed to 

make consistent or any child support payments but wanted contact with their children. 

When the single mothers discusseâ their children, the main focus was their concerns 

about their children and single motherhood. This was partiy due to the nature of the interview 

schedule, but it was also partiy due to the participants' desire to voice their worries about their 

families. There were a variety of concems as well as a variety of possible sources for these 

concerns. For example, 30% of the participants were concemed about their sons not having a 

consistent male role rnodel, and 20% were concerned about their daughters' future romantic 

relationships. 

Ah, just the fact that he doesn't have a consistent male role model. There's his 
grandparents, his grandfathers, my brother, and there could be his father in the near 
fùture. And there's the two guys, my roommates, they're gay actually, they're a couple. 
So it's, my son's lived with me and now he's living with two gay guys that are a couple 
and that 1 think could be causing some problems. Just because of the difference. So 
those guys have always been part of my life, I've known them for ten, eleven years and 
they've good friends of mine. But you know 1'11 be movhg out soon so the everyday 
contact is not going to be there. They still want to be a part of my son's life, but the 
twenty-fourlseven [24 hours a day/7 days a week] kinda role model, 1 think that's the one 
thing my son's going to miss out on. (Camille, February 5,1999). 

The one thing that 1 don't know is that 1 wonder if kids raised by a singie parent if 
they understand relationships. 1 reaiiy don? understand relationships with an intimate 



partner so that would be the one concem that 1 would have. Again 1 think that Elisha is 
fairly strong-minded, so 1 thinlc whoever hdoks up with her is probably going to be the 
l a s  dominant. Yeah, you know people have asked me, because I do counselig, about 
relationships and 1 just say, "1 dont know." Don't ask me that, that's definitely not my 
area. (Kelly, February 25,1999) 

Although the participants had a wide range of concems for their children being taised in a 

lone mother family, 90% of them agreed that their main concem for their children was lack of 

money. Other concems, such as lack of time and lack of activities for their children, were 

discussed under economics because these concerns were related to lack of income. Many single 

mothers felt that with more income many of their concems would disappear, even the concerns 

that were not necessarily directly related to financial matters, such as lack of a male role model. 

In this section, 1 finit discuss the fifteen fathers associated with the single mothers in this 

study. 1 consider the fathers' role in their children's lives and the types of child support, if any, 

that the fathers provide for their children. Next, 1 discuss the participauts' children. So much 

was discussed about these eighteen children that it is impossible to include every detail or even 

attempt to organize al1 that was said into categories. in this thesis 1 have chosen to examine the 

discrimination the children experience and the mothers' perceptions of the children's problems 

that have arisen h m  living in a lone-mother farnily. Past research has placed the blame on 

single motherhood for any of their children's problems rather than considering ather factors such 

as poverty and absentee fatherhood. These were topics the participants talked about at length. 

CHLLDSüPîûRT 

1 inquired about the amount of monetary support each woman received fiom her ex- 

partnet. Each woman had already figured out what a suficient amount of monthly chiid support 

would be either by court order, or by mutual agreement between their ex-partners and 



themselves. Each single mother required a different arnount of money depending on the number 

of children and other circmstances, but each couid Say whether they received al1 the money, 

part of it, or no money at ali. ûnly one father paid adequate child support each month, white 

eight fathers paid their child support either sporadically or paid very little each month, and six 

fathers have never paid any child support. Al1 of the participants reporteci the same personal and 

household income for two reasons. The mothers who received a specified arnount of support on 

a samewhat regular bais included this as part of their persona1 income. The mothm who 

received nominal or irregular payments did not feel the need to include this as their personal 

income. Obviously, the majority of the single mothers 1 intewiewed received little or no money 

fiom their children's fathers which made life for these women that much more of a constant 

struggle. These three participants each discussed the varying degrees of child support they 

received. 

Um, actually it's depnding on my income. But, for the longest tirne we kinda 
thought, oh four or five hundred dollars a month was adequate. And then we found out 
that the new Canada, there's federai guidelines on chiid support, which came out a year 
ago, and al1 of a sudden we reaiized that one of us was being shafled and that was me! 
And so my child support went h m  $450.00 to $1,080 a month and that was really great. 
Yeah. And now it went d o m  agah and now it's going up a bit so it's a round, like I 
think since i'm not working, it's around $850.00 a month. (Donna, March 4, 1999) 

Very minimal. He, um, this is actually a huge issue for me. ['ve really bitten it 
and 1 really bit it, And 1 just figure well, 1 believe in karma, so 1 just don't want to, you 
know, get my hands too d i .  Um, he, ah, pays us, ah, $140.00 for the month. Wupdity 
do da! (McFly, April7,1999) 

1 get, um, sometimes I get money h m  b. Like 1 said it's supposed to be $550 
a month and 1 don't, 1 might, and 1 don? get it on any given day. So it's kinda n e ,  1 cal1 
it Keg money because you know how you go to the Keg every once in a blue maon and 
it's a great ciinner? WeU 1 cal1 it Keg money because t get it every once in a blue moon 
and i fs  greaî! So 1 don? go to the Keg with it but I cail it Keg money. And, ah, so when 
1 get my Keg money, whenever 1 get it, 1 might get, 1 think I've gotten the most in that 
last, weii, 1 got a $1 50 and thought wow! Well, $150 in Keg money, you know, 1 better 
get those kids the boots, or whatevet they need, or drop it on my Visa, or something. 
(Lynn, March 28,1999) 



Not at dl. Um, that's been like a nightmare. We went to court and he just kind of 
sat and lied h u g h  bis teeth to the judge. It's like you goof. (Rachel, April15,1999) 

Al1 of the women 1 t&ed with received different amounts of money except of course the 

women who received noîhing. For example, a single mother in this study received anywhere 

fiom $25.00 a month to $850.00 a month. There were also the sporadic payments such as one 

participant who received $100.00 occasionally h m  one of her daughter's faîher* 

The problems the mothers faced fighting for monthly child support payments h m  the 

fathers as well as the govemment were significant* Camille briefly described the ha& she went 

through with court enforced payment, Donna talked about the stress adequate monthly payments 

h m  her ex-partner caused ha ,  and Regina illustrated what she would like to do when her ex- 

partner did not pay his child support. 

Well, a lot of times the left hand doesn't know what the right hand is doing 
because he's king enforced to pay this, but the BC govemment thinks he's voluntarily 
paying it. And 1 got $300.00 in November and I got $300.00 last week [for February]. 
And he said he started getting deducted in October. So, October and then there's three 
more months somewhere in the mail. No one knows what's going on. They won't let me 
talk to Ontario. So I'm goma go to the premier if that's what it takes. It's ridiculous, 
because I was getting $300.00 every month h m  him on time, 15th of every month, he 
gave me post dated checks, Now, 1 newr know when I'm going to get money. (Camille, 
February 5,1999) 

Um, and he's aiways paid me but 1 continually feel like it's a struggk. Like even 
though he's redly good about it and 1 think, you know, I have nothing to cornplain about, 
1 just 1 never know when the money's going to be tùere. And like it's always around the 
ikst of the month, but sometimes it's not right on the f i t  of the month. And then 1 have 
to think well 1 have to have aii my rent covered and al1 my biils covered and then not 
really count on his money coming in at a certain the. Or he bas reaily good intentions 
about doing things but then he takes a while to do them. Like for this month he was 
supposeci to give me the seven hundred. And 1 kept phoning bim the week before and 
wasn't able to get bim to talk to him. And finafly 1 talked to him on the weekend and 1 
said to him, "You know my UI hasn't kick4 in yet and Sm going to need a bit more 
money and how are you about W? And he says, "Oh yeah, yeah, I'11 go to the bank on 
Tuesday and put some extra money into your account." Well yesterday [wednesday] 1 
went and there's no extra money there. ( D o ~ a ,  March 4,1999) 



1 guess 1 can be a little bit radical. But 1 remember the last one, he wasn't going 
to pay one month. And 1 was like, "Okay, fine, you'n not going to pay and k t ' s  fine, 
but the kids and 1 are coming to your rugby game with big plaque cards and we are going 
to c q  these signs up and d o m  the side lines that you are a delinquent &id." He was 
horrifieci. Then the other time 1 was like, what wouid used to happen was if he didn't üke 
somethiag 1 did or said he wouidn't pay. Then 1 was like, "Fine, don 't punish me. I'm 
making up signs and I'm tacking them al1 around your house. I'm going to put your 
address, basement suite, your name, h o w  much money you make, and that you are 
refirsing to pay for you children. You just shouldn't have to go threaten stuff like that or 
have to think o f  things like tbat. It's like $200.00, we'n going on a march now, me and 
the children. (Regina, January 19,1999) 

Regular cMd support payments were not the only kind of monetary support that these 

women received fiom their children's fathers. Some fathers paid for daycare costs, some bought 

clothing, some paid for vacations or travel, and somc helped out in other ways by doing odd jobs 

for their ex-paruiers. Three partkipants discussed how their children's fathers provide monetary 

support in other ways than child support payments. 

He buys her clothes and he gives her money when he cornes up to see her. It 
would be nicer if he could give the money to me so 1 could buy food, but he gives it to 
her and she buys whatever which, 1 guess, is okay too. But as far as like, see he's always 
been able to give her tike al1 the fun stuff, which bas b e n ,  ah, which bas been tough on 
me sometimes. We aiready taiked about bis minimal support. As far as monthiy 
maintenance, he didn't give anything for the first seven years. Um, and but he's dways, 
always bought her clothes and shoes, well not al/ of thern but the majority of clothes and 
shoes. Which helps. (Kelly, February 25, 1999) 

The second one, he sent some money here and there, lie $50.00. He's pmbably 
sent less that $500.00 total in six years. He tries. But he did pay like the last time they 
went to visit him. 1 told him he had to pay haif ofthe plane fare and he did eventually, 
yeah, he did eventudy. And then for number three, he pays for half of the day cim. 
And, un, any clothes or incidentals he'U pay half. He a h ,  he doesn't work. He's a Ml 
t h e  student. His 6nancial situation is a little bit different. (Regina, January 19,1999) 

Althougb 1 got my ex to build une [a carport]- he's a carpenter- 1 took it off 
what he's supposed to be paying for chiid support, which he doesn't pay, so 1 did get that. 
A lot of women don't even have that opportunity. He b d t  us a tool shed, like when my 
otder girl moved in we had to put the boxes and that in the tool shed. Like he built the 
carpoa and the tool shed, I hate to say it, but it is a belp. It's really disgusting. 
(Jeuneffer, February 18,1999) 



Although these other types of financial help should be in addition to regular, adequate 

monthly payments h m  fathers, they were fiequently used in place of child support payments. 1 

think most of the participants would agree with Kelly that she could spend the money more 

wisely than her daughter or her ex-partner could if the money were given directly to her. 

It was very difficult for single mothers to make it on their own. It became an even larger 

challenge when ex-partners failed to pay child suppott. Many fathers simply retused to pay child 

support, according to the single mothers in this study. As Jenneffer stated, "He did pay for a 

while but he's of the mind that he doesn't have to pay and so he won't." Unfortunately, he was 

right. 

FATHER'S ROLE 

What goes hand in band with the father's child support is the father's role, rneaning the 

time each father in this study spent alone with his children. The role fathers play in their 

children's Iives can mean a great deal to singie mothers, as it gave them time to work, rest, or 

spend time with fnends. Although they ofien did not pay child support, the fifieen fathers 

connected with the participants in this study were a M e  better about taking an active role in 

their children's lives. Of these fifieen dads, nine made some effort to spend time with theu kids, 

while six dads made no such effort. Of these six fathers, five also had no contact with their 

child's mother and did not pay child support. The nine fathers who did see their children 

consisted of one who paid sufficient child support, seven w b  paid a little or sporadic support, 

and one who paid aothing. Thece were various ways these nine fathers spent time with their 

children and there were various amounts of time spent as well. Some fathers had a desire to see 



their children and sorne had to be asked or reminded to see them. Aithough the ex-pattners' mie 

cm be another burden for single mothers, it was appreciated when the fathers did play their part. 

How often fathers saw their children varied. In this study, the majority of fathers made 

time to see their children, but the time spent was rather scant. According to my participants the 

t h e  their ex-partners spent with their children ranged h m  seeing them two or three nights a 

week to seeing them only on the weekends. Then there were the fathers who only saw their 

children once a month or once a year. 

He now sees the kids three times a week. He pays half the day care but it hasn't 
aiways been so rosy. It's k e n  a real struggle. But because his sort of motivation is to be 
on my good side, it's helpfil in keeping him doing ail the things he should be doing. So 
that gives that glimmer of h o p  there. (Regina, January 19, 1999) 

Oh, this is, ah, kinda of a joke because 1 get every second weekend Eree fI'm 
lucky. So that's probably the most advantage that 1 can see because then 1 get that, um, 
not every single mom would get that. But 1 was saying to this counselor, you know he 
doesn't even listen about the grief that 1 have to go through. Being interrupted in my job, 
he doesn't have to deal with them being sick, finding daycare, he doesn't have to deal 
with a goddarn thing and I'm sick of it! Al1 he does is give me attitude, no money. He 
used to actually, um, it would be his weekend and he'd cal1 me Friday night, "Ah, I got a 
job and 1 can't pick the kids up tomorrow." He'd leave a message rather than taik to me. 
So I'd have to get a baby-sitter, and that baby-sitter would cost me thirtyfive dollars that 
day. (Lynn, March 28,1999) 

Yes, they think he's just like the sun and the moon and ugh. He Lives in Caigary. 
Um, he works, and for work he sometimes comes out to Vancouver, so he's acnially seen 
them this year quite a bit. You know he was out at least hvo times in the fa11 and then out 
at least for like Christmas and then he was out again in Febniary and then I think he's 
coming out next week. So he's sees them quite a bit. At least more so ihan he did before 
because he was working, he was based in Calgary, and he wasn't traveling a lot, so that's 
really good. And they phone him and, urn. Sometimes they talk to hun a lot, and 
sometimes they don? talk to him too much. (Donna, March 4,1999) 

So, um, I mean, since we've moved back here, I mean when we were iiving in the 
interior he probably cded  once a month and she saw him four times in seven years. Um, 
since we've iived back here he calis her on a weekly basis. He calls at least once or twice 
a week and he tries to corne up and see her once a week. 1 wish he would take her to his 
house more. He was supposed to take her for the weekend but he said he was t w  busy. 
He had to work. And 1 said, "Gosh, I've worked your whole life, you know, and I still 
have time for you." (Kelly, February 25,1999) 



The women wanted their ex-partners involved with theK children, however, some single 

mothers found this situation to be a catch 22. On the one hand most single mothers wanted their 

ex-partners to spend time with their children, but on the other hand this time was usually spent 

doing fiin things the children enjoy. Not only did the fathers get the fiin time with their 

children, but they also spent money the participants could not afford to vend on theu children. 

Further, the participants would have preferred to have this money as child support. Three single 

mothers were upset that their ex-partners got to spend the fiui time with their children while they 

did the draining child rearing work. 

Actually he's more like Disney dad because he picked the kids up and would 
think nothing of dropping like $200.00 in a day or a weekend. Um, taking them out to 
dimer, movies, and, ah, buying them $30.00 runners! You know, buying them anything 
they want, taking them like to a11 kinds of theme parks, and drop money, it just makes me 
sick. (Lynn, March 28, 1999) 

He does take the kids, in fact he's really stubborn about insisting on seeing them. 
You know they still seem to have the right. So sometimes it helps a bit if there's stuff 1 
want to go to or if I'm working. 1 always work weekends. So he is good with the kids, 
he takes them to the beach, the park. He has more leisure tirne with them than 1 do 1 feel 
like. It pisses me off. And the younger girl always wants to go there. (Jenneffer, 
February 18,1999) 

But as far as Iike, see, he's always been able to give her like al1 the fun stuff, 
which has been, ah, which has been tough on me sometimes. Like 1 remember one time 
we stopped by because we were on our way down the Oregon coast or something like 
that. So she went to see him and he buught her some new clothes and stuff and so she 
came back telliing me how great her dad is you know, and 1 just said, "Who looks d e r  
you everyday of your life"! And I've taken her on some fairly big trips and stuE like t k  
too, and she goes down and sees her dad for an afiernoon and gets a couple of outfits and 
thinks he's a king!? (Kelly, February 25, 1999) 

The 0 t h  single mothers whose ex-partaers were not in any way a part of their children's 

lives had some very different complaints. For example, some of the single mothers were 

concemed about lack of a father figure for their sons, some were concemed about the rejection 

their children felt, and some were concemed about how it enabled their ex-partners to be 



irresponsible. Here three single mothers describe why their child's M e r  did not pursue a 

relationship or spend time with them. 

Nope, it's non-exisient. When she was, um, well when she was about a year and a 
haif1 tned to go back out with him. And when it didn't work in t m s  of a telationship 
between him and 1, he said, "Tell her that, tell her to get yow new boyfriend to father 
her." it's like yeah ri&. I've seen bim once since then and it was years later and 1 just 1 
asked him, "So Cathy wouid really like to see you." And he just said, "Weil tell her, her 
dad's doing some of his own shiffright now." Okay. And I mean he grew up in a 
dysfunctional home and everyîhing îike that, so he felt like he needed to take care of 
some of that. And 1 just kind of go, "Okay!" (Rachel, April 15,1999) 

And he has no relationship with my son. I mean he [her son] might remember 
him as Stephan. And we used to be really close, but 1 don't think we even h o w  each 
other anymore, If 1 was living in Toronto tight now it would be different because I'd be 
seeing him on a regular basis. But I'm glad I'm out here, and he has the opportunity to 
corne out here, 1 think even his parents would be willing to support him, but he won't. 
(Camille, February 5,1999) 

Not the oldest one. No, he refuses. He refuses to have a relationship because he's 
mental, He has mental problems. 1 shouldn't say it that way but he does. Has a mental 
illness. He's been ofïon half time. 1 don't know because 1 havenTt seen him in a while. 
My suspicion is that it's made up because then he gets disobility. He works for the 
govement, ministry of social services, child protection! But because ofthe kind of 
person he always was, it would make sense to me, he's always on stress leave. Whether 
it's legitimate or not, my suspicion is that he isn't. (Regina, January 19,1999) 

When fathers did not send child support andor did not involve themselves in their 

children's lives, the lives of their childm and of the single mothers of these children were 

seriously affecteci. This jack of support on the fatbers' behaif was one of the causes of many of 

the concems my participants had. Concerns such as lack of t he ,  money, and lack of a male role 

mode1 were partly related to theu ex-partnet's lack of involvement. 

C&UJ)REN'S PROBLEMS 

The single mothers I intaviewed did encornter some schoobrelated and emotional 

problems with their chiidrm. Conceming problems children eucountered at school, 60% of the 



women 1 intervieweci af£hed their children had some type of pmblem, whereas 40?! said their 

children had no problems. Most of the children's problems at school, which the mothers 

reported, were a below average petformance andlor difficulty fitting in. Conceming emotional 

problems, 70% of the single mothers said their children did not suffer from any degree of 

emotional distress, while 30% of the participants said their children exhibited some signs of 

emotional distress. 

The school related problems the single mothers said their children had encountered were 

lack of motivation or social isolation. Of the six participants who had children who expetienced 

difficulty at school, a l  gave specific reasons as to why this was so, including lack of a male role 

model, lack of money, racism, and special needs. 

My son had, um, some problems the last year and haIf. And I don? know, you 
know, if it was because 1 was a single parent, but I think it would have helped if his father 
was around you know, Iike here in the province. Um, you know he was, ah, not really 
getting into trouble but l i e  missing school. And, you know, just being really las, around 
the house and kind of disruptive like destroying my stuff, like fiuniture and like little 
knives and little things and not talking back but just not being really, you know, 
whatever. And he failed, um, English and French last year, and we had lots of 
discussions about, you know, you can't do that and this and that. @onna, March 4, 
1999) 

The otdec girl won't do anything. Al1 the teachers say more effort needed. One 
teacher said more effort in class, and she blarnes everybody. 1 Say, "Who are you going 
to blame for this one"? She says, "Oh 1 was reading in class." You'd think she'd read 
her text, right? But ao she's reading some Goosebumps book or sornetbing. So you 
know. So she's a bit better since they've been sending me letiers and 1 had to go and see 
a counselor and al1 that shit. So she's keeping up a bit more but. Most of it's lack of 
effort. 1 still think that some of the diagnosis is probably right, they diagnosed her hally 
ADHD, she has that, she's so easily distracted and hyper and ai l  that. (Jenneffer, 
Febmary 18,1999) 

We11, she doesn't realiy think that she has friends. Um, and 1 think that she is 
scared to try to make fnends and again that stems h m  her history at school. It would be 
realiy nice if 1 could find a single mom that had a kid the same age as her. (Kelly, 
Febmary 25,1999) 



The three childm who experienced emotional problems also had very specifïc reasons 

for these problems. Mothers who reporteci that their children had emotional problems explaineci 

these problems with reference to various family dynamics. 

Um, but being impoverished is emotional. You know it is. It weighs on the heart, 
it weighs on the mind. The oldest is canying a burden. She carries a burden. 1 see 
myself reflected in my three girls. And 1 see al1 three of them carrying different things of 
me. (Pretzel, April2 1, 1999) 

Only in the sense îhat, yes, 1 think they used to, um, wih my, like 1 said with 
emotional problems in the sense that my one son went through counseling about children 
witnessing abuse. 1 mean, 1 think if you become a single mom because of that, then 1 
really think yu should get your kids into counseling because of that, 1 mean I think you 
need to taik to your kid about divorce too. So as far as emotionai, 1 think, 1 mean I've 
spoken to them on goingly about what's going, so they're not in the dark and they don? 
misunderstand. (Lynn, March 28,1999) 

1 would say that she, well, she suffers a lot from emotionai difficulty, but that's, 
it's kind of a muitidimensional bag. It's, 1 mean, yes, she sae r s  the loss of her father 
and she's talked about him many times. So, 1 mean does a child of a single parent sufTer 
any emotional damage? Oh, wow, ah, there's the financial issues, îhere's, 1 mean, a 
single parent usually has emotional baggage that they need to work through, um, the loss 
of the other parent. It's a pretty multiplex bag. So- (Rachel, April 15,1999) 

The gap between nch and poor, attachent to parent, and difficulty with discipline are 

other child-related problems that were descnied by the single mothers 1 talked with. 

And my son sees the toys they bring and that's where it gets really bad. And 1 
can 't compte with ?bat so that's a problem I'm experiencing. That he's going to 
understand the gap between rich and poor way sooner than 1 ever did. And it's gonna get 
blamed on me. It's just reaüy hard, I mean parents should be dlowed to spend money on 
their children, but it makes it hard for the rest of us who can't Bord those things. 
(Camille, Febniary 5,1999) 

And d e n  we fkt started king fiiends, 1 mean Elisha's h y  too because 1 am 
like her sole person she somewhat, she wants to control that. She's *mecure 1 guess in a 
sense of losing me. So she tries to keep others out. So when this h d  of mine, you 
know, we tned to hook up our two kids because we're fiiends so our kids should be 
fiiends, they hated a h  other and they fought di the tirne. 1 think both the kiàs were 
threatened by the moms' relatiomhip and so ifthey couid dways stir up crap, then how 
could the moms have a good relatiomhip? (Kelly, February 25,1999) 



And there is the thhg with the disciplrne, especially since my older girl's moveâ 
in. 1 think ifs, she won't do anything and 1 think it's easier if there's two people to 
enforce it. Itls really difficult especially when you're too busy to try and get them to do 
anything. Well it ends up with a bunch of yeliing and arguing. (Jeuneffer, Febniary 18, 
1999) 

These women, as weU as some of the other participants, did not see their children's 

behavioral and emotional problems stemming h m  their status as single mothers per se. Rather 

they saw poverty andlot the absence of a responsible partner as the main factors responsible for 

their children's behaviors. 

DISCRIMINATION AGAINST CHILDREN 

Since most of the single mothers I interviewed experienced some fom of discrimination 

because of their status as single mothers, it would follow that most of the children in this study 

have experienced discrimination as well. Sixty percent of the interviewees said theu children 

experienced some fonn of discrimination, usually at school or daycare, because they belonged to 

female-headed households. Two of these women, Kelly and Erika, had mixed-race children, so 

they felt the discrimination imposed on their children was a product of both single motherhood 

and racism. Many times when single mothers' children experienced discrimination because of 

their status, single mothers shared it too. it is unfortunate that single mothers and their children 

encounter prejudice and discrimination because they belong to a female-headed household. In 

this case, some of the children's discrimination was based on single mothers' poor economic 

situation, some based on the lack of a father, and some based on racial discrimination. In 

Rachel's case, the discrimination ber special-needs daughter experienced was also derived fiom 

being in special education as well as being P r .  The other 40% of the participants who said 

their children experienced no discrimination based un their inclusion in a lone-mother household 



a h  implied their cbiidren encou11tered no discrimination based on factors other than belonging 

to a single-parent household. 

Most of the prejudice the children in this study experienced was at school by teachers and 

classmates; however, neighborhood kids and parents were also sometimes a problem as well. 

The discrimination usually erupted in reprimanding, exclusion, and teasing. 

One of the rhings that happened was she had her tonsils out so she had a bottle of 
water with hei: at school. And 1 guess when the teacher first saw Elisha, Elisha walked 
into the classrwm and this kid said to her, "Why do you have that bottle of water"? And 
Elisha turned around to him and said, "Because 1 had my tonsils out, siupid." So the 
teacher said to me ttiaî Eîisha was again not being very tolerant of this other kid and she 
didn't like the way she was talking to him and blah, blah, blah, blah. So when I talked to 
Elisha, 1 said, "What's going on, why are you calling this kid stupid? You know that 
wasn't very nice." And she said, "Well Morn, he was doing it just to bug me because two 
seconds earlier out in the hall he said to me, 'How corne you have that bottle of water"'? 
And 1 said, "Because my tonsils, 1 got my tonsils out and my throat's dry and so 1 drink 
the water." Then I walked into the classroom and he said to me again, "Why do you have 
that bottle of water'? And I said, b'Because I got my tonsils out, stupid." (Kelly, 
Febniary 25, 1999) 

Okay, hold on a second. My son had a disagreement with a kid a year younger 
than him, over his car, like my son's little motorcycle, one of those plastic motor trike 
things. And, um, my son was like, "Get off, it's mine, it's mine." And the grandrnother 
of this child was walking by and said something, I didn't hear, I found out later that the 
woman called my kid a bastard. Well, 1 don? stand for that. 1 don't. (Erika, April 12, 
1999) 

My older kid, she cornplains that kids even at the daycare- they don't go much 
anymore- but they make fun of them because of the cbthes they Wear. But the kids at 
school and the daycare make ftn of my kids telling them that they're on welfate and 
we're not They just use as a put down. (Jenneffer, Febrwy 18,1999) 

Since Kelly and Erika's daughter and son, respzctiveiy, have black fathers, they have 

m e r  experienced discriminatory behavior, rnostly in the form of exclusion. Both single 

mothers gave examples of regular occurrences of prejudice in their child's Me. 

My daughter started school with some kids h m  kindergarten. And there were 
some kids that had been al1 over the place with us. Like they had come to our house, we 
had sleepovers, we've gone to, like there's hot springs two hom away h m  us. We'd 
gone thete, and al1 over- My kid's never ever once been in theù house- What's that 



about? People ask me what 1 think about this and 1 say they are racist but they are just 
trying to be polite so they'll let their kid corne with us but "îhere's no way that kids 
coming in our house." This is the other thing that's interesting, they aiways said that she 
was intolerant. So it's okay for kids to cali her brownie. 1 mean they didn't say that is 
was okay, but they said that she was intolerant of others. 1 had a teacher tell me tbat 
Elisha was the most destructive kid in her class and that she'd stir up the whole class, but 
she had Elisha sitting in the middle of the classroom. And 1 thought powerfùl little thing 
isn't she if she can get the whole class going? WeU why do you have her sitting 1 the 
middle? If she's this good, then why don't you have her over to one side so she's not the 
center of attention? (Kelly, Febniary 25, 1999) 

Well, the fiinny part is the kid next door and the kid up stairs play together. 1 
mean it was so obvious. It was so blatantly obvious last sumrner, they set up a tent, you 
know, in the back yard, and the two boys slept in the tent, and they didn't invite my kid 
over! Um, 1 couldn't believe it! I mean it was up for about ten days, and they never once 
asked him. 1 sat there going, 1 didn't get it. 1 filled in the blanks though. It was, 1 see it 
as the fact that I'm a single mother, and 1 see it as the fact that I've got black people 
coming in and out of my house in the white neighborhood. The other thing is, my son is 
ailowed to go over, the odâ, odd tirne this is, and he's ailowed to go in their house. Every 
time my, their boy comes around the corner and they can't see him for a second, they're 
ail calling his name or whatever. And he's not even ailowed in my house to play. But 
my son's allowed to go over his house. (Erika, Apd 12,1999) 

Although these examples differed in the site of exclusion, the mothers clearly saw and 

labeled the exclusion their children experienced as racist. Kelly's daughter was not invited to go 

over her friend's house, but those fkiends were aiiowed by their parents to visit Kelly's home. 

Whereas, Erika's son was invited over to bis fiend's, but his fnend was not allowed by his 

parents to visit Erika's house. Although these two examples are opposite in details, it is the 

exclusion that the mothers focused on in boih cases. 

McFlyy a First Nations woman, aiso had a mixed-race son but with a white father. McFly 

reporteci that her son had not experienced any fonn of discrimination, which she felt might have 

been because her son was ouiy three and not in school yet. However, we did not discuss this 

issue in-depth our interview. 



In t m s  of diversity, Donna and Enka, lesbian and bi-sexual mothers respectively, did 

not feel their children were discrimiuated because of their sexual orientations. This might be 

because sexual orientation was not as obvious as race among the participants in this particular 

study. In other words, sexual orientation was less obvious in dis study because Donna and Erika 

did not have pariners at the time of our interview. ifthey had been living with fmale partners, 

then orientation might bave been a much bigger issue in their Iives and thus in our interview. 

Not al1 of the children in this study met with discriminatory behavior h m  school, 

neighbors, or pers, As Regina explained, one way to avoid discrimination was to p a s  as a two- 

parent family. However, this strategy required an involved father who was also on g d  terms 

with the mother. 

1 can't reaily see any ways that my children suffer for king in a single parent 
family. 1 don't see i t  You know, not in school. And part of that may be that they just 
don't even know. 1 mean how would school know? You know, other than maybe if there 
was absolutely no involvement on the part of the father, or the father that's around. Then 
maybe they would have a different idea, but becawe he's a very present, you know, 
picking them up from school and dmpping them off, ihat sort of thing, i'm sure they 
don't even really know. And we do make a conscious effort to go to parent meetings 
together and attend anything l i e  that together. And maybe that's part of it in my mind, 
is that then the kids won't s a e r  h m  tbat stigma And, really, a person doesn't know a 
relationship, they usually assume. There's that big assumption that people that are apart 
are not tnendy to each other, so when you do appear and come together and you're 
laughing and stuff, they just don? really know wbat to make of it. (Regina, January 19, 
1999) 

The other reason single mothers' gave for a lack of discrimination against their children 

was the presence of other single mothers in their children's school, daycare, and neighborhood. 



CHAPTER FOUR: DISCUSSION 

Economicaily, the ten single mothers in this study were poor as most single mothers are. 

With respect to choices and relationships, there were as many differences as tbere were 

similadies among the participants in this study and with single mothers in general, because 

every single mother's situations is unique. However, the lesbian and First Nations mothers, as 

well as those with bi-raciai children, faced some issues in common with other single mothers 

who share similar sites of oppression. I want to comparelcontrast the one lesbian mother's 

expenences with lesbian single mothers (many of who have partners) in general, and 

compare/contrast the one Fust Nation mother's experiences with First Nation single mothers in 

general. Next, 1 want to compare/contrast the situations of the two single mothers in this study 

who had partially black children and comparelcontrast them with other white mothers (singie and 

married) who had children of color. Finally I will discuss the strengths and limitations of this 

thesis. 

For the ten single mothers in this study, the three main economic concems that came up 

during the interview were jobs/sociai assistance, childcadprograms for children, and tirne. As 

stated in the introduction to this thesis, the job market is not favorable to single mothers since it 

consists of mostly part-the, low-wage jobs. To make ends meet, singie mothers rely heavily ou 

side jobs (some that pay "under the table") and their own petsonai networks (Edii & Lein 1996; 

Schein 1995). Among the women 1 interviewed, Erika sewed clothes for fnends as a side job 

and KeIiy had her parents to fail back on when money was tight. Other factors such as 1ow 



levels of education and work experience also contribute to single mothers' poverty (Schaffner- 

Goldberg & Kremen 1990; Mencher & Okongwu 1993). This is why eight out ofthe ten 

interviewees were pursing a post-secondary education, although wne had poor school 

performance or were high school dropouts. Because of their low levels of education andor work 

experience single mothers were at high risk of needing public assistance and tended to use it 

repeatedly (Orthner & Neenan 19%; Schein 1995). Because singIe mothers make the same 

salary working at their jobs as they did collecting welfare it m e d  easier for them to collect 

welfare. However most of them did not, including some of the ones I talked with, because of the 

stigma that came with collecting welfare and because it bolstered their self-esteem to work. 

(Edin & Lein 19%; Harris 1993). As Lynn said to me, "1 tell people if l didn't go to wrk, 1 

couid be on welfare al1 day. And it wouId be easier, it is. I'd just have to go to my mailbox to 

get my check. But you know, dong with that would be, well, I'd just rather kill myself' (Lynn, 

March 28, 1999) 

1 agree with the human capital developrnent theory that single mothers with more 

education and job training will fare better in the labor market. Education is an investment on 

one's own human capital ami a student wiU invest in herself is she foresees a return on her 

investment (Johnes 1993). However, more education and job training are useless if single 

mothers do not have the t h e  to invest in their human capital (Schultz 1993). As 1 mentioued, 

eight out of the ten women in this study were earning a pst-secondary degree. Compared to 

most single mothers, who tended to have low education levels, the women who participated in 

this study were unusual in the degree to whicb they were pursuing pst-secondacy education. 

This anomaly had likely occurred since six out of the ten participants were located through 

Simon Fraser University w h m  aii six had taken courses at one time or another. Although these 



women did nat fit with the general statistics on single mothers' education, they still experienced 

poverty. These results illustrate the pervasiveness of poverty arnong single mothers. Hopefùiiy 

the education these women are working so hard to obtain will lead to better jobs. However, the 

poverty they experience whiIe obtaining their post-secondary education underlines the 

difficulties single mothers have in obtaining the education they need to escape poverty. Welfare 

programs should focus on education, job training, and parenting skills, while giving single 

mothers adequate assistance so they can make ends meet (Fitchen 1995). 

Affording decent childcare and extracumcular activities was another concern for single 

mothers in this study. It greatly bothered the interviewees that they could not afford al1 of the 

things they wanted for their children. According to the economicdeprivation argument, "single 

mothers have less time and less money to invest in their children, which affects both children's 

personal characteristics as well as how they view the parental household" (McLanahan & Booth 

1989: 566). Single motherhood's effect on children will be discussed in the relationships 

section, but single mothers in my study and in general do have less money to spend on their 

children because of their poverty, lack of child support, and lack of governent funded programs 

for children (Harris 1993; McLanahan & Booth 1989). As many of my participants noted, what 

is needed for single mothers is subsidized childcare, more govemment services aimeci towards 

children's activities, and reinforced child support h m  fathers. 

The final economic theme that came up for my participants was the lack of t h e  they had 

to spend with their children and with themselves. Most research does not focus on the time 

pressure single mothers feel, probably because it is assumed tbat single parents naturaily have 

l e s  time on their han& than duel parents. The research that does exist, including this thesis, 

tetls us that single mothers have very little 'W t h e  because there is no second partner to fil1 



in the gaps. Single mothers must do it dl.  Accordhg to the Orgauization for Economic Co- 

Operation and Development (1993), the essence of the preâicament for single mothers is exactly 

how to balance their roles as the sole breadwinners and child rearers of their families. In other 

words, single mothers have less tirne than duel parents because they are the sole economic source 

and domestic caretaker for their families (McLanahan & Booth 1989). However, there is 

research that indicates mothers (single and manieci) in general have less t h e  than their male 

counterparts because women are expected to work a "double shift." That is, although working 

r n d  mothers have a partner with whom they cm share the domestic dutics, they still end up 

doing the bulk of the work themselves (Hochschild 1997). The single mothers 1 interviewed had 

even less time than single mothers did in general because most of them were working on a pst-  

secondary degree in addition to working and raising children. Highlighting the importance of 

time as an economic resource to the participants was an important contribution of this study. 

CHOICES 

A pregnant woman's choices have changed significantly since the early and mid- 

twentieth century when unmarried pregnant women had the option of marriage, hiding away 

fiom society in a "home" and giving their infants up for adoption, or an unsafe abortion. These 

women were made to feel guilty and ashamed while their partnets were usually never even 

connected with the pregnancy, let alone held accountable for their responsibility as parents 

(Peûie 1998). At les t  now unmamed women have the choice to keep and raise their child, 

although society has found other ways to make women d e r  for this choice, as the participants 

in my study revealed (Sands & Nuccio 1989). 



Nine out of the ten women 1 interviewed were unmarried at the t h e  of their f h t  

pregnancy, which coincides with the general population of sinde mothers (Lichter et. al. 1992; 

Sands & Nuccio 1989). Six of the ten women 1 talked with said thek pregnancies were 

unintentional. In most of these cases and with many 0 t h  unintentional pregnancies, the women 

chose to use some method of contraception to avoid becoming pregnant but then chose to keep 

their child once they became pregnant due to failure of their birth control. "It might be more 

accurate to Say that in choosing to go ahead with a pregnancy, these women became single 

mothers by defauit" (Davies & Rains 1995: 550). Although women now have the choice of 

keeping their child or safer abortions, they still do not n e c e d l y  choose to become pregnant. 

Single mothers' choices become even more difficult and strained once they decide to raise their 

child as a lone mother (Dowd 1997). 

The stigmatization single mothers experience may be due on the one hand to society's 

view of the duel heterosexual pacenthaod as easier, "normal" and more well rounded, and on the 

other hand to iheir poverty (Siegel 1995). There is also a tendency to view single mothers as 

having made the choice to become single mothers, a perception that the majority of women 1 

interviewed agreed with (Miller 1992). However, as 1 have discussed, the choices single mothers 

have are very ofien limited, and "most single mothers do not choose to support their children on 

theù own: in the vast majority of cases that decision is taken out of theu hands by their 

Ipartners'] departure through desertion, divorce, or death." (Taylor 1994: 4). In my study, most 

of the participants bad experienced a partner's desertion. Desertion for them meant their 

partner's refiisal to take responsibility for his child or children. 

The participants who admitted to having made a choice to become single mothers 

qualified these choices with much hesitation and expIanation of the options available to them. 



Although they felt they had options, they also felt the options open to them were mostly 

negative. This is why these women were hesitant in saying it was their choice to become a 

single mother and why they were eager to explain their situation to me. When the alternatives 

became not just negative, but either physically or emotionally dangerous, then the women felt 

they had not had a choice at all. 

Discrimination against single mothers is prevaient in North Amencan society as the 

participants in this study illustrateci with their experiences (Dowd 1997; Miller 1992). The 

reason discrimination against single mothers is relevant to this particular study is that 

discrimination limits choices single mothers have. This holds true for single mothers in general, 

and the single mothers 1 interviewed were able to make this connection themselves. According 

to Sprauge (1991) many single rnothers expenence discriminatory behavior that limits their 

choices. For example, most single mottiers pay a large portion of their income for rental housing 

yet they constantly encounter discriminatory behavior h m  their landlords. in this study, 

Regina's dificulty finding decent housing uniess she brought her ex-partner with her is a good 

example of this discriminatory behavior. This is not an isolated incident, nor is renting the only 

fom of discrimination that b i t s  single mothers' choices. The workplace, children's schools, 

and govemment offices are other sources of discrimination for single mothers (Sands & Nuccio 

1989; Sprauge 1991). Many single mothers experience multiple sources of discrimination 

against them, as 1 will discuss later. 

Most single mothers are the sole breadwinners and child rearers in theù family, which 

leaves Little time for anything else. This is why the role of the father is important and needs to be 



uaderstood (Fitchen 1995). Single mothers need and want their children's fathen to be a part of 

their lives and take on some responsibility conceming their children. Both financial support and 

parental responsibility are important d e s  for fathers. Many of the fathers in this study did not 

fil1 one or the other, and sometimes neither role was filled. According to Davies and Rains 

(1 995), many of the women they talked with had chosen to keep their children even though they 

had not chosen to become pregnant. They then offered their partners the chance to be fathers and 

help raise their child. Al1 of the women but one were disappointeci that iheir partners wanted 

nothing to do with their child. Similarly in this study, Jenneffer was the only mother who did not 

want any involvement on the fathers' part; she wanted financial support not parental support. 

The rest of the participants wanted both equally but had a dificult time geiting either out of their 

ex-pariners, although financial support seemed the most difficult for sin@ mothers to receive. 

In general, single mothers do not receive a decent amount of child support h m  ex- 

partners who a .  their children's non-residential fathers (McLanahan & Booth 1989). In this 

study, one woman received adequate monetary support, six women received 1ittIe or sporadic 

payments, and three women received no money. This forces single mothers tu Look Cor other 

sources of income supplements in theù own family, friends, boyfnends, local charities, non- 

welfare agencies, a n d h  community networks (Edin & Lein 19%). Most of the single mothers 

who participated in this study looked to others besides their children's fathers to help them out 

h m  tirne to time. For example, Kelly's parents loaned her extra cash when she needed it. Erika 

charged ten dollars an hour to sew clothes for friends on the side. Another difficulty single 

mothers encounter with child support is reminding their ex-parmers for the maney. Single 

mothers' ex-partners ofien agree to and do pay child support, but when single rnothers do receive 

some financial support it is often inconsistent or unreliable. Single mothers hate having to beg 



h m  their children's fathers and would like them to just give them enough money automaticaily 

each month (Taylor 1994). in this study, even Donna who received adequate child support each 

month, still could not count on the money being in her account at the same t h e  each month. 

This led to many e-mails and phone calls asking where the money was. Extending tiaancid 

support across a wider population (fathers, labor market, governrnent, family) for single mothers 

would rninimize single mothers dependence on men and/or the govenunent (McLanahan & 

Booth 1989). Child support is still greatly needed by the majonty of single mothers, therefore 

fathers need to be forced to pay adequate child support based on their income (Edin & Lein 

1996; Fitchen 1995; Hudson & Galaway 1993). It is important to point out that even when 

fathers are ordered by the courts to pay child support, problems for single mothers do not go 

away- as illustrated by several women in this study. 

The lack of a fatherly d e  and child support can increase the chance that children raised 

by lone mothers will exhibit behavioral problems at school and at home. The reasons for this are 

that many children in single mother families receive less help with school work and receive les  

guidance with decisions surrounding peer pressure because single mothers are forced to shoulder 

the responsibility of raising their f d l y  on their own (Lash et. al. 1992; McLanahan & Booth 

1989). However, poor families resemble each other whether there are one or two parents, so 

these problems often come up because poverty, too, equals lack of tirne (Fitchen 1995). Children 

with behavioral problems are also mostly male andor pre-school aged children, which can affect 

a "mother's sense of competence and personal well being" (Orthner & Neenan 19%: 671). In 

contrast, it was the pre-teen and teenage boys and girls in my study who expenenced problems at 

school and at home. This inconsistency was not due to there being more older children than 

younger children, There were only seven pre-teen and teenage childm incluàed in this study 



compared with eleven young children. One pow'ble explanation for this difference is that many 

of the children who encountered problems were either the oldest child or an oniy chiid. Both 

Donna and Gina had difficulty with theu teenage sons (who were both the oldest of three kids), 

but Jenneffer and Kelly also had trouble with theu pre-teen daughters (who were the oldest of 

two kids and an oniy child respectively). Each situation was unique and was dealt with 

accordingly. For example, Donna's son went to live with his ex-stepfather because she and his 

father felt he needed male bonding. From what 1 gathered tiom our interviews, al1 of the women 

had a high sense of cornpetence and well being because they knew any problems their children 

might experience had other causes than just being a member of a lone-mother household. These 

common causes are poverty, lack of a father, and people's negative treatment towards their 

children (Lash et. al. 1992). Many of my participants held the view that %oubled parents" equal 

"troubled children" and "happy parents" equal "happy children" regardless of how many parents 

there are (McLanahan & Booth 1989: 573). 

Another factor contributing to single mothers' children's problems was the discrimination 

they experienced. Again, this tends to be blamed on the fact that these children come h m  

single mother families, but the reality rnight again be that these children also come h m  poor 

families (Fitchen 1995). Most of the discrimination the children of the participants in this study 

encountered was rooted in their economic status. For example, Pretzel's daughters were 

discriminatecl against because most of their clothes were second hand. However, Pretzel also 

noticed teachers discrimlliating against them because her daughters were 'fiee sprits', which she 

felt was directly related to her hughters' belonging to a single mother household. If fathers 

would step up to theu responsîbility as fathers, thea same of the discrimination their children 

experience rnight be lessened (Fitchen 1995). Regina was able to bypass tbis type of 



discrimination against her childm because her ex-partner accepted his mle as a parent at school 

functions and meetings. She felt that since it appeared she and her ex-partner were together that 

"the kids [didn't] suffer h m  that stigma." (Regina, January 19,1999) 

Of course, this would only help stop some of the discrimination children fiom single 

moiher families experience. Unfortunately, single motherhood is not seen as an acceptable and 

emotional healthy way to raise children (Davies & Rains 1995). 

1 have woven the diversity issues that came up for the participants throughout this study 

in order to highlight the other main topics that were prominent to my participants. In order to 

give diversity issues greater attention I have chosen here to discuss diversity issues separate h m  

the other main topics. In this section 1 will explore four main areas of discussion: first, the 

diversity 1 found and how it relates to the participants' specific experiences; second, the 

combination of mothering and poverty, race, having a special needs child, andlot sexual 

orientation and how it afTects single mothers in general; third, the reasons why 1 did not tind 

more diversity among the ten participants in this study; and fourth, the overriding experiences of 

singie mothering which lessens diversity among them. To explore these alternatives, which are 

not mutually exclusive, 1 will compare my results to other studies on diversity among single 

mothers. This hopefully will provide a M e r  understanding of the numemus difficulties single 

mothers face in addition to shouldering the responsibility of raising a family alone. 

Five of the women 1 intervieweci were white heterosexuals, and, although they were poor, 

they did not experience extreme poverty. Five women, who in addition to being single motliers, 

also experienced added stigmatized social locations: one First Nations woman, one lesbian 



woman, one bi-sexual woman with a mixed race son, one woman with a mixed race black 

daughter, and one woman with a special needs daughter who made under $10,000 a year. The 

various social locations of each of these five women altered some of their experiences as single 

mothm compareci with the other five participants who were white, heterosexual, and fell into the 

average income range for single mothers. For example, Erika and Kelly each had to deal with 

additional prejudice against their children and themselves because their children's fathers were 

black. Enka felt the racist behavior h m  her neighbors when they blatantly ignored her son, and 

Kelly felt it when her daughter's teacher constantly singled her out as a "problem" student. Both 

of these women felt the treabnent they received was not only a product of racism but of 

discrimination against single motherhood as well. As Kelly noted, people taiked with her and 

treated her benevolently when her daughter's father was present at school even though he was 

black. Another example cornes h m  Donna's experience as a lesbian and a single mother. She 

also felt discriminated against because she was a lesbian and a single mother. Although she says 

it was just a feeling, she did/eel it when she lived in Alberta and still feels it when she visits 

there. When she was a teenage mother living in Alberta, she, 'Yelt very stigmatized and vety 

looked d o m  upon" and that people just knew she was a lesbian. Doma may have had a partner 

while she was in Alberta, which may bave aitri'buted to her feeIing stigmatized. In contrast, the 

situation was very diEerent for her in Vancouver, especially in the Commercial Drive area, 

because she had no feelings of king seen as 'other'. Donna also did not have a partner in 

Vancouver, which may have made her less vuinerable to discrimination. 

Poverty, sema1 orientation, andior race combinecl with single motherhood can provide 

even more obstacles for single mothers to conquer, as exempli6ed by Donna, Kelly, and Erika 

These additiond types of discriminatory behaviors are not just speciîk to the single mothers who 



participated in this study. Many single mothers w b  are of color, lesbim, or poor nui into 

similar discriminatory behaviors that are similar to those found in this study, but they also 

encounter many that were not mentioned by my participants @ickemn 1995; Lewin 1993; Pies 

1990; Taylor 1993). For example, McFly, the native single mother in this study, could not recall 

any specific instances where she felt she was discriminated against as a single mother. In fact 

she reported that many manied mothers were a little envious of her freedom. Although she did 

not really notice any discrimination presentiy, she did notice that men, especially her son's 

father, tried to take advantage of her more when she becarne a single mother. On the other hand, 

she reporîed very negative cornments h m  people when they discovered her band Eunded her 

education. Clearly, this is racial discrimination that she saw as well. 

Most single mothers of color have experienced some type of racial discrimination based 

both on their race and single motherhood status (Taylor 1993; Wyche & Crosby 1996). For 

example, an Afncan-Arnerican single mother n a d  Claudine was trained as an instrument 

technician through the United States Welfare Department but was unable to find a job once she 

wits certified. Although she was inteniewed for a few of these jobs, she did not receive any of 

them (Sparks 19%). instead this woman bad to settle for ternporary work in a department store 

which led to her continuiag on weüare. This is why, in the U.S., the average income of black 

single mothers is 512,537, which is significantiy lower than the $20,048 average incorne of white 

single mothers (Hemmons 1995). Singie mothers who have mixed-race children experience 

various levels of discrimination as well. For example, Maureen T. Reddy's son was called a 

"monkey" by a white boy, which is similar to Kelly's daughter who was calIed "brownie" by her 

classrnates. Reddy also pointed out that she and ber son once waited to be served in a deii but 

were ignored as other customers who came in after them were served (Reddy 1994). McFly, the 



First Nations mother with a white son, was an exception in this case. Far McFly, it was her and 

soon to be ber son's expeeriences with ad-First Nations racism that was more critical and 

relevant to her life than having a mixed-race child. 

Raising a special needs ctiild brings up diversity issues for single mothers though it does 

not necessarily produce discriminatory behavior. What motherç of çpecial needs children tend to 

experience is ihat their choices are further Iimited because of their children's particular needs 

(Taylor McDonnell 1991). In this study, Rachel, whose daughter had Bordedine Personality 

Disorder and underlying trair of ADHD, discussed how her daughters needs always had to corne 

first, which was physically and mentally draining on her. She also had to worry about covering 

her daughter's needed beatments that her medical insurance did not cover. Her choices were 

limited in different ways than the other participants because of her daughter's special needs. 

Although there were many differences among the pariicipants due to their semi-diverse 

social locations, 1 found f ie participants to be more similar than diffmnt on most topics because 

of the ovemiding experiences of being a single mother WcNeill et al., t 998). This is the case for 

most single mothers in general because they are, above dl, mothers, which means for most of 

them their children are ihe main priority in their Iives @aly & Reddy 1991; Pies 1990; Reddy et 

al., 1994). For example, lesbian single mothers have reporteci that they l i e  not having to anmrer 

to anybody and beiig in control of their children's as weii as their own lives (Lewin 1993). This 

was undoubtedly the number one m o n  ail my participants gave as an advantage to single 

mothehd .  Single mothers also &are more simi1arities than differences because they "are 

pitted against [the same] two enemies. The ht is poverty, which tugs them d o m  on to the 

lowest m g s  in their societies. The second is patnarchy, which sabotages their attempts to climb 

highei' (Taylor 1994: 1). Pwr single mothers tend to resembk other poor single mothers and 



middle-class single rnothers tend to cesemble rniddIeçlass single mothers regardless of race or 

s e d  orientation. The cause might be that economics are more central to a single mother's Iife 

than race or sexual orientation (Chow et al., 1996). Since most single mothers are poor, they 

s h  many similarities with each other. However beiig lone mothers to tbeir children is really 

what ties them together. 

STRENGTHS AND LIMI TA TIONS 

The main underlying sûength of this study was the interview pmcess, which gave me a 

vivid picture of these women's lives. The interviews allowed me to highlight issues other 

research had missed, such as the importance of time as an economic resource. Choosing this 

parîicular method made the wornen corne dive as individuals, which in tum made their 

similarities I found more compelling. Another strength in my thesis was the relatively large 

number of my participants pursuing a post-secondary education at Simon Fraser University or 

mother accredited institution. Although these single mothers had the privilege of getting more 

education than most single mothers, the similarities (especially economic) wiîh other single 

mothers showed how difficult it is for single mothers to escape poverty and create better lives for 

their families. My sistet is a single mother who recently attempted continuhg her education at a 

local univmity but found that her schedule was too strenuous. Working six days a week and 

taking care of a fifieen year old son on a limited budget afforded her no extra tirne or energy to 

take even me course- 

in my Mew, ihe main limitation of this research lies in the number of women who 

participateâ in this study. Since 1 oniy inteMewed ten single mothers of Iimited diversity, I 

could not make definitive generalizations or conclusive arguments about race, cIass, and sexual 



orientation among single rnothers. Within these l i i t s  I aâdressed issues of diversity, but it 

obviously would take a much larger study to generalize about various groups of single mothers. 

However, a study of many single mothers representing various sites of oppression would not 

have allowed me to do such in-depth intemiews and therefore would bave limited the 

participants' voices in this thesis. Additiodly, single mothers are not a homogenous group and 

should not be viewed as such (Fitchen 1995). On the other hand, for a sample of ten women, 1 

think 1 had a reasonably diverse group ofparticipants. The point is more that 1 could not 

generalize fiom one First Nations woman, one lesbian woman, one bi-sexual woman, or two 

women with mixed race children. 

There was also sample bias which further hindered the generalizability of my study. Six 

out of the ten participants were attendiig Simon Fraser University which gave them certain 

privileges most single mothers do not have. These women were learning to think cntically about 

their situations, which made them particularly articulate informants. They were also likely to 

obtain higher paying jobs afier graduation than most other single mothers. On the other hand, 

these women probably had even less time available to them which is why it was such as issue 

among my participants. Only four of the ten participants had been divorced, and none of the 

participants had been widowed, which may have skewed the results of this study even further. 

This, for example, may bave increased their sense of having chosen to become single mothers. 

Divorced fathers may also be more likely to pay child support and spend time with their children. 

This might explain why the participants' ex-partuers paid very littie chiid support and spent little 

tirne with their children. 

in hindsight I might have placed more advertisernents in diffetent locations, but 1 naively 

thought fhding single mothem to interview would be effortless. On the other hand, very few of 



my participants came h m  the places 1 posîed my advertisement, so posting more wodd not 

necessarily bave meant getting a more diverse group of participants. My participants' isolation 

from 0 t h  single mothers probably contri'buted my difficulty finding participants. This isolation 

is an important part of what I found in the interviews. 1 iùso could not be scnipulous in picking 

participants because 1 was new to Vancouver and did not h o w  many people who codd connect 

me with single mothers to interview. When 1 would be home in California, fnends and family 

would always tell me about diverse single mothers who were interested in my study, but 1 

wanted to keep this strictly a Canadian study. However, 1 hink having a relativdy limited 

geographic scope for my sample made the similarities to other samples of single mothers more 

stnking. 

Although poverty was the central theme in the single mothers' lives, this could have ken 

lessened through various factors in their aves. Mainly, the single mothers did not have the tirne 

to accomplish al1 that they needed ta in order ta support and taise their children- The single 

mothers needed more financiai security fiom their chiidren's fathers when it came to chitd 

support payments, and they needed more participation on the fathers' part in raising their 

children. Receiving adequate child support would have aiiowed the women to work less so they 

could focus more on the education that will beîter their lives and spend more iime raising their 

children. Donna exemplifieci this since she received the highest amount of child support, which 

in tuni contributed to her reporthg the second highest income out of al1 ten participauts. 

Because of this she had ihe most time to pursue her ducation and raise her children. Fathm 

takiug an active role in theii chi1drenYs lives would not only give single mothers ex- iime, but it 

might also lessen some problems that theu children were experiencing. 



To conclude, 1 would like to make some policy suggestions that wouid benefit single 

mothers in general and single mothers attendhg Simon Fraser University. To benefit single 

mothm in general, the govemment couid take court rnandated child support directly out of the 

father's pay check to ensure that single mothers would receive their monthly child support 

payments. This would lessen the struggles single mothers have with their ex-partners ovm these 

payments. At the request of my participants, child care subsidies should be raised in order to 

fiirther ease their financial strain. Finally, 1 personally would like to see an education fund 

established for single mothers' education. 

Simon Fraser University could help single mothers by setting aside some of their housing 

for a single mothers co-operative. This way single mothers could organize their own support 

groups and therefore feel less alone. These women could also organize their own child care 

programs by sening up shifts to watch each other's children. Many of my participants were 

eager to explore ways to work together in order to lessen their time constraints. Finally, Simon 

Fraser University could also set up an educational h d  for single mothers. An illustration of the 

benefits of education for single mothers is Erika's case. She wote me a few months ago telling 

me how she Cinally graduated from Simon Fraser University and had received a well paying job 

because of her education. 
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APPENDIX A: ADVERTISMENT 

VOLUNTEERS FOR RESEARCH ON SINGLE MOTEERS 

SïNGLE MOTHERS: If you are a single mother living alone with only your children, 1 

would be interested in talking with you. 1 am a graduate student in the Women's Studies 

Department at Simon Fraser University doing a study on single mothers' experiences. 1 would 

like to make contact with a diverse group of single mothers including women of different racial 

backgrounds, sexual orientations, and social classes. Time conmitment is minimal: one 

i n t e ~ e w  of appmximately two hours to be arranged at your convenience. Al1 information will 

be kept strictly confidentid. For more infonnation, please cal1 Rolene Roos at 258-7345. 

Groups to be appmached: 

Ads to be placed in: 

Britannia Community Services Center 
Center for Research on Gender Relations & Women's 

Studies (UBC) 
First Nations House of Learning (UBC) 
Gay Lesbian Transgendered Bisexual Community Center 
SFU Childcen's Ray Care Center 
SFU Women's Center 
SFU Women's Studies Department 

Kinesis 
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One 
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One 
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APPENDIX C: QUESTIONNAIRE 

A. Demographics 

What would you like as your code name (first and last)? 

How many childm do you have? Please pick a code name for each child (first name). 
(Include al1 chilâren living with you. i.e. biological, foster, stepchildren) 
Age and sex of each child? 

Do al1 of your children live with you? ifnot, which ones do? 

1. What is your date of Birth? 

2. How would you descnae your own background? For exarnple, First Nations Christian, Asian 
Buddhist, Ewopean Jew. Are their other ways you would identify yourself? 

3. Where were you bom? ifnot Canada, how long have you lived here? What is you current 
immigration status? 

4. Where in Canada and elsewhere have you lived? 

5. What is the highest level of education you have attained? 

Post-graduate 
University 
College 
Graduated high school 
Grade 9-1 1 
Grade 6-8 
Less than grade 6 

6. What is pur occupation? 

7. Do you own or rent pur home? 



8. Wbat is your annual total household income before taxes? 

9. Do any other adults live in yow hausehold? 

10. Have yau ever worried about how you would survive financially? When? Under what 
conditions? 

1 1. 1 am interested briefly in some background about the people who raised you. What was the 
family structure like in which you grew up? 

Raised by both parents 
Raiseci by mothm 
R a i d  by fatber 
Raised by grandparents 
Other relatives 
Foster family 
Other: 

12. What was the highest level of education reached by each of your parentdguardians? 

Mother Father Othw 
Post-graduate .......-.......... ( ) ............ ( ) ............... 

* .  
( 1  

university ....................... ( ) ............ ( ) ............... ( 1  
college ............................ ( ) ............ ( ) ............... ( 1  
hi& school diploma ...... .( ) ........... ,( ) ............... ( 1  
grade 9-11.., ............. ..,..( ) ............ ( ) ............... ( 1  
grade 6-8 ........................ ( ),., ........ .( ) ............... ( 1  
less than grade 6 .............. ( ) .......... ..( ) ............... ( 1  

13 What sort of work did your parentdguardians do? 

14. How would you describe the class background of the family in which you grew up? 

15. How would you describe your current social class background? (Le. lower, working, 
d d d k  upper) 

16. Have you ever been legally m d ?  For how long? When were you divorced? 

17. Are you curcenîiy in a relationslip? If yes, how long? 



18. How would you describe your sexual orientation? 

celibate 
bisexual 
hetemsexual 
lesbian 
other 

19. What are the advantages of single motherhood? Disadvantages? Give specific examples of 
what you mean. 

20. How does your race affect your position as a single mother? Give specific examples, Class? 
Sexual ûrientation? 

21. Do you prefer single motherhood or would you prefer to have a partner? What are the 
advantages and disadvantages of having a partner? Give specific examples. 

22. What concems do you have for yourself king a single mother? Give specific examples. 

23. Do you see al1 single mothers as being qua1 to each other? Do you view other single 
mothers as better or worse off than you are? Why? in what way? 

C. Standard of Living 

24. What are your current living conditions like? How would you descnbe your standard of 
living? For example, do you own a car or house? Be specific. 

25. What would you like to be able to fiord for yourseifthat you cannot now? Your children? 

26, How do you make ends meet? Have you ever used any type of social assistance to make 
ends meet? When? How long? What were the circumstances? What types of support do 
you receive (both financiai and otherwise)? From whom? 

27. M a t  do you feel could be done to make your standard of living more acceptable to you (Le. 
jobs, child care, partner's help, government assistance)? Be specific on how these could 
help you. 

28. Do you see aü single mothers as sharing the same standard of iiving as you do? If no, why 
is your economic situation different form other single mothers? 



D. Concept of Choice 

29. How did you become a single mother? if it was through pregnancy was it intentional? Did 
you adopt, become a foster parent, or assume care ofa step-child? ifso, how did this 
happen? Was the process different for different children? Describe for each child. 

30. Do you feel you had a choice to become a singie mother? What were your other options 
besides single motherhood? Why didn't you chose these? 

3 1. Do you feel discriminated against (excludeà, treated negatively) as a single mother? How? 
In what specific ways (i.e. how do you feel society sees you)? Can you describe a specific 
situation? 

32. What prejudices do you or your children experience as a member of a single mother family 
(Le. family's/neighbod~~hools'/worken' treatment of you)? Any other prejudices? Give 
Examples. 

E. Fathers and Children 

33. Do you have a relationship with your child's (children's) father(s)? If so, what is each 
relationship like? What is his relationship like with each of your children? Has this 
relationship changed? ifso, how? 

34. Does he provide any support (financiid or other) for you d o r  your children? Give 
examples. What is the history of his patemal support? Describe for each child. 

35. What were his opinions/attihidedfeelings about your pregnancy? Were either or both of you 
using birth control? What kind? Did he inquire about your use of birth control? 

36. Do you have any concems for your children being r a i d  by a single mother? What are 
they? What do you do about them? 

37. Do you see any of your children suffering h m  any sort of emotional problems? Describe 
or for each child. 

38. Any problems at school? Descnie for each child. 

38. Have your children ever expressecl feelings about Living with a single parent? What kinds of 
feelings? Give examples. 

40. Have teachers in your chiidren's schools or other professiooals ever implied that your 
children's problems were due to his/her coming h m  a single patent family? Who? 
What situation? What happened? How did you act (what did you do)? 



41. What do you tbink are the causes of your concerns andfor your child's problems? Give 
specific examples 

42. What do you think the solutions are? 



APPENDIX Dr CONSENT FORM 

The University and those conducting this project subscnie to the ethical conduct of research and 
to the protection at al1 times of the interests, comfort, and safety of subjects. This form and the 
Uiforrnation it contains are given to you for your own protection and full understanding of the 
procedures. Your signature on this form will signifl that you have received a document which 
describes the procedwes and benefits of this research project, that you have received an adequate 
opportunity to consider the Uifomation in the document, and that you voluntarily agree to 
participate in the project. 

1, , agree to participate in the research study 
king carriecl out by Rolene Roos as part of her master's thesis in Women's Studies at Simon 
Fraser University. 

1 understand that: 

-my involvement is voluntary. 1 may withdraw my participation at any the ,  to chose not to 
answer individual questions as 1 see fit. 

-the inte~ewer wiIl attempt to conduct the interview at my pace and according to my level 
of comfort. 

-with my permission the interview will be taped. To protect my identity, the tape will be 
destroyed once transcribed. 

-my identity wiIl be protected by the use of a code name selected by me prior to the 
interview and by changing personal identifying information. 

-1 will be sent a copy of the interview transcript and may request that any specific quotes or 
material not be used in the ihesis. 

1 understand that if 1 have any questions or concerns in relation to any aspect of this study, 1 may 
at any time make contact with R o h e  Roos (258-7345), wiîh ber supervisor Dr. Meredith 
Kimball(291-4130), or with Dr. Marjorie Cohen Chair of the Women's Studies Department at 
Simon Fraser University (29 1-5526). 

Signature: 

( ) 1 would like a copy of the transcript of my interview 
( ) 1 would like to receive a copy of the results of this study 

Date: 

Maihg Address: 




