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The Single-parent or one-parent fam ily represents a grow
ing family unit. The number of single-parent fami lies has in 
creased approximately 79 percent in the last decade . Ap
proximate ly one out of five fa milies with children under the 
age of 18 is a one-parent fam ily (U .S . Bureau of Census, 
1980). Norton and Glick (1 986) pointed out that nearly 60 
percent of all children born this year may be expected to 
spend the better part of a year, or more , in a one-parent 
home before reaching the age of 18. In North Dakota the 
number of one-parent families increased fro m 6900 in 1970 
to 9740 in 1980, a 4l.2 percent increase (Fassinger & 
Rathge, 1985). Approx imately one child in 10 lives in a 
single parent home . Al though sing le parents can be describ
ed demographically, many questions remain unanswered 
concerning the social, emotional , and economic conditions 
experienced by single-parent fam ilies . Therefore , the pur
pose of this study was to examine the concerns of North 
Dakota single parent families. 

The status of single parenthood is usually accompanied 
by a variety of lifestyle changes. These changes made by 
single parents are often stressfu l in terms of personal needs 
(e .g., self-esteem). child behaVior (e .g ., discipline) , and 
community resources (e .g ., child care) . Mendes (1979) has 
suggested that profeSSionals who work with single parents 
need to he lp parents become "contributing coordinators" in 
managing their lifestyle changes . That is , the single pare nt 
does for the child what he or she can manage without undue 
stress. Professionals help the pare nt see that he/ she cannot 
be both fa ther and mother . Further, researchers have noted 
that single parents need support and Information to he lp 
them understand their children's reactions and to manage 
this particu lar aspect of stress in their lives (Black, 1979 ; 
Gladow & Ray, 1986). The development of an adequate 
and appropriate support system appears to be crucial to 
single parent families. Thus. a secondary purpose of this 
study was to examine the sources an d topiCS of parenting in
formation needed by single parents. 

Method 
Sample 

The sample consisted of 151 Caucasian single-parent 
mothers, with custody of o ne or more children under 18 
years of age living in North Dakota. The 336 children of 
these mothers included 135 preschoolers, 121 school-age 
children , and 80 adolescents . The sample was obtained by 
advertising In newspapers , recruiting in university classes , 
contacting agencies and organizations, and by referrals from 
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participants themse lves . Sixty-four percent of the mothers 
were single due to divorce , 7 percent were separated, 11 
percent were widowed , and 18 perce nt were never married . 
This represents a omewhat lower proportion of widows 
than fo un d in the state as a whole (1 7 .5 percent). Forty-nine 
percent of the participants were less than 30 years old, 35 
percent were 30 to 39, and 16 percent were more than 40 
years old . Fifty-four percent of the respondents ha d been 
single parents for more than three years. The majority of 
part icipan ts had more than one child (56 percent) . The 
education level of the sample was high with 93 percent of 
the participants having graduated from high schooL The 
primary source of income was salaries and wages with child 
support being lis ted as a secondary source of income . 
Reporte d income ranged fro m none to more th n $27 ,000 
per year. The mean yearly income was $11,576. 

Results10 iscussion 
Major Concerns 

The first sectio n of the questionnaire allowed single
parent mothers to list, in an open-ended format, their major 
concerns as a single-parent. Nearly aU single-parent mothers 
(96 percent) respo nded to this sectio n providing several ex
amples of their fa mily situations which accounted for these 
concerns . The concerns fe ll into o ne of three major 
ca tegories: self , child and resources . The 'se lf" concerns 
dea lt with the personal pressures an d the social stigma of 
being a Sin gle-parent. One mother referred to subtle com
munity discrimination. Various meetings and co mmun ity 
activities were held during times she could not be available . 
Thus , she ha d lost contact with poten tial support groups . 
"Child" concerns often centered around "normality. " For in
stance, one mother stated that, "I am so afraid that my child 
won't be normal like ather kids. I find myself being over
protective of him and I don 't know how to stop." O ther 
moth ers felt that a child in a o ne-parent home was at a 
disadvantage, desp ite current info rmation that children 
often are better off in a one pare nt home if the two parent 
home was very stressful . 

Identifying "quality" child care near work sites was a fre
quently listed concern of single-parent mothers . One 
mother commented. "I finally fo und a good daycare center 
for my child to go to . It's near work and the teacher works 
hard for the kids . Now I worry that something will happen so 
that my kid can 't go there ." 

The concerns about "resources" were evident in "self ' 
and "child" concerns as we ll. Most mothers responded that 
they seemed to have too li ttle time, energy and mon y. In 
North Dakota the percentage of single mothers who work is 
higher (71 percent) than the natio nal per entage (51.4 per



cent) . However, the median salary for which these women 
work is $7,585 (Fassinger and Rathge, 1985). Participants 
in this study reported frustration at having little income and 
no time for homemaking activities. recreational activities, or 
time with their children . . 

Sources of Parenting Information 
Table 1 includes the 19 sources of information mothers 

were asked to rate . The most frequently used sources of in
formation were friends, books , parents, magazines, and 
pediatrician/ family physician . This differs somewhat from 
the response of North Dakota mothers in two parent families 
who rated books and ped iatrician/family physician as tied 
for the most used, followed by teachers and parents, friends 
and magazines. 

When single mothers were asked to rate helpfulness of 
sources of parenting information, some changes occurred. 
The most helpful sources of information, In order of 
helpfulness, were friends , books, pediatrician/family p hysi
cian , parents, and classes/discussion groups. Even those 
sources rated as most helpful do not appear to be precisely 
meeting the needs of single mothers . This may be due to the 
lack of experience and knowledge some sources have with 
Single-parents and how this group might differ from two
parent families. 

Topics of Parenting Infonnation 
In Table 2 the ratings of interest in parenting topics are 

provided. Generally, single-parent mothers expressed a 
high demand for information about: (a) building self
confidence (81 percent), (b) discussing sex, death and 
divorce (74 percent) , (c) guidance and discipline (73 per
cent), (d) assisting their chUd's growth and learning (64 per
cent), (e) teaching the enjoyment of learn ing (59 percent) , 
and (f) thinking and problem-solving (59 percent) . 

Data from the present study indicate that single mothers 
desired diverse kinds of information . Crase, Carlson, and 
Kontos (1981) support this find ing with their research on 
married mothers. Mullis and Mullis (1983) report similar 
findings with married mothers in North Dakota . The topics 
of interest to single mothers were quite clearly defined. [t is 
noteworthy that mothers wanted information on ap
proaching "sensitive" topiCS like sex. death and divorce with 
their children . Perhaps this implies a need for educators and 
other profesSionals to provide Single-parents with age
appropriate , non-value laden , factual information on these 
sensitive topiCS . It also implies that, all things considered, 
single mothers are very much like married mothers in their 
needs for parenting information . Thus, those who serve as 
sources of this inform tion can , with some awareness of the 
resource concerns of single'parents, provide essentially the 
sarne programs for single and married mothers . 
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Table 1. Sources of Parenting Information Rated as Used, Helpful and Preferred by 
Slngle·Parent Mothers. 

Single-Parent Mothers (N =151) 

Sources of Parenting Percent Percent Rating Preference 
Information USing Helpful Ranking 

PediatriCian or Family Physician 72· 48· 5· · 
School Guidance Counselor 24 13 16 
Teacher 51 32 8 
Minister or Other Church Personnel 34 21 12 
Cooperative Extension Specialist 
Your Parents 

9 
76" 

6 
47" 

19 
3·' 

Your Parents-ln·Law 33 12 13 
Relatives 64 42 7 
Friends 8r 60· 1" 
Babysltters 29 14 14 
Television 54 13 10 
Books 86' 56· 2" 
Classes and Discussion Groups 
Magazines 

50 
74" 

45· 
30 

9 
4*

Newsletters 17 7 18 
Newspapers 36 10 11 
Phamphlets 62 21 6 
Radio 18 5 17 
Mental/Health Center 28 21 13 

'The 5 highest percentages 
• "The top 5 ranklngs 
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Table 2. Ratings of Interest In Parenting Topics of Single-
Parent Mothers. 

Single· Parent 
Parenting Topics Mothers 

(N = 151) 

A. 	 How children grow and learn 
Expectations at different ages 30 
ASSisting growth and learning 64" 
Building self-confidence 8'" 
Growth and development problems 42 

B. 	 Health and Safety 
Nutrition 30 
Care of III child 30 
Preventive health care 54 
When to consult doctor 30 

C. Helping children learn to get along 
with others 

Expectations of behavior 40 
Quarreling and fighting 43 
Teaching right from wrong 36 
Guidance and discipline 73
Respect for others 52 
Expressing feelings 57 

D. Helping children with school 
readiness 

Selecting activities 40 
Teaching listening skills 52 
Teaching enjoyment of learning 59
Improving language 21 
Thinking and problem-solving 59

E. 	 Family living 
Organizing family's day 45 
Locating child care 27 
Family economics 52 
Meeting personal needs 36 
Getting along In the family 44 
Demonstrating affection 51 

F. 	 Learning about the world 
Discussing sex, death, divorce 74
Teaching about cultural differences 26 
Explaining natural world 43 

-The 6 highest percentages 
NOTE: Ratings expressed in percentages 
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