
 

Having a single parent doesn't determine
your life chances. Data shows poverty is far
more important
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Numerous research studies have suggested that children from a single-
parent family are worse off than those who have two parents at home.
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These findings chime with decades of stigma that have painted coming
from a single-parent home as undesirable.

Understandably, you may find this worrying if you are a single parent
—or if you're thinking of embarking on parenthood alone. But it's worth
looking at the detail behind the stats. I reviewed the most up-to-date
evidence for my book Why Single Parents Matter, and found that
conclusions that suggest significant negative outcomes as a result of
coming from a single-parent family are often not supported by strong
data.

For example, a 1991 meta analysis—a research paper that reviews the
findings of numerous scholarly studies—is often cited as evidence of a
negative impact. However, the study concludes that the "effects are
generally weak, with methodologically sophisticated studies and more
recent studies tending to find even smaller differences between groups."

Small differences

Other studies report differences that are unlikely to have any significant
real-life impact. For example, one study concluded that "adolescents' self-
esteem in single-parent families was lower than that in the two-parent
nuclear families." The average score for children from two-parent
families was 39 and for those from one-parent families 37.5—but a
score of 25 and above indicated high self-esteem.

Other research has found small differences in rare outcomes such as 
school expulsion, which do not affect the majority of children regardless
of family structure. Further research finds no differences in children's
educational achievement at all.

What's more, when research takes into consideration important factors
such as poverty, the differences often disappear.
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https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/about-us/news/single-parents-are-more-risk-anxiety
https://phys.org/tags/single+parent/
https://pinterandmartin.com/products/why-single-parents-matter
https://phys.org/tags/family/
https://slatestarcodex.com/Stuff/divorce_paper.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/research+paper/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4240051/
https://slatestarcodex.com/Stuff/divorce_paper.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4201193/#:~:text=Mean%C2%B1SD%20of%20self,respectively%20(P%3D0.034).
https://jech.bmj.com/content/jech/59/2/152.full.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0049089X15001118?casa_token=4T8kUVlO1joAAAAA:no7QZyv8E3WIL7CzK7LbV5bwroOZ7HJYKZJG2BV13esmJPrco-INdg5aXFhdiwf2Rd948V7XOg
https://phys.org/tags/important+factors/


 

For example, the Millennium Cohort Study looked at differences in the
health and well-being of over 13,000 seven-year-olds. It found almost all
children were healthy: 0.4% of children living in two-parent households
had poor health, compared with 0.9% in single-parent households. Other
small differences were found for mental health, obesity and asthma.
However, once poverty was taken into consideration, almost all
significant differences disappeared.

This is a critical finding because single-parent families are far more
likely to be living in poverty than two-parent families (62.7% versus
17.8% in the study). And data from other countries shows us that this
issue should be fixable. One global study found small differences in
educational outcomes for children from single-parent families. However,
these almost all disappeared in countries that had more supportive social
policies, such as family and child allowances and parental leave.

Another angle that illustrates how context matters is research focused on 
mothers who become single parents by choice through IVF or adoption.
These mothers tend to be older, have a higher income and feel ready for
parenthood. Reflecting this, one study found no difference in bonding
between mother and baby for single and married women who had IVF
treatment.

Furthermore, when the researchers followed these families up when the
children were two years old, the single mothers showed greater joy and
lower levels of anger towards their children, and their children had fewer
emotional and behavioral problems.

It's also important to note that factors within a two-parent household can
affect child outcomes. One study found no differences in the quality of
parenting that children from one- or two-parent families
experienced—except that when parent conflict in two-parent homes was
high, or parents in a two-parent household had "lower levels of love for
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https://jech.bmj.com/content/67/2/181.short
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2003.00681.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2003.00681.x
https://phys.org/tags/mothers/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1037/0002-9432.75.2.242
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1037/0002-9432.75.2.242
https://academic.oup.com/humrep/article/20/6/1655/748804
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9586218/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/9586218/


 

each other," children were more likely to have behavioral problems.

Stereotyping and well-being

Differences are sometimes found between single parents and those with
a partner when it comes to maternal well-being. Single mothers are more
likely to experience depression compared with mothers with a partner, 
exacerbated by financial pressures, challenging relationships with ex-
partners, and a lack of social support.

While single fathers may often be praised, there are many stigmatizing
sterotypes of single mothers. These often perpetuate the image of a
younger mother, instead of considering the broad range of single-parent
family set-ups in the UK today.

Historically, in the UK, pregnancy outside marriage was viewed as
shameful. Women and girls were thrown out of families, forced into
workhouses, or made to give their baby up for adoption. Although 
financial support for single mothers was eventually introduced,
governments were anxious that this might encourage single motherhood.

I do not wish to downplay the challenges and difficult emotions that
children can experience during or after separation. But this is different
to claiming that single parenthood directly harms children in the long
term. Any differences are fixable by ensuring better support for single
families, rather than exacerbating harmful stigma.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00127-006-0125-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00127-006-0125-4
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0886260515591278
https://phys.org/tags/financial+pressures/
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-4175544/Heartwarming-photographs-single-dads-children.html
https://www.gingerbread.org.uk/our-work/single-parents-facts-and-figures/
https://www.gingerbread.org.uk/our-work/single-parents-facts-and-figures/
https://academic.oup.com/book/4862?login=false
https://academic.oup.com/book/4862?login=false
https://www.ulster.ac.uk/news/2021/january/report-on-mother-and-baby-homes-and-magdalene-laundries-in-northern-ireland
https://phys.org/tags/financial+support/
https://phys.org/tags/single+mothers/
https://www.gingerbread.org.uk/your-community/stories/single-parent-history-the-history-of-gingerbread/
https://phys.org/tags/children/
https://www.gingerbread.org.uk/
http://www.familylives.org.uk/
http://www.familylives.org.uk/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/having-a-single-parent-doesnt-determine-your-life-chances-the-data-shows-poverty-is-far-more-important-217841


 

Citation: Having a single parent doesn't determine your life chances. Data shows poverty is far
more important (2023, November 27) retrieved 29 April 2024 from 
https://phys.org/news/2023-11-parent-doesnt-life-chances-poverty.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://phys.org/news/2023-11-parent-doesnt-life-chances-poverty.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

