University of Warwick, Department of Sociology, 2011/12
SO 326: POPULATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE (Richard Lampard)

Handout for Week 13 Lecture: The Formerly Married/Lone Parents

Background information (mainly in relation to lone parents)

Coleman and Salt (1992): see photocopied extract.

Bradshaw and Millar (1991): Distinctive position of lone parents as a group in terms of income, work and housing (64% of lone parents had been married). [There is also relevant information in various more recent DSS/DWP reports].

Hardey and Crow (1991): Emphasise marginality and heterogeneity, both in terms of routes into lone parenthood and duration of lone parenthood.

Millar (1989): Also emphasises similarities and differences within the population of lone parents, and looks at policy responses.

Rowlingson and McKay (1998) emphasis the diversity and dynamics of lone parenthood, and provide extensive empirical material (both quantitative and qualitative) in this context.

[See Lewis, 1995, for policy-related material and Clarke et al., 1995, for an examination of the CSA (Child Support Agency) and the ideas underlying it. Walker and Hornick, 1996, note the need for {non-economic} support services for divorcing/divorced adults. See also a series of articles on numbers and characteristics of lone parents by Haskey in Population Trends].

Effects of marital dissolution I: Material deprivation and economic polarization

Bradshaw and Millar (1991) (see also the more recent DSS/DWP reports on lone parents):

72% on income support; 29% receiving regular maintenance;

23% of lone mothers in full-time work (fathers 46%); 17% in part-time work (fathers 6%);

Housing: 57% local authority, 28% owner occupied, 15% other (compared to 25%, 68% and 8% for all families);

Hardey and Crow (1991): Disadvantaged position of women in the labour market, and in the residual part of the housing market, often located in the poorer parts of inner cities.

Chandler (1991): Looks at the negative economic consequences of divorce, etc., but also highlights the importance of control over expenditure.

Effects of marital dissolution II: Stigma, Anomie, Loss

Hart (1976): Problems with self-esteem and self-worth.

Chandler (1991): Deterioration of emotional and personal lives. (She notes the importance of the following concepts/themes: familism; patriarchy; companionship; sexuality).

Burck and Daniel (1995): Loss, powerlessness (but see later section below).

Do the separated have (on average) less subjective well-being (a) because of the immediate impact of separation? (b) because of the state of being separated?, or (c) because they are disproportionately people with poor subjective well-being (i.e. a selection effect)?

Effects of marital dissolution III: Isolation/changes in patterns of social support

Hart (1976): Loneliness; use of a club for the divorced and separated as a way of coping with separation and divorce.

Chandler (1991): Changing relationships with family and friends.

O’Brien (1987) notes that patterns of friendship and kinship can be transformed when a man becomes a lone father, and that outcomes are heterogeneous and include extreme marginality. [In Lewis, C. and O’Brien, M. (eds) Reassessing Fatherhood: New Observations on Fathers and the Modern Family. London: Sage].

Hunt (1966): Sees the formerly married as belonging to a separate ‘world’.

Effects of marital dissolution IV: Do the effects persist?

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) note that the process is an extended one, and suggest the following schema: Year 1: “Acute” effects; Years 2-4: “Transitional” effects; Year 5 onwards: “Stabilized” situation. Other authors are less convinced that the effects change/diminish. Are there long term effects on marriage and parenting?

Effects of marital dissolution V: Are they all (and consistently) negative?

Bradshaw and Millar (1991): See back of handout.

Shaw (1991): independence and self-esteem?

Burck and Daniel (1995): Ambiguity; opportunities for self-development and growth.

Is a superficially worse financial situation necessarily always worse?

The average effects of marital dissolution may/ may not be negative (e.g. Gardner and Oswald 2006). However, the effects may vary according to the specifics of the situation, e.g. in terms of the presence of young children (Williams and Dunne-Bryant 2006), and the form and nature of the couple relationship (Kalmijn and Monden 2006; Dunn [O’Connor et al.] 2005).
Who is affected I?: Women

Kurz (1995) examines the negative economic consequences of divorce for US women.

Shaw (in Hardey and Crow, 1991) notes that there may be gains for women.

For recent empirical material (including qualitative accounts) relating to life as a lone mother see Rowlingson and McKay (1998). (See also Gregson and Ceynar, 2009 [identity]; Kruk, 2010; Gustafson and Elliott, 2011 [non-resident mothers]).
Who is affected II?: Men

Ambrose et al. (1983) note possible effects on fathers’ work/financial positions, on their attitudes towards themselves/towards women, and on their relationships with their children.

Arendell (1995) notes the existence of a ‘masculinist discourse’ of injustice but also highlights heterogeneity, and contrasts ‘traditionalist’ and ‘innovative’ fathers. 

Bradshaw et al. (1999) examine the situations and experiences of non-resident fathers and note that despite the negative stereotype of ‘absent’ fathers, there is very often a willingness to maintain contact and provide economic support, though an economic involvement in the absence of a social/emotional involvement with children is accepted less willingly.

Who is affected III?: Children

Hardey and Crow (1991): Note (i) the conflict between the roles of worker and parent that can occur, (ii) the cultural norm of two-parent families that is difficult to resist.

Mitchell (1985): Comments on children’s feelings about separation and their behaviour before and after divorce.

For an empirical study relating to the effects of parental separation on children’s educational performance see Elliott and Richards (1991). Note that there is considerable political and empirical debate over the extent and magnitude of the effects of parental separation.

See, for example: Cockett and Tripp (1994), which emphasises the importance of the loss of a parent; McLanahan and Sandefur (1994), which looks at the US and emphasises loss of parenting resources and social capital; Burghes in Silva (1996), who overviews findings.

Note that it is not easy in practice to distinguish between the effects of living in a single parent family and the effects of the broader family context/social processes of which living in a single parent family is part.

Clarke (1996) documents the changing frequency of experiencing childhood in a range of family forms.

Smart and Neale (1999) look at post-divorce parenting in a contemporary legal and cultural context, identifying the relevance to parents’ actions of a moral framework involving an ethic of care, and with reference to changing notions of intimacy and ongoing issues of gender and power.

The “poverty trap”

Source of lone parent income:
45% net income: Income Support,
Bradshaw and Millar (1991)

22% net income: Earnings,

14% net income: Child Benefit,

7% net income: Maintenance.

Sources of income:


1. Payments from former partner,

Maclean (1991)


2. Welfare from state,

3. Earned income,

4. Share in a new partner’s income.

These different sources suggest various ways of improving lone parents’ situations via policy responses, these ways being emphasised to a different extent in the USA, UK and France, where the situations for female lone-parent families are rather different. (See also Jansen et al., 2009 [repartnering vs. work]; Francesconi and van der Klaauw, 2007 [work/policy])
Ford and Millar (1998: edited volume) examine social policy in relation to lone parenthood, discussing ‘welfare to work’, housing, maintenance/child support and childcare. The editors stress the importance of child poverty and the need to support children in cash and/or kind, and reflect on policy in relation to the balance of income from employment/from the state.

Duncan and Edwards (1999) note the low rate of paid work among lone mothers in Britain relative to other western countries. They suggest that conventional models of economic decision-making are less appropriate to an understanding of this than a framework that incorporates a consideration of “gendered moral rationalities”. From their perspective, lone mothers’ behaviour is with reference to three ‘ideal types’ of lone motherhood: one that emphasises the centrality of motherhood, one that views paid work as integral to parenthood, and one that involves a separate identity as a worker.

In recent times, UK Government policy has encouraged lone parents to engage in paid employment (see Rafferty and Wiggan 2011), with a target of 70% by 2010 (see Gregg, P. and Harkness, S.E. 2003. Welfare Reform and Lone Parents Employment, CMPO Discussion Paper 03/072, Bristol: University of Bristol. http://www.bristol.ac.uk/cmpo/publications/
papers/2003/wp72.pdf.). The rate rose from around 40% in the early 1990s to over 53% in 2002 and the National Statistics website shows that it was over 56% in mid-2008. 
“Escape routes”: Is ‘remarriage’ the way out?

Hardey and Crow (1991): Routes out of poverty: increased welfare; employment; new relationships. Which is easiest for a lone parent to follow?! ‘Remarriage’ is a cultural norm, but there is a wariness of getting into a similar situation to the one they have left. (See also Dewilde and Uunk, 2008 [remarriage as an economic ‘escape route’].
Hart (1976): Divorced/separated club in part a ‘remarriage bureau’?; Chandler (1991): Discusses the formation of new relationships; Marsh et al. (1997) examine the views of lone parents on future relationships.

Rowlingson and McKay (1998) document lone mothers’ reasons for staying as lone parents/reasons for wanting a new partner/new partnerships and transitions to coupledom.

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980); Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989): This longitudinal research can be used to look, among other things, at the significance of new relationships.

Lampard and Peggs (1999) provide a quantitative and qualitative analysis of repartnering among the formerly married, including an analysis of the relevance of children.
Lampard and Peggs (2007) conclude that individuals’ orientations to repartnering “seem to be structured around a small number of key dimensions: the level and form of their current engagement with issues arising from their past relationship(s) or partner(s), and the stage reached in any process of disengagement, the strength of their motivation to form a co-residential relationship with a new partner, as opposed to having a non-resident partner or being on their own, and whether they demonstrate, and perhaps even favour, an active or a passive approach to repartnering.”
Like Lampard and Peggs (2007), an examination of repartnering by Lewis (2006) examines issues of risk and commitment and the role of LATs (Living-Apart-Together relationships).
Some additional, relatively recent references, relating to Britain (see the Module Reading List, or the Supplementary Reading list that can be found within the module web pages):

Rowlingson and McKay (2001) [lone parent families]; Peggs and Lampard (2000) [emotions, rationality and partnership decisions]; Davidson (2001) [widows and repartnering]; Hope et al. (1999) [financial hardship and psychological distress]; Van Drenth et al. (1999) [policy re lone mothers’ income]; Pryor and Rodgers (2001), and Smart et al. (2001) [both focus on experiences of children after separation/divorce]; Andreß et al. (2006) and Kalmijn (2010) [cross-national differences in dissolution effects in economic and well-being terms].
