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ABSTRACT 

One hundred and eighteen female single parents com

pleted the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory and a personal 

questionnaire at six-month intervals over a one-year period. 

Self-Esteem levels and related social and economic factors 

were explored to ascertain: (a) levels of self-esteem 

maintained by single parents as length of status increase; 

(b) social, economic and personal perceptions related to 

familial status; (c) associations between the remaining fe

male single parents level of self-esteem, length of single 

parent status and selected social and economic variables. 

The study included female single parents from a 

large urban area. They were English speaking, living alone 

with their children and were single parents as a result of 

marriage dissolution. The.participants were not involved in 

either individual or family therapy. 

Data analysis included the reliability of the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory and repeated measures 

analysis of variance and multiple regression analysis to de

termine the stability of self-esteem over time. Discrimi

nate function analysis was used to explore potential 

relationships between self-esteem, selected socio-economic 

conditions and personal perceptions of familial status. 

viii 



Test-retest reliability scores of self-esteem re

sulted in a Cronbachs Alpha = .88. Internal consistency 

computed on the data resulted in a Guttman coefficient of 

.89. 

There were no significant changes in self-esteem over 

the one-year period of the study. 

Results of the discriminate function procedure iden

tified eight characteristics as significant discriminators 

between low, medium and high self-esteem. These include in

come, age, education, and length of single-parent status of 

the single parent, as well as their children's school prog

ress, achievement behavior, and related amount of discipline. 

This study supports the notion that how the single 

parents view themselves is to a large extent dependent on 

their parenting ability and self-initiative. 

Recommendations for further research include a 

follow-up study to examine changes in self-esteem over ex

tended periods of time and an investigation of specific child 

rearing techniques that enhance self-esteem. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The notion that children suffer the most severe con

sequences of parental divorce and subsequent new familial 

groups led researchers to examine numerous factors related 

to personal development. Studies have illuminated such fac

tors as school achievement (Atkinson and Ogston, 1974; 

Kriesberg, 1967; Santrock, 1972), moral development (Hoffman, 

1971), sex-role clarification (Biller and Bahm, 1971; Crane, 

1978), and personality adjustment (Biller, 1970; Kalter, 

1977 ; Tooley, 1S76). Some of the most important factors re

lated to personal development in single-parent families is 

the individuals' personal perceptions of themselves, level of 

self-esteem and socio-economic conditions. 

Throughout much of the previous research the under

lying assumption has been that personal development is a re

sult of a cause-effect relationship. To substantiate this 

concept Kelly and Wallerstein (1976, pp. 21-22) indicated 

that, "the central event of the divorce process for most 

children. . .evokes or greatly intensifies the predominant 

initial response of the child." Tooley (1976, p. 40) further 

stated that, "violent and assaultive behavior is an 
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increasing common referral problem in young children and is 

often seen in conjunction with a recent parental divorce." 

In essence, much of the research on single parent families 

has been on the negative consequences of parental absence re

lated to inhibited social, emotional and personal development 

of the remaining children. The apparent emphasis on external 

factors present in the individual's environment, father or 

mother absence, physical aggression and hostility, poor hous

ing and schooling or overt acts of an anti-social nature has 

led to a bypassing of the impact on the individual's internal 

processing in terms of self-worth, acceptance, belonging and 

self-respect. 

Dreikurs (1972) professed that one's self-concept 

shapes all his interests, strivings, feelings and movement. 

Behavior, then, is a result of a need to achieve recognition, 

acceptance and belonging. The question, however, arises as 

to the onset of deviant behavior being a reaction against 

negative events in an individual's environment, or an attempt 

by the individual to internally compensate for a sudden loss 

of recognition, acceptance or belonging. Behavior of an 

individual in any family form is predicted by the perceptions 

of that individual towards events occurring in his environ

ment. Thus, adults as well as children in single parent fam

ilies turn to inner sources of control for self-preservation 

or significance. The factors of self-concept and self-esteem 



of the individual comprise part of the internal support sys

tem necessary in coping with and adjusting to familial 

change. 

Self-esteem is based on the individuals' satisfaction 

with themselves and constitutes an evaluation of personal 

worth. The trauma and stresses associated with the actual 

process of divorce and/or separation and with functioning in 

a new and relatively undefined familial role require that the 

individual maintain a level of recognition and acceptance in 

order to maintain feelings of self-worth. 

Combs (1962) contended that the sense of unworthiness 

as a result of low self-esteem restricted the development of 

a healthy personality. Coopersmith (19 67) indicated that 

self-esteem is generally regarded as a major factor in deter

mining an individual's behavior. Hence the single parent who 

has experienced separation and loss may indeed feel unworthy 

and rejected. The recovery of self-worthand acceptance then 

may depend, not only on overt behavioral actions, but on the 

length of the recovery period, socioeconomic conditions and 

personal attitudes towards new and undefined social roles. 

Research to date has examined the behavioral consequences of 

single-parentness. However, the level of self-esteem main

tained by members of single-parent families over time, as 

well as social, economic and personal conditions existing 

within the single-parent home, received little -consideration. 
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Statement of the Problem 

This study identifies the levels of self-esteem and 

selected social, economic conditions and personal perceptions 

of adults in single-parent families as they exist immediately 

following divorce or separation and at selected intervals 

during the period of single-parent familial status. Of spe

cific concern is identification of the levels of self-esteem 

of adults in single-parent families and (1) length of famil

ial status, (2) personally perceived views of familial 

success, (3) economic status, (4) perceptions of children 

academic success, (5) level of adult's education, (6) employ

ment status, (7) adult's relationship with children living in 

the home and (8) remaining adult's relationship with the 

absent parent. 

The study attempted to answer the following: 

1. What levels of self-esteem are maintained by the 

remaining parent as length of single-parent familial 

status increases? 

2. What social, economic and personal conditions exist 

at the time self-esteem is measured. 

3. Can associations be formulated between the remaining 

parent's level of self-esteem, length of familial 

status and selected social and economic variables? 

4. Can associations be formulated between the children's 

level of self-esteem, length of familial status, 
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remaining adult's level of self-esteem and selected 

social and economic variables? 

Significance of the Study 

Significance of this study is directly related to the 

concept of feelings of self-worth and relationships as they 

apply to the level and maintenance of self-esteem of adults 

in single-parent families. Successful or unsuccessful ad

justment to a new familial form may be contingent upon the 

degree of self-esteem maintained by the adults, length of 

familial status, and conditions that exist within the immedi

ate familial environment. 

The existing literature yields little insight into 

self-esteem and personal status related to single-parent 

status. The necessity for healthy child-parent relationships 

is alluded to by Herzog and Sudia (1972) and Biller (1970); 

however, the nature of level of self-esteem as a factor in 

successful adaptation of adults to different familial forms 

has not been investigated. Thus, as children may suffer the 

most from the ambiguity of new family groupings (Walker, 

Rogers and Messinger, 19 77) so, too, may adults suffer to 

some degree from the periods of adjustment or preparational 

status, in direct relationship to the significant factors in 

their immediate environment. 
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Questions have been raised as to whether the family 

form itself or the processes and interpersonal relationships 

within each familial form is more relevant when discussing 

personal and social adjustment. It has been suggested by 

Biller (1969) that the quality of relationships and success

ful new role adaptation may be an extremely important factor 

related to child development. The level of self-esteem dur

ing periods of familial change, and within the new family 

group itself, may have a direct relationship on the behavior 

and attitudes of both children and adults experiencing such 

change. 

The importance of self-esteem has been alluded to by 

Briggs (19 70) who defined the terms as ."how persons feel 

about themselves", having inherent the two components of 

self-respect and self-worth. The once basic force behind 

all human endeavor is movement from feelings of inferiority 

to feelings of superiority, perfection and totality. 

Intrinsic in the concept of self-esteem is the feel

ing of worth, respect and belonging as viewed through the 

private logic of the individual. It is his own views of him

self and others and how others view him. The perception of 

self is directly related to the behavior and attitude an in

dividual exhibits in order to gain acceptance, belonging and 

a sense of self-worth. 
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Noting the stresses involved in single-parent status 

(Schlesinger, 1966), and the relevance of self-esteem in par

ental relationships (Dickstein and Posner, 1978), the level, 

maintenance and enhancement of high self-esteem of adults in 

new familial forms appears to be a significant factor in suc

cessful or unsuccessful familial adjustment. 

Biller (19 70) noted that further research was needed 

on the patterns of mothering and relationships with children 

in one-parent homes. 

Studies on the single-parent family (Burgess, 1970; 

Kriesberg, 196 7; Schlesinger, 1966) indicate that sense of 

failure, isolation, economic deprevity and lack of support in 

child-rearing play a major role in the developmental stabil

ity of the single-parent family. Marotz-Baden, Adams, 

Bucche, Munro and Munro (19 79) further contend that behav

ioral problems with children seem more related to conflict in 

the home than to the structure of the family. Santrock 

(19 72) stressed the need for research on the mediating pro

cesses involved in father separation, notably the relation

ship maintained by parents and children following 

separation. Pederson (1976), while examining father absence 

research, noted that differences between groups of children 

are due to environment differences. Luepnitz (19 79) indi

cated that children did not suffer lasting effects, because 

they were able to mobilize appropriate coping strategies was 
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reference to a positive post-divorce atmosphere maintained 

by parents. Arnstein (197 8) suggested that there is a need 

to build, up capacities to cope with life's inevitable prob

lems . 

However, in the attempt to delineate the significant 

impact of coping mechanisms, environmental influences and 

mediating processes in familial groupings, the level and 

maintenance of self-esteem has been virtually ignored. 

Much of the literature has addressed maladjustment 

related to external elements in the environment but has not 

related these factors to the level of an individual's self-

esteem and ability to confront stress and familial change by 

successful maintenance of self-worth, significance and ac

ceptance . 

This study is designed to ascertain the changing 

levels of self-esteem that could either enhance or negate 

familial success. A more concise understanding of individual 

feelings and levels of self-worth, acceptance and belonging 

related to the factors of length of familial status will 

assist educators, counselors, parents and others in the help

ing professions better to understand the individual's status 

in experiencing familial adjustment. 

Definitions of Terms Used 

Family—". . .an institution, found in several variant 

forms, that provides children with a legitimate position in 
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society and with the nurturance that will enable them to 

function as fully developed individuals" (Duberman, 1977, 

pp. 9-10). 

Single-Parent Family—A family comprised of one adult 

with unmarried natural or adopted children living together in 

the same household. 

Transitional Family—That family which has experienced a 

new familial form (Single-Parent Family or Reconstituted 

Family) departing from the traditional nuclear family con

cept . 

Self-Esteem--"The evaluation which the individual makes 

and customarily maintains with regard to himself: it ex

presses an attitude of approval or disapproval and indicates 

the extent to which the individual believes himself to be 

capable, significant successful and worthy. In short (it) is 

a personal judgment of worthiness that is expressed in the 

attitudes the individual holds towards himself" (Coopersmith, 

1967, pp. 4-5). 

Divorce—The legal dissolution of a marriage of two 

adults. 

Parental Absence—Defined in this study as the absence of 

one parent (natural or adoptive) as a result of separation or 

divorce. 

Familial Form—The various structures of the family. 
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Summary 

The personal well being of the remaining single-

parent families may be a function of social and economic con

ditions as well as personal perceptions of self and family. 

Much of the research to date has been on the negative aspects 

of non-traditional familial structures. By identifying self-

esteem levels and noting social and economic conditions as 

well as personal perceptions of familial status relating to 

self-esteem levels some insight may be gained related to 

those factors that enhance self-esteem. 

As family interactions appear more significant than 

structure per se identification of positive post-divorce 

familial atmosphere may lead to insight into the aspects of 

adult-child relationships and environmental factors influenc

ing successful single-parent familial status. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Literature Related to Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem has been viewed in the literature fol

lowing the concepts of the "self" and the "self-concept" 

(Germain, 1978). The self representing all that is the in

dividual and self-concept postulating a positive or negative 

view of the individual's self-regard. Self-esteem is the 

component of the self that expresses satisfaction or dissat

isfaction with the self-concept and consequently the self. 

Recent history has brought forth a proliferation of 

self-theories (Adler, 1927; Jung, 1923; Maslow, 1954; 

Rogers, 1951). The intent of these self-theories has been 

to place the individual in a social context relating inter

nalized functions or self-adaptations to overt behavioral 

expressions of identity, self-worth, acceptance and percep

tions of others. These actions or behaviors are indicative 

of the response initiated by the individual as a result of 

self-perceptions and subsequent feelings towards the environ

mental influences of stress, crisis, success, elation, anxi

ety, love and desire. 

11 
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Sawrey and Telford (1963) differentiated three as

pects of the self: (1) the physical self, (2) the social 

self and (3) the self-concept. It is of note, however, that 

the "self", although developing first, is maintained by the 

individual's self-concept which in turn is enhanced by self-

esteem. If the self is "being" and therefore constant, and 

selr^concept a validation of the self, self-esteem represents 

the self's criteria for behavior. High or low self-esteem 

determines our significance within our immediate environment; 

hence it is a vehicle for contentment with the self and self-

concept. Appearance (physical self) and behavior (social 

self) can be determiners of the action of the self, but self-

esteem constitutes the overall positive or negative satis

faction of the self. Rosenberg and Rosenberg (1978) noted 

the concept of "global self-esteem", an inclusive positive or 

negative attitude towards the self which could, in effect, 

constitute the purposiveness of behavior. 

Calhoun and Morse (1977) attempted to clarify the 

differentiations between self-concept, self-esteem and the 

self. They formulated the notion that self-concept repre

sented "the substantive description one employs to identify 

his nature" (p. 320), and is also used by individuals to com

pare themselves to others. Self-esteem was viewed as the 

degree of satisfaction with the self-concept, implying how 

the individual values and regards himself. Briggs (1970) 

also noted that self-esteem was directly related to how the 
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individual viewed himself, equating self-esteem to his over

all self-judgments. 

Dreikurs (1972) indicated that our self-evaluation is 

the premise upon which we act. Behavior resulting from one's 

view of himself and his perception of self-worth, acceptance 

and belonging is in accord with the level of self-esteem 

attained by the individual in relation to events within his 

immediate environment. Lechy (19 56) indicated that the indi

vidual's level of self-esteem or value and regard for self is 

contingent upon how he maintains self-respect, self-worth and 

acceptance, while faced with the environmental influences of 

stress, crisis and disruption. 

Rosenberg and Simmons (1971) raise the issue that 

one's self-esteem is comparable with one's respect for him

self and one's appreciation of his own merits as an individ

ual or total person. Not to be confused with conceptions of 

the self, Combs and Soper (1957) distinguish self-concept as 

the "I" or "me" of the individual. Self-esteem, then, is the 

part of the person that expresses satisfaction with the all-

encompassing "I" or "me." 

Coopersmith (1967), in search of the antecedents of 

self-esteem involving several hundred public school boys, 

found self-esteem to be an extremely important factor of be

havior related to expectations of success, motivation and 

ability to deal with anxieties. He noted levels of self-

esteem related to parent behavior, home climate and 
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discipline. Rosenberg (1965), in his study of self-esteem, 

broken homes, intact and remarried families, presents numer

ous factors related to familial form and self-esteem. He 

indicates, however, that conditions generating stress, ten

sion and anxiety may not directly challenge the worth of the 

child. He states, his merit or inadequacy, virtue or vice, 

have nothing to do with it. However, the self-fulfilling 

prophecy of expectations, as noted by Soares and Soares 

(1972), suggests that an individual's views may be directly 

related to expectations from external sources. Once you 

surround an individual with certain expectations, he begins 

to live up to these expectations. This negates the strength 

of coping mechanisms necessary to confront and overcome 

stress, tension and anxiety. Rosenberg did not determine the 

self-esteem of the significant adults in his study and there

fore may have neglected the significant factor of quality of 

care and its influence on the child's self-worth, acceptance 

and sense of belonging. 

The fact that the self exists can be assumed by the 

physical presence of an individual and the uniqueness of his 

being. Recognizing the self exists is the first step in the 

development of values in feelings towards the self and its 

uniqueness. The self-concept or all that comprises the indi

vidual's value as a person is developed as the individual 

begins to cope with the recognize abilities, limitations, 
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feelings of worth, acceptance and belonging. Satisfaction 

with the self, be it social self, physical self, or self-

concept, constitutes the perceptions an individual has of 

himself, thus establishing his sense of self-esteem. Whether 

perceptions of satisfaction and contentment with self origi

nate from external or internal frames of reference, the indi

vidual maintains self-esteem in direct relation to coping 

strategies used to compensate for stressful environmental 

influences. 

The individual, whether child or adult, facing the 

stress, trauma and emotional factors involved in familial 

change, encounters a major hurdle in maintaining self-worth, 

respect, acceptance and a sense of belonging. The importance 

of the development and maintenance of high self-esteem as 

seen in the preceding pages may very well play a significant 

role in the person's successful adaptation to changing and 

new familial groupings. 

Literature Related to the Single-Parent Family 

It has been estimated that between one-third and one-

half of all American children born today will experience a 

period of separation, familial change, divorce and single-

parent households (Keniston, 1978)." 

Studies relevant to personal development that have 

been carried out on the single-parent family have presented 

a somewhat confused and inconclusive picture. Ferri (1976) 
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noted the wide-ranging research topics with respect to per

sonality growth and adjustment of children ranging from 

delinquency and maladaptive behavior to self-image and sex 

role clarification. 

A preponderance of the literature on personality 

development or maladjustment has focused primarily on the 

"absent" aspects of the single-parent family (Biller, 1970; 

Crane, 1978; Hetherington, 1972; Kopf, 1970; Pederson, 1976). 

The quality of care provided by the remaining and absent par

ent as well as the personal well-being and emotional status 

of those individuals and their effect on the personal de

velopment of their children has received scant attention. 

Herzog and Sudia (1972), in an extensive review of over four-

hundred "father-absent" studies, noted the importance of, but 

lack of attention to, the concept that father-absence may be 

just a single factor in developmental experiences of chil

dren, and attention should be afforded the "mother present" 

aspect of the single-parent household. They further noted 

that there has been very little attempt to ascertain the 

strengths and coping patterns necessary for successful 

single-parent functioning. 

Keshet and Rosenthal (1978) and others have indicated 

that the single-parent family has its beginnings following 

severe emotional and physical stress. This concept has 

created a bias in research related to the single-parent fam

ily. Research has tended to exemplify the casual relationship 
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between overt behavioral disorders and absence of a biolog

ical paternal or maternal figure, suggesting that anti

social behavior, poor school achievement and maladaptive 

personality development is a direct result of the process of 

loss and description involved in familial change. Recogni

tion of the fact that the single-parents must face a complete 

reorientation in their lives has been indicated by 

Schlesinger (1966). Burgess (1970) aptly suggested that the 

single-parent must not only come to grips with a new social 

status, but also confront society's negative assumptions and 

adjust to a new and relatively undefined social role. An im

portant factor that has received only inferential considera

tion is the positive role of support-systems in the societal 

adjustment of single-parents, noted by Burgess (1970), sug

gesting that high personal feelings of self-worth and accep

tance were indicative of suggestful adaptation to new 

familial groupings. 

Literature related to the single-parent family 

appears to fall into two major categories; (1) first research 

based on the behavioral consequences related to absence, de

privation and neglect and (2) research related to individual 

behaviors of isolated members of the single-parent household, 

ignoring the interpersonal relationships brought about by new 

familial groupings. The fact that the single-parent family 

has been viewed as a deviant family form, and has not been 

viewed as a functional family unit comprised of individual 
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personalities interacting as a unit, with disorders or ad

justment difficulties related to interpersonal interaction 

and personal levels of self-worth and acceptance, provides 

for a void in the literature. 

Santrock (1972) suggested that the dynamics of 

father-son, mother-son relationships required further atten

tion. The possibility that inconsistent parental behaviors 

was a major inhibiting factor in a child's personal develop

ment was noted by Marsella, Dubanoski and Mohs (1974). 

Adult-child interaction (Kopf, 1970), age (Biller, 1970) and 

sibling relationships (Sutton-Smith, Rosenberg and Landy, 

196 8) have all been investigated in relation to a child's 

personal development. However, none of the above-mentioned 

studies related levels of personal self-worth, acceptance, 

belonging and respect to the personality development of the 

individual family members interacting together. 

Masculinity and sex-role identification and clarifi

cation has received considerable attention in respect to 

single-parent households. Biller and Bahm (1971) investiga

ted masculinity of self-concept among junior high school 

boys and found a direct relationship between age of the child 

at the time of father absence and masculinity. They noted 

that after age five masculinity of self-concept did not seem 

to be affected; however, they did suggest that the mother's 

relationship with pre five-year-olds had a direct relation

ship on masculinity of self-concept. Crane (1978), in an 
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examination of research related to male sex-role development, 

concluded that father absence did inhibit masculine sex-role 

development but noted the factor of psychological presence 

in the father-son relationship and that this psychological 

presence was an important factor in masculinity development 

in boys. Absence of a father was also found to present dif

ficulties related to cross-sex identity in boys indicating 

that father absence produces confusion and conflict in sex-

identification (Burton and Whiting, 1961). Santrock (1970a) 

found father-absent boys less aggressive, more feminine and 

more dependent on adults than father-present boys. He 

further suggested that the mothers of these father-absent 

boys, because of anger, might punish behavior sex-typed for 

males. Statistical evidence (Barclay and Cusuman, 1967) 

indicates no differences between father-absent and father-

present male adolescents in regard to masculinity scores and 

cross-sex identification, noting the possible drive towards 

hyper-masculinity as ari equating factor in masculinity de

velopment, thus indicating a compensatory adjustment related 

to other male figures in the culture as well as societal 

demands with respect to male sex-role behaviors. 

Hetherington and Deur (1971, p. 23 5) cited sex-typing 

as "acquisition of motives, values and characteristics deter

mined to be either masculine or feminine." They further con

tend that . .with increasing age, father-absent boys 
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become gradually more aware of societal preference for the 

masculine role" (p. 237), also noting the importance of sur

rogate male figures in the boys' environment as a determiner 

of masculine behavior. 

The studies cited above reflect two important aspects 

related to sex role clarification-identity and personal 

development in the single-parent household. Firstly, the re

search has dealt almost solely with masculinity identifica

tion in boys, suggesting again a societal bias for the 

importance of the masculine role and, secondly, techniques 

used to determine masculinity-femininity may be questionable 

at this time in our history. Statistics demonstrate a pro

portionately large number of female children in single-parent 

families; however, femininity identification has-been virtu

ally overlooked. The concept of androgyny as noted by Rowe 

(1974) surely must be relevant in society today and hence 

have an impact on future research into masculinity-femininity 

sex role development and clarification. Rowe also suggests 

that 80-90% of overlap between sexes has been overlooked in 

order to emphasize the 10% to 2 0% male-female differences. 

This raises the question of the importance and relevance of 

dwelling on masculinity-femininity research in the single-

parent family, or any family, for that matter. If an indivd-

ual possesses a high self-esteem, indicating satisfaction 

with self-worth, acceptance and belonging, is it really 
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relevant that aggressiveness, nurturance, tenderness, compet

itiveness or types of emotional expression is either mascu

line or feminine in nature? Also, would it not be necessary 

to investigate the concept of masculinity-femininity in all 

familial groupings, examining each family member's attitude 

towards the concept of maleness or femaleness? 

Historically, traditional male roles have been taken 

over by female members of society. Opportunity for careers 

and successful adaptation to the formerly male environment 

will surely influence the concept of male-female role clari

fication and perhaps place significance on the importance of 

androgyny. 

Personal development of children of single-parent 

households has received considerable attention with respect 

to school achievement and school adjustment. Results of re

search on the father-absent child or, in effect, the single-

parent family, has concentrated on three areas: (1) 

masculinity and femininity related to school adjustment; (2) 

achievement based on standardized test results; and (3) 

behavior as reported by school staff and parents. A study by 

Atkinson and Ogston (1974), based on individual assessments 

by teachers, principals and counselors in relation to behav

iors of children from father-absent and father-present homes, 

found behaviors of father-absent children neither more nor 

less deviant than children from father-present homes. They 

did, however, raise the issue of mother-son relationship and 
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school success. Kriesberg (1967), in a research related to 

husbandless mothers, found that obtaining a lot of education 

and working hard in school were values exhibited by both 

father-absent and father-present mothers. An examination of 

nine father-absent school achievement studies indicated that 

the relationship between father-absence and school achieve

ment or performance must go beyond father-absence per se 

(Ross and Sawhill,' 1975). 

Santrock (19 72) found that father-absent children in 

third and sixth grade scored lower than father-present chil

dren on tests of achievement. He did, however, note that age 

at time of loss was an important factor. Ross and Sawhill 

(1975) indicated that a lack of attention to intervening 

variables and bias in data collection may negate much of the 

findings. Glueck and Glueck (1950) noted that father-absence 

was only one of 41 factors significantly associated with 

juvenile delinquency. From an examination of a 1967 paper by 

Willie it appears that delinquency increases with lowered 

socio-economic status and lack of family stability. It is 

also apparent that low self-esteem is associated with eco

nomic status and delinquent behavior. It may be conceivable 

that a child, in order to gain acceptance, self-worth and 

respect, achieves a high level of self-esteem in relation to 

a gang and resultant deviant behavior and not the familial 

form per se. 



23 

Children of single-parent households then are not 

only faced with familial loss, readjustment and reorienta

tion, but also have to cope with generalized assumptions of 

society. Studies on the single-parent family have dwelt on 

the family form or resultant overt behavioral consequences of 

the form of the family. Personal feelings related to accep

tance and self-worth and interrelated level of self-esteem of 

adults and children have received little attention. 

In summary, the single-parent family has been viewed 

as a deviant familial form and detrimental to children 

(Burchinal, 1964; Glasser and Navarre, 1965). The movement 

to its being recognized as a viable form for child-rearing 

has been slow and arduous. However, some authors have recog

nized the single-parent family as a functional family unit 

and have suggested that successful personal development is 

possible (Billingsley and Giovannoni, 1971; Sussman, 1971). 

Goode (1948), Landis (1960) and Nye (1957) have also implied 

that children in happy single-parent homes appear better ad

justed than their counterparts in unhappy intact, homes. 

The onset and actual process of divorce indeed 

creates stress for both the adults and children. Learning a 

new and undetermined social role, readjustment in parent-

child relationships and coping with society's negative 

assumptions about their new familial form places undue bur

dens on the single-parent. Often portrayed as a deviant 



24 

family, the single-parent confronted with personal, emotional 

and psychological stress faces a major task in maintaining a 

level of self-esteem that enhances the family unit as a func

tioning and viable environment for personal development. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

Research Procedure 

This chapter describes the methods used in the col

lection and analysis of the data. The areas include a 

description of the population, data collection, instrumenta

tion, data analysis and limitations. 

Selection Procedure 

The subjects for this study consisted of 118 female 

single-parents, living with their natural or adopted chil

dren. These families were obtained from an urban community 

of approximately 4-00,000 people and met the following cri

teria: 

1. The single-parent family was a family consisting 

of a female head and her natural or adopted children; 

2. The family initially indicated a willingness to 

participate in the stxiciy for a one year period; 

3. If the remaining adult female remarried during the 

period of the research the family ceased to be in

cluded in the study; 

25 
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4. The family or individual members of the family were 

not undergoing counseling or therapy during the 

course of the study; 

5. The single parent families selected were English-

speaking and lived within the Regional Municipality 

of Ottawa-Carleton, Canada. 

A variety of sources including schools, church 

groups, day care centers and single parent organizations were 

used to identify participants. Because of the variety of 

sources the population in the study is not categorized by in

come, race or any other socio-economic factors. 

Data Collection 

Of the 118 initial respondents, 72 remained in the 

study for the one year time period. Letters of introduction 

and intent, permission forms, the Coopersmith Self-Esteem 

Inventory (Form C) and personal questionnaires were mailed to 

those single parent females who indicated a willingness to 

participate. The process was repeated again in two succes

sive six month periods. Each of the initial respondents 

received the Self-Esteem Inventory and personal question

naire and returned them by mail to the researcher. 

All respondents were made aware that their partici

pation was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any 

time. They were also informed that they would not be iden

tified by name in any written report of the study and results 

would be available to them for examination. 



The Instruments 

The instrument selected to measure self-esteem was 

the Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI) developed by Coopersmith 

(1967). The inventory (Form A) consists of 58 items based 

on an earlier scale developed by Rogers and Dymond (1954). 

In response to descriptive statements such as "I am a fail

ure" and I'm pretty happy", the subjects check either "like 

me" or "unlike me." The adult form (Form C) consisting of 

2 5 items similar to those stated above was used in this 

study. Previous research has not substantiated an expected 

reliability range for Form C. However, Fullerton (1972) and 

Coopersmith (1967) have reported extemely high test-retest 

reliability for the general form (Form A). Form A, test-

retest reliabilities range from . 64 (Fullerton) to .88 

(Coopersmith). For purposes of this research a Cronbach's 

alpha was computed to test the reliability of Form C over 

time. 

Because there are no exact criteria of high, medium 

and low self-esteem (Coopersmith, 1967), comparisons are 

formed within the parameters of the population of respon

dents. By dividing the range of scores attained on the initial 

self-esteem inventory into three equal groups, identification 

of those scoring in high, medium and low self-esteem ranges 

were determined. To qualify as having low self-esteem, par

ticipants were identified as having scored up-to 63.0 points; 

medium self-esteem was indicated by a score between 64.0 and 
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80.0 points; and high self-esteem represented a score of over 

82 points on the Self-Esteem Inventory. 

The instrument utilized to obtain personal data was 

constructed by this researcher and sought information regard

ing length of single parent status, employment, education 

levels, housing, age, income, perceptions of family, self 

and children. 

The questionnaire provided data that describes the 

family situation with respect to social, economic, and per

sonal status at the time of completion of the Coopersmith 

Self-Esteem Inventory. 

Data Analysis 

Individual responses were transferred to IBM cards 

and raw data was analyzed to determine if self-esteem is af

fected by length of single parent status. The first analysis 

consisted of a repeated measures analysis of variance, with 

self-esteem as the dependent variable and time as the inde

pendent measure. Because length of single parent status and 

age are inherent aspects of time, multiple regression analy

sis was utilized to combine age with length of single parent 

status as a predictor of self-esteem. 

To determine if associations existed between self-

esteem and selected social and economic variables along with 

personal perceptions of family status, discriminant func

tional analysis was employed. 
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Discriminant functional analysis was selected because 

of the large number of independent variables and increased 

probability of making type 1 errors. It was also selected 

to identify single parent familial characteristics as predic

tors of the remaining parents' level of self-esteem. Klecka 

(1975, p. 435) has indicated that "the major function of dis

criminant analysis is to 'weight' and linearally combine 

discriminating variables in a fashion that forces groups to 

be as statistically distinct as possible." Scores on all 

measures are converted to standard z scores and used in a 

manner which derives a basic discriminant function composed 

of interrelated variables which statistically differentiate 

between known criteria groups. In this study the criterian 

groups are high, medium and low self-esteem. The discrimi

nant function in this study consists of selected single par

ent familial characteristics. The high, medium and low 

self-esteem groups were created on the basis of equalizing 

group N's thus reducing "posterior odds during the classifi

cation process" (Morrison, 1969, p. 159). 

The analysis portion of the technique of using 

discriminant function provides a statistical treatment of 

discriminating variables (familial characteristics) which 

differentiate between the criterion groups. Like factor 

analysis discriminant functional analysis studies the rela

tionship between groups. The function coefficients can be 
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used to conceptualize and interpret in a manner similar to 

those reported using regression and factor analysis techni

ques . 

Group centroids, canonical correlation and eigenvalue 

are statistical procedures used in interpreting discriminant 

analysis. The group centroid is the mean of the discriminant 

scores for the function. It provides an index of the 

relationship between groups. 

Canonical correlation is a measure of the relation

ship between the criterion groups (high, medium, low self-

esteem) and the discriminating variables in the discriminant 

function. In essence it is a statistical assessment of the 

function's ability to discriminate between the criterion 

groups. 

The eigenvalue is an index of the importance of the 

function in relation to the relative percentage of the eigen

value associated with the function. 

The classification technique assesses the degree to 

which a function can be used to identify actual criterion 

groups without prior knowledge of group membership. 

The rationale for selecting groups on the basis of 

group N's rather than a theoretical low, medium and high 

self-esteem classification is based on the fact that: "If 

the groups are greatly unequal, the term log (prior odds) 

can completely dominate the term log (likelihood ratio). 

Here it cannot determine how well the independent variables 
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discriminate. .We would obtain the clearest picture if the 

prior odds were equal and hence did not affect the classifi

cation" (Morrison, 1969, p. 160). 

Limitations 

The female single parents selected for this study 

reside in a large urban area. They represent a cross section 

of social and economic backgrounds. 

There was no way to determine the factors that in

fluenced continued participation in the study, therefore the 

results of the analysis do not represent a randomized sample. 

All of the respondents were used in the study. 

A second limitation is a result of not determining 

the familial atmosphere and particular reasons for separation 

in the first place. Separation was not determined on the 

basis of either mutual agreement, desertion, or other common 

criteria. It is therefore not possible to determine whether 

single parent status was self determined or a result of a 

decision on the part of the absent partner. 

Summary 

The subjects in this study consist of 118 female 

single parents. Participation was by choice and voluntary. 

Data were collected three times over a period of one year by 

completion of the Self-Esteem Inventory and personal ques

tionnaire. Instruments to collect data included the 



Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (Form C) and personal 

questionnaire designed by the researcher. 

Analyses of the data included reliability of the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory; repeated measures analysis 

of variance and multiple regression analysis to determine the 

stability of self-esteem over time, and finally discriminant 

function analysis to explore the potential relationships be

tween self-esteem and selected socio-economic conditions and 

personal perceptions of familial status. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

This chapter presents the results of the study be

ginning with the reliability and internal consistency of the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory. The other sections are 

designed in response to the four questions posed in this 

study. 

1. What levels of self-esteem are maintained by the 

remaining parent as length of single parent familial 

status increases? 

2. What social, economic and personal conditions existed 

at the time self-esteem is measured? 

3. Can associations be formulated between the remaining 

parents' level of self-esteem, length of familial 

status and selected social and economic variables. 

4. Can associations be formulated between the chil

dren's level of self-esteem, length of familial 

status, remaining adults level of self-esteem and 

selected social and economic variables. 

Reliability of the Coppersmith 
Self-Esteem Inventory 

A test-retest reliability was computed on self-esteem 

scores of subjects that remained in the study for the one 
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year period. This group was used because they constitute the 

responses that were used to determine levels of self-esteem 

and length of single parent familial status. 

The data analysis resulted in a Cronbach's alpha =.88 

(see Table 1). This alpha of .88 is similar to those re

ported in previous studies that utilized the Coopersmith 

Self-Esteem Inventory. The Cronbach's alpha of .88 generated 

from this sample indicates that the Coopersmith Self-Esteem 

Inventory (Form C) is a stable assessment of self-esteem over 

a one year time frame. 

Table 1. Self-Esteem Means, Standard Deviations and 
Reliability for Three Assessments in a One 
Year Time Period 

Time X S.D. 

1 68.67 19.30 

2 71.64 17.59 

3 72.19 . 21.61 

N = 72 
Cronbach's Alpha =.8 8 

Internal Consistency 

Although previous studies which have utilized the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem scale report extremely high split 

half reliability coefficients from the 58 item scale 

(Form A), no similar data is available for the 25 items adult 

scale (Form C). Specifically, Fullerton (197 2) reported a 



split half reliability of .87 for Form A. Split half coeffi

cients computed on the present data resulted in a Guttman 

coefficient of .89. While it has previously been suggested 

that Form C reliabilities should be less stable than Form A 

due to the decrease in number of items, data from this study 

clearly indicate that stability is maintained even though the 

number of items is decreased. The Guttman's split half reli

ability of .89 computed from these data indicate that the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem scale (Form C) is an internally con

sistent and extremely reliable instrument for assessing 

self-esteem. 

Self-Esteem: Length of Single Parent Status 

Since time is an inherent component of length of 

single parent status, analysis of variance with repeated 

measures is necessary to identify changes that occur over the 

course of a year. Self-esteem scores of those who remained 

in the study for the one year period were used to compute 

results. 

As expected (Table 2) there were no significant 

changes in self-esteem over the one year period. Examination 

of the means (Table 1) indicate a linear trend for self-

esteem to increase over time. However, these increases were 

not significant at a normally acceptable level of signifi

cance. 
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Table 2. The Relationship between Self-Esteem and Time: 
Three Assessments Over the Course of One Year 

Source of Variation SS DF MS F F 

Between People 66212. 67 71 932.57 

Within People 15893. 33 1W 110.37 

Between Measures 518. 11 2 259.06 2.39 .095 

Residual 15375. 22 142 108.28 

Total 82106. 00 215 381.89 

It would appear then that the actual process of sep

aration per se, is not a determinent of self-esteem. The 

data also suggests that the level of self-esteem present in 

the individual at the time single parent status commences 

will remain .fairly stable over a one year period. If an in

dividual begins single parent status with a low self-esteem 

they are likely to maintain that status. Further research 

appears necessary to determine at what point self-esteem 

changes and under what conditions. It would also be inter

esting to measure the level of self-esteem before the actual 

onset of single parent status. 

Results indicate that self-esteem does not change 

significantly within this study over the course of a one year 

time interval. 

The intent of the third question sought to determine 

whether associations existed between level of self-esteem, 



length of single parent status and selected social and eco

nomic variables. Because there was no significant change in 

self-esteem of the respondents in the study, over the one 

year time period, question three is unanswerable. Therefore, 

subsequent analysis utilized time one data only and explored 

selected social, economic and personal conditions that can be 

related to high, medium and low levels of self-esteem in fe

male single parents. 

The regression results are presented in Table 3. 

Clearly, age of the respondent and length of single parent 

status alone are poor predictors of self-esteem as indicated 

2 by the non-sxgnificant F values and combined R of .04-. The 

results of this analysis suggest that only 4% of the varia

tion in self-esteem scores can be accounted for by the age of 

the respondents in conjunction with length of single parent 

status. 

Table 3. Regression Analysis Predicting Self-Esteem Scores 
From Age and Length of Separation 

Standard 
Standardized Error of F „ 

Predictor Beta B Value5'4 P R 

Length of 
Separation .1^3 .118 l.M-5 . 230 . 01 

Age .406 .306 1.75 .188 .03 

* This is a test of significance of each beta weight, with 
df = 2.114 
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Associations of Self-Esteem and 
Familial Perceptions and Conditions 

Question two in this study sought to describe the 

association of social, economic and personal conditions that 

existed when self-esteem was measured. 

To determine the relationship between self-esteem and 

selected social and economic conditions and personal percep

tions of familial status, a stepwise discriminant function 

procedure was used. This process identifies the best dis

criminating variable followed by identification of next best 

discriminating variable and so on, until the remaining inde

pendent variables cannot improve the discriminating power of 

the function. 

The 13 variables were selected on the basis of their 

relevance to self-esteem as discussed in the literature re

view of this study. 

The 13 variables are: (1) the children's behavior in 

the home; (2) the amount' of discipline the children required; 

(3) the single parents perception of children's academic 

standing; (4) the single parents perception of their chil

dren's achievement in school; (5) the number of children in 

the family; (6) the single parents income level; (7) educa

tional achievements; (8) relationship with friends; (9) 

present housing; (10) age; (11) time available for self; (12) 

time available for the children; and (13) length of single 

parent status. 
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The discriminant analysis for the relationship be

tween familial characteristics outlined above and the three 

levels of self-esteem is reported in Table 4. 

An examination of Table M- shows the eight single fam

ily characteristics that were found to load on this function. 

The Table indicates that parents with high self-

esteem report: (1) higher income levels; (2) greater satis

faction with their child(ren's) behavior in the house; (3) 

less incidents of a need for discipline of children now than 

before the separation; and (4) they perceived academic pro

gress of their children as above average. They also recorded 

a higher level of education, specifically some university or 

college work. 

Although the regression analysis generated non

significant results for age and length of single parent 

status, the discriminant function analysis suggests that 

there is a relationship when length of single parent status 

and age are related to other variables. In other words, age 

and length of single parent status do not account for signif

icant differences in self-esteem, but when combined with in

come, educational attainment, and so on, the discriminatory 

effects of age rnd length of separation is manifested. 

Classification analysis (Table 5) suggests that sin

gle parent familial characteristics can be used to predict 

actual high, medium and low self-esteem group membership for 

more than 61% of the cases. Data presented in Table 5 



Table 4. Discriminant Function, Means and Standard Deviations between Self-
Esteem and Familial Characteristics 

Standard Discriminant _ (Loh) Uediuin) _(High) 

Variable Function Coefficient X SD X SD X SD Wilks-Lambda P 

Income -.40 1. ,66 ,79 2. .60 1. .26 2. .86 1, .29 .83 .0000 

Home Behavior (Kids) -.47 1. ,76 .73 2. ,15 .76 2. .50 .66 .73 .0000 

Time Separated -.45 20. ,90 13. .67 30. ,08 17. .64 23. .61 16. .35 .68 .0000 

Required Discipline -.33 1. .32 .76 1. .60 .88 1. .89 , 1. .09 .64 .0000 

Children's Academic 
Progress -.28 1. ,78 .99 2. .33 .76 2. .53 .81 .62 .0000 

Children's School 
Achievement .26 1, .29 1, .06 1. .08 .73 1. .14 .64 .60 .0000 

Education -.29 1. .95 1. .12 2. .78 1, .54 3. .25 1, .27 .58 .0000 

Age .03 28. .49 7. .04 32. .00 6. .27 30. .64 4, .82 .57 .0000 

Group Centroids (mean discriminant functions) 1.04 -.41 -.73 

Note: Eigenvalue = .61 
Relative Percentage of Variance = 07.52% 
Canonical Correlation = .62 
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Table 5. Percentage of Single Parents Correctly Classified 
by Familial Characteristics 

Predicted Group Member-ship 
Low Medium High 

Actual Group N N % N % N % 

Low 41 29 70.7 9 22.0 3 7.3 

Medium 40 11 27.5 17 42.5 12 30.0 

High 36 2 5.6 8 22.2 26 72.2 

Note: Percent of cases correctly identified = 61.54% 

indicate in particular, at high levels of self-esteem, one 

could credit group membership for 72% of the respondents. At 

the low level of self-esteem, 70% of the respondents could be 

correctly identified. 

The discriminant functional analysis, identified 

eight characteristics as significant discriminators between 

low, medium and high self-esteem. These characteristics in

clude: (1) income; (2) child(ren's) behavior in the home; 

(3) length of time separated; (4) the amount of discipline 

with children now necessary; (5) children's academic progress; 

(6) children's school achievement; (7) the remaining par

ent's age; and (8) level of education of the remaining 

parent. 

Collectively, these eight characteristics describe 

or explain 87.52% of the variation between high, medium and 

low self-esteem status, while forming a function that can 

correctly classify 61.50% of the cases in this study. 
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Children's Level of Self-Esteem and Length 
of Single Parent Status 

It was not possible to determine the relationship of 

the self-esteem of children because of the low number of 

children who fell within the age range necessary to measure 

self-esteem. 

The study did demonstrate, however, the declining 

birth rate and number of families with only one child. 

Sixty-one percent of the single parent families in the study 

consisted of an only child, 2 5% of the families had two chil

dren, 9% had three children, and 5% had four children. 

Discussion 

Burgess (197 0) indicated a need to examine emotional 

stability and ability of single parents to function as self 

assured persons. High self-esteem is an indication of a 

capacity to cope with difficulties and achieve personal mean

ing. Coopersmith (1967) suggests that modeling may be an im

portant element in children's views of themselves and in part 

be related to the adults level of self-esteem. Thus, there 

appears to be a relationship between the adults level of 

self-esteem and healthy development of inter-familial rela

tions among the remaining adult and children. This study 

sought to determine self-esteem levels and social, economic 

and personal perceptions associated with levels of self-

esteem of the remaining parent in single parent families. 
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It appears that the self-esteem of female single par

ents in this study is related to particular socio-economic 

conditions in their environment and personally perceived 

views of familial success. These significant variables in

clude the age and educational levels of the remaining parent, 

length of separation, and income. Also included is the home 

behavior of children, children's academic progress, the re

maining parent's perception of children's school achievement 

as well as the amount of discipline necessary in the home. 

This study in essence relates to the need expressed 

by Herzog and Sudia (1972) to investigate factors that will 

exhibit successful single parent functioning. This study 

identifies factors that will affect self-esteem levels. 

Keniston (1978) states that the well-being of chil

dren depends to a large extent on the parent's capacity to 

respond to children's needs and that this needed energy is 

often taken away by poverty. 

Income 

This study indicated that income is a significant 

determinant of self-esteem. This finding concurs with 

Keniston's (1978) suggestion that a child's well-being de

pends to a large extent on the parent's capacity to respond 

and attend to the children's needs. 

In this study, single parents who attained high self-

esteem scores reported higher income levels. Only 11% of 
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those single parents attaining high self-esteem scores re

ported incomes of $500 or less per month, 52% of the single 

parents attaining scores in the high self-esteem category had 

incomes over $1,000 a month as opposed to only 12% of those 

single parents in the low self-esteem category. 

The source of the income presents an interesting 

question. For those parents scoring in the high self-esteem 

category, 69% reported either no support or difficulties in 

receiving support money from the absent spouse, and 7 8% of 

those people were employed. For those single parents scoring 

in the low self-esteem category, only 51% were employed and 

income from spouse support was reported in 50% of the cases. 

This suggests, perhaps, that self initiated income is of more 

value in self-esteem than depending on spouse support. 

This study also reaffirms the concept that educational 

achievement of children is an important factor to single par

ents (Kriesberg, 1967). The single parent's perception of 

their children's academic progress results in a discriminant 

function coefficient of .26 and a Wilks' Lambda of 

(.60 p<.000); indicating that children's school achievement 

is indeed a significant variable in determining self-esteem 

levels of the remaining parent. 

Single parents with high self-esteem reported their 

children's academic achievement as being at or above grade 

level for 100% of the children. Those parents with low 



45 

self-esteem reported academic achievement at or above average 

for 88% of the children. No children were identified by 

single parents attaining high self-esteem scores as being 

below grade level, while single parents attaining low self-

esteem scores identified 12% of the children below grade 

level. This factor presents an interesting dilemma in stud

ies that have identified children from single parent families 

as achieving lower academic results than children from intact 

families (Parish and Dostal, 1980). 

Perhaps it reflects the lack of communication between 

school and parents or the negative components of the self-

fulfilling prophecy of expectations placed on children from 

single parent families by the school system. Certainly more 

research is needed to identify educational achievement of 

children from single parent families from the perception of 

both the school and the single parent. 

Discipline and Home Behavior 

This study reflects the importance of adjustment in 

single parent families viewed from the perspective of disci

pline and behavior of children in single parent families 

(Hetherington, Cox and Cox, 1977). 

Discipline of children in the single parent family 

was a significant variable in the remaining adults level of 

self-esteem (discriminant function coefficient .33, Wilks' 

Lambda .64 p<.0000). Forty-nine percent of the single 
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parents scoring in the low self-esteem category felt that 

they had to discipline children more than before the com

mencement of single parent status, only 16% of single parents 

in the high-esteem category felt they disciplined their chil

dren more. Forty-three percent of those single parents at

taining scores in the high self-esteem category felt they had 

to discipline less, while only 2% of the single parents in 

the low self-esteem category felt they disciplined their 

children less than before the commencement of single parent 

status. 

Related to the amount of discipline was the percep

tion of children's behavior in the house (discriminant func

tion coefficient .47, Wilks'Lambda .73 p<. 0000). Only 3% of 

the single parents attaining high self-esteem scores reported 

dissatisfaction with their children's behavior at home while 

36% of those single parents attaining low self-esteem scores 

reported dissatisfaction with their children's behavior. 

Ninety-seven percent of the parents in the high self-esteem 

group reported satisfaction with home behavior while only 64% 

of parents in the low self-esteem category reported such 

satisfaction. 

Further research is needed to determine the specific 

factors that contribute to these perceptions of behavior and 

discipline and the intervention necessary to assist single 

parents in this parenting role. 
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The level of education of the remaining single parent 

was also identified as an important variable in self-esteem 

levels (discriminant function coefficient -.29, Wilks' 

Lambda .58 p<.0000). For those parents scoring in the high 

self-esteem category, all had completed elementary school, 

2 9% completed high school, 2 9% completed university and 13% 

had gone beyond an undergraduate degree. The single parents 

scoring in the low-esteem category reported educational at

tainment levels as follows: 3 9% had not gone beyond elemen

tary education, 36% had completed high school, only 5% had 

completed a university degree, and only 2% had gone beyond an 

undergraduate degree. 

Previous studies have demonstrated the interrelation

ship of education and income. The more education the more 

likelihood of a higher income. Thus, this study presents the 

dilemma of single parents faced with the need to achieve fur

ther income. More research is necessary to determine the 

feasibility of educational opportunity, income required to 

facilitate returning to school and child care necesary to 

lessen the anxieties of parenting. Perhaps divorce agree

ments should include the element of future education 

necessary for the remaining single parent to become a self-

sufficient individual. 

Both age and length of separation were identified as 

mediating variables in determining the remaining single par

ent's level of self-esteem. (Length of separation 



discriminant function coefficient -.45, Wilks' Lambda .68 

p<.0000; and age, discriminant function coefficient .03, 

Wilks'Lambda .57 p<.0000). 

The mean length of single parent status for those 

single parents in the high self-esteem category was 24 

months. For those parents attaining scores in the low self-

esteem range, the mean length of single parent status was 20 

months. Mean age of those scoring in the high self-esteem 

category was 30.6 years, as opposed to 2 8.4 years in the low 

self-esteem groups. Further research is indicated to examine 

the interaction of age, length of single parent status and 

the function that experience may play in the self-esteem of 

single parents. Age at the time of first marriage, length of 

marital status and parenting competency may provide insight 

into the parenting capabilities and employment potential of 

single parents. 

Of particular interest in this study was the non-

significance of the remaining single parent's relationship 

with the absent partner. Questions were constructed to 

determine the amount of contact with the absent parent and 

the quality of such contact. Statistical analysis produced 

non-significant relationships between these variables and 

self-esteem. Both the high and low self-esteem groups indi

cated that there was no contact in 30% of the cases. How

ever, 45% of the high self-esteem group who did have contact 

with the absent partner indicated that contact was congenial 
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most of the time, while 28% of the low self-esteem group re

ported congenial contact. Perhaps more research is needed to 

examine the importance of contact between the ex-partners and 

the components of such contact that enables the remaining 

single parent to maintain or increase levels of self-esteem, 

or the components inherent in the lack of contact that main

tains or increases self-esteem levels. 

Hetherington et al (1977) has suggested that an im

portant element in changing self concept two years after 

divorce was the establishment of a satisfying intimate 

heterosexual relationship. In this study, the question of 

heterosexual relationships was not a significant factor re

lated to self-esteem being outweighed by economic conditions 

and adult-child relationships. 

Summary of Results 

It would appear that self-esteem is not a result of 

either time or age of the respondents in this study as it 

did not change over the period of the study. 

The data presented in Table 4 indicate that there are 

eight major influences with respect to levels of self-esteem 

and these eight variables could accurately predict self-

esteem levels of respondents within this study. 

The home behavior of children, amount of discipline, 

perceptions of academic progress and satisfaction with school 



achievement were identified as important components contri

buting to the remaining parent's level of self-esteem. Also 

identified as significant variables in the remaining par

ent's level of self-esteem were income, length of single 

parent status, education and age. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of the study was to identify social and 

economic conditions present in the single parent family, 

personal perceptions of familial status and levels of self-

esteem of the remaining adult. 

The review of the literature noted the importance of 

self-esteem in personal development and adjustment and the 

modeling effect that self concept would have on individual 

family members. 

This study identifies specific factors directly re

lated to levels of self-esteem of the remaining single par

ent . 

The stability of self-esteem was analyzed by 

employing a repeated measures analysis of variance and 

multiple regression analysis. 

It would appear that the self-esteem of the remaining 

parent in single parent families does not undergo significant 

changes over a one-year period. The influences on the level 

of self-esteem were found to be centered around eight fac

tors: (1) income, (2) length of single parent status, (3) 

51' 



age, (4) education level of the single parent, (5) children's 

academic progress, (6) parental perception of children's aca

demic achievement, (7) the amount of discipline required in 

the parent-child relationship, and (8) the increase in behav

ior problems of children within the home setting. 

Associations between self-esteem and selected social 

and economic variables along with personal perceptions of 

familial status was analyzed using discriminant functional 

analysis. 

Results indicate that self-esteem did not change over 

the one-year time period of the study. Results also identi

fied eight factors that were inherent in identifying levels 

of self-esteem of the remaining parent. 

Conclusions 

The conclusions of this study are: (1) the self-

esteem of female single parent's does not change over a one-

year time period and that the level of self-esteem at the 

time single parent status commences is likely to remain 

constant over a one-year time period; (2) there are eight 

significant variables that influence the single parent's 

level of self-esteem, the most important being the perception 

of children's behavior being better, worse, or the same, fol

lowing commencement of single parent familial status. Second 

was the length of single parent status. Third in order of 

importance was the financial stability of the parent, not as 
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a result of independent action and employment. Fourth was 

the nature of discipline, indicating that the less discipline 

required, the higher the self-esteem of the remaining single 

parent. Higher levels of self-esteem were also evidenced for 

those' single parents who perceived their children's school 

progress as above average and their school achievement not 

affected by single parent status. Educational level of the 

single parent was also a significant determinant of self-

esteem. The higher the level of education, the greater the 

likelihood of high self-esteem. Finally, age served as a de

terminer of self-esteem. The younger single parents were 

likely to score in a low self-esteem category. 

Recommendations 

As a result of the findings, the following recommen

dations are offered: 

1. A follow-up study be made with the female single 

parents at the end of two years to examine changes 

in self-esteem and associated economic and social 

conditions and perceptions of familial success to 

further examine the effect of time on self-esteem. 

2. An investigation of the specific reasons of separa

tion and divorce be made to determine under what 

social emotional conditions the single parent com

mences her new familial status and thus investigate 
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the part played by reasons for divorce on the self-

esteem of the single parent. 

3. A study should be conducted that would investigate 

the type or style of child rearing practices that 

single parents utilize in coping with time available 

for children and sibling rivalry in single parent 

families. 

4. A study of the availability and nature of positive 

support systems, e.g., parenting classes, educational 

opportunity that would be valuable in identifying 

procedures single parents could employ in child rear

ing practices. 

5. Noting the fact that education of children is an 

important aspect of single parent families, serious 

research is needed into the role of the school system 

and teachers and their attitudes towards children and 

adults from single parent families. In essence what 

role does the school play with respect to the views 

single parents and their children have about their 

family status. 

6. Further research is indicated into the nature and 

dynamics involved in spousal relationships following 

commencement of single parent status. 

It is apparent that self-esteem of the remaining par

ent in single parent families has an important impact on the 
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perceptions of familial status and child-adult relationships. 

It is also apparent that those single parents who view their 

status positively and have higher levels of self-esteem, tend 

to have an optimistic perception towards children and self. 

Implications 

The identification of the components of child-adult 

relationships and economic considerations as significant 

variables in the self-esteem of remaining single parents, has 

relevance to both teachers and counselors. 

The importance of children's academic success and re

lationship between self-esteem and discipline of children 

would suggest that both teachers and counselors should con

sider adult-child relationships as a significant component in 

educational assessment and therapy. 

The school system needs to ensure that the parents 

perception of their child's progress is indeed real or at 

best an honest assessment. 

Active communication to positively involve single 

parents in educational difficulties and dispensing with self-

fulfilling prophecies regarding children from single parent 

families will perhaps ensure acceptance and encourage single 

parents to cooperate in educational decisions. 

Family counselors often spend a great deal of time 

working with spousal relationships and economic-educational 

matters. The fact that the single parents' children are such 
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an important element in the attainment of satisfactory self-

esteem levels suggests that family therapy involving children 

and the learning of successful parenting strategies would be 

a most beneficial process. 
t 

The establishment of positive parenting strategies 

and the development of cooperative parent-child relationships 

will indeed enhance the status of the single parent. 

Burgess (1970, p. 143) implies that adjustment prob

lems facing the single parent have "been overlooked in the 

concern over the children involved in the single parent fam

ily situation." This study has identified factors directly 

related to parental adjustment. Thus, this study lends sup

port to the contention that self-esteem is an important 

function in personal and social adjustment of single parents 

and identifies the important role children play in this ad

justment . 
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