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Introduction

Over a few decades families have changed and evolved. It’s now not uncommon in today’s society to see many different types of families. As such it has become increasingly popular for children to be raised by one parent. Research has shown that these children are often disadvantaged in many ways compared to children raised in two parent families. This portfolio will critically reflect upon single-parent families, their risk of exclusion and their interpretation by society. The three images chosen to reflect upon a single parent family clearly shows the many different types of single parent families around the world. 
Single-parent Families Definition

The definition of a single parent family according to scholars is a family headed by either one parent (mother or a father) with dependant and/or non-dependent children without the support of the other parent (Giddens, 1997). This one parent is responsible for all financial, emotional and material needs for the child or children (Sanik & Mauldin, 1986). In previous decades a single parent structure resulted from the death of the other parent and unplanned pregnancies (Kinnear, 1999). However, in today’s 21st century there are various other reasons that one parent would find themselves head of the family. Divorce and parental breakdown being the most likely reason families go from a two-parent family and becoming a single parent family.
Family Structure for Single-parent Families

According to many scholars the structures and processes of ‘family’ shape children's behaviour and well-being (Mackay, (2005) McKeown et al (2003) Crosnoe et al, (2014) Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF), (2007)).  (Mackay, 2005) suggest children raised in single parent families ‘do a lot less well across a range of measures of wellbeing’ than those in two parent families. Despite these adverse well-beings and outcome for these children, it doesn’t change the fact single parent families are the fastest growing family structure in the UK (David & Acock 1996).  More and more families are increasingly facing marital breakdown often resulting in divorce if the parents were married. One parent will leave the family home and the other parent is faced at being a single parent with no support from the other parent (Swisher, 1997). Demographically single parenting has increased worldwide compared to two or three decades ago (Mooney, Oliver & Smith, 2009). Being a single parent is becoming normalised in western society with this trend ever increasing (Maldonado and Nieuwenhuis, 2015). 
In England and Wales, divorce rates between opposite sex marriages peaked in 2003. (ONS, 2016). These figures have declined by more than a third since. This is consistent with the decline in marriages taking place as couples are choosing to cohabit instead of getting married. (ONS, 2016). These relationships are said to more likely breakdown than relationships between married couples. Couples are not committing themselves to marriage like they once were, feeling satisfied with just cohabiting and the social acceptance of just that (Benson, 2015).  
Changing family relationships between men and women are suggested to be the root cause for this rise in divorce and less marriages taking place (Ipsos MORI, 2007). Women have more rights in the 21st century and don’t see the need in marriage. Women and men in today’s society find it easier to leave a loveless marriage or to escape abuse than one or two decades ago (Esping-Andersen, 2016). Society have higher expectations of marriages today. If one is in relationship which doesn’t meet their needs, then it is easier and socially acceptable to leave the other person and file for divorce without good reasons other than they don’t get on anymore. Many centuries ago families made marriages work it wasn’t socially acceptable to get a divorce (Esping-Andersen, 2016). 
Changes in Divorce law in 1969, made getting a divorce a lot easier than it used to be.  Prior to this, only rich elite men could apply for divorce. Divorce was granted through an ‘Act of Parliament’ of which was too expensive for normal working-class citizens at this time. Women were not able to apply for divorce unless they had proof on the grounds of adultery which was very hard to prove. This process was said to be long and drawn out which put women off applying for divorce. The ‘Divorce Reform Act 1969’ which was then consolidated in the ‘Matrimonial Act 1973’, changed the grounds at which divorce could be granted providing it could be proved the marriage ‘irretrievably broken down’ (Levin, 1970, Viney, 2011). The basis of separation to be granted a divorce, can now be used as evidence that a marriage has irretrievably broken down beyond repair. This change in divorce law changed societies view and stigma of divorce. People attitudes towards divorce changed. Divorce no longer was about who was guilty or innocent. It was about the failed relationship. This shifted peoples’ expectations of marriage and feelings towards divorce (Levin, 1970, Viney, 2011).
 According to ONS (2017), there are around two million single parent families in the UK. Of which ninety percent are predominantly headed by women and the remaining ten percent are headed by men. Most of the research and information regarding single parent families are aimed directly at women. Research has not been collected on male single parent families due to this minority group not being investigated. 
Single-Parent Families Challenges and Risk Factors

Single parent families can be risk accessed by their income levels, their culture, their geographical area of where they live, their social class and their educational attainment. Academics are able to predict the likely outcomes of children in these families. (Phoenix, 1996)
It has been argued by many authors that being a single parent has its advantages and disadvantages. The main risk factor that single-parent families face is poverty. According to Maldonado and Nieuwenhuis, (2015) poverty risk amongst single-parent families are ‘substantially higher’ than those in two parent families. The reason being single-parents are disadvantaged in the labour market with less access to training and higher paid employment opportunities (Maldonado and Nieuwenhuis, (2018). Single parents lack the additional resources of a second income from the other partner. Thus, the family fail at achieving an adequate income to meet basic needs (Maldonado and Nieuwenhuis, (2018). Without a second parent in the family more work-family conflict arise. Single-parent families are not able to be flexible resulting in the single parent being unable to combine the responsibilities of work, childcare and family responsibility (Maldonado and Nieuwenhuis, (2018). It is very difficult for single parent families to find employment that is flexible around childcare and their employees personal life. This places further stress on the family. Not only on the single parent but also on the children who witness this stress on the parent. If a child is ill and absent from school, unless the parent can find an alternative to look after the child like an extended family member then the single parent has to inform their employer they are not able to meet their working obligations. This can profoundly affect their income, pushing the family into further poverty.
Low educational attainment has also long been highlighted as a central feature of single mothers’ disadvantage in the UK (Gregg et al., 2009). According to research being a single parent in today’s society is more common among low educated mothers than those highly educated (Bradshaw & Chzhen, 2012).  However, this could be argued as being a bit far-fetched. If a woman with three children in a well-off family lost her husband, the father of her children to health reasons would his death make her instantly a poor uneducated single parent family. 
Other factors affecting single parent families include material depravation. Families in single parent households are more likely to lack some basic needs such as clothing, food and heating. Usually cutting down so not to completely run out. This material deprivation and profound poverty amongst single parent families severely impacting on children in the family raising the risk of anti-social behaviours and increasing the crime rate amongst this group (Ipsos MORI, 2007). This has been suggested by (Ipsos Mori, 2007) that the reason being related to these children ‘emotional and health outcomes of living in poverty’. The single parent faces a greater struggle with controlling these poor behaviours in their children especially when they quite often or not out at work or attending to household chores rather than parenting their children due to time restraints (Cairney, 2003).
 
Social Policy and Single-Parent Families

Family policies are beneficial for all families especially for single-parent families. Countries with policies in place to support those in need of welfare are less likely to be in poverty in countries that don’t have family policies in place.  (Maldonado and Nieuwenhuis, (2018). However single-parent families living in the UK are considered a burden on society by governments because of their cost to the UK welfare system (Dermott & Pomati, 2016). According to Smith (2013), recent Government initiatives ‘New Deal for Lone Parents’ introduced in 1998 then replaced by the ‘Flexible New Deal’ in 2009 and the ‘Work Programme by 2011’ have encouraged many single parents back into work. Gingerbread, (2018) has reported recent changes in the welfare system have seen single parent families pushed further into poverty due to sanctions on their benefits whilst claiming Job Seekers Allowance as more and more single parents are forced off Income Support when their youngest child reaches 3 years old under the new ‘Lone Parent Obligations’ reform in 2008 (Gingerbread, 2018).  These parents have to be available for work but are sanctioned if they are not able to take up job offers. Sometimes parents find this impossible due to issues with childcare or because employments clash with school pick-ups and drop offs. It is very difficult for single parents to find and sustain in employment that is flexible around home and family life (Ipsos MORI, 2007).
Well-being of Single-Parents

Being a single parent can have many challenges depending on the amount of family support being received from extended families and friends. However, there are some benefits for the single parent. According to research single -parents have increased bonding time with their children instead of distributing the time with their partner as well. It has also been suggested that single parents are able to arrange the family schedule without the other parent’s involvement and negotiation. The single parent has less stress and worries with regards to the other parent if there was previous conflict before the marriage failed. This would make for a calmer and tension free household and increased well-being for both the children and single parent. 
If the single parent was unfortunate not to have the support from the extended family or friends in the community this could affect mental health and well-being causing health problems to develop such as anxiety and depression. 
Overall single parent’s well-being is greatly affected by the situation they are in. Doing the dual role as ‘Mother’ and ‘father’, being the sole earner, looking after the family home, all the decision making with no contribution from a partner. This can place significant stress upon one person.   Research collected by many schlars does show single parents are at increased risk from mental health problems as a result from stress trying to balance home-work life responsibilities and the children. Single parents have limited availability with their child and to socialise with their own friends (Cairney et al, 2003). This in turn can also affect their well-being. Not having a social life can place a lot of strain on a person’s well-being, not having a break from normal every day routine can get anyone down. 
Well-being of Children in Single-Parent Families

It has been well documented amongst scholars that children of single parent families are more likely to live in poverty than children living within a two-parent family (UK Government, 2013). According to Bradley & Corwyn (2002) & WHO, (2003), Children living in poverty have a higher risk of poor mental health, experiencing poorer well-being overall. It has been found this is not from being a single parent but rather from the risk factors associated with being a single parent such as being in poverty, inadequate resources and basic meets not being met (WHO, 2003). Research has shown children brought up in a single-parent family are no less happy than those brought up in a two-parent family. But it has been shown the quality of the child-parent relationship impacts on the well-being of the child (Conger, Conger & Martin 2010).
The child only has one parent to meet their everyday needs with limited resources and finance this can greatly impact on the child’s potential to reach their full potential. (Amato & Keith, 1991b).  The ability for the single-parent to perform to the best of their ability to raise their child is compromised by the risk factors of being a single parent not necessary because the parent is not providing the care and attention but is affected by the difficulties of the work-life balance and sharing the time out between work, household chores and their child. This lack of parental time, support and contact with their children pose a negative effect on children’s well-being, development and their educational performance at school compared to those children living in a two-parent family (De Lange et al., 2013, Amato & Keith, 1991a McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).
Stigma Surrounding Single Parent Families

Stigma and labelling surrounding single parent families is still prevalent in today’s society. ‘One Parent Families Scotland’ survey found three in four single parents experience negative attitudes or stigma in everyday life (OPFS, 2012).  Society have a disproval against single parent families. Single parent families feel they are looked down upon and made to feel embarrassed about their situation. 
The social stigma attached to being a single parent, labels those in this group as just that. Society has the need to judge and label people in different circumstances than themselves. Single parents are labelled and accused of being an economic and social problem by the media and politically. 
Due to the stigma attached to being a single parent, many chose not to talk about their situation or claim the services they are entitled to. This is due to the fact of the social disproval of their situation in today’s society (Kissane, 2003). Single parents are worried what others think of them and their family. Families regardless of family structure just want to feel included into society without the social stigma and negative attitudes because of their family structure and how they are brought up (Golombok, 2017).  It’s not as if single parents want to be single parents or had planned to be, sometimes relationships breakdown. People shouldn’t be blamed or stigmatised for being a single parent. Single parent families instead should be included into society by those in the wider community. Single parents should not be made to feel excluded in society because of their family structure that just seems appalling for the 21st century. 
Conclusion

Families have changed and evolved. Single parent families are a lot more prevalent than ever before. Children in these family structures are said to be disadvantaged in many ways compared to children raised in two parent families. The three images chosen reflect what single parent family look like. They show any family could be headed by single parent. Unless someone discusses with you their family structure we are to know no different than if they were in a two-parent family. As such there are many different types of single parent families around the world. 
Poverty amongst single-parent families is the main risk factor when trying to bring up children. The many disadvantages with getting suitable employment and sustaining it around family life can be quite challenging especially if employers are not flexible for their employees with children. 
Single parent families face much stigma and labelling. This can then impact on their wellbeing and their ability to carry out their already difficult role at being a single parent. Parents and children in single parent families need all the support available to ensure social inclusion in the community.
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