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Abstract 

 

 

Researchers have been increasingly interested in the tensions between paid work and 

unpaid work since the 1960s. Recently, the term ‘work/life balance’ has gained attention 

and even political interest, with the Australian Prime Minister, Mr John Howard, 

announcing it to be a “barbecue stopper” discussion item in 2003. Research has found that 

work/life conflict impacts upon businesses, families, individuals and communities in terms 

of lost production, increased health care demands and diminished quality of life. Despite 

the complexities of work/life balance being intensely interesting to researchers, few have 

considered the experiences of one of the most time-pressured and socially disadvantaged 

sub-cultural groups in society in regards to work/life balance: sole mothers. Sole mothers 

are often constrained by ‘multiple barriers’ and are more likely to suffer from mental health 

issues, social isolation and a decreased ability to cope with day-to-day pressures and 

stressors. Such issues affect an increasing number in Australian society as sole mothers 

have nearly trebled since 1971 and, it is estimated, are set to increase by a further 30% to 

60% by the year 2021. This study aims to examine key life domains in the lives of a group 

of sole mothers to investigate whether the term work/life balance is a useful construct in 

understanding their lives and wellbeing.      

 

Study aims were achieved through utilising a research design aimed at producing grounded 

theory, enabling the challenging of currently held perceptions regarding work/life balance. 

At a theoretical level this study adopts social constructivism and feminism as base 

frameworks, supporting a four-phase data collection strategy which combines in-depth 

interviews and reflexive ethnography. The domains of paid work and unpaid work have 

typically featured strongly in regards to work/life balance and recent theorists propose that 

models should be extended to include health, financial resources, friendships and leisure as 

key factors. Findings in this study support this assertion, but go further in challenging and 

extending the debate on work/life balance in society.    

 

 vii



The findings of this study highlight the many constraints facing sole mothers, the complex 

nature of ‘balance’ in their lives and the strategies they employ to cope and juggle their 

many responsibilities. The external life domains suggested by work/life balance theorists all 

featured in the mothers’ balancing, each offering up constraints and/or opportunities for 

agency and empowerment. Additional themes of control, choice, sleep and life expectations 

also emerged strongly in relation to balance and wellbeing. These new themes highlight a 

view of balance which could be about either ‘juggling’ life domains or experiencing a 

subjective feeling, giving rise to the identification of two kinds of balance: outer and inner. 

This thesis proposes that outer balance is reliant upon external domains such as paid work 

and unpaid work as well as key relationships, financial resources, health and leisure. A 

sense of inner balance, reliant upon a subjective assessment of the attainment of outer 

balance in terms of one’s life expectations, was also a key aspect of these mothers’ 

experience. Inner balance is connected to the experience and attainment of choice and 

control. Leisure time provides opportunities for reflexivity, assisting in creating and 

maintaining a sense of self and guiding life decisions, offering opportunities for the 

attainment of both inner and outer balances. This holistic representation of balance 

challenges and broadens our understanding of the work/life balance debate by combining 

external and internal factors and by proposing that balance should not be an end unto itself 

but, instead, a means to an end: the attainment of a life worth living.   

 

 

 viii
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Prologue – My Story 

 

‘Happiness lies not in having what you want, but in wanting what you have.’ 

Arthur Watkins 

 

The focus of this research is on sole mothers and how they juggle their paid work, 

unpaid work and leisure, and the effect this balancing act has on their subjective 

wellbeing. This study adopted a qualitative methodology and utilised a multiple phase 

data collection strategy with a small cohort of sole mothers. The ten sole mothers who 

participated in this study all had at least one child under the age of nine and had become 

sole mothers as a result of the breakdown of a relationship. The study also included my 

own input as a reflexive ethnographer and opportunistic researcher because, like the 

other mothers in the study, I was also a sole mother.  

 

My own sole motherhood story forms the basis for this study in different ways. My sole 

mother experiences drove my interest in this subject matter, provided me with an 

“inside view” of the kinds of issues at play for people like me and allowed me to be 

empathetic towards the other mothers in the study. I believe my sole mother status also 

allowed the other mothers in the study to accept my questions and me more readily, as I 

was “one of them”. 

 

It was because I was “one of them” that I decided to include my own dialogue within 

this thesis as an “opportunistic researcher” and member of the group under examination. 

In my honours thesis, I had also examined sole mothers and their leisure and had felt 

“gagged” by my inability to add my own thoughts and comments to what I was writing 

about when the subject matter was so close to my heart. I resolved that in this study I, 

too, would have a voice. 

 

Having that voice has been a double-edged sword. The downside of researching 

something where you are a source of data means re-living often painful memories. 

Writing and reflecting on stories which related to my own experiences led to a greater 

degree of introspection in relation to my own life story. I could not help drawing 

comparisons with the lives of the other mothers in my study, and asking why things had 

unfolded for me in the way that they had. 
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My introduction to sole motherhood involved a series of stressful events. Complications 

in the latter stage of pregnancy led to a variety of medical interventions. Family and 

friends and the support that had been promised appeared to vanish. My ex-partner 

commenced proceedings with the Family Law Court and for five years I represented 

myself at court as I could not afford legal counsel. I soon realised that the court is not 

benevolent or concerned at all with one’s fear, pain or ignorance of the legal system. A 

typical court session would involve my being ridiculed and publicly chastised for some 

oversight in the paperwork or something that I had phrased in a particular way. I 

endured all of this standing alone, with no support, within five feet of a man who 

terrified me. Four applications to Legal Aid were rejected on the grounds of 

“insufficient information” so I had to do battle with them as well as the legal system. I 

finally overcame this hurdle by sending a sixteen-page deposition, which was accepted, 

only to have my lawyer discharged without notice the day before a court appearance. 

My education in terms of my new-found status as someone “unimportant” and 

“invisible” had begun. 

 

During these years I had a child to care for and a house to run. I had commenced an 

undergraduate degree at university and was working part-time. My family continued to 

be distant and unhelpful and I lost four “best friends” in five years. The full realisation 

of what it meant to be a sole mother was becoming more apparent to me. I looked back 

upon how easy my days as a childless, full-time worker had been, in comparison to my 

current situation. I also reflected back to when I had been a supervisor and thought, in 

particular, of one of my former employees, and came to see her in a completely new 

light. 

 

When she came to work for me, she was an ex-sole mother of three who had 

repartnered. She had an eight-month-old child with this new partner. Her husband 

worked full-time. She also worked full-time for me, but had the added constraint of a 

rotating shift that included nights and weekends. As a childless supervisor I had no 

qualms about rostering her on for these shifts. As an employee with children in school 

and a young baby, she never raised any issues with me concerning limited childcare 

hours, sick children or the pressures of balancing home and work. Back then, it never 

even crossed my mind that she would have issues such as these to deal with. Her 

“work” of balancing the demands of different life domains was unvoiced and invisible. 
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I have not seen or spoken to this woman since leaving that job over ten years ago, but 

the memory of that realisation has stayed with me. Why is it that I was so totally 

unaware of the difficulty of her circumstances? Why had she not explained them to me? 

Why was it that the “work” of her life, the balancing of all her responsibilities, was not 

even a topic for discussion at work? What did it say of our working practices that a 

woman in her circumstances was not automatically given extra consideration when 

rostering?  

 

The issue of balancing different life domains or “making things work” is something that 

is common to all mothers. It is a juggling act and can be a monotonous grind. But my 

experience as a sole mother has highlighted additional strains and stresses such as an 

abusive ex-partner, loneliness, lack of support, financial pressures and ill-health. The 

mothers in this study speak of similar pressures and constraints, many of which they 

have had to face and conquer alone. The fact that we have been able to cope and rise 

above our circumstances and still forge our way in the world, while raising our children, 

pursuing educational goals and developing our sense of self, speaks to a degree of 

fortitude and courage which is as unseen and unvoiced as the “work” that goes into 

managing work and life in the first place.  
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PART I: Background to the Study 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

Work/Life Balance and Sole Mothers: An Overview of the Study 

 

Introduction 

 

This study examines the lived experience of a group of sole mothers in relation to their 

quest to achieve a degree of balance in their lives. The concern and demand for 

“balance” is a common phenomenon in contemporary society, where time is seen as an 

increasingly precious commodity and individuals strive to manage often competing 

demands on their time. This is reflected in the popular use of terms such as the “double 

shift”, “time bind”, “time squeeze” and being “time poor” which have become 

increasingly prominent in day-to-day language (Brown & Warner-Smith, 2005; 

Cartwright, 2005; Hochschild, 1997; Parcel, 1999; Pocock, 2001). Moreover, Morton 

(2005, p32) claimed that since work/life balance now impacts upon lower and middle 

class sections of society, it has assumed greater political significance and is “emerging 

as one of the central issues of twenty-first-century politics”. The magnitude of this issue 

has been acknowledged at the highest possible level in Australia since the current Prime 

Minister, Mr John Howard, proclaimed that the topic of work/life balance was a 

“barbeque stopper” discussion item across Australia (Horin, 2003). But what do we 

understand by the term “work/life balance” and why has it attracted such attention in 

contemporary political and social life? 

 

Much of the research on work/life balance to date has focused on the domains of paid 

work and unpaid work, and has indicated that the ability to attain balance is not equally 

shared by different social groups within society. For example, many studies indicate that 

the presence of children is a critical factor in experiences of work/life conflict. Issues 

such as providing for children financially, balancing childcare with paid work and 

balancing family and work demands with personal time affect all families (Bedini, 

2002; Bittman & Rice, 2002; Brown & Warner-Smith, 2005; Warren, 2004; Zabriskie, 

2000). Evidence also suggests that balancing home and work demands can assist 

families in attaining a sense of personal and collective wellbeing (Bittman & Rice, 

1999; Jacobs & Gerson, 2001).  
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Although balance is something that affects all members of a family, mothers typically 

experience more conflict, when compared to other family members, due to their 

assuming a disproportionate share of the work associated with unpaid work, childcare 

and the management of the home. Many studies have highlighted a pervasive inequity in 

the division of domestic duties performed by individuals in partnered, dual income 

families, which leaves many mothers coping with a “double shift” (Hochschild, 1997). 

This is a growing phenomenon. More mothers are entering the workforce and, of those 

mothers, more are taking up full-time work (Haddock & Rattenbo, 2003; Jacobs & 

Gerson, 2001; Venn, 2003). But despite the tightening noose of professional and 

personal responsibilities, at least partnered mothers generally have another adult who, 

even if not willing to shoulder equal responsibility for domestic tasks, may still be a 

source of emotional support, assistance with childcare and financial resources within the 

union. 

 

In contrast to partnered mothers, sole mothers who work have all the pressures of 

childcare and paid and unpaid work that partnered mothers face, but must often cope 

with reduced resources. Many studies conducted on sole-mother-headed families reveal 

social, psychological, health, educational and financial disadvantage in comparison to 

partnered families (Anderson, Lennox, Peterson & Wailoo, 2000; Benzeval, 1998; 

Whitehead, Burstrom, & Diderichsen, 2000). Sole mothers are also well recognised as 

being one of the most time pressured and socially disadvantaged groups in 

contemporary society (Butterworth, 2003; Mariskind, 2005; Weston & Smyth, 2000). 

Disadvantage created through a cycle of low paid work, poverty and a lack of 

educational opportunities is often compounded and impedes the ability to achieve a 

satisfactory balance between key life domains (Harknett, 2006; Smyth & Weston, 

2000). Time pressure is most acute when unpaid domestic duties are combined with 

full-time work and the raising of young children (Bittman & Pixley 1997).  

 

This study aims to make a number of contributions to the body of feminist, sole mother 

and work/life balance literature. Feminist research has focused heavily on the 

experiences of women as mothers and the separate domains of paid work, unpaid work, 

caring and leisure, but has rarely examined the interrelationships between these domains 

in terms of work/life balance. Work/life balance literature, to date, has seldom focused 

on the experiences of specific groups of people (such as sole mothers) and, typically, 
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has failed to consider the concept of leisure as a critical life domain. Despite the 

growing number of sole mothers in western society, there is minimal research into how 

sole mothers understand and experience work/life balance. This study seeks to make a 

unique contribution to the literature through giving voice to a group of sole mothers’ 

lived experiences and in furthering understanding of how they experience work/life 

balance.  

 

With these aims in mind, this study is guided by the research question: Do sole mothers 

experience work/life balance in their lives and how do these experiences relate to 

their wellbeing? Supporting this enquiry are the following sub-questions:  

 

1. What is the mothers’ experience of paid work, unpaid work and leisure? 

2. How do these mothers describe their subjective wellbeing? 

3. What is the relationship between subjective wellbeing and the domains of paid 

work, unpaid work and leisure? 

4. What has been their experience in terms of physical and mental health and how do 

they rate their overall level of health? 

5. How do these mothers define “balance”? 

6. How is balance achieved in terms of paid work, unpaid work and leisure? 

 

As evidenced above, the examination of work/life balance in their lives is not limited to 

paid work and unpaid work, but embraces the mothers’ own definition of “balance” and 

includes any life domain considered relevant to the achievement of balance. Similarly, 

the exploration of the mothers’ experiences and feelings in regards to their subjective 

wellbeing also provides opportunities for re-definition of this term as well. A decision to 

examine the lived experiences of these women and their efforts to balance and achieve 

wellbeing led to a number of key methodological decisions.    

 

Key methodological decisions were based on a feminist-constructivist approach which 

sought to approach participants with inclusivity, sensitivity and respect, with the aim of 

creating grounded theory. With these aims in mind a qualitative approach was adopted 

in conjunction with a four-phase data collection strategy. Data were gathered through a 

survey questionnaire, two in-depth interviews and a group meeting. I also included 

myself in the study, along with the other nine participants, due to my status as a sole 
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mother and therefore an ‘opportunistic researcher’ (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). A key 

aspect of this study was the way that methodological decisions were informed through a 

process of reviewing key literature concerned with work/life balance, feminism and sole 

motherhood. These constructs formed the basis for the research, informed direction and, 

as a consequence, are reflected in the basic structure of this thesis.  

 

To achieve the above aims, the thesis is divided into two main sections. The first part of 

the thesis examines literature related to the key topics as well as outlines the general 

theoretical underpinnings and research design of the study. The second part presents the 

empirical data and a discussion of those data in relation to the literature. These parts 

contain two and three chapters respectively.  

 

Following the introductory chapter, Part One of the thesis contains a review of the 

relevant literature. Most work/life balance models have focused extensively on the 

domains of paid and unpaid work. These domains also feature prominently in an 

examination of the literature in regard to mothers in general and sole mothers in 

particular. In addition, however, there is an historical examination of the public and 

private controls placed on women’s time, as well as a look at the socially constructed 

nature of motherhood. Following the lead of Rapoport and Rapoport (1975), an 

examination of the role of leisure in women’s and mothers’ lives is also included and 

offered as a potential “missing ingredient” in contemporary views of work/life balance. 

This literature review examines the constraints and opportunities which may be afforded 

sole mothers in both their ‘work’ and ‘life’. The chapter concludes by examining 

feminism, leisure and reflexivity as being potential pathways to empowerment and 

balance for sole mothers.   

 

Chapter Three outlines the research approach in response to the reviewed literature. 

This chapter outlines the foundational theoretical approaches adopted in the study, 

namely social constructivism and feminism, and highlights how these constructs are 

connected to the study of both work/life balance and sole mothers. Feminist theory not 

only underpins the study theoretically, but also provides a common link between each 

aspect of the research design. This chapter describes the steps taken in regards to 

sampling, data collection and data analysis. The incorporation of a reflexive 

ethnographic approach, coupled with a four-phase data collection strategy, is all linked 
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back to feminist theory. Justification for each methodological decision is given in this 

chapter, and benefits and limitations of the approaches taken are discussed. Outcomes 

from the application of the methodological approach are presented in the following two 

chapters.  

 

The first chapter in Part Two (Chapter Four) examines selected findings from the 

empirical research. This chapter is concerned with the various tensions involved in the 

sole mothers’ lives which constrain them from finding work/life balance. The chapter 

commences with a look at each mother’s “story” which provides an important insight 

into the lives of these sole mothers and gives the reader some idea of the complexities 

that surround their everyday lives. The chapter continues with an examination of the key 

emergent factors which include: paid work, unpaid work, childcare, child health, 

behaviour management and discipline and mothers’ health. These factors reflect the 

literature in terms of identified constraints on mothers and sole mothers. Additional 

factors, which are not typically associated with work/life balance but which nonetheless 

emerged as critical factors, were those of sleep, major life changes and the relationship 

with the ex-partner. All of these factors combined to create a complex picture of the 

tensions involved in the lives of the sole mothers involved in this study. The collective 

effect is discussed at the end of this chapter in a section that examines perceptions of the 

pressures involved in each mother’s life due to her role as a sole mother.    

 

Chapter Five concludes the presentation of the empirical data by examining the 

strategies the mothers employ to achieve wellbeing and balance in their lives. The 

chapter begins with the mothers’ assessments of the importance of balance and their 

feelings about wellbeing before examining the strategies themselves. Reliance upon 

family and friends in key relationships emerged strongly, but internal processes proved 

to be pivotal to coping and balancing for these mothers. This chapter discusses the 

emergence of the concept of control and how this was connected to the creation and 

maintenance of leisure spaces and time which, in turn, nourished and defined a sense of 

self. This chapter concludes with an examination of how these key themes relate to the 

sole mothers’ self-perceptions and their ability to balance their lives.   

 

The last chapter (Chapter Six) summarises and discusses the findings in regards to the 

available literature and draws relevant conclusions. This chapter examines the role of 
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control, which emerged strongly in this study, and how this concept is linked to the 

perception of choice and the attainment of preferences or expected outcomes. Links 

between emergent concepts and the literature are drawn. An argument is made for the 

expansion of the concept of balance to a form which better represents the findings of 

this study. That is, the incorporation of an “outer” balance which involves the juggling 

of life domains with the perception of an “inner” balance which, as a subjective feeling, 

rests on a perception of the degree of fit between expectations or preferences and the 

attainment of outer balance. This chapter concludes with suggestions for policy reform 

and future research directions which will build upon and complement the conclusions of 

this thesis.    

 

The adopted methodology of this study facilitates the emergence of a view of work/life 

balance as a highly complex and multi-faceted concept based on a holistic view of the 

sole mother experience. When Lewis, Rapoport and Gambles (2003, p.827) examined 

the issue of work/life balance they posed the question, “What constitutes a good life?” 

The responses of these mothers not only reveal an extensive mix of work/life balance 

domains, but also their requirements for a good life. The base elements needed to attain 

this proved to be fairly subjective, varying from woman to woman. Such complexity is 

also reflected in the following literature review where key life domains such as paid 

work, unpaid work and leisure are examined for not only the constraints they can 

impose but also the opportunities they may afford.  
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CHAPTER TWO  

Paid Work, Unpaid Work and Leisure: Constraints and Opportunities  

 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter introduced the main research question and outlined the gathering 

interest and importance being placed on the achievement of work/life balance in 

contemporary society. The concept of balance has captured the attention of the media 

and politicians as well as businesses and employees, resulting also in increased 

academic attention in recent years. Researchers have found that certain members of 

society, such as sole mothers, are often more constrained in their lives than other 

people, due to conflicting roles and responsibilities. This chapter provides a foundation 

for the creation of grounded theory within this thesis by first examining the relevant 

literature concerning mothers, sole mothers and elements involved in work/life balance.    

 

The aim of this chapter is to examine the literature concerning key life domains and the 

constraints and opportunities afforded by them. Each sub-section of this review outlines 

how these issues relate to women in general before moving on to discuss how they 

relate, specifically, to sole mothers. This review will critically evaluate the available 

literature in relation to the research question and highlight areas requiring further 

investigation. These will be summarised and discussed in the final section of this 

chapter.  

 

To achieve the aim of this chapter this review will commence with an examination of 

motherhood norms and trends and the documented experience of sole motherhood in 

Australia. Key life domains typically associated with an investigation of work/life 

balance follows and encapsulates an analysis of paid work, unpaid work and childcare. 

Each of these domains is also well represented in feminist literature. The review then 

examines the socially constructed nature of time and how it has been linked, in both an 

historical and a contemporary sense, to both control and empowerment for women in 

regards to their work/life balance. The theme of duality is extended into an analysis of 

the constraints and opportunities for wellbeing and each of the key domains already 

examined.  Paid work, unpaid work and leisure are also revisited in this section in 

relation to wellbeing. Leisure is discussed as a potential missing ingredient in the 
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attainment of balance and is revisited in the final section on empowerment, along with 

reflexivity and feminism.  

 

This review examines the relevant literature, highlights key issues in relation to balance 

and supports the main aims of this study. Further, it demonstrates the socially 

constructed nature of values and norms upheld by Australian/Western society that are 

reflected in the concept of time and the practices of childcare and motherhood. The 

following section examines socially constructed mothering norms and expectations and 

how these often work to constrain mothers in Western society.    

 

 

Mothering and Sole Motherhood: Expectations and Issues  

 

Duncan and Edwards (1997) contended that the amount of time input needed from 

parents to raise well-adjusted children is culturally derived and varies between mothers 

and fathers. In Western societies it is culturally sanctioned that fathers spend less time 

with their children than mothers. Historically, women have been expected to be at home 

and available, even on call, for their children (Hays, 1996; Murphy, 2002), and the 

concept of motherhood is tied to the notion of providing a child with a “proper 

childhood” (Ribbens McCarthy & Edwards, 2002). The demands of providing a proper 

childhood may exist in contrast, and be far removed from either the reality of a 

woman’s life or the way that she would wish to mother (Forna, 1998).  

 

In Western society, “ideal mothering” involves the mother forming an exclusive bond 

with her child. The mother is typically exclusively responsible for the child, only 

gradually allowing the child to venture further afield and develop other relationships. 

But no other relationship, even with the father, is expected to recreate the bond that 

exists between the mother and child. Women are “sold” the vision of motherhood as 

being “natural” and are then compelled to accept total responsibility for their children 

through all means available; socially, politically and economically (Forna, 1998; Hays, 

1996).  

 

That such cultural beliefs are largely unquestioned indicates the embeddedness of the 

ideals associated with motherhood. As a result of being considered to be the primary 



 12

parent, mothers also bear responsibility for their children’s problems, which often 

results in “mother blaming” (Dolan, 2002; Pun, Ma, & Lai, 2004). For example, 

children with behavioural problems are offered as evidence of poor mothering. The 

threat of such mother blaming works to ensure that mothers conform to socially driven 

mothering expectations and can be an effective behavioural deterrent (Carney, 2004; 

Forna, 1998). Pressures to mother effectively and appropriately and to provide a proper 

childhood constrain and constrict mothers, not only in their mothering style but also in 

the way that they live their own lives.   

 

In attempting to fulfil the expectations of providing a proper childhood and of being 

always available for her children, a mother’s access to personal choice, liberty and 

financial freedom can be compromised (Bernstein, 2005; Forna, 1998). The problem is 

not necessarily the children themselves, but the framing of motherhood and its 

accompanying myths, which binds women to the mothering role. On the surface, 

women have made some gains towards equality in the workplace; however, when they 

have children, conflicting responsibilities and roles mean that trying to access such 

basic freedoms as pursuing a career can create an unreasonable and unsustainable 

workload, creating stress. Mothers become free to work themselves to death in an effort 

to balance the demands of their roles. Further, because it is so readily accepted that the 

domestic sphere and childcare are women’s responsibilities, such problems are 

considered to be “natural” and “inevitable”, thus rendering them invisible (Forna, 1998; 

Maher, 2004). Such invisibility mitigates against finding a solution or even fostering a 

dialogue about the issues. Despite the promises of feminism, the lack of dialogue leads 

mothers to remain just as constrained as their own mothers were in terms of competing 

with men in the public sphere (Forna, 1998).  

 

The pressures associated with mothering norms may be experienced more by sole 

mothers than partnered mothers because they fail to conform to the nuclear family norm 

(Swain & Howe, 1995). Societal disapproval of sole motherhood and the pressures 

which are brought to bear on sole mothers due to their lack of conformity are something 

that Forna (1998, p26) has referred to as “the war against single mothers”. The 

problematisation of sole mothers is not necessarily a universal phenomenon.       

A cross-cultural comparison of mothering norms highlights the fact that Western norms 

are not universal (Bernstein, 2005; Pun et al., 2004). The Western expectation of 
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exclusive and ever-present mothering is a narrow view of mothering which is not 

necessarily supported elsewhere. In other cultures, while the mother may remain a 

constant influence throughout a child’s life, there may be many other influential adults 

and the child may even live apart from their mother for a variety of traditional or 

culturally bound reasons (Forna, 1998; Pun et al., 2004). The sharing of child-rearing 

duties with other women, relatives or friends, within the community is common within 

the African-American culture. As opposed to the Western mother who seeks to control 

and direct her children’s life experiences, Chinese or Indian mothers view all life 

experiences as being opportunities for children to learn about risk and how to take care 

of themselves. And in societies where women’s work is valued more it is the accepted 

norm for mothers to leave their children with other carers so they can work; this 

contrasts sharply with the Western insistence on close attachment to the maternal figure, 

something which would be seen as being impractical. The central component to these 

alternate styles of mothering is community, according to Forna (1998). 

 

Changing community and familial structures in Western society have been blamed for 

many of the social ills identified by sociologists today. Where, in the past, several adults 

would have lived under the same roof, increasingly, families are fragmented and more 

likely to be female-headed households. Such changes have been blamed for 

undermining people’s resiliency in weathering social and economic change. Sole 

mothers have been blamed for not only the loss of the traditional family and spawning a 

generation of children who threaten to become social problems, but for becoming a 

“social ill” themselves (Forna, 1998; Weinberg, 2004).  

 

As a result of the ideals surrounding motherhood, and possibly as a means of social 

control, sole mothers in Western society exist at the forefront of a social war. Sole 

mothers in the UK have been described as “promiscuous, obscenely fertile, man-hating, 

sitting in her council flat raising a generation of criminals for the future” (Forna, 1998, 

p.109). They have become politicised figures and an embodied threat to patriarchy, the 

family and motherhood (Swain & Howe, 1995). Forna (1998) noted that in Western 

countries articles and commentary regarding sole mothers number in the thousands 

upon thousands; however, despite similar increases in their number in Europe, there has 

been scant media coverage. Media coverage serves to reinforce the values and 

expectations associated with mothering and puts private decisions about work, 



 14

relationships and behaviour on the public agenda where they are judged in terms of 

those values. Those who choose not to or cannot fulfil such expectations are judged to 

be guilty (Forna, 1998; Moor, 1995; Worell, 1988).  

 

By all accounts, couples are separating and children are being raised in sole mother 

families at an increasing rate in Australia (Manning & Smock, 1999; McLennan, 1999). 

This trend has also been identified in the USA (Logan, Walker, Horvath, & Leukefeld, 

2003; Olson & Banyard, 1993; Stewart, 1999) and Canada (Kruk, 1992). In Australia in 

1998 one in four children lived with only one of their parents (Smyth, Caruana, & Ferro, 

2004; Verey & Dangaard, 1998) and this is expected to continue to grow to around 1.2 

million by 2021, with a growth of between 1% and 2% over that period of time (Webber 

& Boromeo, 2005). In the USA it is claimed that as many as half of all children will live 

apart from their biological father at some point during their childhood (Manning & 

Smock, 1999) and as many as 90% of children in sole parent families will live with their 

mother (Bronstein, Stoll, Clauson, Abrams & Briones, 1994). Half of all children are 

destined to live in a sole parent family situation at some stage during their childhood, in 

the USA (King & Heard, 1999). And although the circumstances of sole mother 

families vary greatly they tend to suffer more from impoverishment than do nuclear 

families both here (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 1999a) and in the USA 

(Olson & Banyard, 1993).   

 

As mentioned, the most common entry point into sole motherhood is the breakdown of 

a relationship or marriage. The rising numbers of sole mothers and associated social 

concerns have been discussed by many researchers in Australia and other countries 

(Bittman & Pixley, 1997; Ford & Millar, 1998; Kay, 1996; Wolcott & Hughes, 1999). 

Sole-mother families have nearly trebled since 1971 and census data in 2001 showed 

that there were 760,000, or one in six, single parent families in Australia (Joinking, 

2003). Similar findings in the UK show the growth in sole parent families accelerated 

during the 1990s with an estimated total of 1.7 million in 1995, representing some 20% 

to 24% of families with dependent children (Ford & Millar, 1998). Further, it is 

projected that in Australia, by the year 2021, sole parent families will have increased a 

further 30% to 60% (Wise, 2003).   
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When couples separate, typically two households are formed, with the mother taking 

primary responsibility for the children (Jarvis & Jenkins, 1998). Of all sole parent 

families in Australia, from 1994 to 2000, 84% were headed by the mother (Bittman & 

Pixley, 1997; Wise, 2003). There is a similar situation in the UK where Kay (1996) 

found that the vast majority (89%) of their 1.3 million sole parent families were headed 

by the mother. And because the experience of sole parenthood is usually a female 

experience, the problems associated with sole parenthood are primarily faced by 

mothers.   

 

The degree of financial hardship experienced by sole mothers upon separation from 

their partner rests with their earning capacity (Smyth & Weston, 2000). Due to 

increased responsibilities for domestic duties and childcare, women’s capacity for 

accumulating financial resources, when compared to men, is reduced. Smyth and 

Weston (2000, p.4) made the point that, given women’s lowered human capital, 

remarriage is the “most likely pathway to post divorce economic recovery”. Whilst this 

may still be a valid exit point from sole motherhood, others point out that repartnering 

amongst sole mothers is low and becoming less common, with more women becoming 

sole mothers and staying that way longer (Millar & Ford, 1998). In a national study 

conducted jointly by the Department of Social Security and Policy Studies Institute 

(DSS/PSI) from 1991 to 1995, Ford and Millar (1998) found that, in the UK, only one 

in ten sole mothers repartnered and that opposition to repartnering increased with the 

duration of sole motherhood.  

 

The experience of separation and the dramatic economic and lifestyle effect on sole 

mothers is in stark contrast to that of sole fathers. When compared to the rising numbers 

of sole mothers, sole fathers are a stable minority. In the UK, lone fathers represented 

2% of all sole parent families from 1976 to 1995, suggesting that all the increase in sole 

parent families rests with increases in sole-mother-headed families (Ford & Millar, 

1998). In fact, Weston and Smyth (2000), reporting on studies conducted through the 

Australian Institute of Family Studies, found that, in Australia, in stark contrast to 

women, men appear to be as well off, if not better off, post-separation. The effects on 

sole fathers have been found to be less profound, as they are typically able to maintain 

their lifestyle and income following a separation (Millar & Ford, 1998).  
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Generally, following a relationship breakdown, women fare far worse, financially, than 

men (Millar & Ford, 1998; Smyth & Weston, 2000; Spruijt, DeGoede, & Vandervalk, 

2001). In a randomised national study of divorced Australians conducted by the 

Australian Institute of Family Studies in 1997, it was found that the loss of a 

breadwinning partner may be further compromised by legal debts incurred as a result of 

the separation as well as shouldering accumulated debt from the relationship (Smyth & 

Weston, 2000). As lifestyle and financial support for the family often rests with the 

earning capacity of the male breadwinner, sole motherhood usually heralds a sudden 

and significant decline in income and living standards for the mother and her children 

(Millar & Ford, 1998). Ford and Millar (1998), reporting on a national study conducted 

from 1991 to 1995 by the DSS/PSI in the UK, found that economic hardship for sole 

mothers is often further exacerbated by non-maintenance payment by the non-custodial 

parent.  

 

Across the world, sole mothers are the new poor. Many Australian researchers have 

found that sole mothers struggle with poverty (McHugh & Millar, 1996; Walter, 2002b; 

Weston & Hughes, 1999). Callanan (1999a) reported on a study conducted by the 

Council of Single Mothers and their Children in 1997 where it was found that as many 

as 84% of Australian sole mothers were living on an income below the national average. 

In the UK it was found that around 60% of sole mothers lived below the national 

average (Standing, 2001) whilst in the USA 60% of sole mothers were employed but 

30% of those lived below the national average wage (Duncan & Edwards, 1997; Ford & 

Millar, 1998). A random national study in Australia conducted by the Australian 

Institute of Family Studies in 1997 found that although more sole mothers were 

increasingly in receipt of child support from the children’s father (26% to 44% from 

1988 to 1998) reliance on government benefits remained high (Smyth & Weston, 2000). 

In each of these countries the dominance of sole mothers in low paid, unstable and 

short-term employment is apparent (Duncan & Edwards, 1997; Ford & Millar, 1998). 

For those who are able to secure better paid employment, time spent as a sole mother 

reduces their lifetime earning potential when compared to other women (Ford & Millar, 

1998). The “feminisation” of poverty is visible through the lens of sole motherhood.  

 

Socio-economic status and poverty impact on sole mothers and their ability to cope. 

Associated stressors such as mothering norms and the integration of paid and unpaid 
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work commitments often lead to social isolation, low self-esteem, anger, hostility and 

low aspirations or expectations. These effects on parents and carers have been found to 

depress a mother’s ability to provide warmth, structure, control and involvement for her 

children (Wise, 2003). In a study conducted in Melbourne from 1992 to 1993 by the 

Australian Institute of Family Studies involving 110 professionals associated with child 

abuse, it was found that low socio-economic status, poor housing conditions and low 

employment rates were linked with child neglect and abuse (Tomison, 1996). Because 

children of sole mothers often reside in lower socio-economic areas, they are also 

affected by reduced educational opportunities and greater safety risks, making it more 

difficult for them to compete effectively in the labour market when they mature (Wise, 

2003).  

 

Sole motherhood affects the children in the family in different ways. Many researchers 

have claimed that children in sole mother families are worse off than in partnered 

families (Spruijt et al., 2001, Wise, 2003). Based on research with over 2000 Victorian 

families which investigated child outcomes based on family structures, Wise (2003, p.5) 

found that children of sole mothers have “more health problems, poorer social and 

motor development and more academic problems, and higher probability of both 

internalising and externalising problems”. However, it is unclear what causes such 

problems. Although some have claimed it is as a result of a lack of a male role model or 

of living in a non-traditional family form (Dawson, 1991; Howard, 1998), others have 

suggested that it may be due to parental conflict prior to and following the separation, 

the effects of which may be long-lasting and may seriously affect the wellbeing of 

children (Dobash & Dobash, 1998; Kleist, 1999). Parenting factors may be the mediator 

between child dysfunction and marital discord, as studies have shown that relationship 

issues between the parents are often experienced by the children in the form of 

permissive or inconsistent discipline (Spruijt et al., 2001).  

 

In addition to relationship issues which may impact on the stability of the children’s 

environment prior to and during separation, other researchers have pointed to the effects 

of poverty on children’s wellbeing (Outley & Floyd, 2002). As mentioned, separation 

can severely impact the financial resources of the sole mother family. It has been 

suggested that negative outcomes experienced by children in single mother families 

could be related to limited economic resources and financial hardship rather than the 
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family form itself (Spruijt et al., 2001). Wise (2003, p. 2) claimed that when poverty is 

not involved “many children in single mother families do just as well as the average 

child in a two parent family”.  

 

The changing form and function of the family have received increasing attention in 

recent times and concern has been expressed over increasing numbers of children who 

are being raised in non-traditional environments, such as in sole mother families 

(Wolcott, 1999). Given that it is projected that half of all children will spend time in a 

sole parent household before they turn eighteen, perhaps such concern is warranted 

(Goldscheider, 2000).  

 

Sole motherhood is often considered to be a moral problem as there is a common 

perception that sole mothers behave in immoral and irresponsible ways in forming their 

families. Sole motherhood is also considered to be a social problem in that it reflects the 

breaking down of traditional family forms as well as the creation of an underclass (Ford 

& Millar, 1998). Moreover, recent research on sole mothers has supported the view of 

the sole parent family type as being “other” to the norm of a two parent family by 

adopting a Freudian approach which assumes that both parents are indispensable, at the 

outset, for normal childhood development (Spruijt et al., 2001).  

 

In addition to these issues, sole motherhood is thought by some to result in a financial 

burden upon society through taxpayer-funded government benefits, social services and 

public housing provision (Millar & Ford, 1998). In light of these issues, policy makers, 

since the 1960s, have become increasingly involved in the monitoring and control of the 

“problem” of sole motherhood (Millar & Ford, 1998). The creation of policy which 

focuses specifically on a particular segment of society, however, risks creating a “them” 

and “us” mentality within society and exacerbating the negative effects of sole 

motherhood. Conversely, Millar and Ford (1998) argued that rather than sole mothers 

being an unwanted aberration to the norm which must be fought, they should be 

embraced and recognised as people who are moving through another life stage.  

 

The argument that sole motherhood is a life stage sees the growing number of sole 

mothers as a reflection of a generation of baby boomers moving through this phase of 

their lives. Given this perspective, recent increases in sole motherhood numbers may 
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well peak soon before declining over the next decade (Millar & Ford, 1998). Ford and 

Millar (1998) go on to argue that the “problem” of lone motherhood rests with structural 

issues such as poor educational and employment prospects, low levels of material and 

practical support for families and low earnings potential rather than being an issue of 

family form itself.  

 

This section has examined issues that mothers and, specifically, sole mothers often 

encounter.  Motherhood norms and expectations, which are culturally driven, place 

pressures on all mothers but add an extra burden for sole mothers, due to their aberrant 

family form and an expectation of the resultant production of maladjusted children. Sole 

mothers and their children are often further burdened through poverty and the need to 

reside in lower socio-economic communities. In recent times policy makers have been 

keen to promote increased paid work participation for sole mothers as a solution to the 

problem of sole motherhood.   

 

 

Paid Work: A Key Factor in Balance  

 

Sole mother households are an important and significant demographic group in society 

because of their increasing numbers and because many children will experience part or 

all of their childhood in one. Separation is typically associated with a loss of income for 

women (Jarvis & Jenkins, 1998). As a result, work can become a key site of conflict in 

that the need to earn a living to support a family often conflicts with the need for free 

time to care for and supervise children. Increased expectations on the job, when 

combined with societal expectations for “intensive mothering”, however, can create a 

“time bind” which can appear impossible to negotiate (Hochschild, 1997).  

 

Responses to the time bind can be seen in changes in sole mother participation in the 

workforce. In 1998, 20% of Australian sole mothers worked full-time and 24% worked 

part-time (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 1999b) and this increased to a total 

workforce participation of 49% in 2000 (McInnes, 2002). Participation in part-time 

work has risen rapidly, whereas full-time employment has been stable or has decreased 

slightly in the period from 1985 to 2000 (Clausen, de Vaus, Gray & Qu, 2003). In 

comparison to sole mothers, partnered mothers have been more involved in both part- 
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and full-time work, with 26% of partnered mothers engaged in full-time work and 35% 

engaged in part-time work in 1998 (ABS, 1999b). Sole mothers’ increasing 

participation in the workforce, in regards to part-time work rather than full-time work, is 

a trend also evident in the United States. In the USA, sole mothers’ average work-week 

declined slightly from 38.5 to 36 hours a week from 1970 to1997 (Jacobs & Gerson, 

2001). These trends are possibly a reflection of opposing forces in sole mothers’ lives 

where the need for increased financial resources is offset by the need to be “present” in 

their children’s lives.   

 

Bauman (2000) claimed that the advantages of work over welfare for sole mothers are: 

higher income, the extension of personal networks of support and an increased 

availability of housing and credit options. All Western governments, citing such 

advantages as a means of reducing welfare expenditure, have adopted policies which 

“encourage” or even “force” sole mothers into work (Grattan, 2005a, 2005b; Horin, 

2005; Jarvis & Jenkins, 1998; "MP slams work plan for single mothers", 2005; Symons 

& Megalogenis, 2004). It was estimated in 1997 that 84% of sole mothers in Australia 

lived in poverty (Callanan, 1999b) and such measures appear intended to reduce poverty 

and increase the quality of life for the sole parent family (Duncan & Edwards, 1997; 

Standing, 2001). Such policies also imply that sole mothers are work shy and somehow 

prefer to live in poverty or on government benefits rather than become self-supporting. 

Western governments propose that employment is the panacea for the ills of poverty 

when it comes to sole mothers.   

 

As with most things, however, the solution to sole mothers’ poverty is more complex 

than simply forcing them into the workplace. It has already been noted that women fill 

the majority of casual and part-time labour positions, which are often poorly paid with 

little opportunity for career development (Callanan, 1999b). Walter (2002a) conducted a 

study in Australia with 440 partnered mothers and 143 sole mothers and found that 

although the sole mothers earned more, they were still financially disadvantaged due to 

the absence of an earning partner. Similarly, Duncan and Edwards (1997) found, in 

1991, that, in the USA, although 60% of sole mothers were employed, half of these 

earned incomes below half the national average. Sole mothers in the workforce were 

also disadvantaged by loss of work skills after years out of the workforce caring for 

children and this also tended to position them in lower paid jobs. Insecure, low paid 
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work which often requires the employee to be on call places extra stress on the sole 

mother who may lack the support of another adult in coping with domestic, child raising 

and child caring duties as well (McInnes, 2002). And although some writers claim that 

getting off welfare and into the workforce bestows greater benefits such as providing a 

higher status, increased resources, an extended interpersonal network and a general 

improvement in the lives of sole mothers (Bauman, 2000), others have found that 

working their way out of poverty is not an easily accessible or even realistic option for 

many sole mothers (Kissman & Allen, 1993; Walter, 2002a). 

 

In addition to low paid work and domestic duties, sole mothers returning to work often 

have to cover additional costs involved with working, such as childcare, transportation 

from home to work and work clothes (Bauman, 2000). Walter (2002b), reporting on a 

comparative study between partnered and sole mothers in Australia in 2002, found that 

sole mothers have higher working costs than partnered mothers. In Australia and the UK 

other constraints in pursuing paid work for sole mothers include ill health, mental health 

problems, lack of available transport, violent partners and ex-partners (Ford & Millar, 

1998; McInnes, 2002). McInnes (2002, p.5) found in 1997 in her study on welfare 

mothers living in the USA that they experienced a “high level of multiple barriers to 

sustaining workforce participation”. Indeed, Duncan and Edwards (1997) claimed that 

employment may even diminish sole mothers’ quality of life, given such circumstances. 

Butterworth (2003, p.3) also noted that Australian sole mothers often have “elevated 

levels of disadvantage” in attaining and maintaining involvement in paid work.  

 

On balance, it has been reported that the wellbeing of working sole mothers is poorer 

than for those who receive welfare. Far from protecting these families from financial 

insecurity, paid work can result in additional burdens (Edin & Lein, 1997; Walter, 

2002a). Bauman (2000, p. 22) concurred with this sentiment, adding that “overall…. 

work is associated with lower hardship and improved neighbourhoods only among 

married-parent households”. Many Australian researchers support these findings, noting 

that the costs of childcare increase the burden for sole mothers, making it problematic to 

engage in paid work (McHugh & Millar, 1997; Perry, 1992). Perhaps this is why the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) reported that, in a national survey conducted in 

2001, sole mothers reported experiencing less wellbeing than partnered mothers. The 
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survey reported that 23% of sole mothers claimed to have high or very high 

psychological distress in comparison to 13% of partnered mothers (Trewin, 2004).  

Mothers who are unable to secure appropriate employment usually need to rely on 

government assistance. In the UK some 70% of lone mothers rely on government 

benefits as their sole source of income (Standing, 2001) and in 1998 in Australia 77% of 

all sole mothers were in receipt of a government parenting payment (Council of Single 

Mothers and their Children, 1999). At first glance this appears to support the view that 

sole mothers are over-reliant on government assistance and are a financial burden to 

taxpayers. Such statistics, however, mask the complexities of life as a sole mother. It is 

common for sole mothers, given the type of work available and the effect of multiple 

constraints, to cycle off and on welfare payments or combine welfare and work during 

the course of their working lives (Bauman, 2000). Many need to cycle on and off 

welfare just to make ends meet and, generally, need more income to manage financially 

than non-working mothers (Bauman, 2000; Edin & Lein, 1997).  

 

Despite such disadvantage and constraint and the implication that sole mothers are 

“reluctant” workers, many sole mothers are, in fact, fervent in their pursuit of paid 

work. The ABS reported that sole mothers are the most active group in seeking 

employment and enrolling in voluntary “back to work” programs (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics [ABS], 1998). Rodgers and Wilson (1998) noted that not only are sole 

mothers motivated to be financially independent, the average time spent on welfare 

payments is only 3.4years. Power (2003) found, in her study of sole mothers in Canada, 

that getting a good job was viewed as a passport off welfare and into a better life and as 

a means of setting a good example for children. Edin and Lein (1997) found, in their 

study across six years involving 400 sole mothers in the USA, that despite multiple 

constraints, these mothers preferred work to welfare when they could afford it, and that 

they spent two and a half years more in low paid work than they did on welfare.  

 

Through the lens of paid work options for sole mothers, it can be seen that increased 

female labour force participation is best suited to traditional nuclear families and does 

not necessarily suit the needs of the sole mother family (Bittman & Pixley, 1997). Sole 

motherhood is often a lesson in gender inequality where a mother’s lifetime income 

potential can be detrimentally affected by her being out of the workforce and raising 

children for extended periods of time. Sole mother experiences highlight the elevated 
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poverty risk and lack of access to independent income which threatens all mothers but is 

usually hidden within couple-households (Ford & Millar, 1998). Similarly, the 

invisibility of unpaid work in households everywhere is another factor which works to 

constrain and confine mothers. Unpaid or domestic work has long been of interest to 

feminists and work/life balance theorists alike, and an analysis of how this affects 

women and, specifically, sole mothers is discussed in the next section.  

 

 

Unpaid Work: A Key Factor in Balance 

 

Responsibility for the domestic domain continues, as it has in the past, to rest 

overwhelmingly with women (Baxter & Gray, 2003; Forna, 1998; Higgins, Duxbury & 

Johnson, 2000; Kay, 1996). Despite the wide availability of time-saving technologies 

such as household appliances or time-saving services, such as take-away food and 

professional cleaners, Zuzanek and Smale (1997) claimed that time devoted to domestic 

tasks, both in Canada and the USA, have increased in recent times. They found that 

whilst decreasing amounts of time are being spent cooking, doing laundry and washing 

dishes, more time is being spent in housecleaning, childcare and shopping. This time 

has increased from 211 to 227 minutes per day from 1981 to 1992. Conversely, Bittman 

(1998) found that between 1974 and 1992 time spent in domestic duties for Australian 

women decreased slightly. He noted, however, that this has not led to an increase in 

leisure time because of increases in the uptake of paid work and the tendency for 

Australian women to shoulder the bulk of domestic chores.   

 

As mentioned, more women are entering the workforce and are working longer paid 

hours than they have done in the past. Despite the demands of paid work, women are 

typically expected to bear the double burden of combining paid and unpaid work 

commitments (Bittman & Rice, 1999; Kay, 1996). The expectation for women to 

shoulder this burden even holds true in households where the woman is the sole earner 

or in dual-income, professional households (Forna, 1998; Kay, 1996). Despite the 

increasing burden for women, men’s involvement in the domestic sphere has been 

relatively static.  
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There are some disagreements among researchers as to whether or not men have 

increased their uptake of domestic duties. Some researchers have claimed modest 

increases in men’s involvement in non-market work in recent times (Bianchi, 2000; 

Sayer, 2002) and others have claimed that involvement increases the longer the woman 

is in paid employment (Higgins & Morse, 2000). But despite the optimism of the 

feminists of the 1960s and 70s of an increasingly egalitarian society, men in Australia 

have generally failed to shoulder a fair share of the domestic burden (Baxter & Gray, 

2003; Bittman, 1998; Bittman & Pixley, 1997; Bittman & Wajcman, 2000). Despite 

increasing support in recent times for an equal division of domestic duties, in practice 

men continue to do less and take less responsibility than women (Bittman & Pixley, 

1997; Forna, 1998; Goldscheider, 2000). In her study on demographic changes on the 

foundations of the family in the US, Goldsheider (2000) found that many men were 

reluctant to shoulder more responsibility because they would either lose face in front of 

other men or lose an edge over other men in the workplace. In addition to gender 

disparity regarding domestic tasks, there is a similar disparity concerning childcare 

duties.  

 

As well as providing the defining characteristic in determining the status of a sole 

mother, children are a significant source of unpaid work. The work, both physical and 

emotional, that goes into caring and raising children is substantial. And as with general 

domestic work, the work of raising children typically falls to the mother, with the father 

providing “help”. The significance of the presence of children in terms of the creation of 

unpaid work and in the quest for attaining balance is acknowledged here through 

examining the issues in a separate section. The following section examines childcare in 

partnered relationships before going on to discuss issues that pertain particularly to the 

lives of sole mothers.  

 

 

Childcare Issues: Partnered Mothers and Sole Mothers 

 

The arrival of children coincides with an increase in housework and childcare work for 

both parents. In their study of the gendered division of domestic duties following the 

birth of a child in the United States, Gjerdingen and Center (2005, p.103) claimed that 

“time devoted to work responsibilities increased by 64% for mothers and 37% for 



 25

fathers after childbirth”. There are many studies which support the fact that in two-

parent families, mothers provide most of the childcare (Dienhart, 2001; Ehrenberg, 

Gearing-Small, Hunter, & Small, 2001). ABS data showed that women spend around 

double the amount of time on committed activities as men in Australia (ABS, 1998). 

Despite increases in father involvement in family work and a reported desire for greater 

participation, mothers still do most of the work of raising children (Ehrenberg et al., 

2001; Gjerdingen & Center, 2005).   

 

The lack of equity in assuming responsibility for household tasks and childcare work 

remains, even if the mother takes on full-time work outside of the home (Hawkins, 

Roberts, Christiansen, Marshall, & Christina, 1994; Milkie & Peltola, 1999). Regardless 

of paid work responsibilities, the job of managing and paying for childcare often 

remains with the mother (Vincent, Ball, & Pietikainen, 2004), as mothers are usually the 

ones to use their own leave to make up shortfalls in childcare and to care for a sick child 

(Vincent et al., 2004). And if the workload becomes too much, assistance is outsourced 

or the mother reduces her paid work hours, instead of the father taking up more 

childcare duties (Gjerdingen & Center, 2005; Milkie & Peltola, 1999; Vincent et al., 

2004).  

 

Childcare provided by fathers and mothers differs greatly in terms of the amount of time 

as well as the type of care provided. Children are generally more demanding of time and 

resources when under school age. The ABS reported that fathers tend to divide their 

time almost evenly between active and passive care activities, whereas the care from 

mothers is almost all active and concerned with both the physical and emotional needs 

of the children (McLennan, 1999). Higgins and Morse (2000, p.3) conducted an 

Australian longitudinal study on first-time parent couples and found that “men were 

more likely to spend a larger proportion of their infant caring time in play related 

activities”. Although Sayer’s (2002) dissertation study of gender differences in domestic 

duties in the USA claimed that men’s involvement in domestic duties, including 

childcare, increased from 1965 to 1998, this involvement still lagged behind that of 

women. In a similar pattern to partnered relationships, in separated couples it continues 

to be the mother who shoulders the bulk of the caring work (Bronstein et al., 1994; 

Morehead, 2002; Smyth et al., 2004; Smyth, Qu & Weston, 2004).   
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When parents separate or divorce, key decisions need to be made about the children. 

The first decision is concerned with where the child/ren will live. In Australia, the 

Family Court has always claimed a mandate of working in the “best interests” of the 

child. In the 1980s the cultural interpretation of “best interests” shifted to an expectation 

of input from both parents in raising children (Levin & Mills, 2003; Rhoades, 2002). 

This ideological shift led to increased support for shared parenting arrangements and 

“joint residency” with children’s living time split between parents (Fischler, 2005; 

Kruk, 1992; Shellenbarger, 2004; "Two places to call home: Does joint custody work 

for kids", 1995) where the aim was to give the non-custodial parent as much contact 

with the child/ren as possible (Fischler, 2005). Maternal preference in residency was 

seen to run counter to the “best interests” of the children so there was a call for “active” 

relationships with both parents after divorce (Kruk, 1992). In Australia, recent 

legislative reforms have sought to provide children with equal access to both parents. 

Rhoades (2002, p.71-72) claimed that this approach reflects a “cultural consensus” 

promoting the “shared parenting model” as “the ideal custodial arrangement for 

children”. Such shared care arrangements are often represented with numerical patterns 

5-2-2-5 or 4-3-3-4 which represent the days the child spends with each parent each 

fortnight (Shellenbarger, 2004).  

 

In Australia, only 3%-6% of children of separated parents are in shared care 

arrangements (Smyth et al., 2004). Despite the push for reforms, the customary 

arrangement is for one parent to become the “residential” parent and the other the “non-

residential” parent. This remains the most common arrangement following separation or 

divorce (Hoffman, 2000). Around 75%–90% of residency cases are awarded to the 

mother (Kruk, 1992) with contact only for the father (Bronstein et al., 1994; Hoffman, 

2000). Typically, the only time that a father is awarded residency of the children is if the 

mother is deemed “unfit” to care for them or is disinterested in having residency (Kruk, 

1992). Prior to the recent reforms based on shared parenting, maintaining the “maternal 

bond” was seen to be in the best interests of the child (Hoffman, 2000; Stewart, 1999). 

Then, as now, most fathers become “visitors” with their children through contact visits.   

 

Contact arrangements typically fall into one of the following patterns: little or no 

contact, holiday only contact, daytime only contact and “standard” contact. Standard 

contact remains one of the most common forms of visitation (Rhoades, 2002). Standard 
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contact can occur either weekly or fortnightly, and usually involves either one or two 

nights (Smyth, 2005; Smyth et al., 2004) and half of the school holidays (Smyth et al., 

2004). In their study of both separated mothers and fathers in Australia in 2003, Smyth 

et al. (2004) noted that most of the parents felt this was the most workable and practical 

contact arrangement, especially when coupled with inflexible working hours and the 

needs and demands of blended families. When regular contact is in place, sole mothers 

have access to childcare support from their ex-partners which may not have been in 

place during the relationship.  

 

As mentioned earlier, in partnered relationships, the mothers typically shoulder the bulk 

of the caring work involving children. Upon separation and leaving the family home, 

fathers lose day-to-day contact with their children, replacing this with visits based on 

regular blocks of time. These blocks of contact time also provide the sole mother with a 

break from childcare responsibilities. The irony of this situation is that the mother may 

now have access to more assistance with childcare and greater access to personal leisure 

time, as a result of contact visits, than she may have had during the relationship. Some 

fathers have extensive contact with their children (Manning & Smock, 1999) and so this 

contribution towards childcare can be significant in the life of a sole mother in terms of 

her access to “free” time. Such assistance for the majority of sole mothers, however, is 

not always possible.   

 

Stewart (1999) advised that a large proportion of fathers have little or no contact with 

their children. Regardless of the amount of contact at the outset, on average, contact 

wanes over time (Bronstein et al., 1994; King & Heard, 1999). Despite legislative 

strategies which have attempted to link responsibilities and the rights of fathers in order 

to ensure an ongoing financial commitment (Bronstein et al., 1994), over half of the 

men who have contact with their children will disengage and cease contact over time 

(Kruk, 1992).  

 

Smyth et al. (2004) suggested that a complex mix of family dynamics direct the form of 

child contact. They offer the three Rs, “Repartnering, Relocation and Residual bad 

feelings” in addition to the child’s “individual temperament, resilience, experience, age, 

developmental stage and wishes” as factors which influence the course of contact visits 
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(Smyth et al., 2004, p.27). The most common reason for stopping contact is the non-

custodial father repartnering and/or fathering more children (King & Heard, 1999).  

 

Repartnered parents have less contact with their children than their single counterparts 

(Bronstein et al., 1994; King & Heard, 1999; Smyth et al., 2004; Stewart, 1999). Some 

say that the reason is that men view marriage and children as a “package deal” 

associated with co-residency and are disinterested in pursuing relationships with 

children they do not reside with. Manning and Smock (1999) disagreed, saying that it is 

not the repartnering which causes contact to cease, but the advent of new biological 

children which reduces contact occurrence. Around 40% of men that repartner have 

more children. The mother may also have concerns regarding the new partner which 

may also cause conflict over contact with children from previous relationships (Smyth 

et al., 2004). As a result, younger children are more likely to have contact than older 

children (Stewart, 1999; Verey & Dangaard, 1998) and, possibly due to having more in 

common, sons have more contact than daughters (Bronstein et al., 1994). Richards 

(1989, p. 396) claimed that “few fathers have dependable contact with their children”. 

Goldscheider’s study (2000) on the demographic changes in families over time in the 

USA found that, in comparison with mothers, fathers take less responsibility and put in 

fewer hours if they are not a co-resident and provide almost no childcare and often no 

financial assistance. If the father is unable or unwilling to assist with childcare, an 

alternative source of childcare assistance is in paid care.  

 

The issue of paid childcare is also a key factor when considering a family’s wellbeing 

and a mother’s ability to combine work with family obligations. ABS data revealed that 

parents of school-aged children mainly used paid childcare for work related reasons 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2005). Although paid childcare is an important 

resource and a key factor in a sole mother’s ability to remain sane and juggle paid and 

unpaid work, it does cost money. Not only is there the cost of the care itself but there 

are also transportation and other related expenses to consider (Bauman, 2000). In 

addition to cost, paid childcare is limited in terms of the hours available which often do 

not mesh with the demands of the workplace which could require night or weekend 

work (Edin & Lein, 1997). Often, mothers need to reduce their “work and family 

conflict” and their reliance on informal childcare options by restricting their work hours 

to those offered by childcare institutions.  
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In Australia, recent cuts to childcare providers have limited available places and 

increased the cost of childcare (Callanan, 1999a). Lim (2005), reporting on ABS data, 

advised that some mothers have needed to withdraw from paid work due to the high 

cost of childcare. This phenomenon has also been observed in the UK with up to half of 

out-of-work sole mothers in the UK claiming that the unavailability or cost of childcare 

keeps them unemployed. Career paths are further impeded in response to the issue of 

childcare because some mothers avoid advancing professionally if adequate childcare 

options are unavailable (Edin & Lein, 1997). This is further complicated when a child is 

ill as a sick child cannot be left at a childcare facility and the mother must take time off 

to care for them (Bauman, 2000).   

 

The tendency for sole mothers to shoulder the lion’s share of the burden of childcare is 

related to the fact that mothers typically take responsibility for children after a 

separation. After becoming a sole mother, the same amount of household work is 

present in managing schedules, childcare, disciplinary work and emotional work 

involving children, but this work must be completed with increased pressure and 

decreased resources. Where, in a partnered relationship, a mother may be able to secure 

the assistance of her spouse in managing childcare, providing a “sounding board” for 

decisions or providing some “time out” away from the children, a sole mother is 

generally denied this support. Sole mothers can be either more or less burdened than 

partnered mothers in regards to their childcare responsibilities, depending on their 

circumstances. For example, sole mothers are likely to lack the support of another adult 

in their homes, a person they can turn to for some “time out” or to provide some 

assistance with a difficult child (Howard, 1998). These factors can impact on a sole 

mother’s ability to find work/life balance. 

 

Another stressor which is increasing in frequency is elder care. Adults are finding 

themselves sandwiched between caring responsibilities for dependent children as well 

as elderly, frail or disabled parents as a result of delayed parenthood and an ageing 

population (Wolcott, 1994). Millward (1998) found that in the US as many as 7% of 

adult parents are caring for an elderly or disabled parent, whereas the figure in Australia 

is as high as 17.5%. Within the “sandwich generation” it is mainly daughters, not sons, 

who are expected to provide the care (Millward, 1998). Millward (1998) found that 
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adult children who live with elderly relatives requiring care have lower levels of 

physical and emotional wellbeing as a result.   

 

For mothers, issues associated with domestic work and childcare work pose significant 

barriers to the pursuit of paid work and balance. These issues are more critical for sole 

mothers because they are more likely to encounter multiple barriers whilst lacking the 

financial, emotional and physical support of a partner. Research on work/life balance to 

date has not been concerned with the issue of attaining balance for marginalised groups 

such as sole mothers, and this study addresses this shortfall. Unpaid work 

responsibilities have long been considered to be key factors in the attainment of 

work/life balance. But the relationship between the demands of a woman’s unpaid work 

and her ability to attain balance is better understood with an analysis of how time has 

been historically controlled, in both private and public domains.    

 

 

Balance and the Historical Control of Public and Private Time 

 

The clock is such an integral part of our daily activities that it is difficult to imagine life 

without “the multiples of 60, 7 and 24” (Daly, 2001, p.1). It is interesting to note, 

however, that clocks themselves are only a relatively recent invention, having first made 

their appearance around the 13th century, with personal timepieces only becoming 

popular some centuries after that. Prior to this, time was perceived as something that 

was lived, experienced or marked by certain activities or events, not “used” as it is 

today (Daly, 2002). With the advent of the Industrial Revolution, Marx’s and Weber’s 

theories of commodity exchange and routinisation married the concept of chronometric 

time with the Protestant work ethic and its institutionalisation. Today, the 

problematisation of time, in practice and theoretically, is reflected in the recent dramatic 

increase in publications about time that present a range of social scientific perspectives 

(Glucksmann, 1998).   

 

Time is at a premium now, perhaps more so than ever before. It has become a 

commodity to be “protected, managed, and above all, not wasted” (Glucksmann, 1998, 

p.2). In Australian households, Pocock (2003, p.15) claims that “many Australians live 

within a complex web of working and home life, where caring, reproduction and paid 
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work jostle alongside each other in their demands for time, energy and money”. Growth 

in unpaid work hours and travel time needed for work contribute to an increasing sense 

of time shortage (Pocock, 2003). New vocabulary reflects the feeling of time stress; 

time famine, time scarcity, time poor, hurry sickness, time deepening, time compact and 

time obsessed (Cutler & Lama, 1998; Gleick, 1999; Gudmundsson, 2004; McMichael, 

2001; Phipps, Burton, & Osberg, 2001; Rice, 1992). 

 

Time can be viewed as an experience. As experience, it is bound to activities and is 

subject to change according to mood or situation (Daly, 2002). Subjective perceptions 

of time being slow or fast, lateness, being rushed or relaxed are essentially socially 

constructed (Daly, 2001). The subjective and objective understanding of time is 

culturally derived and something that a person is born into. The social construction of 

meaning is passed down from generation to generation with an ongoing sense of 

anticipation for the future (Tindale, 1999). In Western society, time is fundamental to 

social life and high regard is exhibited for punctuality, predictability, efficiency and 

social accountability (Daly, 2001). There is, generally, an expectation that trains will 

run according to timetables and that businesses will deliver by stated deadlines. These 

are socially and culturally driven expectations which do not necessarily exist in other 

cultures. 

 

Time can also be measured objectively and quantitatively as separate units, such as the 

hours in a day or the days in a week. The concept of time as a quantifiable commodity 

suits the Western paid work model. The work day is divided into quantifiable sections 

and a value is assigned. The worker exchanges their time for the assigned monetary 

value. Research on workplace practices has also typically adopted a quantifiable 

approach. Such methods, developed by men, serve as validation of the worthiness of 

paid work and its products (Hakim, 2000). “Clock time” is validated and regulated by 

social institutions and is used as a basis to measure performance (Daly, 2001). Monetary 

value assigned to such performance validates the work and the worker. Such methods, 

however, are not suitable when considering the organic nature of unpaid work activities 

(Hakim, 2000).  

 

Opposing the concept of clock time is the notion of care time, where attention is given 

over to the needs of those being cared for. With this kind of time there is no clearly 
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demarcated beginning or end and caring activities are interwoven with other kinds of 

activities. The needs of those being cared for determine the sequence of events. The 

value and meanings placed on time typically differ for men and women and so “gender 

plays an important role in shaping the way that meaning is assigned to time” (Daly, 

2002, p.36). Because women are typically the providers of care time they are normally 

central to conflict over clock time and care time. These experiences are pivotal in the 

struggle to harmonise work and family life (Daly, 2001). Where clock time can have 

clearly demarcated starts and finishes, caring time is more fluid, never-ending and an 

effective means of social control.  

 

A key period in human history, which illustrates the advent of the use of time as an 

instrument of social control, was the Industrial Revolution. During this time, industry 

embraced clock-orientated work as opposed to task-orientated work, as had been the 

norm in pre-industrial society (Glucksmann, 1998). At the same time, the development 

of distinct gender roles and the redefining of mothering ideology arose with the 

separation of work life and home life. This separation saw the creation of “work-time” 

that was controlled and owned by the employer. Employers used time as an instrument 

of social control, a means of exacting industrial discipline and achieving the 

subordination of employees with the aim of imposing class domination (Glucksmann, 

1998). Such measures of social control were also aimed at women, with occupational 

segregation used to limit women’s access to paid work and to financial independence 

(Hakim, 2000).  

 

Women’s time, expressed through clock time and caring time, is usually devalued 

across society. In paid work, women are often exploited through lower pay, less job 

security, fewer benefits and lower status (Junor, 2002). Domestic and carer work which 

attracts no payment is often not considered “work’” at all and is given little or no value. 

Labour-saving household technology has enabled men, and some women, to believe 

that work in the home has been made so easy that housewives no longer have anything 

to do. Yet, every day, women perform caring tasks, or unpaid work, for those around 

them in the form of counselling, listening, nursing, health care and other activities 

which have no market or exchange value. Men seldom undertake, or have the skills to 

undertake, such activities, except when they are in paid positions, such as clergymen, 

policemen or doctors (Wearing, 1998). In a patriarchal society, it is evident that the 
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value placed on women’s time belies their input into their families and society at large. 

Craig (2002) noted the high cost of parenthood in terms of lost wages and stalled 

careers, and how women bear this cost at a disproportionate rate when compared to 

men.  

 

The boundaries around domestic and caring work and the negotiation of time within a 

relationship hinge on ideology, principles and gender beliefs (Daly, 2002). The scarcity 

of time has led to greater contention for control over it, and the family has become a key 

site of a power struggle over control of time. This power struggle, however, is 

influenced by the values assigned to gender roles and an individual’s access to money, 

responsibilities, position and status. Contradictions in these values underlie the 

allocation of time within households where women are expected to be just as committed 

to their paid work as to their family (Daly, 2002). Daly (2002, p.3) claims that the 

power play for time involves men and women struggling “for a sense of balance in both 

public and private domains” where “issues of entitlement to personal time, commitment 

to paid work and achieving fairness in family responsibilities are paramount”. Although 

the burden of responsibility for juggling paid and unpaid work generally falls to the 

woman, the cost is in relationships and families (Pocock, 2003). While patriarchal 

values have long exerted control over women’s time and the value placed on that time, 

similar forces have been at play in regards to women’s reproductive work.  

 

Lerner (cited in Hakim, 2000) asserted that patriarchy began with male control over 

female sexuality and reproduction. This was necessary for the perpetuation of control 

over private property and inheritance. A woman was either “respectable” or attached to 

just one man, or “not respectable” and therefore denied access to decent society (Hakim, 

2000). Through history and into the present day, controls over women’s reproduction 

continue in the forms of categorisation and institutionalisation of who should and who 

should not reproduce. This trend is still in effect today and can be seen in the castigation 

of children reproduced in sole mother families.  

 

The control of women through reproduction also exists in the home. Wearing (1988) 

described the act of “reproduction” in reference to labour force theory coupled with 

patriarchal forces which conspire to control women’s fertility, and concluded that 

women’s productive work was exploited. Wearing (1988, p.154) went further to claim 
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that “in the household, this is the reproduction of enslavement”. Many women are held 

in this position in the family due to financial reliance upon their partners, with Wearing 

and Wearing (1988, p113) noting that “millions of women are a divorce away from 

destitution”. Women are also held back because of their inability to seek change or 

advocate for reform due to the burden of care placed upon them. The burden of 

responsibility makes women indispensable to those who rely upon their care. This is a 

key reason for the lack of political activism because of the time-consuming nature of 

women’s work, coupled with the lack of value placed upon it (Wearing & Wearing, 

1988). Wearing (1988, p.232) stated that “women’s exclusive association with the 

domestic or reproductive sector is at the crux of women’s subordination and its 

perpetuation”.  

 

Although women are subjected to many controls over their time in both the public and 

private spheres, they are also able to exercise some agency over their lives. Nuttin (cited 

in Hakim, 2000) acknowledged the need for agency and the ability to feel competency 

and efficacy as being common to all people, regardless of gender. When compared to 

men, women exercise agency in two extra areas of their lives, in the home and with 

childcare. Within these two key areas negotiations reflect the intersection between 

agency and social norms. Within the confines of the domestic home, women are better 

able to determine how their time is ordered and how much attention they should give to 

any particular activity (Daly, 2001). Daly (2002), in a study of dual-earner couples and 

the gendered meanings and experiences of time, found that women tended to assume 

control over the family schedule. Through list-writing and maintaining a calendar of 

activities and events, the women assumed responsibility for ensuring family members 

were briefed in advance and were on time for each item. “Calenders and schedules were 

powerful symbols of the responsibility that women took for the successful 

accomplishment of the family’s everyday activity” (Daly, 2002, p.7). These women 

spoke of feeling unable to control the volume of the events they managed, and so 

concentrated on managing the scheduling of the events instead. The men in this study 

were relegated to the position of participant in the orchestration of family life (Daly, 

2002).   

 

Daly’s (2002) study conducted with Canadian couples highlights an important point in 

terms of the politics of gender-divided domestic responsibility. Women’s continued 
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control over family time and activities appears connected to men’s slow progress in 

taking more responsibility for unpaid work. Further, the dynamics of the relationship 

between unpaid work, time and negotiation are reproduced on a daily basis and serve to 

perpetuate inequity between the sexes (Daly, 2002). In this way it can be seen that the 

controls which appear to be exerted over women in the domestic arena are often 

perpetuated, at least in part, by the women themselves.  

 

Similarly, Hakim’s (2000) Preference Theory adds to the debate on work/life balance by 

claiming that resistance to policy change regarding women’s workplace arrangements 

comes from certain types of women themselves. Hakim argued that where men are a 

relatively homogenous group with certain common interests, women are fundamentally 

divided in their lifestyle and work preferences. Hakim identified three preference types: 

family-centred, adaptive, and work-centred. Family-centred and work-centred women 

resist being coerced into, respectively, the paid work and housewife spheres, as it 

conflicts with their value system. The adaptive type, on the other hand, is able to change 

to suit either situation, depending on whichever is most appropriate at the time. Hakim’s 

Preference Theory has implications for government policy. Hakim (2000) claimed that 

not only is it difficult to create policy which will cater to the diverse needs of women, 

but that the nature of that diversity has led to infighting and a lack of a united force to 

advocate for the needs of women as a whole.  

 

Hakim’s work has also served as a catalyst for debate on women’s work lifestyle paths 

and choices (Bruegel, 1996; Crompton & Harris, 1998, 1999a, 1999b; Evetts, 2000; 

Ginn et al., 1996; Ginn & Sandell, 1997; McRae, 2003a; Warren & Walters, 1998). One 

key criticism of Hakim’s Preference Theory is the assumption that all women have 

choice in regards to their work/life balancing (Ginn et al., 1996; Proctor & Padfield, 

1998). By proposing universal access to choice Hakim appears to ignore the existence 

of a complex array of constraints in women’s lives. Such constraints include, but are not 

limited to, childcare costs, women’s identities as individuals and as mothers, gender 

relations within the family, job availability and partner/husband attitudes. Structural and 

normative constraints such as these are often also interrelated and all can conspire to 

limit choice (McRae, 2003a). Further, espousing the existence of choice for all women 

implies that all women are fully sentient of all options available to them. Awareness is 

bound to differ between individuals, therefore some women will be operating within a 
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more limited framework with less than full information and this would surely impact 

upon their range of options (Tomlinson, 2006). Access to resources also differs from 

woman to woman and this, in turn, would impact on any ability to overcome 

constraints.  

 

McRae (2003) notes that some women are better equipped to overcome constraints, than 

others. The disparity of experience among women regarding their ability to overcome 

constraints has been widely noted (Dex, Joshi, & Macran, 1996; Glover & Arber, 1995; 

McRae, 1993). Critics of Hakim’s theory propose that such disparity results in a wide 

range of labor market participation, regardless of preference. It would appear, therefore, 

that preferences are only one aspect of women’s work/life balance (McRae, 1993).       

 

Besides the assumption of access to choice, the other key criticism of Hakim’s theory 

concerns her claim that women’s preferences have prime influence over their 

participation in paid work (Crompton, 2002; Crompton & Harris, 1998). Many theorists, 

in fact, note a lack of congruency between preference and labor market outcomes 

(Blackburn, Browne, Brooks, & Jarman, 2002; McRae, 2003b). Crompton and Lyonette 

(2005) found that in Norway, where it may be expected that women would experience 

fewer structural constraints, women’s employment participation and their attitudes 

towards employment do not correlate. Walters (cited in Warren, 2004, p.105) found that 

women in their study who were employed in part-time low status employment initially 

claimed job satisfaction but this soon crumbled upon closer inspection. It emerged that 

the women involved in their study were, in fact, “making the best of a bad job” instead 

of fulfilling their work preferences. Others have also found that women will tolerate 

poor quality part-time work because it allows them to avoid full-time work and mesh 

their work with family demands better but that this is not necessarily a preference of 

theirs (Burchell & Rubery, 1994; Fagan, 2001; Gallie, 1998; Rose, 2001). In addition to 

evidence supporting a lack of congruency between work preferences and employment 

outcomes, many theorists have also found that preferences tend to alter over a woman’s 

life course.    

 

Hakim’s Preference Theory proposes that women hold preferences for their workplace 

participation which are stable over time. Others feel that it is problematic to assign any 

particular preference to a woman due to the way that orientations vary over the course 
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of a lifetime (Tomlinson, 2006). Both full-time and part-time work may feature during a 

woman’s work life as domestic responsibilities alter (Blackwell, 2001; Crompton & 

Harris, 1999b; Fagan, 2001). Himmelweit and Sigala (2003) note that orientations and 

behaviours in regards to employment are not fixed but adapt in a cyclic process as 

feedback occurs between life domains. Many theorists acknowledge that work 

preference is a factor in workplace participation but question its significance. They 

suggest that gender inequalities and constraints tend to have more impact on both 

preference and behaviour (Bruegel, 1996; Crompton, 2002; Ginn et al., 1996; McRae, 

2003a). In light of these criticisms some offer suggestions for modifications or 

improvements to Hakim’s theory.  

 

Some theorists have proposed amendments to Hakim’s Preference Theory to address 

some of the shortfalls discussed above. Tomlinson (2006) proposed that work/life 

balance preferences should consider three additional factors: care networks, 

employment status and welfare policy and embrace the possibility of compromised 

choice as an outcome. McRae (2003) suggests that preferences should not be separate 

distinct categories but conceptualized as existing along a continuum which can, and 

will, change over a life course. Crompton and Harris (1998) also consider preference 

type to be a limitation in Hakim’s theory and propose that women may decide between 

five different preference directions (as opposed to Hakim’s three). They describe these 

as the: “satisficer” (where work and family life are combined but neither maximized), 

“maximiser”, “careerist by choice”, “careerist by necessity” or an “undecided”. These 

new categories are also proposed with a life course view, acknowledging that 

circumstances will change and vary over the life course. Pocock (2003) also claims that 

the mere classification of personal preferences is too simplistic and that an examination 

of women’s work/life balance needs to incorporate a life stage approach.   

 

In addition to the diversity of work expectations amongst women, there is also the 

problem of inflexible social institutions which resist change and contribute to what 

Pocock (2003) termed the ‘work/life collision’. Some researchers have advocated for 

workplace reforms and more family friendly work environments which will help parents 

to find a balance between paid and unpaid work commitments (Jacobs & Gerson, 2001) 

through such options as leave to care for sick children, job sharing, part-time work, 

telecommuting and flexible start and finish times. Such options, however, are not 



 38

widely accepted or available (Birch & Paul, 2003; Fill, 2002). And although some 

organisations have moved towards offering employees greater flexibility in the 

workplace, many women find that the effort of combining work and family has led to a 

deterioration of their familial relationships and quality of life (Pocock, 2003). Pocock 

argued that workplace reforms are not far reaching enough and that further change is 

necessary, not only in the workplace but also in terms of industrial regulation and 

government support for childcare. Cultural resistance to change, however, remains a key 

stumbling block.  

 

Time and the demands placed upon it continue to be at the root of routine negotiations 

within families. Gendered roles and responsibilities continue to shift as issues regarding 

the division of unpaid work and access to leisure time are negotiated. Cultural values 

have historically placed paid work, productivity and efficiency ahead of unpaid work, 

leisure and caring activities (Daly, 2001). Pocock (2003) claimed that Australia’s 

work/care regime lags behind actual practices of families today and serves to undermine 

family life through the poor conditions of part-time work and eroded entitlements, as 

well as increased time spent travelling to work. In order to avoid work/life collision, 

Pocock (2003, p.261) argued for an integration of care with paid work with 

“opportunities of intensive care without penalty over the life cycle”. Moreover, families 

today need policy reforms which will facilitate “realistic choices, less guilt, more gender 

equity, better and fairer rewards at work, and more societal support for their decisions” 

(Pocock, 2003, p.260). The importance of policy and social ideology associated with the 

key life domains of paid and unpaid work and their ability to impact significantly on the 

individual, or, in this case, the sole mother, is undeniable.  

 

An examination of the forces at play in regards to paid and unpaid work demands are 

also of central concern in Duxbury and Higgin’s (2003) Work/Life Balance Theoretical 

Framework (see figure 1 on page 39). The framework is the culmination of ten years of 

their research into the balancing of work and life domains, building on research which 

stretches back to the 1970’s. A range of factors connected to a person’s working life and 

private life are seen to be moderated by various coping strategies and paid work 

conditions. Temporal and emotional demands of paid and unpaid work bear heavily on a 

person’s ability to achieve work/life balance. The framework suggests that the more 

roles a person occupies the higher the likelihood of encountering role overload, family 
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to work interference, work to family interference, caregiver strain or work to family 

spillover. The five forms of work/life conflict are linked to outcomes in four key areas 

of a person’s life.       

 

Figure 1:  Duxbury and Higgin’s Work/Life Balance Theoretical Framework 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure removed, please consult print copy of the thesis held in Griffith University 
Library. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although representative of decades of research on the balancing of work and life, 

Duxbury and Higgin’s framework does have certain limitations. The framework 

proposes a limited set of domains and intervening factors which interact in a set manner.  

Other factors, such as access to adequate sleep or the role of work or life preferences are 

not included. Key relationships are mentioned but only as a non-work demand and not 

as a source of support, friendship or leisure. And despite other theorists arguing that 
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access to personal leisure time is important in the attainment of balance in one’s life, 

this is absent in the framework. These and other limitations will be examined and 

addressed in this thesis.     

 

Finding a balance between paid and unpaid work has long been considered to be a key 

ingredient to successful living and the attainment of wellbeing. Recent studies have 

found a positive correlation between time use, health and wellbeing, and that 

participation in a variety of activities, such as physical activity, work and leisure, can be 

an indicator as to a person’s quality of life. Further, negative health outcomes are 

believed to be associated with an imbalance in activities undertaken (Pentland & 

McColl, 1999). The attainment of a sense of wellbeing is also alluded to in Duxbury and 

Higgin’s (2003) theoretical framework where it was considered to be an “employee 

outcome” in relation to work/life balance. Wellbeing is also a key consideration in this 

study and so is examined in the following section in terms of constraints and 

opportunities.  

 

 

Constraints and Opportunities for Wellbeing 

 

The importance of wellbeing as an outcome of work/life balance is implicit in Duxbury 

and Higgin’s (2003) theoretical framework of work/life conflict. The model proposes 

that individual or employee outcomes are one of the four key domains affected by 

work/life conflict. At an individual level, perceived stress, depressed mood, burnout, life 

satisfaction and perceived physical health are all associated with work/life conflict. 

Although framed in conflict terms, these outcomes could be summarised as 

experiencing, or being denied, wellbeing. The ABS takes a broader view of wellbeing, 

adopting a view which encapsulates community and family forms, education, financial 

resources, crime and justice, culture and leisure as essential elements (Trewin, 2004). 

Although acknowledging that “wellbeing” is a term that can incorporate many different 

life domains, this study focuses on three kinds of wellbeing: financial, health (mental 

and physical) and subjective wellbeing or happiness.  

 

The attainment of wellbeing in terms of financial security, good health and the 

subjective experience of happiness is important across all levels of society. An 
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individual’s attainment of wellbeing is intrinsically important to them as well as being 

important to the people they are connected with and who rely on them. For example, a 

parent’s sense of wellbeing will impact their ability to care for their children and to 

parent effectively. And, further, an individual’s lack of wellbeing affects their ability to 

function effectively in society and so is of importance and concern to employers and 

governments alike (Higgins & Duxbury, 2001). The attainment of wellbeing is 

important to all sections of society, yet access to this important state is not necessarily 

equal. Often, for a variety of reasons, a sense of wellbeing can be more difficult for 

women to attain, making this key life concept a gender issue as well.  

 

A number of theories have been proposed to explain the gendered nature of wellbeing. 

Waite and Gallagher (2000) asserted that the evidence from their research in the USA, 

which focused on “post marriage myths”, suggests that the problem is genetic, claiming 

that women are just more prone to depression than men. Others have disagreed, 

proposing that it is the state of marriage which affects men and women differently in 

terms of wellbeing. Bernard (cited in Baxter & Gray, 2003) in 1972 noted that marriage 

is beneficial but primarily for men only, conferring improved mortality and health rates 

and higher levels of happiness and mental wellbeing. By comparison, married women 

fare less well. Baxter and Gray (2003), reporting on data from the Negotiating the Life 

Course Survey with the Australian Institute of the Family found that, contrary to Waite 

and Gallagher’s claims, wives reported more negative feelings about marriage than 

husbands and had poorer mental and emotional health.  

 

Other researchers have refuted such propositions and claimed that it is not the 

predisposition of women or the institution of marriage which is related to a lack of 

wellbeing; rather, it is what women are doing within marriage. For example, Bilby and 

Bilby (cited in Waring, 1988, p.184) studied a group of men and women and their work 

practices on the job and at home and found a reason for the overwhelming fatigue often 

experienced by women. They found that women worked harder and gave more time and 

attention than men, at home and at their jobs. They also found that women expended 

more physical and mental effort on the job, in addition to meeting familial obligations. 

Increased hours of paid work have also been associated with women feeling more 

rushed and more likely to assess their health as being poor when compared to men 

(Bittman & Rice, 1999; Bittman & Rice, 2002).  
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While the degree of effort expended on the job may well be one aspect of the problem 

of work/life conflict, other researchers have highlighted the presence or absence of 

children as being crucial to women’s workloads and the degree of pressure they 

experience. And although marriage has been found to be beneficial to women in some 

studies, the presence of young children has been associated with higher levels of stress 

and depression and feelings of being time-deprived (Baxter & Gray, 2003). In studies in 

Australia and other developed countries such as the USA and Canada, employed 

mothers with children typically report feeling more pressed for time than any other 

group (Brown & Warner-Smith, 2005; Kruesmann, Hsu, Vella, & Jones, 2003; Zuzanek 

& Smale, 1997). High levels of responsibility and the burden of work, coupled with low 

power, have been associated with depression and anxiety, according to a longitudinal 

study into women’s health in Australia (Warner-Smith, Mishra, & Dobson, 2000). The 

ability to combine paid and unpaid work is usually more problematic for women than 

men, and the shouldering of the double burden of paid and unpaid work reflects an 

unequal distribution of power and control in couple households (Baxter & Gray, 2003; 

Warner-Smith et al., 2000). It is the presence of children and what that means to paid 

and unpaid workloads that appears to be the crucial issue in terms of wellbeing and 

health.  

 

Hakim (2000, p.181) observed that the presence of children “seriously depress 

satisfaction levels in the middle years of marriage”. And although marriage itself is 

associated with higher levels of physical and mental health for both men and women, 

children are associated with depression and mental health problems for many women. 

Not surprisingly, Brown (cited in Hakim, 2000) found a correlation between full-time 

mothers with children under the age of five and clinical depression.  

 

The issues mentioned are also pertinent for sole mothers, but the added pressures and 

reduced resources available to them are likely to place their wellbeing under even 

greater threat. Most mothers are at risk of a diminished sense of wellbeing following a 

separation. Separation and divorce are among life’s most distressing events, with 

divorced people twice as likely to have an active mental disorder compared to partnered 

or single people (Wise, 2003). Shields and Wooden (2003) found that the presence of 

young dependent children had significantly negative effects on sole mothers, with sole 
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mother families often encountering stressors such as depression, problematic adult-child 

relationships and financial hardship, all of which impact on wellbeing (Wise, 2003).  

 

While the effects of illness may be buffered by partners in marital relationships, this is 

not the case with sole mothers. When either sole mothers or their children are sick, they 

often find it hard to work. For example, McInnes (2002) found that one in four sole 

mothers who had been out of the workforce for a while was unable to work due to their 

own illnesses or their children’s illnesses or disabilities or because of a lack of labour 

skills. Partnered women also get ill and find it difficult to work, but they have an extra 

adult in their household who can take over their domestic or child-caring duties whilst 

they are unable to cope. A sole mother can often not expect to rely on such assistance in 

her time of need.  

 

For sole mothers, financial strain and the burden of childcare can be magnified by 

diminished social support and exposure to domestic violence. Often the positive buffer 

(Warner-Smith et al., 2000) effect of social support through family and friends is 

compromised for sole mothers, adding to a sense of socio-economic stress (Wise, 2003). 

Further, domestic violence can have a major impact on a mother and her family’s health 

and wellbeing (McInnes, 2002). There are well established links between poverty and 

poor health. Almost double the number of people from the most disadvantaged areas 

report their health as being “fair” or “poor” when compared to those from the least 

disadvantaged areas (ABS, 1999b). Differences in financial resources, nutrition, 

standard of housing and access to medical care may impact adversely on health status 

(ABS, 1999a; Warner-Smith et al., 2000). ABS data from 1995 indicated that people 

from the most disadvantaged areas are more likely to smoke, be obese or overweight, do 

no exercise and are least likely to have engaged in medical preventative treatments such 

as skin cancer checks or mammograms when compared with people from advantaged 

areas (ABS, 1999a). In the USA, where access to health insurance is not available for 

50% of poor workers, there could be a stronger link between poverty and health risk 

(Edin & Lein, 1997). But contrary to the weight of evidence that suggests that sole 

mothers are particularly disadvantaged, the picture is not entirely negative.  

 

Although there is overwhelming evidence which connects depressed wellbeing and sole 

motherhood, becoming a sole mother can also, paradoxically, enhance a sense of 
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wellbeing. For example, sole motherhood can mean freedom from an oppressive or 

abusive relationship. It can also confer greater control over life and finances and can 

lead some women to assess their financial wellbeing as being more positive following a 

divorce, even if they are, in fact, receiving less money (Smyth & Weston, 2000).  

Indeed, although poverty puts women at risk of losing their wellbeing, wealth is not a 

predictor of wellbeing. In fact, a country’s attainment of wealth is a poor predictor of 

wellbeing. The wealthiest countries, for example, Japan and Taiwan, have the highest 

proportion of unhappy people, according to Birch and Paul (2003). They also found that 

people who win the lottery were found to be no happier the year after winning, and that 

although income has doubled in Australia in the last 30 years, levels of happiness have 

not increased at the same rate (Birch & Paul, 2003). Although poverty is associated with 

wellbeing, increases in wealth do not correspond equally with increases in wellbeing 

past a certain level of satisfaction of needs.  

 

Similarly, where increases in workloads for those who are employed have been seen to 

be related to depressed wellbeing, decreasing a workload does not necessarily lead to 

increased wellbeing. For example, access to work and childcare may alleviate social 

isolation and increase feelings of control, even when workloads increase (Millar & 

Ford, 1998). Some researchers have also noted that income generated by a woman or 

her spouse has been found to improve her self-assessed health (Moss, 2002; Warner-

Smith et al., 2000). Similarly, women who are not employed report higher levels of 

illness than the employed (Hakim, 2000). Such research suggests that the higher the 

contribution of the woman’s earnings towards the family’s income, the more beneficial 

employment is believed to be in terms of her health (Warner-Smith et al., 2000).  

 

If wealth and paid workloads are not necessarily connected to the loss of a sense of 

wellbeing, then, again, assumptions about what constitutes wellbeing are challenged. 

Hakim’s (2000) Preference Theory suggests that the negative psychological effects 

associated with raising young children tend to be offset with the mother being able to 

pursue a “preferred” role, whether that be in paid work or as a full-time mother. 

Depression is least likely if the mother is able to pursue her preferred role and obtain a 

match between her actual activities and her role preferences. Attainment of role 

preference was found to be more salient in determining mental health than working or 

not working (Hakim, 2000). Hakim’s theory highlights the importance of control and 
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choice in attaining life preferences. It is possible that the relationship between the 

juggling of paid and unpaid work commitments and personal expectations of how these 

domains relate is more important to wellbeing than the actual amount of work 

undertaken.   

 

The role of life preferences or expected outcomes regarding work/life balance is a 

relatively unexplored aspect in the literature on wellbeing. Similarly, although the 

benefits of personal leisure are widely understood and acknowledged, much of the 

literature on work/life balance does not include this aspect. Rapoport and Rapoport 

(1975) advocated for the inclusion of leisure, along with work and family, when 

considering balance in terms of the family life cycle over thirty years ago. Although 

recent work/life balance theorists appear to have left this important life domain from 

their models (Duxbury & Higgins, 2001), this study proposes that leisure is critical to 

understanding work/life balance among sole mothers. The relevance of leisure when 

considering balance in the lives of women and, more specifically, sole mothers is 

considered in the following section.  

 

 

Leisure: The Missing Ingredient in Work/Life Balance? 

 

Leisure, for women, is a difficult concept to define (Anderson, 1975; Deem, 1986; 

Green, Hebron, & Woodward, 1990; Henderson, Bialeschki, Shaw, & Freysinger, 

1996). Early theorists defined leisure in terms of activities or free time; however, either 

definition proved problematic when considering women’s experiences of leisure. 

Although leisure is often an activity which occupies a particular period of time, defining 

mothers’ leisure as either time or an activity is difficult. For example, a mother’s caring 

responsibilities are often included in activities which are generally considered to be 

leisure. However, unlike paid workers, there is no clearly delineated time when a 

mother’s “work” finishes and “leisure” begins. The nature of unpaid work and caring 

responsibilities tends to negate the possibility of any leisure for mothers if leisure is 

defined as time or activity (Wearing, 1990). According to Wearing (1990), mothers’ 

leisure is best defined by mothers themselves in their own terms. Often, non-obligated 

time and space to oneself, which provides a respite from work or caring duties, are seen 

to be leisure for mothers. As Wearing puts it so aptly, the “freedom to” have leisure 
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provides opportunities to have “freedom from” caring for others (Wearing, 1998, 

p.115). In this way, leisure is in the eye of the beholder and what is leisure to one person 

may be non-leisure to another (Henderson, Bialeschki, Shaw, & Freysinger, 1989). 

 

The definition of leisure as experience has led to recent discourse in the literature 

regarding the interchangeability of leisure and work. As early as the 1950s it was argued 

that work and leisure were becoming similar, with leisure becoming more work-like and 

work providing spaces for free time and self-expression (Lobo, 1998). Work was seen 

as an avenue to earn rewards as well as a respite from the difficulties of home life 

(Jacobs & Gerson, 2001). Horna’s (1993) study on Canadian married couples found that 

over 60% of men and women reported deriving satisfaction equally from both leisure 

and work. In addition to such interchangeability there is also the creation of work for 

women through leisure activities.  

 

Activities typically viewed by the family as being leisure may not be experienced that 

way by the woman of the family. Family leisure activities, for example, are usually the 

responsibility of women and might be regarded as women’s work, yet others in the 

family may experience the same activity as leisure. Such activities could include 

playing games with children, entertaining guests at home and attending spectator sports 

with children. The degree to which an activity is viewed as either work or leisure, or a 

mixture of the two, varies between men and women. Gender norms and expected 

behaviour exert an influence here, with 35% of men and 14.3% of women viewed 

cooking as leisure, whilst 15.5% of mothers and 25.5% of fathers viewing caring for 

their own children as leisure, according to research by Horna (1993) conducted on 

married couples and their leisure time in Canada.  

 

Leisure, when viewed as an experience, gives voice and visibility to women’s 

experiences but it also makes the concept of leisure more complex and problematic in 

terms of quantification. Past research and theories which viewed leisure as time or 

activity suited a patriarchal perspective, and tended to be representative of a “male” 

experience and assumed the availability of “free time” to pursue leisure activities. 

Increased focus on gender differences by researchers has highlighted the applicability of 

time/activity perspectives on women’s experience of time where work/leisure lines are 
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often blurred, and where women tend to be the primary caregivers to the family 

(Standing, 2001).  

 

Although leisure participation has been shown to increase wellbeing and the ability of 

young mothers to cope with stress (Brown, Brown, & Powers, 2001), the never-ending 

nature of home duties and interruptions, along with unexpected events which often 

require immediate attention, all inhibit the sequencing of time for leisure (Milkie & 

Peltola, 1999). For mothers, time on one’s own can be a highly valued commodity 

which must be “stolen” away from the demands of childcare (Vincent et al., 2004). 

Workload demands, coupled with mothering ideology, conspire against opportunities 

for mothers to have personal leisure time (Gjerdingen & Center, 2005). Leisure needs 

can be dormant or unexpressed due to the antecedent constraint of the “ethic of care” 

(Gilligan, 1982).  

 

Womanhood and motherhood norms are entwined with the idea that caring for others 

should be a primary function and that mothers should put the needs of others first 

(Woodward & Green, 1988). This ethic of care, combined with a devaluing of mothers’ 

caring work in society, results in a loss of leisure opportunity due to a lack of priority or 

feelings of a “lack of entitlement” to leisure (Henderson & Bialeschki, 1991b, Wearing, 

1998). At a time when the benefits of leisure are most needed, it is often out of reach for 

women. Milkie and Peltola (1999, p.489) reported that “employed women may be 

successful in balancing work and family life while doing more than men…but at the 

expense of sleep, leisure, relaxation or self-fulfilment”.  

 

In addition to being problematic in terms of both definition and access, leisure, for 

mothers, is often elusive, due to multiple responsibilities. Paid and unpaid work 

pressures combine to create the well-documented “double shift” for working mothers, 

conspiring against their having any time for themselves (Hochschild, 1997; Zuzanek & 

Mannell, 1998). Bittman (2002, p.417) noted that “the major causes of leisure time 

poverty are gender, family responsibilities and longer hours of work”. For full-time 

workers with a partner who cares for the children, home can be a place of rest, 

recuperation and leisure. For those whose responsibility it is to care for the home and its 

occupants, home is a place where “work is never done”. When Wearing and Fullagar 

(1996) combined the time spent on paid and unpaid work commitments for a time use 
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study in 1996, they noted that 77% of all women worked longer hours than men. 

Bittman and Wajcman (2000), in their study of the distribution of leisure time between 

genders in Australia, disagreed. They found that the amount of “free” time for both 

males and females was similar but that the differences lay in the quality of that leisure 

time. They found that men were more likely to have higher quality or “pure” and 

uninterrupted leisure, as opposed to women whose leisure experiences were entangled 

with their unpaid work responsibilities (Bittman & Wajcman, 2000).   

 

It is because of the important influence of carer responsibilities for women that their 

lives and leisure need to be viewed in context and with a life stage perspective in order 

to better understand the forces at play. Life events, family status and attitudinal changes 

impact on leisure interests, opportunities and constraints (Deem, 1987). In the child-

bearing years, women’s leisure differs from men’s in that women have less of it, are less 

likely to play sport and are more likely to be involved in activities which involve the 

home and family (Burden, 2001; Horna, 1989; Queensland. Office of Sport and 

Recreation, 1998). Further, the emphasis on nurturance and the maintenance of 

relationships for women runs counter to the idea of their seeking self-expression and 

autonomy through leisure. Such concepts suit the ideals of masculinity and confer the 

right for men and boys to seek outside leisure pursuits whilst constraining women by 

encouraging an attitude of a lack of right to leisure (Burden, 2001). These attitudes are 

strengthened through a traditional view of the work/leisure dichotomy which dictates 

that the right to leisure must be “earned”, and that because domestic work is unpaid, 

women have not earned the right to leisure when compared to the breadwinner in the 

family who is usually male (Henderson et al., 1989). 

 

A woman’s acceptance of the ethic of care means her acceptance of responsibility for 

her family’s leisure experiences, placing their needs, interests and activities before her 

own (Burden, 2001; Henderson et al., 1989). And although the family can be a source of 

leisure for women, it is also a source of obligation and work (Henderson & Bialeschki, 

1991b). Women’s guilt at having separate leisure time is sometimes capitalised on by 

their husbands who use the ethic of care to justify their control of their wives’ leisure 

through the monitoring of activities, withholding of funds, restricting time availability 

and even through physical violence (Burden, 2001; Henderson et al., 1989). Therefore 

the ethic of care has two levels of constraint; first, through a structural lack of available 
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time and space; and, secondly, through creating an attitude of the unsuitability of leisure 

in women’s roles (Burden, 2001).  

 

Running parallel to the idea of the ethic of care is the view that all women’s time is 

leisure, due to an adherence to a work/leisure dichotomy model which proposes that all 

that is not paid work is leisure. According to this view, a woman at home is considered 

to be “at her leisure” because her labour is unvalued and largely invisible (Henderson et 

al., 1989). Whilst the home can be a site for leisure for women as well as for the family 

in general, it is also her workplace. Given that the home is also a workplace and that the 

nature of domestic work is never-ending, home is often not a place where women can 

feel they can relax as there is always something to be done. The home is not generally 

viewed by women as a place of leisure (Henderson, 1990).  

 

Like the idea that all women’s unpaid time is her leisure time, there has also been a 

tendency to assume that family leisure is women’s leisure (Harrington, 1996; Henderson 

& Bialeschki, 1991b). The organising, facilitating and cleaning up involved in family 

events are typically the responsibility of the woman and involve a significant amount of 

work on her part. It is ironic that a woman’s opportunities are constrained by obligatory 

duties aimed at providing leisure opportunities which are the least constrained activities 

for her family (Horna, 1989). For this reason many women claim access to solitary time, 

free from the obligations to others, to be a more appropriate definition of leisure 

(Henderson & Bialeschki, 1991a).   

 

Harrington’s (1996) study on economic and cultural changes affecting family life in 

Canada found that a mother’s constraints in pursuing leisure activities operated at both 

objective and subjective levels. Major objective constraints were responsibilities, lack of 

time, children and lack of funds. These were compounded by feelings associated with a 

lack of entitlement to spend money on themselves and not being able to forget their 

responsibilities whilst at leisure. Role-determined social constraints are experienced 

most keenly by women with children. The expectation that women should be 

responsible for all domestic duties, coupled with the physical and emotional wellbeing 

of the children, is an all-consuming mandate which impinges on all aspects of a 

woman’s life and, as such, means she can never feel totally free from them (Henderson 

et al., 1989).  
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For sole mothers, the picture changes to incorporate aspects which can be more 

constraining or, conversely, more empowering when compared with the experiences of 

partnered mothers. On the one hand, sole mothers have greater freedom and control 

over their leisure decisions and access to available funds due to the lack of a partner to 

consult with. However, sole mothers often experience greater instances of poverty, 

which impact on leisure options (Weston & Smyth, 2000). The result is often a lack of 

personal leisure time (Zuzanek & Smale, 1997). Douthitt, Zick and McCullough (1990, 

p.26) found that sole mothers allocate about “two thirds as much time to leisure 

activities when compared to mothers in two parent families”. Similarly, Standing (2001, 

p.68) in her study of sole mothers described how there was an “overwhelming 

impression…a lack of time, little relaxation and an absence of ‘leisure’…with many 

mothers emphasising the sheer monotony of daily routines, and an overwhelming sense 

of physical tiredness”. Further, not only is a sole mother’s access to leisure constrained, 

but her right to leisure is also limited through the expectations surrounding the ethic of 

care and the work/leisure dichotomy. Ironically, the perceived reason for sole 

motherhood is often considered to be through reckless leisure (sex) and yet, as sole 

mothers, many are denied access to leisure (Standing, 2001). One response, for those 

who can afford it, is the purchasing of leisure time and space both for oneself and for 

one’s children.    

 

Increasingly, leisure time activities are caught up in a cycle of consumerism, with 

families purchasing leisure experiences for their children. Generally, the “basics” of 

food, clothing and safety are covered first, followed by leisure-based activities which 

provide stimulation, education and fun. If unable to cope with both aspects, families can 

outsource the provision of leisure activities by seeking a professional provider (Bianchi, 

2000). A study by Joinking (2003) which investigated the factors involved in creating 

resiliency in Australian families found that outsourced leisure is causing some families 

to spend less time together as a family, with more sports and extra-curricular activities 

being pursued by children on their own.  

 

But where some may find the outsourcing and purchasing of leisure experiences a 

solution, this may not be a possibility for many sole mothers. Power (2003) studied a 

small group of sole mothers living in a marginalised region of Canada and found that 
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consumer purchases can be extremely important because of the way that the mothers 

expressed their love to their family members through their purchases. This expression of 

love is also driven by a wish to be a better mother and a “proper” member in a consumer 

society (Power, 2003). If unable to spend money on their children, the mothers worried 

about their children’s loss of a “normal” childhood and about how this would affect 

their relationship with the children. Miller (cited in Power, 2003, p6) went further to say 

that “when poverty constrains the shopper’s expression of love for her children, the 

results can include a deep sense of failure and a sense of being a ‘flawed consumer’, and 

thus, an inadequate mother”.    

 

The concepts of leisure and consumerism are social constructs. Althusser (cited in 

Power, 2003) claimed leisure to be a device of illusory freedom and choice unleashed 

upon consumers with the primary purpose of social control. Through the benefits and 

constraints of consumerism, Lobo (1998) identified three “leisure classes”: leisure 

consumers who work hard to consume more; the leisure workers who provide leisure 

for others through low paid, insecure work but enjoy limited leisure themselves; and 

marginalised impoverished groups who are surplus to requirements in a capitalistic 

society. Lone mothers often fall into the latter category, disadvantaged economically, 

socially and psychologically (Standing, 2001). Moreover, the trend towards increasing 

privatisation and reduced public spending and the rationalisation of leisure services 

which follows, typically result in compromised distribution decisions and a decline in 

welfare consideration within leisure services (Howell & McNamee, 2003).  

 

This chapter, to this point, has examined the many constraints placed on women, 

mothers and sole mothers by virtue of their social and familial roles, but this is only one 

side of the story. Paid work, unpaid work and caring responsibilities driven by 

mothering norms and the ethic of care constrain sole mothers in terms of their leisure, 

lives and work/life balance. But it has also been demonstrated that within each of these 

domains women are able to exercise some choice, even if that choice is limited or 

constrained. The presence of choice opens up possibilities to challenge constraints and 

find alternate ways of functioning within society which better suit an individual’s needs. 

Where, on the one hand, sole mothers may often be subject to multiple constraints, they 

are also able, on the other hand, to locate pathways to empowerment and agency, 

permitting the challenging of widely accepted norms. Such pathways to empowerment 
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are found within the theoretical framework of feminism along with the associated 

concepts of leisure and reflexivity. These are discussed in the following section.  

 

 

Pathways to Empowerment: Feminism, Leisure and Reflexivity 

 

Work/life balance researchers have proposed that essential elements involved in 

achieving balance are the domains of paid work, unpaid work and caring 

responsibilities. The intersection of these domains creates many problems in terms of 

the burden of responsibility, stress and loss of personal leisure time and space. Although 

the constraints are experienced by individual sole mothers, they may also be a reflection 

of wider social norms and expectations and, as such, exist at the coalface of equity 

concerns. Because the personal crosses the public, these issues are of concern to 

individual women as well as to feminists and the wider community. Beyond the 

impotency of mere documentation, however, research should attempt to involve itself in 

uncovering opportunities and pathways to empowerment and agency. Commencing with 

feminist theory, this next section examines leisure theory and the construct of reflexivity 

and how they can work together in negotiating and reframing limitations and constraints 

and move towards the achievement of a sense of balance in women’s lives.    

 

An analysis of feminist theory in relation to work/life balance and the experiences of 

sole mothers must begin with an acknowledgement of the complexity of the topic of 

feminism. Some feminists claim shared understandings and a commonality of purpose 

across all feminisms. According to Henderson et al. (1996), key characteristics of 

feminism include: freedom from oppression, freedom of choice, and the power and right 

for women to choose and control their own life direction. Most feminist perspectives 

share three characteristics. Firstly, there is an assumption that women are oppressed; 

secondly, that personal experience is related to public systems; and, finally, that there is 

potential for a feminist consciousness to be fostered (Henderson et al., 1996). But not all 

feminists agree with the proposition of common aims and ideals.  

 

The idea of an overarching set of ideals common across all forms of feminism is 

attractive, but closer analysis reveals depths of complexity beyond such a simplistic 

analysis. Firstly, many theorists point out that feminism itself is undefinable as it is an 
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overarching framework rather than a specific theory (Donovan, Stanley, Wise, Stimpson 

& Tong cited in Henderson et al., 1996). There is also a great deal of disagreement 

between feminists, with some feminists openly rejecting the ideals, aspirations and 

understandings of other feminists. For example, feminists concerned with ethnicity 

reject other more mainstream feminisms, seeing them as either irrelevant or, indeed, 

complicit in the perpetration of their oppression (Beasley, 1999). Although confusing to 

the novice, the many different forms of feminism represent the complexity of women’s 

experiences and understandings, in addition to initiating and promoting an ongoing 

dialogue about what constitutes a key issue.  

 

Different feminisms identify different key issues as their focus on the basis of their 

understanding of the advent of women’s oppression. Marxist feminists, for example, 

believe that the advent of the practices involving private ownership led to the class 

system, patriarchy and women’s oppression. Therefore they view capitalism as being 

the root cause of oppression and not patriarchy, as is proposed by other feminisms 

(Henderson et al., 1996). Marxist/socialist approaches see the underlying presence of 

hierarchical class relations as being the “source of coercive power and oppression and 

of all inequalities ultimately” (Beasley, 1999, p.62). 

 

Oppression through class divisions is also a concern of radical feminists but, further, 

they believe that sexual domination predates the advent of class power. Power is not 

associated with sex, in this view, but instead with the trappings of property, profit and 

private wealth, all of which are associated with male privilege (Beasley, 1999). In this 

way the personal is connected to the public (Wearing, 1998). Socialist feminists reject 

the idea of capitalism being the source of oppression and, instead, offer that issues 

relating to gender, class and race give rise to a power imbalance and oppression. They 

also do not believe that a classless society will eliminate male privilege or women’s 

oppression. Like radical feminists, socialist feminists also believe in the critical 

contribution of the presence of patriarchy in women’s oppression (Henderson et al., 

1996). Radical feminists and socialist feminists believe that the subordination of women 

was present before the development of class divisions (Beasley, 1999). Where these 

theorists see a root cause in capitalism, class, power or sexual relations, other theorists 

propose combinations of constructs of oppression. 
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When Hartmann (1981) considered the underlying causes of women’s oppression, she 

proposed a dual systems theory where both patriarchy and capitalism feature. Rojek 

(2005) defined patriarchy as a social system which embraces male domination over 

females and claimed this to be the cause of much of the gendered inequity that mothers 

experience. This approach was considered to address the inadequacies of both Marxist 

feminism and radical feminism. Where radical feminism sees patriarchy as unchanging 

through history, Hartmann (1981) proposed a view of patriarchy based in the material 

but being transformational over time. This view of patriarchy and capitalism highlighted 

the paradox of women’s key role in raising children. Women’s work nurtures a 

workforce which, in turn, supports patriarchal norms which devalue the caring work of 

women (Hartmann, 1981). A focus on two social systems of oppression, both 

patriarchal and economic, highlights multiple instances of constraint and disadvantage 

and may be a relevant and appropriate theoretical framework for this study on sole 

mothers.  

 

Another aspect of feminist frameworks which is highly relevant to this study is the 

dialogue, within the discipline, over difference. Feminists have long engaged in the 

debate over whether difference should be celebrated, acknowledged or downplayed, and 

a dialogue continues on the repercussions of each respective action. The issue of 

difference can be considered between groups of women or between men and women. 

Liberal feminists believe in the downplaying of difference between the sexes. They 

argue for women to have the right to the same treatment as men in the workplace and, as 

one of the oldest forms of feminism, have made significant inroads in terms of 

championing women’s right to vote, the right to own property, to be educated and to 

gain equal access to employment (Beasley, 1999; Henderson et al., 1996). Despite such 

successes, however, a lack of acknowledgement of “difference” downplays issues 

concerned with women’s unpaid work demands; tends to consider women as one 

homogenous group; and may, in fact, be complicit in their oppression.   

 

The positioning of women as a homogenous group with similar experiences, wants and 

needs is something that many feminists see as problematic. Davies and Gannon (2005) 

argued that a binary notion of gender underlies norms of power wherein women are 

oppressed through positioning as being “other” to the norm of man. Postmodern and 

post structural feminists see efforts to conceptualise women as one group as being 
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evidence of the perpetuation of censorship and a continuation of the subordination of 

women (Beasley, 1999). Any shared singular identity among women is rejected and 

instead conceptions of women in terms of their plurality are proposed. The notion of a 

unified self is challenged, and in its place the proposition of a multiplicity of selves is 

positioned as a challenge to political and social norms (Wearing, 1998). Further, 

postmodern feminism rejects universalistic assumptions about women as a single gender 

category in favour of a perspective that recognises differences among women on the 

basis of other social categories including ethnicity, race and social class. Although 

postmodern feminists display ambivalence over a suggested course of action, they tend 

to agree that unified conceptions of feminisms verge on the authoritarian by failing to 

recognise the diversity of human experience and that such conceptions could possibly 

further the oppression which feminism hopes to challenge (Scraton, 1994).  

 

The recognition of difference is important in the study of sole mothers. As a sub-

cultural group, sole mothers often experience multiple barriers in their private and 

public lives and in their paid and unpaid work domains. Their experiences differ from 

those of partnered mothers in regards to the complexity of their constraints, lack of 

resources, and lack of presence and support from a partner. Postmodern feminists argue 

that to fail to recognise the experiences of a group of women, such as sole mothers, 

means to further their oppression. And the multiplicity of identities proposed by 

postmodern and post structuralist feminists helps to highlight the multiple roles that sole 

mothers inhabit in relation to being a worker, carer, mother, daughter, friend and 

member of community. Through these approaches the experiences of the sole mother 

can become “visible”, making sole mothers visible. Visibility adds credibility to their 

stories and validation to their efforts to balance their lives. But although the 

acknowledgement and celebration of difference is important in providing opportunities 

to give voice to their experiences, in a study such as this, it may, in fact, be 

counterproductive to the aims of feminism.  

 

Just as liberal feminists have claimed many victories in securing workplace rights for 

women by embracing an assumption of women’s homogeneity, conversely, a focus on 

difference can undermine such collective efforts. The acknowledgement and 

accommodation of the full diversity of women could result in no common ground being 

realised, in terms of needs. Indeed, efforts at such inclusivity could be time consuming 
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and deflect from the goals of feminism. Although most postmodernists generally reject 

the idea of a group identity for women, some acquiesce to the need for some sort of 

universalisation of women as a group as being necessary in order to challenge and resist 

power, acknowledging that it is impractical to challenge the conditions of patriarchal 

power from merely a purely theoretical basis (Beasley, 1999). One way of embracing 

diversity whilst moving towards a set of common needs is through examining the 

experiences of women in regards to their key life domains.  

 

Feminist theory has had a long interest in the subject matter of this research in terms of 

women’s key life domains: paid work; unpaid work; mothering and caring. Wearing 

(1998, p.32) argued that the effects of patriarchy are felt in six key domains: “paid 

work, housework, sexuality, culture, violence and the state” and feminism exists as an 

acknowledgement of the existence of such forms of patriarchy. Feminist theories differ, 

however, in the importance placed on issues of oppression experienced by women in 

each of the key life domains.  

 

A key life domain which is of importance to sole mothers and which feminists also 

consider to be extremely important, and often problematic, is work. Liberal, radical, 

Marxist and socialist feminists are all concerned with the perpetuation of male 

dominance through women’s work (Beasley, 1999; Delphy, 1984; Walby, 1990). 

Acquiescing to male power is made easier due to a reduced bargaining position which in 

turn is considered to perpetuate inequality (Folbre, 1982). Walby (1990) noted two 

systems of patriarchy: private and public. Private patriarchy involves the home and the 

domination by the husband/father over the wife/mother in terms of household 

production and both domains are containers for women’s work. Reflecting patriarchal 

norms regarding the validation of effort rewarded through economic reproduction, the 

term “work” is often used when describing “paid work”.  

 

Paid work is an important life domain for women, and especially sole mothers, because 

of its link to financial independence from men, and for this reason it is also of interest to 

feminists. Socialist feminists, in particular, are concerned about the question of women 

and work (Chodorow, 1989; Mitchell, 1974; Ruddick, 1989). Ferguson (1991) spoke of 

the dual effects of the gendered division of labour and their economic and psychological 

consequences and linked economic constraint to caring responsibilities, noting that such 
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responsibilities make it difficult to separate home and work, facilitating opportunities 

for exploitation. Liberal feminism is very concerned with equity in the workplace and 

advocates for women to have access to the same conditions and rights as men (Beasley, 

1999; Davies & Gannon, 2005). Liberal feminist Joseph (1981) also observed that 

capitalism has worked to place the focus on paid work to the detriment and devaluation 

of unpaid work, like housework, in society. The complex relationship between the 

domains of paid work and unpaid work creates extra constraints on women in society 

and this is also a key feminist issue.  

 

Feminists are concerned with the role of unpaid work in relation to women’s oppression 

through the unequal division of domestic labour as well as the constraints unpaid work 

places on a woman’s ability to engage in paid work. In the 1960s, liberal feminist 

Friedan (1963, p.20) noted that unpaid work was not only devalued because it existed 

outside the public economics of production but also led to “financial dependence on 

men”. Not much has changed in the decades since Friedan, with women’s unpaid work 

continuing to be devalued, and women’s paid work continuing to be remunerated at a 

lesser rate than men’s. The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy noted that coping 

with multiple constraints in terms of paid and unpaid work is especially prevalent for 

sole mothers (Ferguson, 2004). The dual systems feminist approach is particularly 

relevant when considering the experiences of sole mothers and how they are 

disadvantaged through two social systems, economically and socially (Hartmann, 1981). 

Marxist feminists have argued that all women’s experiences of the constraints around 

paid and unpaid work provide a framework for commonality but the tendency to 

position the family as an economic unit was criticised as being over simplistic 

(Henderson et al., 1996) and certainly this may be the case when the circumstances of 

the sole mother are considered. One shortfall that other forms of feminism see is a lack 

of recognition of constraints brought about through the caring role of mothers.    

 

In addition to mothers’ roles as paid and unpaid workers, there is also the caring role 

that mothers fulfil when caring for children, partners and elderly relatives. Some of the 

feminisms see this aspect of mothering as being crucial in terms of the socialisation, 

identity and the physical and emotional work which is involved. Socialist feminists 

consider that the act of mothering creates gendered identities, personalities and skills 

(Ferguson, 2004). The caring role is also central to sole mothers, just as with partnered 
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mothers, but often with reduced resources, such as the lack of the support of a partner. 

As liberal feminists, Ferguson and Folbre (2000) argue that the care of children creates 

a public good and, as such, mothers should be compensated by society or the state. 

Socialist feminists focus on the work of nurturing as a mother and wife, considering this 

to be exploitative because women give out, and are expected to give out, more than they 

receive in return (Bartky, 1990). In addition to the work of nurturing, counselling and 

caring which is commonly associated with motherhood there is the “work” of 

reproduction, which is the sole domain of women.  

 

Reproductive work is another form of work which many feminists consider to be 

important, and yet it is rarely mentioned when considering “work”. Post structuralists 

see motherhood as a key construct which supports patriarchal modes of belief through 

its representations of motherhood, gender, family, sexuality and reproduction 

(Bernstein, 2005). The work involved in carrying a child, giving birth and nurturing is 

essential for the perpetuation of society and yet is accompanied by disadvantage for the 

woman. Social feminist, Mitchell (1972), noted that women’s differences in terms of 

productive work, reproductive work and the socialisation of children within a 

patriarchal society lead to lesser economic and psychological power in relation to men. 

Radical feminists also see the reproductive “work” of women as underpinning the 

economic system and driving the exploitation and oppression of women (Delphy, 1984; 

Harding, 1986).  

 

Although the different feminisms acknowledge and explore key domains such as paid 

work, unpaid work, mothering, caring and reproduction work when they consider 

sources of oppression, there are also many criticisms levelled at the way this 

information is viewed or handled. Radical feminists have been criticised for focusing 

too strongly on the oppressive effects of child rearing on women and underplaying the 

significance of socially constructed systems of constraint, such as patriarchy (Hartmann, 

1981). Both radical and liberal feminists have been criticised for their lack of 

acknowledgement of the diversity of women’s experience (Burden, 1993). Liberal 

feminism is criticised for the lack of challenge it poses to the status quo (Burden, 1993), 

the ready acceptance of male standards and values, and the lack of acknowledgment of 

different needs of different women (Henderson et al., 1996). Liberal feminists have also 

been criticised for their lack of interest in policy and law and the development of 
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strategies to influence social systems (Henderson et al., 1996). Radical feminism 

challenges and rejects the liberalist approach of assimilation and, in contrast to liberal 

feminists who typically use public institutions to address inequity, they are suspicious of 

government intervention because of the patriarchal bias within social institutions 

(Beasley, 1999). And although postmodern feminists are active in deconstructing 

societal trends and drawing attention to the ways in which power is used to perpetuate 

gendered oppression, this form of feminism has been criticised for its lack of concrete 

solutions which may be applied in policy domains, as well as for the confusion which is 

created through the multiple positions which are represented within that framework 

(Beasley, 1999). But despite, or perhaps because of, the many differences of opinion 

within feminism, many avenues for empowerment and agency can be identified.  

 

The presence of feminist frameworks and their dialogue concerning social systems 

which perpetuate women’s oppression is one way that pathways for empowerment are 

created. The identification and analysis of the systems of patriarchy and capitalism with 

a focus on women’s experiences highlight inequities between the sexes and the need for 

social change (Wearing, 1998). Historically, socialist feminists have noted that since the 

patriarchal shift from the economy of kinship to commodity production around the time 

of the Industrial Revolution, the power of fathers and husbands over daughters and 

wives has declined and their economic independence has increased (Rubin, 1975). The 

advent and presence of feminism as a critical social voice has played an important role 

in facilitating such change. Although feminists are concerned with the achievement of 

social change, they differ in terms of how they see this being achieved.    

 

The way that the different feminisms advocate for social change reflects their 

understanding of the forces at play in the perpetuation of oppression. Feminists who 

embrace both post-structuralism and postmodernism are interested in challenging the 

status quo, being active in deconstructing social norms and effecting change (Henderson 

et al., 1996). Their focus is on destabilising operations of power “through challenging 

the fixity of established concepts such as ethnicity or race, class and sex” (Beasley, 

1999, p.81-84). Although often referred to in tandem, these feminist theories do differ in 

certain ways. Some postmodern feminists propose that women’s “difference” is 

empowering through the opportunities afforded to challenge norms and values readily 

accepted through the institution of patriarchy (Scraton, 1994). Post-structuralist 
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feminists deconstruct the self and locate power within all social settings. Challenging 

the notion of permanency in terms of a fixed identity promotes an acceptance of 

difference between women and so provides opportunities for challenging the idea of 

homogeneity of women as a group. This, in turn, offers up opportunities for women to 

resist social norms and be active in their own self-definition. The point of post-

structuralist research is not to uncover truth but to question truths which have been 

taken as being unquestionable in the construction of new realities (Davies & Gannon, 

2005). Pressures relating to social norms, in terms of conforming to traditional family 

forms, are particularly relevant to sole mothers and so feminist frameworks which offer 

up opportunities to challenge and expand beyond the limited range of identity offered 

by traditional views of motherhood also offer opportunities of empowerment for such 

disadvantaged groups of women. Other feminisms are interested in the individual in 

regards to the wider social norms and systems in an effort to bring about social change.   

  

In comparison to focusing on the construction of the self, socialist feminism focuses on 

wider social concerns and norms with a view to orchestrating social change. Socialist 

feminists, unlike liberal feminists, however, acknowledge the greater struggles inherent 

in the lives of women of colour, different classes and ethnic groups (Henderson et al., 

1996). Socialist feminists see solutions to oppression in the form of “reproductive 

freedom, childcare, adequate family support” and the debunking of “compulsory 

heterosexuality and mandatory motherhood” as promoted by patriarchal social systems 

(Henderson et al., 1996, p.83). The acknowledgement of difference as well as the focus 

on key social issues like childcare, family support and challenging of reproductive 

norms could all be highly relevant to sole mothers in terms of their achieving balance in 

their lives. But where socialist feminism advocates for a dialogue of challenge towards 

patriarchal norms, other feminisms claim that more radical action is needed.  

 

Some of the feminisms appear ready to work with current social systems in order to 

bring about change, whilst other feminisms see inherent flaws in current systems which 

are beyond the reach of any reform and, instead, advocate radical change. Marxist 

feminism advocates a revolutionary approach in proposing the overthrowing of 

capitalism and sees this as a necessary step in eradicating male privilege (Beasley, 

1999). Radical feminists focus on women and call for a revolutionary change to society 

so that a new society can be created with women at the centre (Henderson et al., 1989). 
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But instead of taking on patriarchy directly, radical feminists focus on bringing about 

change, first, in the private domain (Beasley, 1999). Approaching change through the 

private domain may well be what sole mothers are achieving, inadvertently, through 

their challenging of traditional family forms. Such challenges to social systems which 

perpetuate patriarchal norms may work to provide a platform of collectivity.  

 

Although the different feminisms explored here represent different ways of framing “the 

problem” of oppression, the fact that they are addressing oppression and advocating 

change leads to collective action. Harstock (cited in Ali, 2002, p.238) argued that 

collectivity allows “marginalised individuals to adopt a critical vantage that can uncover 

unique possibilities for invoking effective strategies for change”. Henderson et al. 

(1989) concurred, stating that feminism provides a framework for social change but that 

this framework should not only focus on women but also include men. Mohanty (1997) 

also argued against the postmodernist emphasis on intersectional differences by 

claiming that commonalities in gendered work can create a cross-class base for a 

collective political voice for women. One aspect of life which provides such a cross-

class base and has drawn the attention of feminists in terms of providing a vehicle for 

social change is leisure.  

 

Many researchers have applied feminist theory to the study of women’s leisure 

constraints. Liberal feminists have noted how women have been denied access to leisure 

through inequities brought about by their socialisation into the caring role to the 

exclusion of their own needs. Burden (1993) noted that a focus on caring 

responsibilities and the constraint of the “double shift” often mean a lack of time for 

developing a sense of self. Liberal feminists have advocated for equal opportunity and 

women’s access to leisure activities of their own choosing (Henderson et al., 1989). 

Radical feminists have critiqued the definition of leisure as time, because this supports 

the masculine notion of unobligated time or time which is “left over” after paid work. 

Henderson et al., (1996) noted that this approach excludes women’s experiences of 

leisure in that they often do not have such time due to their caring roles. Additionally, 

radical feminists have focused on women’s experiences in terms of mothering and child 

raising and this tends to make visible the notion of time in relation to work, family and 

leisure. Marxist/socialist feminist Deem (1986) reported on data from a number of 

sources in Great Britain (national surveys on leisure and bingo and a ESRC/Sports 
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Council study in Sheffield) to determine the factors involved in women’s constrained 

leisure participation. Such feminists would approach this issue from the perspective of 

power relationships based on capitalism and so class and the relationship of work to 

leisure would be a focus (Henderson et al., 1996).  

 

In addition to the gender inequity concerning the amount of leisure time, many feminists 

see women’s leisure constraints as being connected to wider inequities throughout 

society (Wearing, 1993; Wearing, 1998). Socialist feminists view the lack of women’s 

leisure as being evidence of women’s submission to dominance in a repressive society 

(Henderson et al., 1989). Rojek (2005) noted that women, at every life stage, are more 

restricted in their leisure participation than men because they are more likely to be the 

spectators or facilitators of men’s leisure as well as having their own leisure monitored 

and controlled by the men in their lives. Wearing (1998) claimed that leisure itself is 

used as a means of public and private control over women; for example, through 

husbands regulating their wives’ leisure activities and through men in general 

controlling women’s use of public leisure spaces, such as bars, at night. But just as 

leisure can be seen to be a device of control over women, it can also be a facilitator for 

empowerment. 

 

Many researchers have studied the benefits that leisure experiences offer to women. 

One of the defining concepts attached to leisure experiences is the notion of “freedom”. 

Many researchers have found that leisure experiences have been attached to either the 

idea of freedom from caring responsibilities, freedom to engage in activities other than 

caring duties or the freedom to access self-expression (Gloor, 1992; Green & Hebron, 

1988; Henderson et al, 1996; Larson & Richards, 1994; Wearing, 1998). Being able to 

exercise choice and perceived freedom in leisure activities have been found to enhance 

feelings of self-determination (Freysinger & Flannery, 1992; Henderson et al., 1996; 

Kiewa, 2001); develop a sense of self separate to the caring role (Freysinger & 

Flannery, 1992); foster a sense of personal identity (Haggard & Williams, 1992); foster 

feelings of self-development and self-enhancement (Kelly, 1987); provide a means of 

self-expression (Gruneau, 1983; Kelly, 1987; Kleiber & Kane, 1984; Samdahl, 1988; 

Skinner & Edge, 2002), opportunities for self-expansion (Kiewa, 2001; Wearing, 1998), 

for self-actualisation (Kleiber & Kane, 1984) and self-esteem (Freysinger & Flannery, 

1992); as well as the gaining of a sense of self-worth (Freysinger & Flannery, 1992; 
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Henderson & Bialeschki, 1991b; Kelly, 1987). Wearing even noted that Driver (cited in 

Wearing, 1998, p.315) claimed a “sense of balance” as being an important leisure 

benefit. Not only is leisure a space for expressivity and role reinforcement but it is also 

a place for trying out new roles and even for challenging existing ones (Henderson et 

al., 1989; Kelly, 1987; Kiewa, 2001; Kleiber & Kane, 1984; Wearing, 1998). Access to 

personal leisure time may be the one aspect of a woman’s life where she can discover, 

define and reaffirm who she is. The qualities of leisure may be even more important to 

sole mothers because of the multiple constraints they often experience.   

 

The importance of accessing leisure time, coupled with the myriad of constraints which 

mitigate against a mother feeling entitled to have her own leisure, highlights the 

importance of leisure as a key site of resistance. Where mothering norms advocate 

selflessness and self-denial, accessing personal leisure time can be an act of resistance 

(Freysinger & Flannery, 1992). Wearing (1998, p.42) identified that post-structural 

feminism could provide a framework to open up opportunities for leisure to be used as a 

means to “move beyond identities determined by class and gender” through a weaving 

of deconstruction, resistance and multiple subjectivities. Leisure offers the possibility of 

time and space which may involve negotiation, resistance and even transformation 

towards a conception of self-worth (Wearing, 1998). In this way, leisure opportunities 

can be a source of personal empowerment (Henderson cited in Wearing, 1998). 

Henderson et al. (1989, p. 9) noted that “there may be no aspect of human behaviour 

that holds greater potential for self fulfilment than does leisure”. Feminism provides a 

framework for the argument that leisure is a universal right for women.  

 

Henderson et al. (1989, p.51) identified a number of parallels between leisure and 

feminist theory, including: the increasing prominence of both concepts in recent time; 

both embrace notions of freedom and choice; both encourage choices and challenge 

limitations; both rail against domination; both are devalued by those in power; both 

offer opportunities for transformation of the individual and of society; and the goals of 

the feminist movement can be applied to women’s leisure. Later, Henderson et al. 

(1996, p. 94) added to this list by claiming that “both are involved in acts of resistance 

that lead to greater empowerment”. Both leisure and feminist theory provide pathways 

to agency and empowerment and both also play an important role in informing the 
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methodological design of this study. Another similarity between leisure and feminist 

theory is in the “constructed” nature of reality. 

 

Our understanding and experience of both women’s leisure and feminism are socially 

created constructs. The issues and constraints concerning women’s leisure have been 

created from the social circumstances which encompass Australian society and these 

may not be present in the same form in other societies. Similarly, many feminist 

theories refer to an understanding and acceptance of the idea of a “constructed” reality. 

Post-structural feminism considers that individuals are shaped through a process of 

taking up social norms and values from the group to which they belong and that 

Foucault’s complex theories on power provide opportunities for “constructing identities 

and subjectivities” based on social interactions (Beasley, 1999, p.92). Other feminisms, 

such as socialist feminism, French feminism, post-structuralist and radical feminism all 

adhere to the acceptance of the existence of a constructed reality (Beasley, 1999).  

 

Leisure may be a means of self-expression which challenges social norms and thereby 

becomes a means to attaining empowerment, but it is also a product of an awareness of 

the self’s needs and wants and this indicates a certain level of reflexivity on the part of 

the individual. Reflexivity is the ability to be able to reflect on one’s own feelings, 

thoughts and actions and is instrumental in the creation of self-esteem (Callero, 2003). 

Henderson et al. (1996) identified that, for older women, reflexivity, along with 

attempts to control one’s environment, lead to feelings of mastery, competence and self-

awareness and that leisure provides a context where such processes may be examined 

and practised. But although self-determination theorists and some leisure theorists have 

embraced the concept of reflexivity in forming and maintaining a sense of self, this 

appears to be largely unexplored in feminist research. 

 

Despite the paucity of investigation by feminist theorists in terms of reflexivity, others 

have found that this is a key concept when considering gaining an understanding of 

oneself and in the pursuit of empowerment. Skeggs (2002, p.349) studied women’s use 

of “referential reflexivity” and found in her study that this strategy was being regularly 

used in their day-to-day lives. Skeggs (2002, p.370) spoke of an “anthropological 

questioning of colonial authority” when analysing power relations in modern society 

wherein women’s identities are either imposed or offered as given. Identity is formed, 
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she argued, through the realisation of the “story” of one’s life which is mired in a sense 

of the past, present and future as well as in the expectations for that future. A person’s 

sense of self can only be understood from their own point of view, thus a key approach 

used in such research is to use the narratives of participants by employing methods 

which facilitate the telling of a person’s story. Skeggs (2002, p.366) described how the 

“women of my research did not need me to make their understandings, they had already 

arrived at them. They had their own reflexivity”. She also spoke of how the research 

participants lived reflexive lives wherein they recognised their own patterns of place 

and belonging. Callero (2003, p. 4) also observed that reflexive processes precede a 

knowing of the self and that both are necessary for the flourishing of “agency, creative 

action and the possibility of emancipatory political movements”. Reflexivity, facilitated 

through personal leisure time, can lead to greater self-understanding and the ability to 

critically evaluate and challenge social realities. In this way reflexivity can lead an 

individual from self-discovery through to empowerment and on to becoming an agentic 

actor for social change. Overcoming or negotiating constraints and locating pathways to 

empowerment through understanding the factors involved in work/life balance is a key 

concern of this study.    

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter reviewed the literature on key life domains of sole mothers and the 

constraints and opportunities that they might offer in terms of balance. The review 

looked at these factors in relation to women and mothers, and drew comparisons and 

contrasts among sole mothers. It was found that many of the constraints concerning paid 

and unpaid work demands were linked to socially and culturally constructed norms. 

Pressures to mother in a socially appropriate way by being always present and available 

as well as self-sacrificing often conspire to create an impossible and unachievable 

outcome for mothers who either want or need to engage in paid work. Such pressures 

may be experienced by all mothers, but sole mothers may be further disadvantaged 

through depressed socio-economic circumstances, experiences of domestic violence and 

social perceptions regarding their status. Unpaid workloads, like mothering norms, are 

also attached to culturally and socially driven norms where the “naturalness” of caring 

work and housework is promoted and rendered invisible. And again, such expectations 
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often herald further disadvantage for sole mothers, due to the multiple barriers they face 

in combining their responsibilities without the emotional, physical and financial support 

of a partner. The disadvantage facing mothers and sole mothers has been well 

documented in some regards and is underrepresented in others.   

 

Researchers and theorists have had a long interest in the socially and culturally driven 

norms that are entangled with motherhood and unpaid work in regards to women. 

Although feminists have demonstrated a deep commitment to this field of enquiry, 

feminist involvement in the work/life balance discussion appears largely absent. 

Similarly, work/life balance theorists consider the issues and constraints experienced by 

women and mothers but fail to include marginalised groups, such as sole mothers, 

within a narrow range of domains usually featuring paid work, unpaid work and 

wellbeing. Work/life balance discussions also fail to include the work of such 

researchers as Rapoport and Rapoport (1975) who, over thirty years ago, argued for an 

inclusion of leisure, along with work and family when considering balance, or Hakim 

(2000) whose work has highlighted the importance of preferences and choice for 

women. Additionally, the role of reflexivity does not appear to have been considered 

within the fields of work/life balance, sole mother or feminist research.   

 

In addressing the issues raised above, this study will embrace a broader examination of 

the phenomenon of balance with a group of sole mothers. The study will examine their 

experiences with paid work and unpaid work, as contemporary work/life balance 

models advocate, but will not limit itself to these domains, instead seeking to 

understand all the key influences at play. The recognition of the existence of constraints 

created and supported by socially constructed norms, as well as the existence of 

pathways to challenging those norms through the attainment of leisure and the 

application of feminist theory, has played an important role in the design of this study. 

Social constructivism and feminist theory underpin this study whilst the aim of 

validating, supporting and empowering the participants through the research process has 

driven the various methodological choices. With these aims in mind, the following 

chapter introduces and explains these choices, offering a rationalisation for each in light 

of the aims of this study.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Research Design 

 

Introduction 

 

Social systems and ideologies associated with paid work, unpaid work, motherhood and 

leisure have created a framework of opportunity and constraint for mothers in 

contemporary society (see, for example, Castleman & Reed, 2003; Duncan & Edwards, 

1999; Green et al., 1990; Henderson et al., 1989; McHugh & Millar, 1997; Wimbush, 

1987). The constraints that sole mothers face have also been examined by researchers 

(see, for example, Baker & Tippin, 2002; Craig, 2004; McHugh & Millar, 1996; 

Wimbush, 1988; Wimbush & Talbot, 1988). Despite the range and breadth of literature 

on “balance” over the last three decades (Danes, 1998; Gambles, Lewis & Rapoport, 

2006; Lewis et al., 2003; Pocock, 2003; Rapoport & Rapoport, 1975; Roberts, 2005; 

Zabriskie, 2000), minimal attention has been paid to work/life balance in the lives of 

sole mothers. Studies that have focused on sole mothers have tended to focus on their 

labour force participation (Perry, 1992) or the “problem” of sole motherhood (Mack & 

Leiber, 2005; Maley, 1998) rather than looking at the issue of balance from the mothers’ 

perspective per se. The lack of appropriate research on work/life balance concerning 

sole mothers was a key consideration in the design of this research.  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to present and justify the research design adopted in this 

study. Researchers have found that sole mothers often suffer from multiple constraints 

which may leave them feeling socially disenfranchised. An acknowledgement of this 

informed my resolve to adopt a research process which would be sensitive towards the 

mothers and, where possible, inclusive and empowering. Although many of the 

constraints facing sole mothers have been examined, there is a general lack of research 

on sole mothers and work/life balance. Acknowledgement of this drove the decision to 

aim for the production of grounded theory whereupon this research would be broadly 

focused so that underlying assumptions concerning balance could be challenged. 

Despite sole mothers being a highly constrained group in society, opportunities for 

empowerment can often be accessed. The need to discover and document constraints 

but also to balance this with an examination of opportunities for empowerment also 

informed the design of this research.   
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Each of the abovementioned acknowledgements, concerns and interests informed the 

methodological decisions undertaken. With an adopted theoretical framework featuring 

feminism and social constructivism, the study embraced a qualitative methodology 

combined with a reflexive ethnographical approach with the aim of producing grounded 

theory. This chapter will outline how feminist theory is utilised throughout the study as 

well as explain how decisions relating to the study design, including the research 

methodology and sampling choices, were made. The limitations of the study, and the 

methods used to collect and analyse data are also described. The following section 

explains the rationale behind methodological choices based on the key theoretical 

approaches.  

 

 

Developing the Research Approach 

 

The overarching theoretical framework utilised in this study, feminism, was chosen for 

a number of reasons. Firstly, this was a study focused on a sub-cultural group of 

women, namely sole mothers. Motherhood has long been of interest to feminists in 

terms of being a state which shapes behaviour and is located within a system of social 

power relations that have the capacity to reduce agentic ability (Bernstein, 2005). As 

Bernstein (2005, p.1) observed, motherhood is “firmly anchored in modern discourses, 

both resting on and supporting key patriarchal Western nodes of beliefs and values 

related to the individual, family, body, gender, sexuality and reproduction”. As a sub-

category of mothers, sole mothers are often disadvantaged and marginalised in other 

ways. For example, many sole mothers suffer from economic hardship, and experience 

multiple barriers to paid work participation through their own ill-health, the ill-health of 

their children, violent ex-partners, lack of social supports or the cost of work 

participation. Feminism offers a framework for understanding such disadvantage, as 

well as offering a means of challenging social norms and finding pathways to 

empowerment and control for women (Henderson et al., 1989). Another reason for the 

adoption of a feminist framework is that I identify myself as being a feminist researcher. 

As I had made the decision to be a participant in this research myself, as an 

opportunistic researcher, I felt that a feminist methodological framework would allow 

me to not only declare my own interests and subjectivities, but would also empower me 

to “be heard” as a sole mother. Lastly, the broad topic area of my research, work/life 
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balance, is also one which is of interest to many feminists. The norms, constraints and 

issues concerning paid work, unpaid work, caring responsibilities, mothering and leisure 

have all been discussed and researched by many feminist theorists. The adoption of a 

feminist framework seemed to offer a logical “fit” with many aspects of this study and, 

as such, informed other methodological decisions, such as the adoption of a qualitative 

research design.   

 

 

Qualitative Research Design 

 

A qualitative research design supported a feminist framework and suited this study in a 

number of ways. Feminism is concerned with, among other things, providing a “voice” 

for women. Radical feminists, in particular, are strong advocates of women being given 

opportunities to define themselves, instead of having others define them (Henderson et 

al., 1989). In this study I wanted to adopt an approach which would allow the mothers 

to give full voice to their experiences and feelings. It seemed that this could not be 

achieved with the adoption of positivistic research methods, which mainly use 

quantitative methods and often fail to recognise that the discovery of social meanings is 

often dependent upon the social situation (Scott & Godbey, 1990). Qualitative research, 

on the other hand, is concerned with the meanings that people attach and associate with 

actions and feelings, as well as the ways in which they understand their world 

(Denscombe, 2003). In order to better understand the lived experience of the mothers in 

this study I adopted a methodological approach which permitted the gathering of “rich 

data with thick description” (K. Charmaz, 2000, p.514) and which permitted the study 

to move beyond the originally asked questions (Radina & Downs, 2005).   

 

Although feminist research is interdisciplinary and highly diverse, there is general 

agreement in the dialectical and action-oriented nature of such studies (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000a). Feminist research has been dominated by the use of interviewing and 

action research since the 1980s. The majority of academic feminists claim that the only 

way feminist knowledge can be gained is through the minds of women themselves by 

scrupulous attention to detail through the process of grounded research (Stanley, 1996). 

Feminist theorists have long questioned the model of the social researcher who adopts a 

positivistic research methodology which proposes an objective, rational and removed 
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“knower”. For example, Burns and Walker (2005) are critical of positivistic research 

which positions the researcher in a privileged position and proposes an unrealistic goal 

of objectivity. Far from attempting to uphold such intentions, qualitative research 

supports the idea of acknowledging the researcher’s presence and input in the process of 

the research.  

 

Denscombe (2003) observed that qualitative research inevitably involves the 

researcher’s beliefs and input in terms of the production and interpretation of data and 

that such input from the researcher should be considered a resource, rather than a 

limitation. Davies and Gannon (2005, p.320) concurred with this view, noting that 

“researchers are not separate from their data, nor should they be”. Therefore, far from 

researcher involvement being a disadvantage, being able to draw on the researcher’s 

own background, knowledge and interpretations can be an advantage. Involving the 

researcher beyond being merely an observer of others can lend a richness and depth to 

the interpretation of the data which adds value to the research outcomes (Davies & 

Gannon, 2005). Therefore, in addition to selecting a qualitative methodology which 

would ensure that the participants in this study would have a voice, I chose to include 

myself in the cohort so that I could add my own experiences and thus also have a voice 

through the processes of data collection and analysis. For this reason I included myself 

as an “opportunistic researcher” and adopted a reflexive ethnographical approach in this 

study (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). In addition to the advantages of this approach, however, 

I also acknowledge the role my partiality might play in the research process and 

outcomes.   

 

Burns and Walker (2005) proposed that, in research, subjectivity is inevitable and the 

production of knowledge is marked by the producer. In this study I also accept that the 

study design was not “value-free” but instead was infused at the outset by my own 

biases and values (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000b; Janesick, 2000). But this is not necessarily 

a negative admission, as some researchers have proposed that women are able to hold 

their own viewpoint whilst empathising with the viewpoints of others and that this 

ability facilitates the production of knowledge that is “less distorted, more visible and 

hence revisable” than methodology which claims the erasure of partiality (Burns & 

Walker, 2005, p.67). Moreover, Burns and Walker (2005, p.67) believed that “women’s 

voices are heard…when the relationship of the interviewer and the interviewee is non-
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hierarchical and when the interviewer is prepared to invest his or her own personal 

identity in the relationship”. Within this approach the researcher’s interpretation is 

overlaid with the participant’s “reality” to form a “discovered” reality in addition to the 

recognition of the existence of multiple realities (Charmaz, 2000). The proposition of 

blurred boundaries between researcher and researched lent weight to the idea of 

including myself and my own experiences in this study.   

 

 

Reflexive Ethnography 

 

As a sole mother interested in feminist theory and the empowerment of women in 

general, I decided to add my own “voice” to this study as an “opportunistic researcher” 

through the use of a reflexive ethnographical approach (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). One of 

the aims of this study was to empower the participants through the provision of a forum 

for their “voices” to be heard. As an opportunistic researcher or a researcher who 

belonged to the sub-cultural group under scrutiny, this study also provided an 

opportunity for my own “voice” to be heard, which is consistent with feminist research 

methods. In addition to being of benefit personally, the adoption of a reflexive 

ethnographical approach also benefited the research.  

 

Greed (1991) observed that the adoption of “researcher as subject” enables past 

experience to sensitise the researcher towards concepts more readily as well as 

facilitating the notion of a two-way process of interaction with the participants 

whereupon the sharing of personal information and feelings can be a “two way street”. 

As Dominelli (2005, p.16) suggested, research provides opportunities for an 

“interactional process” which creates a relationship between the researcher and the 

participant. This means that the research process can become a site of “power and 

empowerment or a source of disempowerment” (Dominelli, 2005, p.16).  

 

Therefore it was envisaged that through the adoption of reflexive ethnography I would 

be able to contribute to the creation of the data. Reflexive ethnography is a process 

whereby the researcher critically reflects on the selves she brings to the field, her 

interactions with participants and her own self-other interactions (Ellis & Bochner, 

2000). The reflexive process can also be carried through a series of interviews with the 
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same participants. This approach can be used to fill in gaps or holes in the theoretical 

constructs which are being developed through the research process. As an opportunistic 

researcher the collection of my own data will not be gained through systematic response 

to each question but through reflection on my experiences in light of the responses of 

the other participants. At each point in the research process, through the collection of 

data, coding and analysis, the rigor of this approach will be assured through constant 

and consistent reflection back to my own experiences. Comment or contribution on my 

own experiences or feelings regarding any given topic will be included where it 

supports or contradicts the data from the other participants. In addition to being 

personally empowering and adding to the depth of information in the study, this 

approach will also support the stated aim of producing grounded theory.  

 

 

Constructivist Grounded Theory 

 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) first developed grounded theory together in the 1960’s but 

went on to diverge in their interpretation in later years. The contesting of the nature, 

design and purpose of grounded theory continues today, resulting in what LaRossa 

(2005, p.838) describes as a “war of sorts” between grounded theory interpreters. He 

claims, however, that Glaser and Strauss intended grounded theory methods to be 

pluralistic in nature and offers five basic principles to guide the researcher. These 

principles “emphasize the centrality of language in social life, the importance of words 

as indicators, the significance of empirical and conceptual comparisons, the value of 

thinking about how variables are linked and the mechanics and aesthetics of crafting a 

storyline” (LaRossa, 2005p. 855). LaRossa (2005p. 838) recognizes that other 

definitions may exist and that scholars are free to subscribe to alternate understandings 

but claims that these principles “undergird most grounded theory manuals”. The 

application of these principles indicate the nature of grounded theory as a research 

process.   

 

The development of grounded theory as a methodology was a key aim of one of the 

founding theorists, Strauss. As a relativist, pragmatist and symbolic interactionist, 

Strauss rejected the “one truth” proposition, proposing instead the existence of a 

“symbolic universe” created and recreated through interaction (Strauss, 1993, p.27). 
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Meaning is developed and shaped through a research process involving a series of 

coding sweeps. Open coding commences the process with axial coding reflecting 

commonalities among the codes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Selective coding constructs a 

“set of relational statements that can be used to explain, in a general sense, what is 

going on” (Harry, Sturges, & Klingner, 2005, p.5). Constant comparison is central to the 

process of identifying categories and their properties. Literature is accessed as it 

becomes relevant to the emerging categories and themes (Dick, 2005). It is through this 

process of applying grounded theory methodology that, inevitably, theoretical insights 

are developed (Richardson & Kramer, 2006).  

 

Grounded theory methods were originally intended to facilitate theory construction in 

response to a perceived lack in alternative methods (Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 

1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998; Strauss, 1987). Glaser and Strauss (1967) found 

that graduate students in the social sciences were discouraged from generating their own 

theory and instead were trained to confirm the ideas of others. LaRossa (2005, p. 839) 

notes that this myopic approach led to the development of theories which did not work 

or fit because of a lack of grounding of data and therefore became useless in terms of 

theoretical advance and practical application. It was proposed that grounded theory 

would provide a way for theory to be driven by the data so that the final shape of the 

theory would be a good fit. Dick (2005) describes the litmus test for good emerging 

theory is the fit to the situation and the way that it helps people in the situation to make 

sense of their experience better. Grounded theory develops explanatory theories of basic 

social processes studied in context (Starks & Brown Trinidad, 2007). A grounded theory 

approach is, therefore, both a process and an outcome.   

 

As noted, the original intent behind grounded theory methodology was the production 

of theory. Glaser and Strauss (1967) said that they wanted to stimulate other theorists to 

codify their own methods for generating theory. Strauss (1987, p.8) advised researchers 

utilizing grounded theory methodology to “study them, use them, but modify them in 

accordance with the requirements of your own research”. Strauss and Corbin (1998, 

p.295) recommended that “students should stay within the general guidelines outlined in 

their book (Basics of Qualitative Research) and use the procedures and techniques 

flexibly according to their abilities and the realities of their studies”. In Glaser and 

Strauss’s language, the “basic, defining rule for the constant comparative method” is 
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that, while coding an incident, the researcher should compare it with all previous 

incidents so coded, a process that ‘soon starts to generate theoretical properties of the 

category’ (Harry et al., 2005, p.5). What most differentiates grounded theory from other 

research is that it is inherently emergent in nature. The aim is to discover the theory 

implicit in the data (Dick, 2005; Glaser, 1998). This aim appears somewhat at odds with 

the original concept of grounded theory, highlighting the emerging nature of the theory 

itself.  

 

As noted earlier there has been a vigorous debate about the nature and intent of 

grounded theory methodology since its inception. Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) original 

concept of traditional grounded theory was positivistic/postpositivistic in intent. 

Researchers believed theory would emerge from the collected data and awaited the 

discovery of a concealed truth (Jane Mills, Chapman, Bonner, & Francis, 2007, p.74). 

Later, Strauss (1993) rejected the idea of “one truth” for the vision of meaning shaped, 

created and recreated through interaction. More recently constructivist grounded theory 

has emerged, building on the work of Strauss and Corbin (Mills, Bonner & Francis, 

2006b).  

 

LaRossa (2005, p.837) agues that the history of grounded theory methodology 

recognizes the dialectic between induction and deduction and provides a foundation for 

highlighting the “importance of incorporating constructivism in grounded theory 

methods”. Constructivist grounded theory studies are reflexive in design, repositioning 

the researcher from being a distant expert to being a co-constructor of meaning with 

participants in the generation of data (Charmaz, 2000). Researchers reconstruct data into 

a theory that they themselves must own, while simultaneously grounding it through the 

use of active codes reflective of participants’ words (Charmaz, 2006). Implicit in 

meeting this challenge is the development of “reciprocity between participants and the 

researcher and the explication of power imbalances in these relationships” (Mills et al, 

2007, p.74).  

 

Constructivist grounded theory reflects the basic beliefs of constructivism as a paradigm 

of inquiry. Ontologically relativist, epistemologically transactional, methodological 

dialectical, the researcher is a “passionate participant as facilitator of multi-voice 

reconstruction” (Lincoln & Gruba, 2005, p.196). As opposed to traditional grounded 
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theory the construction and reconstruction of data generated in conjunction with the 

participants is central to constructivist grounded theory (Mills, Bonner & Francis, 

2006a). When researching fields deficient in developed theory the utilization of 

constructivist grounded theory approach could be considered most appropriate.   

 

Given the paucity of research on work/life balance in the lives of sole mothers, this 

study sought to develop constructivist grounded theory relating to the lived experience 

of sole mothers. Current theories and research on work/life balance have been 

characterised by complex relationships between family and work demands which defy 

clear boundaries. Indeed, much of the work/life balance literature has examined 

women’s experiences and feelings regarding work, childcare, unpaid work and leisure. 

The experiences and feelings of sole mothers have also been examined concerning each 

of these key life domains, but not in terms of work/life balance (see, for example 

Condon, 2005; Horin, 2005; Perry, 1992; Symons & Megalogenis, 2004; Walters, 

2002). This study provides a new and unique contribution to the literature in that it 

focuses on a specific sub-cultural group of mothers in society, sole mothers, and 

examines their experiences regarding work/life balance.  

 

Just as post-structuralist feminist research seeks to move past the known and open up 

new possibilities and ways of thinking, rather than just documenting the known (Davies 

& Gannon, 2005), in a similar vein, constructivist grounded theory also seeks to foster 

new understandings. The challenging of norms and the re-thinking of assumptions 

requires a methodological means which permits the analysis of lived experience. 

Methods used in this approach serve to guide and assist a researcher in the study of 

psychological and social processes, data collection and analysis and in the development 

of theoretical frameworks which emerge from the studied phenomenon (Charmaz, 

2001). Therefore, the nature of the topic provides a “fertile ground on which to build 

theory” and so supports the need for a qualitative grounded theory approach (Commuri, 

2005, p.501).  

 

Feminist theory is an important guide in the design and process of research used in this 

study, with the aim of producing constructivist grounded theory in relation to sole 

mothers. Objectivist grounded theorists adopt a positivistic approach to qualitative 

research in that they adopt a belief in a set of systematic methods that will enable access 
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to “reality” and a testable theory. This approach satisfies the positivistic need for 

reliability and validity in the production of data that are at once understood and 

predictable. This approach runs the risk of assuming the interpretation of events to be 

the same for different participants as well as promoting the observance and adherence to 

the rules and procedures of data gathering and analysis over the data themselves 

(Charmaz, 2000). Such an approach positions power with the researcher, conferring 

ownership and control over the research processes due to their possession of research 

expertise. This approach appeared to be inappropriate when studying a group of mothers 

who may already be socially disempowered and excluded from society. Socially 

excluded people are confined to the margins, disempowered and disadvantaged 

(Dominelli, 2005). Power can be renegotiated and redefined through social interactions 

and, as such, can be fluid in nature. Social interactions, provided through research such 

as this, can provide opportunities for the exercising of personal agency (Giddens cited in 

Dominelli, 2005). Constructive grounded theorists move away from a positivistic 

influence and position themselves between post modernistic and postpositivistic 

approaches to qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000b).  

 

Grounded research within a feminist framework is well suited to the constructivist 

epistemology. Constructivism recognises knowledge as being subjective and dialectical, 

constructed through the interactions between participants and researcher. Denzin and 

Lincoln (2000b, p.158) claimed that “constructivism connects action to praxis and 

builds on anti-foundational arguments while encouraging experimental and multi-voiced 

texts”. This approach is well suited to the aim of giving women’s experiences a “voice” 

and fostering empowerment through an inclusive, consultative and shared control style 

of research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000a). Providing women with an opportunity to 

“voice” their experiences is “central to feminist methodologies” (Burns & Walker, 

2005, p.67). The adoption of a constructivist approach opens up the possibility of 

creating mutual opportunities for empowerment through the dialectical process of 

research and creating these opportunities is also a key aim of this study.   
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Social Constructivism 

 

Constructivism provides an explanation for the understanding of reality. Where realists 

or empiricists might propose that there is knowable reality “out there”, constructivism 

claims that knowledge is subjective to the knower. Knowledge is not so much 

discovered as it is constructed or made (Schwandt, 2000). What is taken as “real” or the 

“truth” is based upon a subjective perspective and understanding is created by the active 

interpretation of impressions and information which is formed into concepts, models 

and schemas by the individual (Schwandt, 2000). In this way constructivism within 

research can be understood in terms of “seeking meanings – both respondents’ 

meanings and researchers’ meanings” (Charmaz, 2000, p. 525). Constructivism that 

focuses purely on the individual, however, would not necessarily encompass or account 

for the totality of a woman’s experiences, as social constructivism might.  

 

Social constructivism posits that individuals can be “creative interpreters of events” but 

also “agents” who are able to actively interpret and create their own social reality. 

Although this process has its basis in the individual, experiences are also shared or 

social in nature and the outcomes not necessarily unique to the individual (Denscombe, 

2003, p.99). Denscombe (2003) highlighted the importance of social contact in terms of 

collective understanding, stating that if understanding was not based on communal or 

shared meanings then interaction or communication would be virtually impossible. The 

construction of meaning out of social processes and interaction is an assumed part of 

women’s day-to-day life (Stanley & Wise, 1991). Constructions are not made in 

isolation but occur through shared “understandings, practices, languages” (Schwandt, 

2000, p.197) and are significantly influenced by the social processes and trajectory of 

the family life cycle (Weigert, 2005). If social constructivism and its proposition that 

understanding is a product of social experience as interpreted by the individual is 

accepted, then that means that any version of reality can be challenged and changed 

(Commuri, 2005). This provides opportunity for challenging social norms as well as 

providing pathways for individual empowerment and agency.  

 

A constructivist grounded theory approach, in rejecting the idea of a single reality, 

instead seeks knowledge based on what is taken as real and based upon a certain 

perspective (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000a). There is an assumption that “people create and 
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maintain meaningful worlds through dialectical processes of conferring meaning on 

their realities and acting within them” (Charmaz, 2000, p. 521). This approach also 

validates the interactiveness of data collection and analysis and presents a picture of 

lived experience from the point of view of the participant. Knowledge is created by the 

viewer “through interaction with the viewed” (Charmaz, 2000, p. 523). The researcher 

and the participants frame the data through their interactions and their negotiated 

understanding of what is seen in this “discovered” reality.  

 

With constructivist grounded theory the line between researcher and researched 

becomes less distinct. Meanings are created between the researcher and the participants 

and an “intimate familiarity” provides access to the world of the participant (Charmaz, 

2000, p.525). This approach encourages researchers not only to gather data on situations 

and structures but also to look beneath these to discover ideologies and beliefs that 

underpin their understandings and shape meaning. With this understanding in mind, this 

approach requires more than just a one-phase data collection point. With a “one shot” 

data collection approach, participants may be tempted to provide a sanitised version of 

events and may refrain from revealing sensitive information or private thoughts. A 

multiple-phase approach improves the relationship with the participant and lessens the 

likelihood of these problems occurring. A multiple-phase approach has therefore been 

adopted in this research for a number of reasons: to facilitate a closer relationship with 

the participants, to improve the depth of the data, and to facilitate opportunities for 

empowerment for the participants through the research process.  

 

Concepts of empowerment and social construction are also important to the key 

theoretical construct adopted in this feminist study. Feminism proposes that sole 

mothers reside in a patriarchal society and that this social construct exerts significant 

influence over the form and function of their lives. Patriarchy is understood to be 

socially constructed because it has changed over time and is considered to be a Western 

concept which is not readily apparent in other cultures. Through the identification of the 

dialectical and constructed nature of understanding and experience, constructs such as 

patriarchy are not immutable but can be challenged and can, inadvertently, provide 

opportunities for individual empowerment and agency. A research interview, as adopted 

by this study, is also an example of a socially constructed experience involving 

communicated ideas and, as such, offers opportunity for constructing ideas, challenging 
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norms and facilitating empowerment. The interview process also provides opportunities 

for reflexive evaluations on the part of the participant.   

 

An acceptance of a socially constructed reality in which the participant is active in the 

development of values opens possibilities in terms of being active in reflexively altering 

or disrupting the process if she so chooses. Agency involves the ability to recognise that 

one has the power to resist forces, which serve to control one’s identity, and embrace an 

alternate reality (Davies & Gannon, 2005). Liberal gender equity theory supports the 

position of constructivism in that theorists claim that whilst gender may be a structure of 

oppression it may also offer opportunities, cohesion and “structures of identification” 

(Henderson et al., 1996, p.89). Some postmodern feminists have also proposed that 

social experiences which marginalise certain individuals, like sole mothers, can be a 

constraint but they can also be pathways to empowerment and agency because they 

allow the individuals, as well as society, to criticise commonly held norms and values 

(Henderson et al., 1996). The adoption of a social constructivist approach within a 

feminist framework provides opportunities for the participants of this study to possibly 

experience empowerment through the research process. Of course, one of the key 

aspects to agentic action and a key concept examined in this study is the ability to 

access personal leisure time. Similar to other key life domains, leisure is also socially 

constructed and, as such, can provide opportunities for the individual to resist pressures 

to conform to societal norms and may be a means of attaining personal empowerment as 

a result (Freysinger & Flannery, 1992). Each aspect of the research design informed 

decisions regarding sampling choices. The next section outlines the sample 

characteristics and provides justification for these decisions in light of the key 

theoretical frameworks.  

 

 

Sample Characteristics and Methods 

 

There were a number of sampling decisions in this study that reflected the chosen 

approach to the study of social constructivism and feminism as theoretical bases with a 

qualitative framework aimed at producing grounded theory. This section discusses these 

sampling decisions, such as the sample size, gender, sourcing and criteria and will relate 
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these back to the overall theoretical framework which underpins this study. The first 

aspect of the sample relates to the shared characteristics of the participants.  

 

Although a diverse group in many ways, the sole mothers who participated in this study 

shared some commonalities. Zuzanek and Smale (1999) suggested that it is best to have 

participants at a similar life cycle stage when investigating employment and family 

situations and for this reason only sole mothers with at least one child under the age of 

nine were selected. The presence of younger children typically means a time of greater 

demand on the parent in terms of providing resources and therefore it was expected that 

such mothers should be a source of key information. Secondly, all of the mothers 

resided in Brisbane, Australia. Thirdly, nearly all of the mothers were Caucasian, with 

only one mother identifying herself as Maori. And, finally, all the mothers shared a 

commonality in regards to their pathway to sole motherhood. Sole mothers can arrive at 

their status through failed relationships, death or by choice. As the overwhelming 

majority become sole mothers through relationship breakdown, each of the sole mothers 

in this study also had arrived at their status in this way. Another key aspect of the study 

was the sample size.     

 

The adoption of a qualitative methodology with the aim of producing data with depth 

rather than breadth led to the decision to co-opt a small group of sole mothers. A “one 

shot” interview strategy was rejected in favour of a multiple-phase interview process 

with a view to gathering more data, probing themes raised in earlier interviews, as well 

as my being able to foster a relationship with the participants over a period of time. As a 

multiple-phase approach was adopted and generalisability was not a goal, the actual size 

of the sample was considered to be less important provided there was sufficient 

diversity within the sample itself. The final group of participants numbered ten 

(including myself) and included mothers with a wide range of different characteristics in 

regards to age, number of children, length of time as a sole mother and their varied 

experiences of sole motherhood. One characteristic that was shared was that all 

participants in the study were women, as no men or sole fathers were included.  

 

The study sample was restricted to sole mothers for two reasons. As mentioned 

previously, the selected group displayed a wide degree of diversity which appeared 

sufficient in terms of the enquiry of this study. The second reason related to the 
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gendered nature of sole parenthood. Although sole fathers are increasing in numbers, 

they continue to represent a small percentage of sole parents in Australia. Given the 

legal and societal expectations that children should reside with their mothers following a 

separation or marriage breakdown, the vast majority of sole parents are mothers. 

Although, undoubtedly, sole fathers could experience many of the same issues and 

problems that sole mothers experience, the inclusion of sole fathers in this study would 

have diverted attention away from the fact that sole parenthood is, primarily, a female 

experience.  

 

Since sole parenthood is a predominantly female experience and a site of oppression 

and disadvantage, it is also a feminist issue. The inclusion of men in the research would 

have oriented the study more towards a comparative review of work/life balance issues 

among sole parents, with a focus on differences between the genders. As a result, such 

an approach would have also focused more on the similarities between the mothers as a 

homogenous group, instead of highlighting their differences. Such a liberal feminist 

approach has been criticised by other feminists who claim that such assumptions silence 

the voices and experiences of others, such as women of colour, ethnic minorities and 

women from lower economic classes (Henderson et al., 1996). Sole mothers are found 

in all socially marginalised groups, such as these, but they could also be considered to 

be a marginalised group unto themselves. Social feminism recognises the extra 

constraints that certain marginalised groups in society experience and Henderson et al. 

(1989, p. 100) advocate that future research needs to focus on women only in their 

social context so researchers can “describe the unique contributions and problems of 

women and to develop new theories for explaining leisure behaviour”.  

 

The decision to research the experiences of a small cohort of sole mothers but aim for 

diversity of experience among the participants led to the determination that purposive 

and snowball selection methods would be employed to select the sample. Each 

participant was sourced purposively (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000b) through personal 

contacts and via advertising (see appendix 2) in email newsletters and through referrals 

using the snowball sampling method, in the latter half of 2004. Following an initial 

phone contact, each potential participant was sent an information letter (see appendix 3) 

and information sheet (see appendix 4) which outlined the purpose of the study and the 

scope of their prospective involvement. This was followed up by a phone call to 
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ascertain whether or not the participants wanted to participate in the study. Once their 

agreement to participate was secured, a cover letter (see appendix 5), consent form (see 

appendix 6) and questionnaire survey form were posted to each participant with a view 

to gathering basic socio-demographic data including their age, number and ages of 

children, employment details and education details (see appendix 7). A week later, a 

follow-up phone call was made to ensure that the abovementioned materials had been 

received and that the participant was still willing to be involved in the study. At this 

point, interview times, dates and locations were agreed upon and set. The next step in 

the research design process involved the collection of the data.   

 

 

Data Collection 

 

The utilisation of a grounded theory methodology indicated the need for the researcher 

to start with a broad area of enquiry and, as themes or questions emerged from the data, 

develop further questions to use at subsequent data gathering sessions with the 

participants. This suited the methodological decision to employ a multiple-phase data 

collection strategy in this study. In this way, interviewing would be an evolving and 

flexible process which allowed the pursuit of ideas and concepts as they emerged during 

the interview process.  

 

With an aim of creating grounded theory, I wanted to examine the experiences of sole 

mothers in relation to paid work, unpaid work and leisure, as well how they perceived 

the idea of “balance” in their lives. I also wanted to capture their “sole motherhood 

stories” to provide some context to their experiences. At the outset, the empirical study 

was guided by the following research question:  

 

‘Do sole mothers experience work/life balance in their lives, and how do these 

experiences relate to their wellbeing?  

 

The data collection process involved four phases: phase one involved the use of a 

demographic survey; phases two and three used in-depth interviews; and phase four, a 

group meeting.  
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Phase 1: First Contact and the Survey 

 

Participants were sourced through personal contacts of mine, by using the snowball 

sampling method and by placing advertisements with local community organisations 

(see appendix 2). The nine participants were contacted by phone to check that they were 

interested in being involved with the study as well as to confirm contact details, 

including their current mailing address. Following ethical protocols established by the 

university’s ethics committee, each participant was mailed a letter (see appendix 3) 

which addressed issues of confidentiality and anonymity, made clear their right to 

withdraw from the study at any time, and referred to an information sheet (see appendix 

4) which outlined my contact details and the contact details of my supervisors. It also 

explained the purpose of the study, who the anticipated participants would be, the 

expected benefits and any risks associated with the study; outlined protocols relating to 

confidentiality, privacy and the voluntary nature of participation; and set out the 

intention of providing feedback to the participants during and after the study. After a 

week the initial phone contact was made to check willingness to participate. The next 

letter was then sent.   

 

The second letter to the participants contained a cover letter (see appendix 5), the 

consent form (see appendix 6) and the demographic survey form (see appendix 7). The 

consent form outlined the expectations of the participants in terms of the study, 

reiterated my contact details and the details for my supervisors and gave contact details 

for the Ethics Committee Manager at Griffith University. The survey was concerned 

with collecting demographic information including name, address, age, occupation, 

education, number of hours worked each week and salary range of the participant, as 

well as the age and sex of her children. The accompanying letter advised that I would 

collect these documents on the day of the interview.  

 

After waiting for a week I contacted each of the participants and arranged a time, date 

and place to meet for the interview. Each participant was able to nominate where and 

when they would like to be interviewed, with each participant indicating their 

preference to be interviewed at their home. At the first interview I arrived at the 

appointed time and collected and checked each consent form whilst asking if they had 

any questions about the information that had been supplied to them or about the 
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research itself. I also collected the demographic survey forms and checked to see that 

they had been filled out. The survey forms were quite simple but they provided key 

background information that informed the interview phases of the study. 

 

The data collected from the demographic survey were compiled into a table (see table 

1). This table shows that the ten participants (nine participants as well as myself) ranged 

in age between 32 and 47, with most being in their thirties. There was a range of 

educational qualifications represented, with one participant having a grade ten pass, one 

with a grade twelve pass, one with TAFE1 qualifications and the rest with university 

qualifications. In terms of paid work, four participants worked full-time, five part-time 

and one was a full-time mother. Three participants earned under $25,000, one earned 

between $30,000 and $40,000, one earned between $40,000 and $50,000 and four 

earned over $50,000. Dependent children ranged in age from five months old to 22 

years old. Three had one child, four had two children, one had three children, one had 

five children, and one had eight children.  

 

 Table 1  Demographic Profile of Participants 

Name Age Access 

Visits  

Ed 

Level 

Hrs/

Wk 

Income Job No.  

Children 

Bambi 36 F/nightly Yr 10 45 $50,000> Plant Mgr 2 

Beth 34 F/nightly Uni 40 $50,000> Policy Officer 1 

Demi 35 None Uni 37.5 $50,000> Teacher 1 

Diane 41 None Uni 8 <$25,000 Student & Tutor 5 

Helen 47 Starting  Uni 36.25 $50,000> Librarian 2 

Jacki 32 Phone Uni 21 $30,000-

$40,000 

Research 

& Student 

2 

Jo 33 Phone TAFE 0 <$25,000 None 8 

Sharon 42 F/nightly Uni 6 $30,000-

$40,000 

Student & Tutor 1 

Pat 36 None Uni 30 $40,000 - 

$50,000 

Secretary 3 

Sarah 38 F/nightly Yr 12 33.5 <$25,000 Secretary 2 

                                                 
1 TAFE - Technical and Further Education 
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Phase 2 and 3: In-depth Interviews 

 

In addition to opportunities to form a closer relationship with my participants over a 

number of data collection points, I went to great lengths to provide an inclusive 

interviewing environment which would assist me in limiting or offsetting any negative 

effects of my position as the “interviewer”. As Charmaz (2001) suggested, the 

hierarchical nature of an interview can be minimised by scheduling appointments at a 

time and place convenient to the participants, by having an “active” relationship with 

the participants and giving one’s full attention to what they need to tell, as well as 

allowing them to set the interview pace. In addition to these strategies, I also adopted 

Ellis and Berger’s (2002) suggestion of sharing pertinent information about myself, 

such as my own sole motherhood status, so that the participants would feel more 

comfortable in speaking to me about their own circumstances. My intent was also to 

downplay, if necessary, my own status as a university researcher so as to minimise any 

perceived hierarchical gap. In a general sense, interviews are acknowledged as being 

sites of active interaction between a participant and a researcher, where understanding 

and knowledge is constructed during the process of the interview. The advantage of in-

depth interviews is that they can allow researchers to look past the “what” of people’s 

lives and to explore the “how” and “why” as well. The setting and events prior to the 

commencement of the interview may be crucial to the success of the interview and the 

type of data gained. With this in mind, and following Fontana and Frey (2000), I sought 

to set a relaxed tone, establish rapport and gain the trust of participants before 

commencing each interview. 

 

With each interview I took the time, before the interview, to establish the tone and pace 

of the interview. The first meeting was crucial in establishing an “interpersonal climate” 

and so care and time were taken to get to know the participant, to mutually exchange 

information and to answer and address any concerns (Wilcock, 1999). Where possible, I 

organised to situate myself, in relation to the participant, in a non-confrontational and 

conversational position (Denscombe, 2003). I used friendly chat to put the respondents 

at ease and to set a conversational tone. At the first interview I also introduced myself as 

a sole mother. This was intended to indicate that I was “one of them” and to put them at 

ease, as well as reduce any perceived power gap between a “researcher” and “subject”. 

As Kane (1990, p.52) observed, “the closer the interviewer is to the respondent in class, 
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sex, age and interests, the greater the chance the interviewer has of being successful”. 

By creating a consultative environment I anticipated that I could form a close working 

relationship with the participants and that my experiences, perceptions and values would 

become part of the interpretation of the common experience (Wilcock, 1999). 

According to Charmaz (2000, p.523), this approach allowed me to be primarily focused 

on the subject’s concerns whilst allowing “emotions to surface, doubts to be expressed 

and my relationship with the subjects to grow”.  

 

The study design included two in-depth interviews which utilised the same format and 

style. The format involved thanking the participant and checking that they were 

comfortable with me audio taping the interview before outlining the aim and the general 

topic for that day’s interview. The protection of identity was discussed and each 

participant nominated a pseudonym at the first interview which was used to identify the 

data from that point onwards. Each session involved some “ice breaking” questions 

which were easy to answer and less threatening before moving on to more complex or 

potentially emotionally charged questions, a strategy which has been suggested by other 

researchers (Denscombe, 2003; Fontana & Frey, 2000). A list of questions and prompts 

were designed to be used at each interview, but the style of the interview was 

conversational and semi-structured to allow a natural flow of conversation (Wilcock, 

1999). This approach had the benefit of allowing the participants to relate their 

experiences and any issues that they felt were important and speak more widely on 

questions raised, as well as permitting me the opportunity to check meaning during the 

process, where needed (Denscombe, 2003; Hughes, 1996). Given the sensitive nature of 

some of the subject matter and the importance of maintaining rapport and trust, I also 

utilised an “interactive interviewing” approach at each interview where I listened 

empathetically and showed concern and respect for their emotionality in regards to any 

of the raised issues (Ellis & Berger, 2002, p.855). At the same time, I was careful to 

present a neutral and non-committal face, wanting to avoid antagonising, leading or 

upsetting the participant (Denscombe, 2003). 

 

Applying these procedures of “good practice”, I conducted the two interviews for this 

study at approximately one year apart. Each interview had a different focus, with the 

second interview following up on key issues raised in the first interview as well as 

filling in some gaps in the data. The interviews ranged in time from one to two hours in 
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duration. A set of questions was developed for each round which had a wide focus, 

enough to encompass a wide range of experiences, yet focused enough to capture 

specific experiences or interpretations (Charmaz, 2001).  

 

The first round of interviews occurred in 2004 and focused on family routines for 

weekdays and weekends, and asked participants to talk about occasions in the past week 

where they had felt relaxed or happy or had felt under pressure. The interview also 

asked about how they coped with feelings of pressure and whether or not they were able 

to find time for themselves. This interview was guided by a set of prompts which are 

included in appendix 8.  

 

At the end of each interview the participant was thanked and then asked if they would 

like a copy of the transcript. In October 2004 letters were sent to the participants who 

had requested copies of their transcripts, with a copy of their transcript attached (see 

appendix 9). The letter identified their assigned pseudonym and asked that they read 

their transcript and let me know if there was anything that needed to be changed. It also 

advised that a summary of the content of the first round of interviews with all 

participants would be forwarded to them. This procedure gave participants the 

opportunity to confirm that the content of their transcript was correct while allowing 

them to consider their responses in the “cold light of day” and if a comment had been 

made in the “heat of the moment” they were able to ask for it to be changed 

(Denscombe, 2003). It was also an opportunity to maintain contact with the participant 

and “keep them in the loop” as to the progress of the research. 

 

The first round of interviews provided a great deal of data on routines and gave some 

insight into the issues concerning work and leisure in their lives. Due to the semi-

structured nature of the interviews, however, a lot of other information was provided 

which was not anticipated or asked for directly. The mothers raised a number of topics 

including sleep, children’s work (in the form of chores), attitudes towards men, time, 

money, being black sheep and the need for balancing. Letters with an attached 

“summary of themes” were sent to the mothers in early 2005 (see appendix 10). The 

letter thanked the participants for their participation in the study and reminded them of 

the focus of the first round of questions before going on to inform the participants of the 

focus for the second round of interviews. The summary sheet provided a “snapshot” of 
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the kinds of data that were gained in relation to work, children, friends and family, 

children’s contact visits with their father, childcare, sole motherhood and leisure, as 

well as the additional themes identified above.  

 

Some of the ideas and issues raised in the first interviews were used as questions and 

prompts for the second round of interviews (see appendix 11). The second round of 

interviews occurred approximately one year after the first round. The main aim with this 

round of interviews was to examine the concepts of “balance” and “wellbeing” as well 

as to “fill in the gaps” of data missing from the first round of interviews. Some of the 

mothers had spoken about siblings and their families from their childhood and the issue 

of health had been raised by some of the mothers. As before, I commenced the 

interviews with non-threatening and relatively easy questions to answer which were 

aimed at filling in some of the gaps in the data. These questions included the number of 

siblings they had, their birth order and the relationship they had with their parents. I also 

collected information about their self-assessed health before examining how they felt 

about their work, wellbeing and balance. The issue of being the “black sheep of the 

family” had been raised during the first interview so I included a question about this in 

the second round of interviews. Again, a set of prompts was used to explore the 

mothers’ answers to each question. Some time was also used, early in the second 

interview, to gather each participant’s “sole motherhood story”.  

 

The collection of a sole motherhood story was considered important in terms of gaining 

a “snapshot” view of each mother’s perception of her life journey to date. This approach 

is consistent with a grounded theory approach that promotes the use of interviews as a 

process where a researcher can develop and explore the participants’ lived experiences 

and their life processes. Wetzel (2005) observed that his research on family therapy 

benefited by his adopting a wider perspective of clients’ lives which included their 

social and family contexts and not just their inner reflections. He was surprised at how 

such contexts were both related to, and influential over, respondents’ inner perceptions 

and experiences. As Charmaz (2001, p.678) reminds us, it is appropriate for an 

interviewer to commence enquiries with the participant’s “story” and then go on to 

“locate it within a basic social process”.  
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Following the second round of interviews, copies of transcripts were posted to 

participants who requested the same. A letter was sent with the transcripts in late 2005 

(see appendix 12) and was followed later by a letter and a summary of key outcomes in 

early 2006 (see appendix 13). The letter thanked the participants again for their 

involvement in the study and advised them that I had published a paper based on the 

data gained from this study and attached a copy for their information. I closed by 

reminding the participants of a group meeting that was being organised and advised that 

I would be contacting them shortly by phone to confirm their attendance. The summary 

of outcomes included a brief outline of the sole motherhood stories that they had told as 

well as some self-perceptions, information on depression that was common to all the 

mothers, how sleep had emerged as a key topic, their perceptions of their parents’ 

relationship and their similarity to their mothers, their perceptions of “black sheep” 

status in their families and their understanding and experience of the concepts of 

balance and wellbeing. A follow-up phone call was used to gather RSVPs for the group 

meeting.  

  

 

Phase 4: The Group Meeting 

 

The final phase of the data collection process involved a group meeting. A venue was 

booked in a private room of a southside Brisbane café at the end of 2005. The main 

purpose of the meeting was to share some of the outcomes from the study, to seek 

further feedback from the participants on selected aspects of the study, and for the 

participants to meet and share stories. The session was not aimed at data gathering per 

se, but was more intended to be an informal extension of the study approach, designed 

to encourage inclusivity among the participants in the research process, and as way of 

saying thank-you for their participation. Due to this aim this meeting was not 

transcribed, coded or analysed. Instead of being a source of data it provided an 

opportunity for the mothers to discuss the content of my paper on sleep that I had sent to 

them with my last communication. One of the most important aspects which emerged 

from this meeting, however, was not the content of the discussions but the way that 

change continued to emerge as a key element in many of their lives. For example, two 

of the mothers could not attend the meeting because they had moved house. One had 

moved to Melbourne and the other to Rockhampton. Others were unable to attend the 
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meeting for reasons reflected in some of the key findings of the study. Two of the 

mothers had been unable to find someone to mind their children and one mother was 

unwell and unable to attend. In all, only three other mothers, besides myself, were able 

to attend the meeting. 

 

The four-phase process used to collect data was extremely useful in highlighting the 

significant changes which had occurred in the lives of the mothers over the course of the 

study. Between the first and second interviews it was apparent that many of the mothers 

had experienced significant changes in their lives, such as moving house, repartnering, 

having children and changing jobs. The nature of the changes in the lives of these 

mothers proved to be an important aspect of this study and, with the benefit of 

hindsight, supported the decision to collect data over a 24-month time period.   

 

 

The Benefits of the Four-phase Data Collection Approach 

 

The adoption of a four-phase (multiphase) data collection strategy benefited the study in 

many ways. The term ‘multiphase’ has typically been applied to the utilisation of a 

mixed methods approach where data may be collected over a period of time and involve 

a variety of different participants (Hanson, Creswell, Plano-Clark, Petska, & Creswell, 

2005; Kelen, Kraus, McCarthy, & Bass, 2006; Valente, 2006). This study differs in that 

the same participants were involved over a period of time whilst relying primarily upon 

in-depth interviewing as the data collection tool. This strategy allowed me to collect 

more data and form a closer relationship with each participant than would have been 

possible with just one interview. At subsequent meetings with each participant I was 

greeted warmly and they seemed increasingly at ease with my presence and my 

questions as the process went on. I feel that the quality of the data benefited greatly 

from the creation of such a comfortable atmosphere, as the mothers opened up their 

thoughts readily to me. The process also allowed me to reflect on the emergent themes 

and follow these up at subsequent meetings, something which also improved the quality 

of the data. The adoption of a feminist framework, however, highlighted the importance 

of the research process as a two-way street and so it was important that, through the 

process of data collection, the participants themselves should also benefit.  
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The data collection strategy benefited me and the quality of the research data, and it also 

allowed me to repay the participants as well. As much as I benefited from being able to 

meet and catch up with each participant, the participants also appeared to enjoy my 

visits, as well as being able to bring me up to date on all their life changes. But just as 

Ellis and Berger (2002, p.870) spoke of the importance of “giving something back” and 

not just “taking” the research information for a purely academic audience, I also wanted 

to find a way to assist the participants to feel valued, included and informed during the 

research. For this reason I provided the participants with copies of transcripts (where 

wanted) and research summaries which recounted the major themes that had emerged 

after phases two and three of the study. Phase four, a group meeting, was primarily 

intended to benefit the participants by formally thanking them for their involvement and 

by providing a forum where they could meet with each other and share their stories. 

Each of these benefits of the four-phase approach had been predicted in advance, but 

there was also an unforeseen advantage.    

 

One of the most significant benefits of this approach was the way that it highlighted the 

nature of change in the participants’ lives. Being able to “catch up” with each 

participant after a year had passed led to their discussing all the key changes which had 

occurred in their lives since the last time we had spoken. It emerged that most of the 

mothers had experienced large scale changes in terms of moving houses, changing jobs, 

repartnering and having babies and these changes had added to the “work” in their lives. 

The theme of “change” had not been anticipated at the outset and the mothers had not 

been directly questioned on the role of key life changes; however, this had emerged as 

an important influence in their lives, made visible by this particular process of data 

collection. The key role that change played in nearly all their lives would not have been 

apparent with a “one shot” research strategy, as Charmaz (2001) has pointed out. The 

many benefits realised through the adoption of the four-phase data collection strategy 

justified its use. But just as aspects of the research design can be seen to have been 

highly beneficial, there are other aspects of the study which conferred limitations. The 

limitations of the study are discussed in the next section.  
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Limitations of the Study 

 

Despite its strengths, there are also some limitations to the study which must be 

acknowledged. Limitations include the limited generalisability of the study’s findings, 

the narrow focus on a certain type of sole parent, and my own involvement as not only a 

sole mother myself but as a research participant. Although each of these aspects has 

been discussed earlier in terms of its inclusion and justification within the study design, 

each issue could also have been seen as a possible limitation to the study.  

 

One acknowledged limitation of the study is the degree to which any findings can be 

generalised. Traditional positivistic research methodology is typically designed for 

generalisability and replicability and qualitative research methods have long been 

criticised for this limitation. Although Richardson and Kramer (2006) note that 

theoretical insights are central to the development of grounded theory others qualify the 

type of theory which may be generated. Glaser and Strauss (1967) distinguish between 

formal and substantive theory. The attainment of formal theory would require 

explanations which could be testable in a variety of settings and therefore more 

representative across society. The production of substantive theory concerns a “set of 

explanations that account for phenomena within a specific or substantive field” (Harry 

et al., 2005, p.10). The purposive sampling method and small cohort size means that the 

generation of formal theory cannot be claimed, however, the development of 

substantive theory, as it would relate to a similar cohort of participants, may emerge. 

Although there are acknowledged limitations in regards to the sample size and type the 

benefit of conducting this research with a small cohort of participants using a 

multiphase data collection strategy has permitted the gathering of in-depth data which 

would not have been possible using other research methods. Another limitation does 

exist, however, in terms of the demographics of the group of participants.  

 

This study had a relatively narrow focus when the demographics of the participant 

group are considered. Of the ten participants only one identified herself as being other 

than Caucasian (Maori). Although many feminists consider the inclusion of ethnic 

minorities to be important this study did not actively seek a variety of ethnicities and so 

this is an acknowledged limitation of this study. Another limitation relates to the type of 

sole mother selected.       
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Each of the participants was a sole mother who had arrived at her status through the 

breakdown of a relationship. The study did not attempt to look at sole mothers by choice 

(by employing reproductive technologies or utilising donor sperm) or by virtue of the 

passing of a spouse, and it did not include the experiences of sole fathers. Each of these 

exclusions could have limited the data as each of these other groups may have had much 

to contribute to a study of “sole parenthood”. One key justification for the narrow focus 

regarding the selection of the participants is that it reflected the demographics of 

society. Although sole mothers can arrive at their status through the death of a partner or 

by choice, the overwhelming majority arrive at their status due to the breakdown of a 

relationship. Similarly, although either gender can become a sole parent, it is still the 

case that the overwhelming majority of sole parents in Australian society are female 

(sole mothers). Only a small percentage of fathers are included in the sole parenthood 

numbers and this percentage has remained static over recent years, whereas the overall 

numbers of sole mothers have increased steadily. Giving equal attention to the 

experiences of sole fathers or sole mothers who had arrived at their status by means 

other than a broken relationship would have skewed perceptions regarding this reality. 

In addition to choosing the study cohort as a reflection of social majorities, there were 

other key reasons for excluding sole fathers from this study.  

 

The decision to exclude sole fathers was made because it reflected the ideals and 

purpose of the study. The adoption of a feminist framework supports the adoption of 

research which focuses solely on the experiences of women, supporting the idea that the 

inclusion of sole fathers would have altered the focus of the study. The purpose of this 

study was to investigate the lived experience of sole mothers in terms of their 

achievement of work/life balance but the inclusion of sole fathers would have shifted 

the focus away from the mothers, towards being a comparative study between sole 

mothers and sole fathers. This could have diluted the study’s ability to examine in-depth 

the issues that either party faces as they juggle the competing demands of work and 

family life. This point was supported as the study unfolded. The diversity of experience 

among the sole mothers led me to believe that it would not have been possible within 

the scope of this study to have done justice to an examination of the lived experiences of 

both sole mothers and sole fathers.   
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A final limitation of the study relates to my own involvement as both researcher and 

subject, and the degree to which the study was conducted “objectively” given these dual 

roles. Positivistic research proposes that researcher objectivity is an important and 

necessary aspect of any research inquiry. Objectivity, in this sense, appears less 

attainable in this study as I readily acknowledged my own sole mother status and 

included myself as a participant in the study. Consistent with feminist theory it could be 

argued that objectivity is unnecessary and unattainable; that attempts to lay claim to the 

presence of objectivity may, in fact, be counterproductive. Instead, feminist theory 

claims that many benefits may be attained through the acknowledgement of subjectivity 

and in courting a closer involvement between the researcher and the researched. 

Although some may see my close involvement in this study as being a limitation, some 

feminist researchers have proposed that an admission and awareness of subjectivity, 

coupled with a commitment to the production of ethically and procedurally sound 

research, will, in fact, produce outcomes of higher quality and greater depth of 

understanding than positivistic studies.  

 

 

Data Analysis 

 

As the first phase involved a simple analysis of quantitative information, which was 

arranged into a table, and the fourth phase was mainly a consultative meeting which did 

not yield any qualitative data to analyse, the interviews from phases two and three 

provided the bulk of the data for analysis. For both of these phases the in-depth 

interview data were transcribed as soon as possible following the interview. Although 

each participant was offered a copy of the transcribed interview to check and, if needed, 

suggest amendments (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Wilcock, 1999), none of the participants 

responded with any suggested changes. Transcribed interviews were transferred into the 

NVivo computer program for qualitative data analysis.  

 

The NVivo computer program was used to manage the documents and open code the 

ideas and themes. With grounded theory methods, data are coded as they are collected, 

with the codes and themes emerging from the data instead of being “imposed” by the 

use of preconceived standardised codes. The emerging themes informed the line of 

enquiry and directed me in the collection of further data. The aim of interpreting the 
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respondents’ views was ensured by a process of line-by-line coding which enabled me 

to “sensitise” myself to the concepts. Sensitisation deepens understanding but also 

provides a means by which the building of analysis can commence (Charmaz, 2000). 

Once open coding of the interviews had been completed, axial and selective coding 

sweeps were undertaken.   

 

The adoption of a constructivist grounded theory approach informed the way those data 

were coded and analysed. An objectivist approach might be to assume shared meanings 

for commonly used terms which would lead to a skewing of the data and any resultant 

theory. A constructivist approach encourages the “unpacking” of any commonly used 

terms to discover what is meant by the user and encourages the researcher to not assume 

consistency of meaning between participants (Charmaz, 2000). Therefore care was 

taken when coding the data not to assume meaning; instead, a holistic approach was 

utilised where an indication of meaning was gained by considering the context of the 

phrase or word through referring to other sections of the interview. Meanings supplied 

by individuals were then compared across the group.    

 

The way that the coding process is approached determines the quality of the data 

produced. Using codes that are “active” in nature and reflect the real experience for that 

participant helps to keep the data real. The images of the lived experience are kept alive 

through the coding process. This assists the researcher in asking questions about the 

data throughout the process and any questions or thoughts that arise during this process 

can be recorded as memos. Open, axial and selective coding are assisted by memo 

writing to develop the main themes and provide a link between “analytic information 

and empirical reality” (Charmaz, 2000, p.517). Memos are important because they assist 

in accessing and organising key thoughts and questions about the emerging data.   

 

In addition to coding the data, analysis was assisted through utilisation of the constant 

comparison method. This method enabled me to compare different people (such as their 

views, situations, actions, accounts and experiences), compare data from the same 

individual with themselves at different points in time, compare incident with incident, 

compare data with category, and compare a category with other categories (Charmaz, 

2000, p.517). NVivo was used to code and examine the data. Although the use of such 

computer software has been criticised as encouraging a surface appreciation of the 
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material, which is counter to the expressed purpose of an appreciation of the whole 

story, the ability to compare and contrast data through the constant comparison method 

takes the analysis past mere line-by-line coding which would obscure “bigger picture” 

information. The data analysis choices were supported by the rich data which emerged 

through the process.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This aim of this chapter was to present and justify the adopted research design in this 

study. In achieving this aim the chapter presented an argument for the adoption of 

feminist theory and social constructivism as the theoretical foundation of the study. 

These were, in turn, linked to the methodological choices of a qualitative approach 

featuring reflexive ethnography with the aim of producing grounded theory. The values 

and aims imbued in the study at the outset were then extended into the decisions about 

data collection. At each stage in this chapter justifications for the research design 

decisions were given in light of the aims of the study. Additionally, there was an 

acknowledgement of the limitations of the study and its findings which were brought 

about by virtue of this research design.  

 

The application of the research design yielded extensive data which was divided into the 

two following chapters. Chapter Five looks at the strategies adopted by the mothers in 

order to juggle or balance more effectively in their lives, whereas the following chapter 

examines the constraints or tensions involved in balancing. Despite the limitations, 

however, the study did yield a wealth of data on the lived experiences of the mothers in 

terms of balancing. The empirical data is examined in the following (Part Two) section.    
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PART II: Empirical Contributions of the Study 

 

CHAPTER FOUR2 

Empirical Research Results on Tensions Concerning Work/Life Balance 

 

Introduction 

 

The aim of this study was to examine the lived experiences of a small group of sole 

mothers in terms of their striving to attain balance and wellbeing. It was my intention 

that the research design, informed by feminist theory (and outlined in the previous 

chapter), would be respectful and inclusive of the participants whilst gathering rich data 

through a four-phase collection process. This process, coupled with a small cohort of 

participants, enabled me to form a close relationship with each participant, gain her trust 

and gather more in-depth data than would have been possible with a one-shot data 

collection strategy. The adopted research design was instrumental in providing 

extensive in-depth data which, it was decided, would best be presented in two separate 

chapters.   

 

The findings from this study are presented in two interlinked chapters. While the next 

chapter (Chapter Five) examines the sole mothers’ strategies for coping and achieving 

balance, this chapter describes and explores their experiences and perceptions regarding 

various constraints and tensions in their lives. Emergent constraints are examined with 

reference to the available literature, and move beyond the framework for constraints 

given by many work/life balance theorists, providing evidence for the challenging and 

extending of theory. Three research sub-questions (1, 3 and 4) are addressed: 

 

1. What is the mother’s experience of paid work, unpaid work and leisure? 

                                                 
2 Most of the data for this study were collected during two separate interviews which occurred 
approximately a year apart. While the focus of each round of interviews differed, there was a great deal of 
“crossover” in terms of what was spoken about at each interview. For example, some of the participants 
spoke about “balance” at the first interview before it was raised as a main discussion point during the 
second interview and so comments about balance occurred in both interview rounds. Similarly, some 
participants raised the issue of “health” during the first interview so this was followed up in the second 
interview as a topic for discussion. Whether or not the data were gained in the first or second interview 
seemed less important than the systematic organisation of data into thematic areas as they emerged 
throughout the study. For the purposes of presenting data, therefore, the source of the data is indicated 
either as a (1) or a (2) for data gathered in the first or second interview respectively or a (3) for the group 
meeting.  
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3. What is the relationship between subjective wellbeing and the domains of paid 

work, unpaid work and leisure? 

4. What has been their experience in terms of physical and mental health and how 

do they rate their overall level of health? 

 

The findings presented in this chapter offer an extensive view of constraints and 

tensions in the mothers’ lives. Constraints experienced through the combining of paid 

and unpaid workloads and the emotional and physical work encapsulated in childcare 

are examined, as are the mothers’ health, children’s health and the actions and 

behaviours of the ex-partner. Unanticipated themes involving sleep and major life 

changes and their impact on the mothers’ lives and ability to balance are also discussed. 

This chapter concludes with an examination of the pressures that these women feel as a 

result of their responsibilities and their sole motherhood status, and the effect this has on 

their subjective wellbeing. The presentation of these constraints, however, is preceded 

by an exploration of the “sole motherhood story” which provides an insight into the 

constraints they have negotiated in the past in relation to their sole motherhood.   

 

The first section of this chapter seeks to provide some sensitising background 

information on the mothers in the form of their sole motherhood story. Each “story” 

includes an explanation of the events surrounding the relationship breakdown and the 

establishment of their sole motherhood. These stories are important because they 

provide background information and place the data within the context of the mothers’ 

lives. These stories provide a backdrop to the data but also allow the reader to gain 

insight into the lives of the participants and the many constraints they have negotiated in 

their journeys as sole mothers. 

 

 

Sole Motherhood Stories 

 

Each of the mothers had a unique “story” to tell in relation to how she came to be a sole 

mother. Although all of the sole mothers had arrived at their status by virtue of a 

relationship breakdown, their stories varied considerably. Most had been a sole mother 

for between four and eight years but one mother had separated only eight months prior 

to the first interview. Almost all claimed responsibility for making the decision to 
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separate but ex-partners appeared to have played a passive-aggressive role in this as 

most had engaged in behaviours which had been unacceptable to the mothers at the 

time. Such unacceptable behaviours included domestic violence, abuse, threats, 

adultery, alcoholism and gambling addictions and these had been instrumental in the 

decision to separate. The sole motherhood stories were emotionally charged and 

complex. One aspect of this complexity was in the way that some of the mothers had 

“cycled” in and out of sole motherhood over a period of time.   

 

Some of the mothers had moved in and out of sole motherhood, over a period of time, 

either with the father of their child/ren or with new partners. For example, Helen and Jo 

had both repartnered with their respective ex-partners after the initial separation. Helen 

had had one subsequent child before separating permanently. Jo had had several 

children with her partner in a pattern which would see him return, her fall pregnant and 

him leave, over and over again. Both Demi and I had repartnered with our ex-partners 

but had both separated again. Both Diane and Pat had become sole mothers, repartnered 

with a new partner and had had one extra child before separating and becoming sole 

mothers all over again (1). And, by the time of the second interview, Jo and Sarah had 

both repartnered to new men who also had established families themselves (2). The 

simple label of “sole mother” belied the complex experiences the mothers had 

negotiated in arriving at their ascribed social status.      

 

With the exception of Pat, whose second partner had left her, it appeared at least on the 

surface that each of the mothers had been responsible for making the decision to 

separate and were, therefore, responsible for their own sole motherhood status. After 

closer examination, however, it emerged that many of the ex-partners had taken a 

passive-aggressive role in the separation and had, either consciously or subconsciously, 

taken action which they might have known would be untenable to their partners. For 

some of the mothers it was a case of unacceptable addictions which had begun to affect 

or threaten their children. Bambi spoke about her husband’s gambling problem and how 

this had escalated just prior to their separation: 

 

“But when the children started to be a victim of his compulsions that’s when the 

buck stopped. I just said, ‘Nuh’. There’s a big difference between you hurting 
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me or stealing money from me but when you’re starting to take the children’s 

Christmas money or birthday money or kindy money, that’s it.’”  Bambi (2) 

 

Demi had been happy with her marriage although she admitted that she had missed the 

early warning signs of her husband’s impending severe alcoholism. He had “always 

enjoyed a drink” but it was not until after she had given birth that things went “out of 

control” (2). When her son was eighteen months old she decided to leave him: 

 

“Because he became a danger to [son]…he fell on top of him one night. That’s 

pretty much it.” Demi (2) 

 

Demi had always lamented the loss of her marriage and would often reminisce about the 

“happy times”. She was willing to consider getting back with her ex-husband but his 

ongoing issues with alcohol continued to prevent her from taking this step. Similarly, 

Sarah’s husband had also had problems with alcohol and she noted that when they were 

together he “spent more time in the pub than at home” (2): 

 

“And the last straw was when he was in the pub and he was supposed to be at 

work, he left the business unlocked and didn’t show up to pick up the keys when 

he was supposed to. And that was it for me.” Sarah (2) 

 

She went on to say that there were “other things’ involved as well in the separation, 

including his drug habit and a propensity for “sleeping with other women”. She packed 

his bags and sent them to his mother’s. When asked who had made the decision to end 

the relationship she claimed responsibility but, after reflecting, added: “He made 

choices he knew I wouldn’t live with. And I made my choices with that in mind.” Beth 

had also separated from her husband over his infidelity. Beth had been working long 

hours and her recently unemployed husband had been comforting a grieving family 

friend during the day. She found out about their relationship and “kicked him out” but 

shortly thereafter found she was pregnant. He had tried to reconcile a few times but 

Beth had rejected his attempts, saying it “didn’t feel right” and that he “didn’t really say 

‘sorry’ for what he’d done” (2). For others, there had not been a defining incident but 

instead the slow death of their relationship which had preceded their sole motherhood.  
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Helen, Jacki and Pat all appeared to have had problems with their marriages over a 

period of time which eventually led to the decision to terminate their relationships. 

Helen spoke about having had a “difficult marriage” where it was a “common story of 

people growing apart”. They had been married for over thirteen years and when she 

thought back over it she could not recall many good memories. Her decision to separate 

came with great clarity one morning after many years of rumination. Jacki had already 

been thinking of leaving her partner when she fell pregnant. They were living in 

Western Australia at the time and she says that she had decided to stay in the 

relationship specifically because she did not want to be a single mother. After her twins 

were born she found that her partner was little help in raising them and so decided to 

move back to Brisbane to be closer to her family. Her partner stayed behind to finish a 

work contract and when he did finally come across, about six months later, he 

apparently announced, “I’ve found somebody else”, followed by “I don’t want to be 

with you and the children anymore and I don’t want to have anything to do with you 

and the children anymore.” Finally, Pat spoke about being young when she married her 

first husband. She spoke about his belief in wives not working or getting an education 

and how he had sought to control her. She reflected on that first marriage with, “We 

didn’t have enough in common” and were “just too young”. Her next relationship was 

with a former “true love” she had been involved with before the first marriage. He left 

her while she was pregnant with her third child (2). 

 

Three of the mothers, Diane, Jo and I, all had had much more difficulty in extricating 

ourselves from our respective relationships. For each of us it appeared we had partnered 

with quite controlling men who liked to use violence and intimidation to exert influence 

and control our actions. Like Pat, Diane spoke of having “married young” and having 

“four kids in five and a half years”. Upon reflection she had realised that her husband 

was not well endowed intellectually, tending to “live in the two foot around him” with 

an inability to “plan long-term goals or work towards something”. Having had a poor 

education herself, she tried to complete her high school education by correspondence 

while looking after four small children and remembered the day when he (2): 

  

“Came and ripped out my assignment that I was doing up, from underneath me, and 

screwed it up, threw it across the room and said, ‘Get your fucking priorities 

right.’” Diane (2) 
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She recalled how the burden of caring for small children while working nights doing 

“party plans” would push her to breaking point when she would come home at night 

and: 

 

“…the place would be trashed after I’d fucking worked my ass off to clean it before 

I go, you know? And he’d just do nothing. He’d sleep on the lounge, the TV’d be 

going, kids would be asleep wherever they happened to fall at night…and I’d come 

home and just cry.” Diane (2) 

 

She noted that her husband, in addition to providing little help and support with the 

children or around the house, hardly worked and so relied on her to pay the bills. She 

recalled that it had been “hard to get any money out of him for anything” as “he always 

sunk all his money into ‘doing up the ute’ that never ran”. Although she had tried to stay 

in the marriage to “do the right thing” by the children she eventually made the decision 

to separate and talked her husband into a “trial separation” on his condition that she co-

sign for a car for him. When he left she moved house but three weeks later he tracked 

her down, wanting back into the relationship. When she refused, he used “a lot of 

violence” against her (2). 

 

Eventually, after her ex-partner had been arrested and fined a few times, the domestic 

violence ceased and Diane applied for a divorce. She sought to attain TAFE 

qualifications and enrolled in university studies. Then she met her second husband 

whom she thought was “brilliant”. Things went well until she discovered that he was a 

“junkie” although she believed that this could be addressed and insisted that he go into 

rehabilitation. He wanted to have a child so she underwent a “tubal ligation” reversal on 

the proviso that he would be the one to stay at home and do the child minding while 

Diane pursued her own career for the first time in her life. When she caught him back 

on the drugs she ended the relationship (2): 

 

“So I caught him out with his heroin eyes looking at me when she [daughter] was 

five and a half months old. So, I became a single parent again the next day. That’s 

how come I’m a single parent. Married stupid man and then got with a junkie. Don’t 

want either of them.” Diane (2) 
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And with that marriage went the promise of assistance with the fifth child while she 

pursued her career, something which she still felt resentment about. Like Diane, I had 

met my partner when I was only 14 years old. He had been a friend of the family and we 

had known each other and got together and separated quite a few times over the years. 

His need to control me was not apparent to me at the time. However, upon reflection I 

realise how socially isolated I was when I was with him in those earlier years and, of 

course, it surfaced again when I decided, once again, that I just could not live with him. 

I had just fallen pregnant when I began to realise it was not going to work. At first he 

was agreeable to the separation and, following the birth of my son, would visit 

amicably. But when I refused his request to get back together he became violent and 

intimidating, culminating in my being physically attacked and receiving threats by him 

to come back and “shoot” both of us and “smash” all my windows. But despite the grim 

stories that Diane and I had to tell in terms of our experiences with our ex-partners, it 

was Jo who seemed to have had the most difficult time of all (2).  

 

Jo had endured intimidatory and abusive behaviours at the hands of her drug taking ex-

partner throughout her marriage. When her first son was born he had a stroke and ended 

up in intensive care. Jo recalled how her ex-partner had “come to the hospital when he’d 

been smoking marijuana”. Later, when eight months pregnant, she had given birth to her 

daughter in intensive care following a domestic violence incident during which her ex-

partner had tried to strangle her. They separated when she was twenty with two children 

and although he “still wanted to drink” and “was getting into drugs” his family 

encouraged them to get back together again. They did and the cycle of “have niggly 

problems and then baby was born and probably as soon as they hit five or six months 

he’d get itchy feet and just want to do his own thing” ran through the next three 

children. When they were together he would routinely abuse the children, “just get up 

and whack them and they’d go flying across the room”. Jo spoke about her lack of 

social support and self-confidence which led her to keep taking him back (2). She spoke 

about the events which occurred around the birth of the fifth baby: 

 

“And his cousin moved in down the road and the day I had contractions they’d 

drunk all day and I said to them, ‘Please don’t drink, I know I’m going to go into 

hospital tonight’ So I cried. We’d dropped all the kids off and I cried all the way 
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into the hospital because he’d been drinking all day. He had to drive me, drunk, to 

the hospital and then I went through all my contractions on my own while he was 

asleep in the bean bag and I just…I felt, man, this is just unbelievable.” Jo (2) 

 

After it was discovered, unbeknown to her, that her partner was growing drugs in their 

rented house in New Zealand, they decided to come to Australia where she hoped that 

things might improve. She thought, “This is either going to make us or break us.” They 

stayed in Auckland the night before they were due to fly out and her husband 

disappeared with a cousin and returned “stoned” (2): 

 

“Come back, stoned as and I just…I just said to my mum, ‘I don’t want to go, I’m 

not leaving New Zealand with this idiot and with five kids!’” Jo (2) 

 

But she did come to Australia and within six months they had separated again when 

“the violence started”. They lived in Perth for a while until she decided to leave him, 

again, and come to Brisbane to be with her family for support. But even though he lived 

so far away the pattern of “on and off” continued, with Jo asking him to come back, her 

getting pregnant and him leaving again, which was repeated until she had eight children. 

At the time of the first interview her eighth child was only eight months old and she was 

adamant that she would not take him back again (1). At the time of the second interview 

she had repartnered with a man who did not make her feel like she was “walking on 

eggshells”. But the trauma of her first relationship still lingered and she was still 

suffering from the effects of being abused and manipulated by her first partner (2). 

 

For many of the sole mothers involved in this study the path to their current situation 

had been quite traumatic. Some had suffered through domestic violence and others had 

had to make decisions to leave a partner because of perceived risks to either themselves 

or their children or both. In addition to surviving and managing such issues, however, 

they usually needed to provide financially for themselves and their children. For many, 

the need to engage in paid work was a key element in the search for a meaningful life.   
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Paid Work 

 

At the time of the first interview most of the mothers identified themselves as being 

full-time workers. Bambi, Beth, Demi, Helen, Pat and Sarah all worked in salaried jobs, 

five days a week, with hours varying from 30 (Pat) to 45 (Bambi) hours per week. Demi 

and Pat both worked as schoolteachers and so would often bring work home in the form 

of lesson planning, marking and report writing. In addition to working full-time, Pat and 

Helen were also working on postgraduate studies as well (1). 

 

Some of the mothers, Jacki, Diane and I, spent more of our weekly time on study than 

paid work.3  From first to second interview, Jacki continued to devote three days to 

study and two days to paid work, although her courses and employment had both 

changed. She was enrolled in two postgraduate courses at the time of the second 

interview and was planning to do a short course in bar-tending in the near future. My 

own hours of work had increased from around six per week to twelve per week from the 

time of the first interview to the second interview (2). Diane’s work arrangements were 

more fluid, with regular periods of “feast or famine”. Most of the time she worked on 

her PhD, accommodating periods of full-time and part-time work as they became 

available to her. She also worked, off and on, as the President of a Postgraduate 

Association during the time of this study. Although she claimed that she worked, on 

average, two days a week, her time was taken up by many unpaid activities such as 

writing articles for the Postgraduate Association and attending seminars (1). Study and 

voluntary4 work, although not usually labelled as “work” by the mothers themselves, 

were seen as important to developing and having a career.  

 

For some of these mothers, being engaged in study, with a view to developing their 

careers, emerged as an extremely important aspect of their lives. Although every mother 

spoke about study in one form or another, Jacki, Pat and Diane devoted the most time to 

discussing how and why they studied. Just as Power (2003) found, an important 

                                                 
3 The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) classifies time spent on study as being “contracted” time. It is 
also time which is spent in preparation for paid work and so it has been included in this section of the 
thesis. 
4 Although voluntary work is “unpaid work” it was included in this section on “paid work” because of its 
connection to building a career.  
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motivation for study was the anticipation of an improved lifestyle or better employment 

options:  

 

“So I chose to go and do more university in the hope that eventually that would 

be the best thing for all of us.” Jacki (1) 

 

“So, to me, I’m sort of almost on this road to a much better lifestyle. A big part 

of that would be getting postgraduate qualifications. Getting myself out of the 

school system and into somewhere else where I’m a little bit better paid and I 

have more say in my work conditions and I work with more pleasant people.” 

Pat (2) 

 

“Intergenerational social mobility. That’s why it’s important to me. Because the 

[her surname]…their main claim to fame…like, I’ve got a cousin over here at 

Salisbury and he was bragging about when his father died all the pubs run out 

of booze. [Her surname] are just a long run of misfits, losers, no-hopers, 

pisspots, rodeo riders, rough nuts. Intra means within the generation rather than 

inter…inter can be, you know, from generation to generation. We’ve got to 

break this pattern. Got to break this cycle, yeah, that’s important to me. Not only 

my children but my grandchildren as well to be more successful.” Diane (2) 

 

So although study was generally not considered to be “work” it was definitely thought 

of as being a preparatory step toward work or a career3. Similarly, Jo claimed that she 

did not work at all, considering her voluntary work to not be “real work”5. At the time 

of the first interview Jo had been doing a course in community care and had gone on to 

volunteer in assisting families to cope with young children and life skills in their homes 

two days a week (1). By the time of the second interview she had completed a short 

course in business administration and had been working, free of charge, two days a 

week at her new partner’s office (2). She also volunteered two days a week at her 

children’s school and had worked, for a period of time, as a rugby referee on the 

weekends (1).  

                                                 
 
5 Even though Jo herself did not consider her voluntary work to be “work” it was included here because it 
had been her choice to not be paid for it. Much of her work would normally have been paid work and 
would have contributed to her career development.  
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In addition to Diane and Jo, Sarah, Demi and I had also changed employment 

arrangements between the two rounds of interviews. Sarah had changed jobs twice since 

the first interview. The first job was full-time and was located close to the city. She 

explained that this had been a bad decision as the extra travelling time had meant that 

she had been hardly home. At the second interview she advised that she now worked 

with a temping agency which suited her needs better as she was able to accept or reject 

work based on her family commitments. My own paid work had changed with the 

acceptance of a live-in position on campus at my university. My hours had doubled and 

were less regular as I was on call after hours but my travel time had decreased 

dramatically as had the time spent on house renovations compared to the previous year 

(2). Regardless of the mix between paid work and study, generally all the mothers 

appeared quite motivated to work.  

 

Across the range of work and work-like activities these mothers were active in pursuing 

career and caring opportunities. They were able to offer a number of motivations for 

wanting to work, with earning money at the top of the list. This was mentioned as being 

a key reason, not just for the sake of money itself or covering living expenses but for the 

feeling of security that money gave. For example, work was associated with financial 

independence for Pat and Sarah (1) and stability for Diane. (2). Indeed, when the 

mothers were asked if they would still choose to work if they did not need the money, 

all of the mothers indicated that they would still want to work because of the less 

tangible benefits that employment gave them.  These benefits, for example, included 

gaining skills they could use in other areas of their lives.   

 

Both Pat and Helen said that their work, besides being a source of income, was 

important to the way they saw themselves. Jo and Bambi spoke of feeling they were 

achievers when they did well at work. Helen and Bambi said that they enjoyed the sense 

of responsibility associated with their roles at work. Some described how working 

helped them feel like “achievers” in life (1). They spoke of the “spillover” from work to 

home, a phenomenon which has been noted by many researchers (Lobo, 1998; Peterson-

Tennant & Sperry, 2003; Roehling, Moen, & Batt, 2003). And some both recognised 

and, indeed, enjoyed this effect on their private lives:   
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“Oh, it gives me confidence and organisational skills. I know that sounds weird 

but at work I have to do project plans and that kind of thing. And it does it for 

me at home…like, I write lists of what needs to be done…” Beth (1) 

 

“And I am an organised person. I’m good at organising. And arranging and 

managing things. I’m actually quite a good manager at work. I was a manager 

for ten years before we restructured so I’m actually quite good at managing and 

I do, sometimes, carry some of that over to other parts of my life.”  Helen (1) 

 

Compared to the chaos and unpredictability of home life, work was a preferred 

environment for a couple of the mothers. Helen and Bambi spoke about how they were 

more relaxed and in control at work. They both described the relief they experienced 

when they were able to get away from the children and get to work:  

 

“Oh, yeah, it was just so…work is so easy compared to home. And you escape, 

you’re right, you escape to work.” Helen (1) 

 

“When I get to work it’s almost like a, ‘thank God I’m here’.” Bambi (1) 

 

Both Bambi and Jacki went even further to say that they derived most of their life 

satisfaction from their work, and not from their children: 

 

“And it’s probably because I do get a satisfaction…such satisfaction from 

working. That that is the ‘me’ part, if you like. And it always has been work, for 

me, before children. Work…I mean, if I didn’t have children I’d probably be 

working eight till seven.” Bambi (1) 

 

“I suppose I can say it…you’ve probably heard it all before…no, I actually say 

to one of my friends that I actually don’t derive my satisfaction from the children 

which I know most mothers would probably say that they do but I don’t. I have 

to truly admit that I don’t gain it from that. I gain it more from planning my 

career and stuff like that.” Jacki (2) 

 



 109

Others did not go as far, but instead conceded that it was very important for them to 

have the outside stimulation and contact with other adults through their paid work. Jo 

and Sarah spoke of the “mental stimulation” they enjoyed when they went to work. Jo, 

Helen and Diane all liked the extra opportunities to socialise with work colleagues. Pat 

spoke about her “enjoyment” in working with the children she taught. Helen explained 

how she viewed her workplace as a place of personal support and leisure. For Helen, her 

workmates were also her friends and she viewed it as being entirely normal to expect to 

have “fun at work” and claimed that, indeed, there should be “fun for everybody”. Her 

attitude towards her hectic schedule appeared to be framed in a positive light as she 

described how she liked, and had become accustomed, to being busy. The idea of 

finding enjoyment in the “busyness” of work was something that I also identified with 

as it gave me a sense of purpose (1).  

 

Despite being highly motivated to work, these mothers mentioned a variety of problems 

associated with their paid work. Ford and Millar’s (1998) study identified such 

constraints as poor health, lack of transport and violent ex-partners being part of the 

“multiple barriers” that sole mothers typically face in relation to paid employment. 

Although these barriers were also present in the lives of these sole mothers they were 

not mentioned in relation to paid work. Instead, the mothers mentioned problems with 

not being able to work the way that they wanted, having problems with the nature of the 

work, work relationships or management practices, or issues in combining work and 

parenting due to guilt. 

 

Some of the mothers spoke about how employer management decisions and a lack of so 

called “family friendly” policies at work had affected their ability to balance their lives. 

Beth noted that flexible work options would assist her in balancing her life but found 

that when she suggested telecommuting from home her boss had rejected the idea. 

Similarly, Pat spoke about being closely monitored in her workplace and not being 

allowed to work from home at times when her presence was not needed at school for 

teaching. For others it was the nature of the work at the workplace which was a source 

of stress (1).  

 

Jacki and Helen mentioned additional stress at their workplaces due to cutbacks in staff 

and accompanying expectations that they assume more responsibilities themselves. 
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Jacki described an increasingly stressful work environment where, instead of replacing a 

supervisor who had left, her boss had simply expected her and her co-worker to take on 

more work. Additionally, she also found the work itself to be often distressing, as 

people who were suicidal would call the help line she manned and she was expected to 

counsel them over the phone without having had any training to do so. Helen also spoke 

about the stress she experienced when her supervisors implemented cutbacks and re-

organised her workplace without consulting her or her workmates (1).   

 

In addition to issues associated with work itself, there were also issues in relation to 

attending work rather than “being there” for children. Pat, Beth, Demi, Jacki and Diane 

all spoke about the guilt they experienced in relation to their work. The guilt related to 

either putting children into childcare or in not spending enough time with children. 

Conversely, both Demi and Pat described a spillover effect from work to home in 

having to deal with children’s behavioural issues at work all day long (through their 

jobs as teachers) and not having enough tolerance and interest for their own children 

when they got home (1). Often guilt was a by-product of work choices and many of the 

mothers spoke of this as another dimension of their stress.   

 

Another source of stress and pressure related to fears and worries about the precarious 

nature of work contracts. At the time of the first interview Pat had been on contract at 

work and was looking forward to gaining permanent status. Striving for permanency 

meant being under pressure to perform consistently at a high level. Not receiving 

permanency would mean no pay over the long Christmas break, an unthinkable outcome 

for Pat. Such pressure, for her, was exacerbated by losses in income through increased 

tax, increased childcare and commuting costs (1). Diane also spoke about worries over 

losing her casual work and how she would routinely work more hours than she was paid 

in an attempt to assure herself of some security (2). Given the importance placed on 

work and the many stressors which could be associated with work, it emerged that, for 

many mothers, there was a link between work and mental health.  

 

For some mothers, stress at work had a negative impact on their self-reported health. 

Sarah, for example, mentioned that if she felt things were not working well between 

paid work and her home life she felt at risk of depression. Jacki talked about her 

expectation to be in full-time employment when she finished her studies and that if she 
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was unable to work as much as she wanted to how this would upset her and affect her 

wellbeing (1). Feeling pressured to work whilst ill was another aspect of the relationship 

between health and work.  

 

Diane and Pat both spoke about the pressures associated with having to work around 

illness. Illness has also been a significant problem for me as for a number of years I 

have experienced a pattern of getting quite ill, for up to six months at a time, as a result 

of stress associated with being a sole mother. This has had quite a debilitating effect on 

my ability to engage in paid work and, in turn, has created extra stress in trying to 

complete work responsibilities whilst ill. Diane also noted that if she was sick she still 

had to work because she could not “lose faith” with her employer and she could not 

afford to lose her casual job. Pat noted that despite her employer claiming to be “family 

friendly” she was permitted only three “family days” per year to care for sick children 

and attend to family problems. She said it was common practice to go to work sick and 

save her sick leave for when her children were sick. Similarly, Helen recalled the time 

when she started a new job with two young children, one of whom was ill a lot of the 

time and keeping her up at night and how she still came to work as usual each day 

because “I didn’t want to let people down” and how it was “just awful” (1).  

 

The pressures of coping with a variety of constraints whilst having a limited support 

network took its toll on many of these mothers. Bambi, in her job as a manager, found 

that her employees would often come to her with a range of quite serious personal 

problems and she felt obliged to listen and give counsel, even though it left her feeling 

depleted and unsupported herself. She described this as being a “sponge effect” in that 

the emotional load she carried was exacerbated by having no one to “offload to” herself. 

She had tried speaking to friends over the phone but found that the “care factor” 

appeared to be “zero”. In response, she routinely escaped into the “red wine bottle” to 

relax. Pat also described how the pressure of being too tired, too busy and rushing to 

and from work every day with no space and no winding down time would build up over 

the school term. Beth also found that the pressure that she felt in keeping everything 

going would also build up over time and that “every quarter I’ll have a cry”. Jacki also 

spoke about pressure getting “really, really bad” at work and that she would come home 

from work and be “really upset and I’d cry and but…I think that’s just normal”. Sarah’s 
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fallout from work appeared to happen more regularly and she finished the description of 

her weekly routine with, “and Friday you just die”.  

 

Two of the mothers spoke about the effect that being a sole mother had on their 

employment decisions. Diane and Helen both spoke about how being a sole mother had 

dissuaded them from applying for certain jobs. Diane mentioned not even bothering to 

apply for jobs which required being on call at night or on the weekend as she had no-

one to look after her daughter after-hours. Helen spoke about being interested in an 

advertised job which offered a promotion and better money, but deciding not to apply 

because she would have lost the flexibility of her current position which allowed her to 

fit in with her children’s needs and extracurricular activities. For these sole mothers 

their caring responsibilities failed to mesh with their career aspirations and constrained 

their work opportunities and options. Being able to be employed in a chosen field and 

work in a chosen way was important to some of these mothers and this aspect also 

featured strongly in terms of subjective wellbeing.  

 

Two of the mothers related workplace issues and pressures directly to their subjective 

wellbeing. Being able to engage with the workplace or interact with others at work in a 

preferred way was an important aspect of their wellbeing:  

 

“It’s fairly good but it could be better. Getting myself out of the school system 

and somewhere else where I’m a little better paid and I have more say in my 

working conditions and I work with more pleasant people. And just getting out 

of that negative environment would be wonderful.” Pat (2) 

 

“Well, it was going good when I came back to [current job]…I don’t know, I’ve 

turned a bit negative and I know I’ve got to pull myself together. I think if I 

could get some good news about this job and get out of there my wellbeing 

would be right up there sort of thing’. Beth (2) 

 

For some of the mothers, money, and being able to earn enough of it, was high on the 

list of priorities in terms of their wellbeing. Diane was the most vocal on the topic of 

money, claiming it to be the single most important factor in attaining wellbeing and 
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justifying this stance by explaining that everything in life is reliant upon the presence or 

absence of enough money:  

 

“Straight away…financial has to come into wellbeing because if you don’t have 

enough money to easily pay your bills, buy your food, have a social world, it 

affects your wellbeing. Straight up.” Diane (2) 

 

Diane was the only one to raise the issue of money herself. Helen, Pat and Demi, after 

being prompted, all asserted that money was an important factor in their wellbeing as 

well: 

 

 “Absolutely…yeah, money plays a big part.” Helen (2) 

 

 “It matters. Yes. It is important to me.”  Pat (2) 

 

As indicated by Diane, money could be important, not for its own sake, but for what it 

represented. For Demi, Diane and Pat, money was a means of providing for their 

family’s needs. Demi noted that money was also “part of stability” and Pat appeared to 

concur:  

 

“Yeah, I need to be able to know that I can pay the bills and pay the rent…and 

that’s a huge amount of security when you’ve got kids and I would hate to have 

to go back to having casual work.” Pat (2) 

 

Some of the mothers appeared contradictory in their statements concerning money. 

Although Helen had stated emphatically that money “absolutely…plays a big part” in 

wellbeing, she later commented that money was “not a critical factor”. Bambi said that 

money was not an important factor in her wellbeing, but later stated that one of the 

things that affected her wellbeing was a lack of “financials” to renovate her house. Jacki 

also said that money did not factor in her idea of wellbeing but that if she were to worry 

about money then it would have an “impact on both my psychological and physical 

health”. Beth, Jo and Sarah all claimed that money was not important to their wellbeing. 

They said that it played a part, but was not a priority as long as there was enough.  
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“If I lost everything, where it is stored, in a fire it wouldn’t bother me. Because 

I’ve got what I want here. So, I mean, in terms of, you know, like, what we’ve 

got, but financial…as long as there’s enough.” Jo (2) 

 

Having enough and feeling secure were two themes associated with money and 

wellbeing. Security was also conferred through paid employment and this also was an 

important aspect of wellbeing. At the time of the second interview Beth had just 

returned from a temporary secondment which had better remuneration and more 

autonomy than her normal position. She considered that her wellbeing had been 

compromised by her return to her old job because “you never know where you’re going 

from week to week”. Diane also spoke about work pressures and not being able to drop 

her child to school early enough to make her starting time and how this had affected her 

wellbeing as well as her ability to parent effectively. Others also mentioned things that 

could happen at the workplace which could reduce their sense of wellbeing: 

 

“Work has a big impact on your wellbeing, I think. You know, things that 

happen at work that umm, you might take a bit too seriously, I guess that’s when 

you need to step back from them.” Helen (2) 

 

“Being demeaned by male colleagues. Absolutely. It’s generally backhanded, 

not direct. Treat you like you know nothing.” Bambi (1) 

 

For Jacki, wellbeing was connected to a desire to work full-time in the industry of her 

choice and how she wanted to work “a lot of hours” when she finished her study. She 

anticipated that being prevented from achieving this aim would impact upon her sense 

of wellbeing:  

 

“I suppose that would affect my wellbeing. I suppose it is because if I can’t do 

that I would be upset about it and that would affect my wellbeing.” Jacki 

 

For these mothers paid work was not just another responsibility or just a means of 

providing for themselves and their families, it was also associated with the way that 

they saw themselves. Attaining money and providing for their families was important 

but even if they had sufficient money they still claimed that they would want to work 
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because of the other benefits that working provided. These benefits included feelings of 

stability and security, self-image, achievement, self-satisfaction, mental stimulation and 

for the fun and leisure that they found at the workplace. The motivation and drive to be 

involved with employment is something that the ABS noted in 1998 when they found 

that sole mothers were the most active group in looking for work and in enrolling in 

back to work programs (ABS, 1998). The findings of this study support the ABS data 

regarding the sole mothers’ willingness to work. But despite the keenness of these and 

other sole mothers to work, government policies imply that mothers are work-shy. 

 

Contrary to research which has found sole mothers to be highly motivated to work, 

Western social policy has often targeted this group as being in need of encouragement 

to work. In fact, in recent times, government policies in Australia have shifted from an 

attitude of encouragement towards one of coercion in relation to sole mothers’ 

workplace participation (Grattan, 2005a, 2005b; Horin, 2005; Jarvis & Jenkins, 1998). 

And this has occurred despite an increase of sole mothers in the workplace from 44% to 

49% from 1998 to 2000 (ABS, 1999b; McInnes, 2002). If sole mothers are not entering 

the workplace at the rate that the government expects (despite their willingness to take 

up paid work responsibilities), then the answer may be in the constraints which prevent 

them from doing so.  

 

Many researchers have noted constraints that sole mothers experience in relation to 

taking up paid work (Duncan & Edwards, 1997; Ford, 1998; McInnes, 2002). Duncan 

and Edwards (1997) observed that the cumulative effect of “multiple barriers” often 

mitigate against workplace participation. These barriers include ill-health, mental health 

problems, lack of transportation, violent partners and ex-partners (Ford & Millar, 1998; 

McInnes, 2002). The sole mothers in this study also mentioned multiple barriers in 

terms of their paid work which differed from the findings of previous researchers. They 

identified constraints which prevented them from taking up paid work such as lack of 

childcare outside of normal working hours (to take up shiftwork or weekend work) and 

feeling guilty over either putting children into childcare or not being there for their 

children whilst at work. In addition to having these constraints, however, there were “on 

the job” constraints which prevented them from enjoying their work.  
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The sole mothers in this study mentioned quite a few constraints they felt at the 

workplace. These included frustration over the lack of workplace flexibility, for 

example, the lack of telecommuting or work-from-home options. There were also 

management decisions which had been made without discussion with employees, 

problematic work relationships, and concerns over the instability of casual or contract 

work, feeling pressured to come to work when ill, and a lack of available days assigned 

for taking when children were sick or had an important event to attend. Some of the 

mothers attributed much importance to these constraints by claiming that not being able 

to work in the way that they wanted affected their health and wellbeing.  

 

The preference to engage in paid work and pursue a career, despite the constraints of 

unpaid work, was spoken of at length by these mothers. For some, this preference was 

driven by the need for personal fulfilment. For some, the workplace was more attractive 

and rewarding than mothering because it was more controlled and relaxing than at 

home. The idea of the workplace being a sanctuary from the chaos of the home life and 

the home life becoming more like work is a phenomenon that has been examined by 

Hochschild (1997). The importance of being able to attain preferences in relation to paid 

work is also something which has been examined by other researchers. 

 

Hakim’s Preference Theory (2000) argued that the uptake of a preferred role (whether 

for paid work or staying home) is important to women. Hakim found that having some 

autonomy in work or being able to realise one’s preferences in terms of paid work was 

very important for women in avoiding depression. Support for this argument was found 

in this study. But where Hakim’s (2000) theory proposed that women are inclined to 

either prefer to work, stay home or be adaptive to either depending on their situation, 

nearly all the mothers in this study indicated their preference to work and pursue a 

career. But despite this preference, the mothers still found it difficult to combine paid 

and unpaid workloads due to multiple constraints. In addition to the meshing of private 

lives and paid work, the mothers identified a need to be “present” for the other part of 

the “double shift” or the unpaid work in their lives. Zuzanek and Mannell (1998) found 

that mothers typically assign importance to their nurturing role when juggling their paid 

work commitments. Meeting expectations in both domains, however, is often made 

more complicated by structural constraints (such as lack of available childcare) and 

emotional constraints (such as guilt).  
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Unpaid Work  

 

The previous section examined the importance of paid work to the mothers in this study. 

Paid work emerged as important, not only for economic wellbeing, but also for reasons 

of self-satisfaction and personal fulfilment. The findings also highlighted the 

importance of choice and preferences in regards to paid work. Paid work is one of the 

key domains normally considered to be central to work/life balance. The other, unpaid 

work, is the focus of the next section. Here the expectations and experiences of the 

participants are examined in two main sections which are defined according to being 

either predominantly physical work or predominantly emotional work. The latter section 

focuses principally on emotional work, in particular, as it relates to mothering and 

childcare. Included here is an examination of formal and informal care and care 

provided by the ex-partner, after which issues concerning children’s health and 

discipline are explored. The following section examines physically oriented unpaid 

work involving the management of children and a household.  

  

 

Domestic Work 

 

In terms of unpaid work or domestic work, all the mothers in this study described a 

hectic daily routine of getting children up and ready in the morning and of coming home 

and organising meals, doing dishes, washing clothes, organising baths or showers and 

preparing for the following day. Mornings could include such chores as making beds, 

doing dishes and driving children to either before-school care, school or daycare. 

Afternoon activities included shopping, helping children with homework, ironing 

clothes, unpacking bags and packing lunches, feeding animals and driving children to 

sporting activities, traineeships, tutors, speech pathologists, work or the doctor (1).  

 

For many, such work continued after the children went to bed. Bambi described how 

nighttimes typically involved folding clothes, sweeping and doing the dishes. Beth 

spoke about preparing lunches, clothes and bags for the following day. Generally the 

work was most intense when managing the transition from home to work and vice versa 

(1). Mornings and afternoons were mentioned as being crucially hectic times where 

pressures would mount: 
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“That sort of early evening time when I should have dinner cooking and the 

house is a pigsty from the morning and I’ve got so many things I need to 

organise and the kids all need me for something, yeah, that’s a tricky time.” Pat 

(1) 

 

Domestic duties also featured prominently on weekends. All the women spoke of using 

weekends to complete domestic tasks carried over from the week, such as washing, 

cleaning, shopping, cooking and vacuuming. Demi noted that she got her major 

cleaning done on the weekend, but with a more casual approach than during the week. 

Pat noted that: 

 

“On Sundays I’m usually fairly free but I find I spend the whole day cleaning, to 

be honest. And putting washes through. So I just catch up on what I haven’t 

done during the week, basically. And the house.” Pat (1) 

 

In addition to performing the traditional role of household manager, however, many of 

the mothers also spoke about performing many tasks which would traditionally be 

considered to be a husband’s responsibility. Maintaining the garden, something which a 

husband might normally do, proved to be a common weekend activity. Demi watered 

the garden, Bambi hosed and mowed, and Helen spoke about doing “physical work in 

the yard”. A couple of us also used the time when our child/ren went on a contact visit 

with their father to do work around the house. At the time of the first interview, when 

my son still had visits with his father, mowing, weeding, planting and watering 

occupied much of my “weekend off” (1). This is also something that Bambi identified 

with:  

 

“It’s every second weekend I’d be just doing stuff around the yard by myself and 

the kids wouldn’t be here. I do housework, lawn work, tree work…whatever 

needs doing.” Bambi (1) 

 

In addition to maintaining the garden, many of the mothers were also active in 

maintaining their homes. Helen, Beth and I had all been in the process of renovating our 

houses at the time of the first interview. Beth had adopted a hands-on approach to 



 119

renovating and spoke about getting quotes for flooring and tiles, painting, tiling and 

shopping at Bunnings6. I had also undertaken most of the work myself with some 

outsourcing. Although Helen had hired contractors for her renovations she still had to 

organise the workers, pack up and move herself and her children out of the house during 

the work and oversee the workmanship. Housework and home maintenance aside, 

obligated weekend time also included other types of work (1).  

 

For some, weekend work involved the unpaid work of servicing the needs and interests 

of their children. Diane spoke of driving to collect her son from his work and of taking 

her daughter to a school fete. Pat routinely dropped off and picked up her children from 

choir practice and, for Helen, an essential part of her Sunday routine included washing 

her children’s hair. For Jo and Sarah, Saturdays were about attending sport with their 

children. Helen summed up her feelings about a typical Saturday: 

 

“Saturday’s just a workday. Another workday and you don’t get paid for it. It’s 

a sixteen hour day and it’s just work.” Helen (1) 

 

Sundays were also spoken of as being a time of organising children for the following 

week. Diane would bake snacks for her daughter to take to school and, similarly, Beth 

and Jo also organised things for school in advance: 

 

“I try to prepare a couple of meals ahead because, obviously, when [son] gets 

home from day-care, he’s starving”. Beth (1) 

 

“If you don’t have anything organised the night before, we just, honestly, find no 

uniforms in the morning, don’t know where his shoes are, bags, lunchboxes…” 

Jo (1) 

 

Where weekdays were concerned with paid work, study or volunteering, weekends were 

often occupied by unpaid work demands, for many of the mothers. In addition to 

completing housework and organising children on the weekend, some of the mothers 

also worked to support various community causes. Diane spoke of regularly baking 

cakes for school fetes and Beth also baked for charities on the weekend (1). So instead 
                                                 
6 Bunnings is a popular homeware and hardware store in Australia. 
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of the weekend being a time of rest, recuperation and leisure, for many, weekends were 

a busy time of domestic responsibilities associated with organising and servicing the 

needs of children and family.  

 

Although much of the unpaid work mentioned directly involved servicing the needs of 

the children, enlisting the assistance of the children was noticeably absent. Haslam 

(2006), speaking at a Work/Life Balance conference, noted that teaching children to do 

things for themselves could and should be a key source of assistance and a means to 

achieving balance for working parents. But, apart from Jo, who had eight children and 

spoke about dividing up domestic work amongst her brood, no other mother in this 

study spoke about enlisting the support and assistance from their child(ren) in domestic 

work, save for washing or dressing themselves. Certainly the input of the children could 

have alleviated some of the work associated with their upkeep and yet these sole 

mothers, largely, did not tap into this resource. The issue of children and the effort that 

was involved in their maintenance, upkeep and mothering was something that the 

mothers spoke of often. This section has discussed the physical aspect of unpaid work 

and the following section will look at the emotional work involved with mothering and 

childcare. 

 

 

The Work of Mothering 

 

Mothering was found to involve physical and emotional work and both were intricately 

tied to mothering expectations or preferences. The mothers expressed expectations 

about themselves as mothers, their actions and the anticipated reactions or outcomes 

from their children. These expectations appeared to have been influenced by mothering 

norms and their own experiences and were flavoured by their individual personalities. 

Many of the women embodied and enacted notions of an idealised motherhood which 

ranged from selflessness and self-sacrifice to maintaining a serene front in the face of 

adversity. For example, Helen and Jacki had strong opinions about their mothering roles 

which appeared to be very traditionalist and positioned their children and the children’s 

needs at the centre of their lives. Jacki explained that she always put her children first 

and took them everywhere she went and Helen anticipated the day when her children 
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would grow up and leave her with an “empty nest” and reflected on how this would be 

“lonely” and “terrible” for her (1). 

 

For some of the mothers, placing the children at the centre of their lives appeared to 

result in their leading socially isolated lives. Helen’s need to be in control and 

independent, coupled with a reluctance to rely on others for help, had led to limited 

interactions with others outside her immediate family. She described how she “didn’t 

want time for herself” and described herself as a “bit of a loner”. Both Helen and Jacki, 

however, appeared to be satisfied with their style of parenting and the outcomes 

resulting from their mothering decisions (1). Jacki described herself as being “happy 

nearly all the time” (2) and Helen spoke of the joy she found in being with her children 

and that the happy times nearly always outweighed the sad ones. Like Helen and Jacki, 

Sarah also demonstrated a very child-focused mothering style, stating: “The mornings 

are about the kids and that’s as it should be….it’s not about me, it’s about them” (1). 

Despite the differing mothering styles, however, each of the mothers mentioned above 

expressed satisfaction with her role as a mother.  

 

Jo also indicated that she felt satisfied with her role as a mother and provider but instead 

of her children being the central focus she tended to see herself in that role. Jo 

considered that because she was the mother she was the central figure in her family. She 

considered she was also their teacher, helping them to help each other and help others. 

Her children were viewed as individuals who had “different things to offer”. 

Individualistic and goal-oriented, Jo also monitored her own actions and interactions 

with others, by refusing to be associated with “negative people” and doing something 

for herself when she felt she was starting to lose focus on her own identity. She spoke of 

her style as being both “chaotic” and “organised” with equal importance being placed 

on punctuality and breaking the routine to have fun and seek novelty. Although Jo 

described her children as being extremely well behaved she had had some disciplinary 

issues with her older children because she had failed to enforce consequences with 

them.  Despite these problems, however, Jo appeared to have achieved the greatest 

success, in comparison to the other mothers, in terms of maintaining a sense of self 

whilst at the same time nurturing and guiding her children (1).  
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In contrast to Jo’s success, Demi, Diane, Pat and I tended to feel at risk of losing 

ourselves amongst the needs and demands of others. Pat spoke quietly about her need 

for “space away from kids” but Diane’s response was more emotional as she described 

her children as being “horrible, selfish little mongrels who don’t appreciate anything” 

(1). Instead of being central to her life, Diane indicated she felt they were an 

interruption to its normal course and she looked forward to when they would leave 

home and normality would be restored. Beth, the mother of a two year old, felt the 

pressure of her son’s total dependency on her and the need to be “forever checking” on 

him. She also spoke of looking forward to his growing independence from her and said 

she was always asking him, “When are you going to turn six?” Beth also indicated 

insecurity in terms of her role as a mother, comparing her experiences of her son’s 

actions with that of other mothers and constantly asking, “Why do you do this to me all 

the time?” (1). 

 

By comparison, both Demi and Diane felt their maternal performance had been 

influenced by their mothers. The death of Diane’s mother when she was twelve had left 

her feeling both more and less constrained by the loss of a key role model in her life. 

And Demi’s mother, who had been a full-time home-maker who could indulge high 

standards of cleanliness, also left a lasting impression on her daughter.  Although her 

mother had set a high benchmark in terms of housework Demi struggled to emulate 

these as a full-time worker (2). Seeking to attain high standards of performance in terms 

of coping and juggling competing demands on their time and energies was a common 

theme amongst many of the women.  

 

Demi, Diane, Helen and Jo all spoke about the need to be self-sufficient and placed 

themselves under great pressure in trying to achieve this goal. This is also something 

that I think is important to me as a mother and the head of my family. Bambi and Pat 

talked about finding it hard to ask for help. Helen and Jacki actively avoided letting 

others see their sadness or pain, including their children. Jo declared that no matter what 

the circumstances, “I don’t like giving excuses cause I think, man, any excuse sounds 

bad”. Sarah, in addition to putting children first and being focused on her mothering role 

at home, also held high and unforgiving expectations for herself, illustrated by calling 

herself a “horrible mum” for having forgotten her daughter’s dancing lesson (1).  

 



 123

When the participants spoke about themselves as mothers they revealed attitudes and 

expectations about themselves and their families and they also indicated an ordering of 

priorities in their lives. Most indicated that caring for others was an uppermost priority. 

Bambi prioritised having “happy children” over her own feelings. Jo indicated a wide 

range of priorities compared to the other mothers. She acknowledged she sometimes put 

everyone else first, but also asserted that her own needs were just as important and put a 

high priority on doing something for herself every week. She achieved this by setting 

short- and long-term physical, mental and spiritual personal and family goals (1). The 

other mothers also spoke about setting goals but these often focused only on work and 

career whereas Jo’s encompassed all aspects of her life in an attempt to attain balance. 

 

Despite the small cohort of mothers in this study, a wide range of mothering attitudes, 

styles and expectations were found. As mentioned in Chapter Two, Hakim (2000) 

described a relationship between paid work preferences and depression, finding that 

women need consistency between expectations and outcomes in order to feel satisfied 

with their lives. The same theory may apply to the act of mothering. These mothers 

certainly appeared to have distinct preferences in how they mothered, and achieving 

these appeared linked to satisfaction with their mothering role. The mothers also 

revealed their preferences in relation to the organisation and management of childcare.   

 

Preferences were influenced by social norms as well as the mother’s personal 

expectations, with both of these aspects coming into play concerning childcare. 

Childcare emerged as a complex issue because of these influences as well as the conflict 

it created between mothering norms and financial imperatives. The sourcing, 

organisation and management of childcare all contributed to the unpaid workload and 

could be easily disrupted through illness. Each of these factors conspires to increase the 

“emotional work” of mothering. The mothers’ experiences in regards to childcare will 

be examined in the next section.  

   

 

Childcare  

 

On a superficial level there are two types of childcare: formal and informal. Informal 

care involves care provided by friends, family, relatives, children and ex-partners. 
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Formal care involves monetary payment, usually to a government-approved care facility 

that offers either before- or after-school care and vacation care. This next section 

examines the complexities of not only managing the scheduling of children in and out of 

a range of childcare options, but also considers the often high emotional price which 

mothers face as a result of their childcare choices.   

 

Formal (paid) care was commonly used by nearly all the mothers and was generally 

associated with paid work responsibilities. Both Bambi and Beth used before and after-

school care every day. Demi, Helen and Sarah used after-school care only and Pat used 

before-school care only. My own child had cycled in and out of after-school care and 

the occasional vacation care required as a result of my studies and casual work (1). 

Despite the high demand for and use of formal childcare options, many of the mothers 

spoke about difficulties associated with access and use.   

 

For some of the mothers, issues with formal care revolved around the nature of the care 

itself. Jo spoke about her childcare centre having undergone a change of management 

and how she “wasn’t happy” with how her son was coming home. She noted, 

“Nothing’s worse than turning up at childcare and you feel like your kids have been 

neglected”. And Diane also questioned the standard of care on offer, mentioning the 

guilt she felt over using paid care in the past and how she had subsequently rejected this 

as an option for her youngest, “I’ve already tortured four kids through after-school care 

so I wasn’t going to do it to her” (1).  

 

For others, it was the issue of accessing care. Childcare centres adhere to strict business 

hours and apply harsh fines for parents who are late to collect their children. This is 

something that I have always been aware of, and I have been stressed on days when I 

have been running late to collect my son. Bambi also spoke of the pressure she felt in 

getting her kids to and from the daycare centre every day and the need to be on time. Pat 

was not even able to get to the point of experiencing this problem, however, as she was 

unable to get care for her daughter in the first place. For Pat, the before- and after-

school care provider had space available for her daughter but would not collect or 

deliver her daughter to or from school. It was impossible for Pat’s daughter to access 

before- or after-school care due to a lack of transport (1).   
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For those who could access care, the cost of such care was a major issue. Pat noted that 

the cost of childcare fees (added to other costs of working) meant that she earned less 

than someone who was on a sole parent’s pension. Bambi also noted how it was 

“costing a fortune, more than school fees, actually” to send her children to before- and 

after-school care (1). And Diane stated: 

 

“And it doesn’t mean to say I don’t love my daughter, but it costs me $65 a week 

for her childcare fees. That comes out of your wage before you even start, you 

know, everything else.” Diane (1) 

 

Trying to avoid the use of formal care arrangements because of issues associated with 

access and/or cost often created other problems. Diane noted she was aware that 

children could not legally be dropped at school until 8.30 in the morning but that she 

often did so because she needed to be across town, at work, by nine am. Dropping her 

daughter to school earlier flaunted school regulations and placed her at risk, something 

which was a constant worry for her (2): 

 

“Cause there is that stress involved, like you said, about that starting time in the 

morning with the kids school in that you’re dropping off earlier and being 

apprehensive about having to do that.” Diane (2) 

 

As mentioned, Diane had avoided formal care because of cost, guilt and in response to 

pressure to be an “at-home” mother for her daughter. The conflict that she felt over 

formal care was not universal. In fact, Helen expressed the opposite opinion. She spoke 

about being grateful for having access to paid childcare and how it enabled her to 

“escape to work” (2): 

 

“Shut the gate and I would just sigh. I would feel this enormous sense of relief 

and I have to laugh when I listen to new mums who say the guilt they feel. All I 

could ever feel was relief. I never felt any guilt about putting my children into 

childcare five days a week. I never felt any guilt. I’d walk away and feel such a 

sense of relief at closing that door! I’d run to the car and I’d just exhale.” Helen 

(2) 
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The diversity found in formal childcare options, as well as in the issues and concerns the 

mothers raised, also applied to the different types of informal childcare. Typically, when 

not relying on formal childcare, the mothers used informal arrangements. A few of the 

mothers had ample support from family and friends and finding carers appeared to be 

easy for them. By the time of the second interview, Bambi had taken her children out of 

formal childcare as she now had a friend taking them to school in the morning, an 

arrangement which saved her approximately $200 a month (2). Sarah also relied upon 

the assistance of friends who would look after her children when she played sport late at 

night (1). Beth and Jacki kept their support within their families, relying upon their 

mothers for childcare while they studied (1). Beth’s mother also minded the children 

when she went on business trips and attended counselling sessions with her pastor (1). 

Although Helen went out at night infrequently, she noted that her mother, sister or 

brother would all be willing to mind her children anytime (2). Jo also spoke of an 

extended family network of sitters which included her parents, brother, cousins, aunt 

and friends (1). Jacki seemed the most able to access informal support as she described 

how her mum and dad and all of her ex-partner’s family “wouldn’t hesitate” to mind her 

children anytime she wanted (1). At the time of the first interview Jacki was living at 

home with her mother and this also meant a lot of “at home” support was provided by 

her mother through meal preparation and driving the children to and from school one 

day a week (1). In contrast to the wealth of informal care that these mothers were able to 

draw upon, others were less fortunate.    

 

Demi, Pat, Sarah and I all described circumstances which featured a lack of informal 

care options with either friends or family or both. Both Pat and Sarah mentioned having 

moved house after separating from ex-partners and how, as a result, they had lost 

contact with their support networks that could have assisted with informal care. Because 

my family moved interstate when I was young, I have no contact with any extended 

family and although my immediate family lived close they were less than interested in 

offering assistance (1). The lack of informal care support often resulted in restrictions 

on leisure and work options.   

 

The mothers with fewer informal care options described how this has limited their life 

options. Both Demi and Pat found their leisure opportunities restricted because of lack 

of informal care. Demi was particularly despondent about needing to turn down 
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invitations to go out due to a lack of care. Diane felt sandwiched between inflexible 

formal care and a lack of informal care, and her paid work options narrowed as a result:  

 

“Some jobs will have call outs, you know, during the night or weekends or 

interstate travel or stuff like that. And sometimes I think I would love to have this 

job, I really think I have the skills and knowledge and past experience even, I’d 

be able to handle it. But how the hell can I be called out at two am in the 

morning when I’m a sole parent of one child, you know, who’s not old enough to 

be left alone? So obviously I feel pretty depressed and I don’t apply for it.” 

Diane (2) 

 

So the mothers without informal care options felt this was problematic and restrictive on 

their chosen lifestyle, but other mothers with this support could also feel the same way. 

Bambi’s mother was very willing to offer informal care assistance but she found that 

this was usually accompanied by interference with the way she disciplined the children 

as well as feeding them sugary snacks. This had led to disagreements and confrontations 

and resulted in Bambi avoiding her mother’s assistance: “…as far as actually calling 

upon them, no, I wouldn’t do it. No” (1). Similarly, although Jacki’s parents were 

willing carers and had both provided extensive support during her studies, she found 

their input to be disruptive and constrictive. There had been disagreements and conflict 

because “they’re not quite as strict as I am on routines” (1). At the time of the second 

interview she was making plans to move out of her parents’ house so she could limit 

their input and influence and be less reliant upon their assistance (2). Although these 

mothers had informal care options they felt constrained in accessing them because of 

these conflicts.  

 

Other mothers were also constrained in accessing informal care for their children due to 

guilt and the burden of owing the carer. For example, Beth’s mother was willing to help 

when needed, but Beth was reluctant to ask for help except for special occasions, 

because her mother also worked full-time and she did not want to burden her (1). Pat 

expressed a reluctance to ask for help that had been offered because she would not be 

able to return the favour: “I find it hard to ask people to do things. I feel like a burden. 

And often, I know, I couldn’t repay it” (1). Being a burden and not being able to 
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reciprocate regarding care were significant constraints for these mothers in accessing 

childcare assistance.   

 

So mothers who had informal care options could reject that assistance for reasons of not 

wanting to be a burden, avoiding conflict or guilt, but also because of the children’s 

behaviours. Both Jo and I found that our children reacted badly to being separated from 

us. When my son was little he would hate going to after-school care and would fuss and 

complain so I was always trying to juggle things around so I would not have to send 

him there. And Jo spoke of how her daughter’s traumatic birth, coupled with her ex-

husband’s violence at home had seemed to create a fierce dependency in her child: 

 

“So [daughter #3] has never, ever left my side. At the age of two I had to 

actually leave her at a person’s place for an hour and then go away and then 

come back and get her cause she would scream the whole time. Couldn’t even 

go to the toilet but she…honestly, I know she’s been traumatised since she was 

born.” Jo (2) 

 

As a sole mother, assistance in childcare is needed for the mother to work or leisure. 

Government regulated formal care is reliable and predictable but access can be 

constrained by availability of places and cost. Even when mothers access this care, 

concerns over quality of care and restricted hours of availability add to feelings of guilt 

and mothering inadequacy. Although informal care is free and offered outside formal 

care hours, not all mothers are able to access it and of those who do have access, many 

choose not to do so in order to avoid the accompanying conflict or guilt. Another source 

of informal care, unique to sole mothers and also having both advantages and 

disadvantages, is that which is created through contact visits. This informal care has the 

potential to be even more problematic, emotional and stressful than formal care, but can, 

conversely, provide more informal assistance than a partnered mother would normally 

expect.  
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Childcare through Contact Visits 

 

All of the mothers in this study had “residency” of their children. This means the 

children live with their mother and she has responsibility for the day-to-day decision 

making in terms of their care and wellbeing. The non-residential parent, the father in 

these cases, has visitation or “contact rights” with his children either by informal 

arrangement or formal ratification through the Family Law Court system.   

 

For the children who did have contact visits with their fathers, the amount and timing of 

these varied considerably. According to Rhoades (2002) “standard” contact typically 

involves a one- or two-night stay, either weekly or fortnightly. From the mother’s point 

of view this involves, at best, childcare assistance which is regular, reliable, safe and 

free. For the mothers whose children had standard contact, knowing that their children 

would be with someone they knew and trusted was highly valued. On that contact 

weekend the mothers scheduled work, study or leisure time activities. Other researchers 

have identified that such “time off” from childcare responsibilities is considered to be 

very beneficial for the mothers who receive it (Manning & Smock, 1999). This was also 

the case for some of the mothers in this study. For example, Beth and Sarah both spoke 

about looking forward to children going off on their contact visit (1). This is something 

that I also appreciated and enjoyed when my son was having regular contact visits. The 

advantages of contact, however, were not realised by all the mothers.   

 

Contact visits allow fathers to spend time with their children and allow mothers to have 

a break from childcare. However, many of the families did not experience these 

benefits. At the time of the first interview those of us having “regular” contact were 

Bambi, Beth, Sarah and me. At that time Demi, Helen, Jacki, Jo and Pat’s children had 

had little contact, in the recent past, with their fathers (1). By the time of the second 

interview I was no longer having contact, Sarah was about to cease her regular contact 

(due to a plan to move away from Brisbane) and Helen’s children had just commenced 

phone contact with their father (2). These changes highlight the complex nature of 

contact, which on the surface appears to be steady and reliable but in fact can be quite 

unstable and fluid.     
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Although it is intended that standard contact occurs at regular and reliable intervals, 

often this was not the case. Sometimes the fathers ceased contact entirely for long 

periods of time, only to re-commence at a later date. My own son had had regular 

“standard” contact for most of his life, except for a period of nine months a few years 

before the first interview round, when his father had ceased contact of his own volition 

(1). At the time of the second round of interviews my ex-partner had just ceased contact 

again, saying, “I’m going around Australia and I won’t be seeing him for a while” (2). 

Diane, Jacki and Pat’s children had no contact with their father at the time of the first 

interview. Diane’s children had had contact some time earlier, but this had ceased and 

now two of their four children lived with their father permanently. Pat had also had 

contact visits in the past but they had ceased about three years prior to the first 

interview. Jacki’s ex-partner had stopped seeing the children two years prior to the first 

interview: “I did see him…this was about twelve months after he hadn’t come back, and 

he just said, ‘I never want to see you or the children again’, and he never did”(1). Bambi 

noted that, although her children had regular contact, this could change at a moment’s 

notice. Her ex-partner would cancel his contact if it conflicted with his plans or if the 

children’s planned activities did not suit him. She spoke of one occasion when the 

children were waiting, “dressed in their good clothes” when he called and cancelled the 

visit. She commented, “Well, if he’s got something planned or the kids have got 

something on he most often can’t take them or won’t take them” (2). Although contact 

for these mothers could be erratic, at least when it occurred it was fairly reliable, unlike 

the sporadic and sparse contact arrangements in place for some of the other mothers.   

 

The other mothers, Demi, Helen and Jo, had all had irregular contact between their 

children and their ex-partners. Demi’s husband was an alcoholic and unable to care for 

his son or assist in childcare in any way. She would take her son to see his father on a 

day visit, once or twice a year. Helen described how, shortly after their break-up, her 

ex-partner used to have contact in the form of short visits or on special occasions. All 

contact had ceased around three and a half years prior to the first interview (1), but by 

the second interview the ex-partner had made contact and was regularly speaking to his 

children on the phone, expressing a desire to advance to face-to-face contact in time (2). 

Jo’s relationship had cycled on and off with a recurring pattern of resuming the 

relationship, her falling pregnant and him leaving again. During the “on” phases of their 

relationship he had assumed parental duties, and during the “off” phases he maintained 
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contact only through a mobile phone that he had purchased for his children (1). At the 

second interview Jo informed me that six months prior to that time three of her children 

had gone across to Perth to visit their father for a holiday. This had extended into a 

semi-permanent living arrangement when he refused to let them come home. She had 

recently reached an agreement with her ex-partner and the children were due to return to 

her at the end of 2005 (2). Although Demi, Helen and Jo’s children spoke to their 

fathers and occasionally saw them, this did not constitute assistance with childcare. 

Irregularity of contact also compromised the mother’s ability to rely upon it and 

schedule other commitments around this time.    

 

The changeable nature of contact has been noted by other researchers. Bronstein et al. 

(1994) and King and Heard (1999) all found that, regardless of the amount of contact at 

the outset, invariably contact wanes over time. The experiences of the mothers in this 

study show that, in addition to contact waning over time, there were the added 

complications of contact ceasing and re-commencing as well. Smyth and Caruana et al. 

(2004, p.27) have suggested that a complex mix of family dynamics direct the form of 

child contact which are based around the three Rs: “repartnering, relocation and residual 

bad feelings”. These three R’s, working in combination with the child’s individual 

temperament, resilience, experience, age, developmental stage and wishes determine the 

course of contact. These factors may have been at play in the contact experiences of the 

sole mothers in this study, but there may have been others.  

 

For mothers who had experienced domestic violence at the hands of their ex-partners, 

contact visits were often used as a means of perpetuating an abusive relationship. For 

example, Diane found that her ex-partner used contact visits to gain access to her and 

her house so he could continue to harass and abuse her. Others found that, even though 

the violence or denigration had ceased, the stress involved in interacting with or being 

in close proximity to their ex-partners continued. In my case, I used a drop-off centre 

which allowed me to exchange my son for contact visits and allowed me to come and go 

without confrontation, but the fear and apprehension I felt approaching and leaving the 

building each fortnight was, at times, overwhelming (1). Pat also noted, “I know around 

those access weekends it used to get, when it did occur, very, very stressful” (2). 
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Often the stress connected to contact visits was exacerbated by the behaviours of the 

children. Jo noted that her son “always seems to play up” after his dad’s visits (1). 

Similarly, Beth spoke of issues with her young child’s sleeping routines and how the 

fallout from contact visits had impacted upon her own home life:  

 

“…when he comes back, the week after he comes back, like, from the fortnightly 

visit, it’s really hard. Like, he wakes up in the middle of the night and, umm, 

comes into bed and everything like that but then the following week we’re back 

down to our routine again but then it’s time for the weekend again so you sort of 

go in a cycle’. Beth (1) 

 

I had also found that my child was unsettled after a contact visit. He would be 

withdrawn at first and often this was followed by extremely aggressive behaviour which 

would involve throwing, fighting and self-harming and usually persisted up until 

bedtime that night (1). Aggression was also something that Jo and Diane had found with 

their children, following contact visits, and both attributed this behaviour to their 

“modelling” their fathers’ abusive and aggressive behaviour. Jo’s “special needs” 

child’s tendency to be aggressive and disruptive in her home had led her to place him 

with her parents on a permanent basis (1). Diane had even experienced violence at the 

hands of two of her sons, who were older than any of the other children in the study, and 

spoke about how she had taken out a Domestic Violence Order against one of them. At 

the time of the second interview they resided permanently with their father(2). 

 

The many issues concerned with contact were reflected in the range of responses and 

attitudes the mothers expressed. For some, contact visits were a welcome source of 

support and free childcare assistance, providing highly valued and regular opportunities 

for personal leisure time. Others found the changeable and unreliable nature of contact 

to be problematic. And some had experienced contact as a means of perpetuating 

domestic violence and intimidation by their ex-partners. In addition to the emotional 

work attached to feeling vulnerable themselves or coping with children’s changed 

behaviours when returning from contact, there was also the extra physical work created 

by contact. Each contact visit was accompanied by organisational work, packing and 

unpacking bags, driving children and washing clothes.     
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Contact, for these mothers, offered advantages and disadvantages in terms of childcare. 

At its best, contact could be regular, reliable and free childcare with a known and 

trusted provider, enabling the mothers to pursue work, study or leisure. And although 

other researchers have claimed that sole mothers have only two-thirds as much leisure 

time as partnered mothers (Douthitt et al., 1990), the presence of regular contact time, 

for sole mothers, would appear to challenge this claim. In its ideal form, contact time 

provides highly valued “me” time for sole mothers that partnered mothers would not 

normally expect to receive. Mothers whose contact arrangements were less than ideal 

found that such childcare assistance created additional stresses and those without 

contact often lamented their lack of assistance from this quarter.      

 

Thus far this chapter has examined the intricacies involved in formal and informal care 

and in all instances the assumption of health has been present. Often, formal and 

informal care is only available for healthy children, regardless of the urgency of need to 

meet paid work obligations. Sick children are typically denied formal care and even 

informal care can be withdrawn, causing profound disruption to household harmony. 

The assumption of health conceals a latent constraint and adds another layer of 

complexity to the issue of childcare.  

   

 

Child Health 

 

Even when care arrangements are in place routines can be disrupted when a child 

becomes ill. For a working mother, a sick child can be a real problem. Formal care 

arrangements can become inaccessible as childcare centre policies normally preclude 

sick children. Even informal care arrangements can be threatened, with carers not 

wanting to put themselves or other children at risk of becoming ill. In a two-parent 

family the risk to paid work arrangements and family functioning can be shared but 

opportunities for load sharing are often scarce for sole mothers. 

 

Both partnered and sole mother households have an underlying expectation and reliance 

upon the good health of their members. Children’s illness not only exposes mothers to 

the same malady but often creates extra work, prevents attendance at paid work and can 

deny the mother access to much-needed sleep. The mothers in this study spoke at length 
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about the health problems and illnesses their children had suffered and the impacts upon 

them. Surprisingly, there also appeared to be a gender bias in terms of childhood health 

problems in that the overwhelming majority of issues concerned sons.  

 

Many of the sons of the mothers in this study had a range of recurring problems 

associated with their ears. Demi, Jo, Helen and Jacki’s sons had all suffered from 

recurring ear infections and Bambi’s son had suffered from “glue ear” for some time. 

Demi and Jacki’s sons had both had grommets inserted to alleviate their problems. 

Bambi, Demi’s and Helen’s sons also suffered from continuing partial hearing loss as a 

result of their ear problems (1). Hearing is needed to develop speech patterns and so, 

possibly as a result of hearing issues, some of the children also suffered from 

developmentally delayed speech. Jacki’s sons had attended a special education 

preschool due to the “total delayed development”, of their speech to the age of five or 

six , while Helen’s son had “severe disabilities” in that his ‘expressive language was 

very, very poor” (2).  

 

In addition to problems with ears, three mothers had children diagnosed with a range of 

other serious medical conditions. For example, in addition to recurring ear infections 

and loss of hearing, Helen’s son had also been diagnosed as having ADHD7. One of 

Jo’s sons had recurring ear infections but was also a “special needs boy” who had 

suffered a stroke at the age of two months and now suffered from cerebral palsy (1). 

Another of Jo’s sons also suffered from asthma and she also had a daughter who was 

prone to epileptic fits when under stress (2). Obtaining a professional diagnosis and 

managing the condition required an often intense commitment from the mothers in 

terms of their money and time.    

 

Many of the health issues suffered by the children had involved enlisting the assistance 

of a range of professionals. Helen’s son had spent time with a psychologist and an 

audiologist to minimise his hearing issues. Jacki’s sons had had a long association with 

an occupational therapist, speech therapists and physiotherapists. And one of Jo’s sons 

had been under the care of a naturopath for his health problems. Diane had also had 

developmental issues with her children and had spent a great deal of time and money 

taking them to child psychologists and eye specialists and to the University of 
                                                 
7 Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
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Queensland to have their audio perception tested as well as having blood tests and CT 

scans. Despite her determination to attain a treatable diagnosis she was ultimately 

advised that the problem with her children was their “low intellect”. In addition to the 

work involved in the management of ongoing health issues the mothers also had the 

burden of coping with incidental minor childhood illnesses.   

 

As mentioned earlier, the management of the usual childhood illnesses, like the flu or 

mumps, can negate childcare arrangements and impair a mother’s ability to fulfil paid 

work responsibilities. Diane described an instance where her daughter’s illness had 

impacted upon her working day:  

 

“I tried to go up to the office and work from the office and soon as I’d take up a 

big box of things suddenly she’s too sick to go to school so you can’t sit up the 

office with your sick kid, you’ve got to work from home.” Diane (1) 

 

A sick child divides concentration and impairs the mother’s ability to attend work and 

so can affect income and leave entitlements, in addition to the cost of any medicines and 

treatments:  

 

“…but it cost like $20 for the antibiotics and then another $10 for baby 

Panadol… so if you think $30 at a time and I just said to this guy at work, ‘I 

can’t afford him to be sick anymore.’ Like, I can’t afford the time off, I’ve hardly 

got any sick days left, can’t afford the medication…” Beth (2) 

 

For most of the sole mothers their households were finely balanced on an assumption of 

health. Illness could threaten family routines, livelihoods, stress levels and sleep and, as 

Pat commented, it could “throw everything into crisis” (2). Weston and Hughes (1999) 

noted that each married woman is just a divorce away from poverty. Perhaps the 

appropriate analogy here is that sole mothers are just a sick child away from ruin.  

 

Sole mother families are at greater risk through the threat of illness than partnered 

mothers. The lack of a safety net, in the form of a partner, heightens the risk to both 

maternal and familial wellbeing. In addition to disrupted routines, lost sleep, disrupted 

childcare and work, and the financial cost of doctors, specialists and medicines, there is 
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an additional cost in terms of the emotional work needed to care for a sick child. This 

extra work and attention is in addition to an often already heavy workload. For 

incidental illness this work can be short term and after the child recovers things return to 

normal. There is other “work” associated with children, however, which often seems 

never-ending by comparison. This is the work of managing child behaviours.  

 

 

Child Behaviour: Management and Discipline 

 

In addition to washing, cooking and cleaning for them, educating them, driving them to 

social and sporting commitments, arranging childcare, supervising homework and 

looking after them when they are sick, there is also additional work in managing child 

behaviours on a day-to-day basis. For the mothers in this study, this was often a 

significant contributor to stress levels and workload, with the ability to negatively 

impact on an ability to cope. For some of the mothers, behaviour management was a 

major issue. Although there were roughly the same number of boys and girls spread 

among the participants in this study, mothers’ concerns with behaviours, as with health 

issues, were almost entirely focused on the boys.   

 

Problems concerning the boys and their behaviours appeared to involve them either 

doing something that was unwanted or unacceptable, or not doing something that was 

requested or expected. Behaving in unacceptable ways seemed to be applicable to all 

age groups in the sample. Beth spoke of her two year old “wrestling”, “screaming”, 

“playing up” and “having a tantrum”(1). Regularly, my own son, between the ages of 

two and six, would have tantrums, get violent and physically wreck a room. Once he 

was in an angry and destructive mindset this behaviour would last up until bedtime (1). 

Jacki noted that when her sons were around five years old they would have “the biggest 

spack attacks” (1) and Helen’s son, when aged seven, would “scream”, “throw 

tantrums”, or “go completely ballistic” and also had behavioural problems at school (1). 

Jo’s son, aged 13, was described as a “constant teaser” who liked to pick on his siblings 

(2). Jacki had established a link between behaviour and video games, by the time of the 

second interview, after finding that her boys were “uncontrollable after they play it for a 

couple of days” and she had restricted play time as a result (2). Disruption and 

aggression could, on occasion, become directed towards the mothers themselves.  
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For a few of the older boys, physical aggression had led to physical violence towards 

their mothers. Diane spoke of past experiences with one son and how it had led to her 

taking a domestic violence order out against him to protect her and her other children 

(1). Jo also talked about her son’s violence towards her, and noted that “it’s just normal 

for him [her son] to punch someone or something” attributing this behaviour to her 

husband’s influence (2): 

  

“He’s a little bit violent towards me. Only because he’s got a bit of his 

dad’s…that kind of role modelling. So, he always says a few comments like, 

umm, you know, ‘I’ll smash you’.” Jo (2) 

 

Managing their boys’ behaviour in general and in particular their aggression or overt 

violence towards them was problematic for some of the mothers. Diane’s 17 year old 

son was a source of great stress for her in his refusal to comply with her domestic 

expectations: 

 

“In his process of looking for something he has pulled things out and there’s a 

whole section of things just strewn everywhere……within two foot of the door 

there’ll be four dirty towels and they’ll just be stuff all over his floor…as soon as 

you clean up the stove seems [son] is attracted to it and he’ll be making up 

something with tins of tomatoes and it’ll be bubbling and it’ll be over the side of 

the fridge and …if he makes a coffee, he’ll bump the spoon and half of it will go 

on the bench and half on the floor.” Diane (1) 

 

In contrast to the many problems boys seemed to pose, girls presented as being virtually 

problem free. Jo was the only one who mentioned a problem with her daughter who had 

run up a large mobile phone bill without permission and also displayed “attitude” 

towards her. She was also in the habit of getting “cranky” and “playing up” by not 

speaking for a few days at a time (1). This seemed to have been a short-lived problem 

as, by the time of the second interview Jo described how the situation had been resolved 

by her daughter opening up to her, explaining her feelings and actions and apologising 

(2). Other mothers spoke of similar issues with daughters, but, again, these seemed 

relatively minor and/or short-lived. For example, Pat spoke about the pressure she felt 

from her daughters “expecting help with something”, whilst Sarah noted that asking her 
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daughters for some “time out” could be a “cue to be even naughtier” and how she 

noticed that engaging in full-time work seemed to influence her daughter’s behaviour:  

 

“She’s really horrible when I’m gone full-time hours and she becomes feral, 

really quickly. They need me home more than that and they need me in control 

more than that.” Jo 

 

In comparison to the issues with the girls, the problems with the boys impacted more 

profoundly on the mothers and their household. Some of the mothers spoke about the 

clashes that they had had with their boys and how this had led to increased tensions on 

both sides. All of the mothers of boys with poor behaviours expressed frustration in 

attempting to deal with these issues. Diane and Helen were most explicit regarding their 

boys’ behaviour and how it had impacted upon them personally. Helen spoke about the 

“stress that comes into the house” which led to “quite a bit of aggravation”. Diane spoke 

of her relationship with her son being a “one-way street” and that her son’s lack of care 

towards his dog was a major source of depression for her (1). With my own son, those 

early years were characterised by feeling trapped with an unreasonable banshee who 

would hit, throw, scream, argue and self-hurt. I was trapped in a house that I could not 

leave because I was the only one there and there were times when I would lock myself 

in my bedroom to escape. The lack of adult assistance at these times was keenly felt.   

 

Most of the mothers in this study coped alone with the behavioural problems of their 

children. The lack of a partner to assist or provide appropriate role modelling for 

children was something that the mothers mentioned regarding disciplining children: 

   

“You know, you get tired of nagging a kid who does nothing. Whereas I’m 

certain if I had a male partner [son#] wouldn’t be quite so lazy’. Diane (1) 

 

“Because you didn’t have a partner the one thing I’ve found being with someone 

is my discipline was so lacking.” Jo (1) 

 

Finding someone to co-parent the children, however, did not necessarily make 

discipline easier. When Jo repartnered she found that discipline was more of an issue 

than it had been when she was a sole mother. Her new partner had his own ideas about 
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discipline and Jo found that her children would reject his intervention, saying, “No, he’s 

not our dad, we’re not going to do it” (2). Sarah had also found a new partner but had 

not yet merged households, but she was already thinking about how merging two 

families and two different parenting styles was going to work:  

 

“I’m stricter on my kids than he is on his. And I’m not sure how that’s going to 

work because he only has his fifty percent of the time. I have mine a hundred 

percent of the time and I’m not intending to change how strict I am on mine. So 

we’re not sure how that’s going to work.” Sarah (2) 

 

Interference or a challenge to parenting or discipline styles was not limited to new 

partners. Jacki, seemingly, had experienced the most interference and was the most 

disturbed by her parents’ interference with her “authority” over her children and their 

discipline. She described how she wanted to be the single voice of authority for her sons 

and how she had adopted a “don’t ask them, just tell them…there’s no discussion” 

approach with her children. This approach clashed with how her father thought they 

should be disciplined: 

 

“I haven’t noticed anything that’s so unacceptable that, for me, it’s problematic. 

But my dad just thinks everything is a problem. They…if they say something to 

me, like if they speak rudely to me then that’s a huge problem for him where I 

will discipline them for it but I’m not overly concerned at the moment 

because…I thinks it’s a normal transition for them.” Jacki (1) 

 

Jacki’s parents’ interference with her parenting approach influenced her more because 

she was residing in their house at the time. She saw that disagreements with her father 

over the disciplining of her children as a threat to parenting consistency. She found her 

children often played one off against the other to get what they wanted:  

 

“They’re really sneaky and they’ll like go and …if they want to do something 

and I said, ‘no’ they’ll just immediately, now, go and try and find somebody else 

that’ll say, ‘yes’ to them. They’ll just go from person to person until they get 

what they want.” Jacki (2) 
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This type of behaviour had motivated Jacki to make arrangements to move out of her 

parents’ house so she could re-establish boundaries and guidelines for her children and 

return to being the main authority figure again (2). At this time, however, there was the 

addition of a new male friend in Jacki’s life who, she felt, was also encroaching on her 

domain in regards to the children’s discipline: 

 

“Like, my friend that I was talking about, he does get cranky with them if they’re 

being silly and stuff but I constantly am…like, when the children aren’t there 

I’m constantly saying to him, ‘Can you just leave it and I’ll deal with it?’.” Jacki 

(2) 

 

The issues raised so far in regards to child behaviour add to a mother’s physical and 

emotional workload and impact on her sense of wellbeing. Researchers have found a 

link between either young children and depressed wellbeing (Strazdins, 2006; Wise, 

2003) or young children and maternal depression (Brown cited in Baxter & Gray, 2003; 

Hakim, 2000). The mothers in this study exhibited similar links, highlighting a 

connection between their children’s behaviour and their own perception of wellbeing. 

Diane spoke about her son’s actions and how important they were to her, almost to the 

point of obsession because they threatened her need for an orderly environment and 

created a sense of loss of control (2). These factors were considered to be important to 

her sense of wellbeing. The effect of children on wellbeing was also mentioned by other 

mothers: 

 

“Problems with the kids…if there are problems with the kids it can certainly 

impact your wellbeing.” Helen (2) 

 

“Yes, that would definitely impact on my wellbeing as well because if they were, 

if they were sick and stuff I would be upset about it and that would affect my 

psychological and physical health.” Jacki (2) 

 

But the relationship between behaviour and wellbeing is not a one-way street. As 

Strazdins (2006) reminded us, child and parent wellbeing can be interlinked, maternal 

depression and stress leads to an increased risk of negative outcomes and can take the 

form of emotional and behavioural problems in children. The presence of children and 



 141

their poor behaviour can decrease maternal wellbeing and, conversely, children’s 

wellbeing can be depressed by their mothers’ stress. The interconnectedness of the 

relationship between mother and child is something that Demi acknowledged: 

 

“Well, yes, he’s part of my little world. Most definitely. When he’s not happy or 

healthy I’m concerned, so, yeah, we have an effect on each other.” Demi (1) 

 

Whether the poor behavioural patterns of the children in this study are biologically 

driven or influenced by family form or maternal stress is unclear. What is certain is that 

behavioural issues add another layer of complexity for mothers who are often already 

under pressure to juggle normal paid and unpaid work demands.   

 

Work/life balance researchers generally agree that the managing and blending of paid 

work and unpaid work demands are closely associated with the achievement of balance 

and that both of these domains are connected to health. The data from this study support 

this proposition and highlight a number of ways that both domains exert considerable 

influence and constraint over sole mothers’ lives. Strazdins (2006) claimed that health is 

an important element and should be included in any debate on work/life balance 

because it is an important indicator of how well families are coping. Health is also 

mentioned by Higgins and Duxbury (2001) in their Work/Life Balance Theoretical 

Framework as being an “employee outcome”. This section has already examined the 

effects of children’s health on the mother’s ability to participate in paid work and 

balance her responsibilities, but her own health is just as pivotal. The following section 

will examine the role that the mother’s health has in terms of constraining her ability to 

cope and juggle paid and unpaid work demands.    

 

 

Mother’s Health  

 

This section will discuss the issues associated with the mothers’ physical and mental 

health. Despite the fact that no questions were asked on health at the first interview, it 

nonetheless emerged as a significant aspect of that phase of the study. At the second 

interview, all the mothers were asked about their physical health and whether or not 



 142

they had suffered any serious illnesses. Concerns with depression (mental health) 

featured prominently, but physical health matters appeared overlooked or downplayed.   

 

It had emerged at the first interview that Sarah had had some serious health issues, 

having recently recovered from a stomach ulcer and cancer. But apart from Sarah, all 

the mothers claimed to be in good health. Further discussion, however, indicated a 

number of fairly chronic health issues. The changeable nature of their health alluded to 

this:  

 

“Well, it’s a bit like a roller coaster. Umm, I think, generally, it’s just related to 

my allergies. Cause I have crappy sinuses and hay fever and most of what I get 

is related to that.”  Demi (2) 

 

“Hmmm, it goes up and down. Umm, I turned 48 too, a couple of weeks ago. 

And umm, it’s been an up and down year health wise. I find, as I’m getting 

older, it’s getting a bit harder.”  Helen (2) 

 

Some of the mothers gave a collective list of ailments which contradicted their claim to 

good health. Beth, Demi, Diane, Jo and Sarah either claimed that their health was 

satisfactory or, if not optimal, not a big issue in their lives. Beth claimed she was “a lot 

healthier now” and Jo said, “I’ve never been sick”. But although they did not consider 

that their health was a problem, this view was contradicted by the list of illnesses and 

maladies they had been and were dealing with.  

 

Diane, Beth and Demi all appeared to either downplay or ignore severe or chronic 

health symptoms that I either witnessed or learned about through casual comment. With 

a year between interviews I was surprised to find, at the second interview, Diane still 

struggling with the same severe chest infection. The interview was interspersed with 

bouts of a severe hacking cough. This was referred to only in passing with the comment, 

“And, oh, I had the runny nose thing probably for more than twelve months.” The fact 

that she also had had gallstones since the first interview was also only mentioned in 

passing (2). Beth also mentioned having had the ‘flu three times recently and, when we 

chatted casually prior to the second interview, spoke about some recent “dizzy spells” 

and how she had collapsed and passed out the other day while shopping. This episode 
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was not even mentioned when I asked her about her health during the interview (2). 

Demi said she had not had any “major illnesses” but then went on to talk about her 

“allergies”, “hayfever”, “headaches” and how her muscles were sore: “I have a neck 

ache, headache, stomach ache, pretty much persistently” (1). Sarah spoke about being 

happy and having “great health” at the time of the second interview. But she also spoke 

about her constant battle with celiac8 and how this often resulted in anaemia which left 

her drained and tired (2). Of all the mothers, Jo’s response in terms of her health 

appeared to be the most contradictory. 

 

At the time of the second interview, Jo was in the last week of her ninth pregnancy. It 

had been a difficult pregnancy and she described feeling “medically unsafe”, claiming 

that this was new to her as she’d “never been sick” (2). She later went on, however, to 

describe an incident which had involved her disabled son and her abusive ex-partner 

which had led her to suffer a “mini-stroke” due to stress. She also related the story of 

the night when her daughter was born and how a fight with her ex-partner had escalated 

to where he tried to strangle her. As a result, she had suffered an “epileptic fit” and was 

rushed to intensive care where she stayed for an extended period of time. These 

traumatic events continued to haunt her and affect her health as just a phone call from 

her ex-partner could cause her to have a “bad turn”.   

 

It is unclear why these mothers downplayed, denied or overlooked their health issues. It 

may be that they were too busy to notice, or perhaps other issues, by comparison, 

appeared more urgent. Perhaps it is also linked to an “ethic of care” where mothers feel 

that the needs of others should be placed above their own (Gilligan, 1982). Or pressure 

to cope could have brought about a need to avoid acknowledging the risk of personal 

weakness or susceptibility. I know that in my own case I suffered a period of illness for 

around three years. It seemed strange that my “flu”, like Diane’s, had hung around as 

long as it had. It was only when I sat down with a calendar and worked out the dates 

that I realised that I had been battling a severe chest and sinus infection for at least six 

months out of every twelve. At times my illness was so debilitating that I could not 

work or even attend to domestic duties as I lay for hours on my sofa. It surprised me to 

realise that this could not be a simple flu but had to be something more serious. Time 

had passed in a haze of “coping” and “getting by” where I was too busy surviving to 
                                                 
8 Celiac is an auto-immune intestinal disorder which is agitated by the ingestion of gluten. 
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question or address my health issues. Thus, while I am surprised at how the sole 

mothers in this study appeared to overlook their own health problems, their behaviour 

was very much like my own.  

 

One aspect of health that the mothers did not have any trouble discussing was their 

experience with mental health. Most of the women spoke about stress and its negative 

impact on their health. Jacki described the pressure as being “constant” and found the 

state of sole motherhood as being “overwhelming” (1). Wise (2003) found that divorced 

people are twice as likely to have an active mental disorder as partnered people. A lot of 

the stress experienced by the sole mothers in this study could be related to depression. 

Nearly all the women spoke of having regular bouts of depression. Three of the mothers 

noted that their last bout of depression had happened within six months of the first 

round of interviews, and Jo, Jacki, Helen, Diane, Demi and Bambi all spoke about 

repeated incidents of depression, which sometimes appeared to operate in a cyclic 

fashion, similar to my own experiences of depression. Jo, the mother of eight, expressed 

how her depression was linked to her cyclic experience of sole mothering: 

 

“I think anything would depress you if you’ve got, you know, have a partner that 

comes back and forth when it suits him and you keep getting pregnant.”  Jo (1) 

 

Diane spoke at length on the subject of depression, noting that periods of depression 

could last for days or weeks and were typically brought on by conflict with her children. 

She described feeling she was in an impossible “lose/lose situation” with them and that 

“no-one else gives a god damn about what impact it might have on me” (1). Her son and 

his lack of responsibility were blamed for the “the hopelessness of the situation”. For 

Diane, depression was linked to a lack of time to herself and was “…driven by all of 

your emotions. Your stress”. She went on to say, ‘I think that’s probably the largest part 

of my health, would be depression” (2). Coping with depression was made more 

difficult when experienced within the context and demands of daily life.  

 

Some of the women spoke about the extra difficulty of coping with day-to-day demands 

whilst suffering from depression. Jacki spoke about being “really upset” and crying 

constantly when depressed. Diane and Helen spoke at length about the effects of 

depression. Diane found it “hard to get out of the house” and how she would 
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procrastinate and “time waste” and “couldn’t cope with anything”. When depressed, 

Demi described how she found it difficult to relate to others. Similarly, Helen found she 

would withdraw from her family and friends and be cranky, unhappy and feel sorry for 

herself. Depression, for her, was “like hitting a brick wall” (1). She described her 

behaviour during such times as being “selfish”, even though the problem and its effects 

were quite severe: 

 

“Mentally I felt like I was working in a fog and I burst into tears on this poor 

lady, you know, this poor girl who was only about twenty. I’m blubbering, ‘I 

really, I need something, I’m falling apart at the seams.’ And this poor girl, she 

was patting my shoulders.” Helen (1) 

 

Sandwiched between depression and the demanding behaviour of her “special needs” 

boy, Helen was left feeling isolated and trapped. During this time she had entertained 

thoughts about hurting her child as well as committing suicide: 

 

“I could just do that. I just remember feeling, many times when he was much 

younger, ‘I could really hurt this kid…what have I done? I could really just hurt 

him and I could just stand in front of a train even.’ But I just…how awful it 

was.”  Helen (2) 

 

Suicidal feelings, driven by depression, were mentioned by a few of us. This is 

something which I identified with, having been in a suicidal state of mind at least three 

times in as many years. Demi had also considered suicide a number of times over a 

period of several years: 

 

“Because you start thinking silly…there have been times where I’ve thought 

about ending things and everyone else around me would be better off and that 

feeling of loss of control.” Demi (2) 

 

A perceived lack of control has been linked to an increase in maternal depression by 

Strazdins (2006). Similarly, Warner-Smith et al. (2000) found a link between high 

responsibility, burden of work and high levels of depression and anxiety among married 

women in a study on self-assessed health. The theme of “control” is examined in greater 
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depth in Chapter Five (on page 164) as it emerged strongly throughout this study. For 

these mothers a lack of control was linked to depression, just as regaining or retaining 

control was seen as an antidote to depression: 

 

“If I feel like I’m not in control of my own life I do start to get depressed about 

it.” Jacki (1) 

 

“But when it’s somebody else’s incompetence that’s causing it, it’s no fault of 

your own. You’ve tried to do everything you can and you’re out of control, I hate 

that. Hate that. That can be quite depressing.” Diane (1)  

 

Despite the prevalence and impact of depression, only minimal medical, not 

psychological, treatment was sought. Jo and I had consulted naturopaths, and Bambi, 

Diane and I had been to General Practitioners (GPs) and had been prescribed anti-

depressants, which all of us had refused to take. Bambi described how she had become 

depressed due to a “work scenario”. She had tried to take the medication prescribed by 

her doctor but found herself saying, “Well, this is crap, I don’t need to be on these, I can 

work myself out of this” (1). Similarly, Diane explained that a chain of circumstances, 

including being stalked by an ex-boyfriend and consequently being unable to sleep, had 

been responsible for her depression. She had “tried to tell the doctor I don’t believe in 

pills because I think you’ve actually got to sort out the problem rather than just treat the 

symptoms” (2). Although agreeing to fill the prescription she later rejected the idea of 

this course of treatment for her depression:   

 

“I could not accept that something I was going to take was going to help me in 

my situation. I thought that all I needed was a sleeping pill at night so I could 

get to sleep and I’ll be right and I wasn’t going to have any god damned pill that 

I had to wean myself off and so I just stopped it. Just don’t believe that you have 

pills to have that warm fuzzy feeling inside.” Diane (2) 

 

Most of the mothers described efforts to avoid becoming depressed, such as 

investigating the use of medications or using control, but only two of us described 

actions aimed at changing our state of mind whilst depressed. Diane said that the feeling 

of having a “clean slate” helps her to change her mindset so she would “clean up around 
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her computer” and “get organised”. She also found that avoiding watching too much 

television helped. Diane and I had also found that we tended to stay indoors and isolate 

ourselves from others when depressed, and so agreed that getting out of the house, 

walking around the garden or going to a park was also beneficial. I know that, for me, 

sometimes just looking up, something that is difficult to do when depressed, could help 

to break out of a depressive state. One activity which could assist in avoiding depression 

or could be adversely affected during a state of depression was sleep.      

 

In this study sleep became an important emergent theme which was also linked to 

control and depression. Helen noted that when she was depressed, despite feeling “tired 

all the time”, no amount of sleep could help. Demi spoke of her regular insomnia and 

the added pressure of not being able to sleep. The issue of sleep drew a lot of comment 

from all the women. Half of the women spoke of being either “tired”, “tired all the 

time” or “exhausted”. Overall, the issue of sleep emerged as a fascinating and 

apparently quite crucial factor in these mothers’ lives.  

 

 

The Importance of Sleep 

 

Sleep loss is associated with mental and physical health, safety, mortality and the ability 

to work effectively (Groeger, Zijlstra, & Dijk, 2004). Sleep deprivation is believed to 

either cause, or be associated with, fatigue, obesity, high blood pressure and diabetes 

(Creamer, 2005). Extended or chronic sleep deprivation can have long-term health 

impacts. Studies in the US have found that chronic sleep loss hastens and increases the 

severity of age-related illnesses such as cardiovascular problems, memory loss, 

hypertension and osteoporosis (Engeler, 2003). It can undermine the endocrine system 

which regulates metabolism, muscle mass, skeletal mass and weight (Greene, 2003), 

and can “mimic the symptoms of attention deficit disorder” (Kantrowitz & Springen, 

2003, p.75). Reduced leisure and sleep time for mothers have also been found to be 

associated with higher morbidity rates (Bird & Fremont, 1991). Health and wellbeing 

are dependent upon getting enough sleep (Van Dongen, 2003). Dement (cited in 

Greene, 2003, p.2) claimed that sleep is the “most important predictor of how long you 

will live, perhaps more important than smoking, exercise or high blood pressure”.  
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The impacts of sleep deprivation on health, either through disrupted sleep or insomnia, 

are quite well documented. Like the mothers in this study, other researchers have found 

strong correlations between sleep deprivation and depression (Kantrowitz & Springen, 

2003; Sutton, 2002). There are also well documented impacts on mental functioning and 

lack of sleep. Sleep-deprived participants in a UK study displayed “significant deficits 

on logical reasoning”, when tested (Blagrove & Akehurst, 2001, p. 821). Lack of sleep 

reduces multitasking ability (Van Dongen, 2003) and Groeger et al. (2004) and Van 

Dongen (2003) reported that even moderate sleep restrictions can impede health and 

daily performance. Sleep deprivation and reduced ability to function and cope with 

daily responsibilities was touched on here too:  

 

“You’ve got all these pressures and you know you’ve got a meeting at one and 

so you’ve got to do all this, that and the other and he’s been up during the night 

and you’re just so tired.” Beth (1) 

 

“Yeah, when I’ve got insomnia it’s unbearable.” Demi (1) 

 

Groeger et al. (2004) found, in their study on British families, that mothers reported 

greater difficulties than fathers in terms of getting to sleep, staying asleep and getting 

enough sleep. For mothers, the cause of sleep loss and insomnia was often due to more 

time being spent in household labour and childcare (Bird & Fremont, 1991; Bittman, 

2002) but could also be caused by anxiety, life problems, depression or 

psychopathology. The exact relationship between these problems and sleep deprivation 

is uncertain; however, daily problems may cause sleep loss or sleep loss may cause the 

problems (Greene, 2003). Whatever the relationship, there is a clear connection between 

wellbeing and sleep, which is something that Helen noted in her second interview: 

 

“Whether it’s about money or it’s about study or work or family, it’s what makes 

you lose sleep. So it’s not sleep itself as the cause of it, it’s whatever causes the 

lack of sleep that causes, then, the lack of wellbeing.” Helen (2) 

 

Sleep is a basic biological need and as such the need to attain sufficient sleep can be 

intense. It is interesting to note that prisoners of war have, historically, been denied it as 

a form of torture. All of the mothers in this study spoke extensively about sleep. The 
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mothers spoke about their need for it, the lack of it, gaining opportunities or being 

denied the opportunity for a “sleep in”, problems getting children to sleep and pressure 

over observing bedtimes. Mothers are often subjected to broken sleep when tending to 

the needs of children, especially young or sick children. Perhaps it is not a wonder that 

sleep emerged as an important and recurring theme in this study. Being able to access 

enough sleep was considered crucial to being able to cope:  

 

“Yeah, absolutely. I really…I get quite…as anybody does…but I get quite short 

and grumpy without much sleep.” Bambi 

 

“Oh, yeah, sleep is a very big one. I’m on top of the world if [son] sleeps 

through every night. Like, I’m a different person but if I have several nights I’m 

very snarly and short tempered…I think I can be more in control if I have a 

better sleep.”  Beth 

 

Night-time routines and set bedtimes were used to encourage children to sleep through 

the night so that mothers could attain unbroken sleep themselves, as well as access 

leisure time while the children slept. When the children went to bed, time and space 

were created for mothers away from caring duties. This time and space was highly 

valued and could be used by the mothers for study, work or leisure. Pat, Jacki, Sarah 

and Diane all spoke about delaying their own bedtimes at night so they could catch up 

on either university assignments, paid work responsibilities or organising things for 

their children for the next day, even if this meant less sleep and the prospects of greater 

tiredness for themselves (1): 

 

“And then, when I get her to bed I’d spend a lot of hours, till all hours of the 

morning, on the computer as well.” Diane (1) 

 

“I send them to bed and then I end up cleaning so then it’d make me more 

tired.” Jo (1) 

 

The “borrowing” of sleep time to balance other life domains has been found to be a 

common strategy employed by busy parents, but it is a strategy that Duxbury (2006) 

warned does not work in the long run. Additionally, an over-reliance on being able to 
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access this time at night could create vulnerabilities for mothers in the event that a child 

is sick or has a sleepless night. Beth, a full-time worker and mother of a two year old, 

seemed to be particularly concerned about how disrupted sleep might impact on her 

ability to function during the day (1). A sleepless night could “rob” a mother of time 

which had been set aside for another purpose:  

 

“I remember going over mum’s in tears and saying, ‘He won’t sleep and I’ve 

got all this study to do.’” Beth (1) 

 

When children wake during the night a parent loses sleep. In dual parent households it is 

possible for the burden of broken sleep to be shared between two people. In a sole 

mother household, however, it is most likely that only one parent loses sleep. Sole 

mothers’ lack of social support when children experience sleep problems could help to 

explain why they were so stressed. A recent US study on parental stress found that 

predictors of such stress were instances of single motherhood, lack of confidence, 

security or social supports and poor sleeping patterns in children (Sepa, 2004). The 

importance of sleep for these sole mothers was reinforced by their efforts to control 

familial sleep.  

 

Most of the mothers indicated that they enforced a set bedtime for their children and 

were quite vigilant in ensuring that the bedtime was observed. Sarah spoke of her 

family’s need for “normal sleeping hours”. Maintaining an appropriate bedtime 

appeared to be held up as evidence of being a good and caring mother and so was also 

associated with self-image and societal expectations of mothering. Many spoke about 

the pressures associated with getting through the night-time routine of mealtimes and 

bath times so that the children could be in bed on time. Much of this pressure appeared 

to be related to needing to get a good night’s sleep themselves. 

 

The topic of sleep and the naturalness of an expectation of being able to access a “good 

sleep” emerged strongly with these mothers. Although experience had demonstrated the 

relative ease with which sleep could be disrupted or denied, the mothers continued to 

express an expectation of controlling familial sleep patterns and achieving uninterrupted 

sleep. Hakim (2000) proposed that the attainment of preferences is important in relation 

to paid work to avoid maternal depression. And Strazdins (2006) also claimed a link 
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between loss of control and increased incidence of depression. Perhaps these mothers 

experienced depression as a result of a loss of control over an expected daily function 

like sleep.    

 

Despite the importance of sleep and the ease with which it can be denied due to the 

issues identified here, few intervention programs or research projects have considered 

maternal wellbeing and sleep (Gelman & King, 2001). Further, most of the research to 

date which has concerned sleep has focused on health issues related to sleep deprivation 

rather than impacts on the family or key relationships, such as have been highlighted in 

this study. Indeed, part of the significance of sleep is the way that sleep issues 

reverberate around the whole family and are not just limited to one family member. If a 

child loses sleep through illness, the mother normally loses sleep too. If a mother loses 

sleep, then she may find her ability to cope the next day is compromised. The struggle 

for adequate sleep, and, therefore, health, wellbeing and balance in sole mother families 

may well be a nightly re-enactment. The interrelatedness of familial sleeping patterns 

highlights the importance of sleep in a family setting in achieving balance and, for this 

reason, the activity of sleep should be included when considering work/life balance. 

Another theme that emerged through this study that is not typically considered in 

relation to work/life balance is the role of a sole mother’s ex-partner.  

 

The following section will look at the role and influences of the ex-partner in the lives 

of the participants and their families. In the previous section on childcare the ex-

partner’s role in the unintentional provision of childcare through contact visits was 

examined. The following section looks at the constraints experienced by sole mothers in 

this study through the ex-partner’s actions. 

 

 

The Ex-Partner 

 

Although the mothers were not asked directly about their ex-partners, many details 

came to light when the “sole motherhood story” was related. One of the common 

themes concerning ex-partners related to the use of control. Some of the sole mothers 

described their ex-partner’s use of control against them in the form of domestic 

violence. Jo, Diane and I had all been involved in violent relationships:  
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“And so, every time I’d stand up for them [the children] it’d be his excuse to, 

you know …and he’d always say, ‘Oh, you’re lucky you don’t get punched in the 

head.’ You know, they all do bruises where they don’t…you can’t show anyone 

anything. You know? So it was like…it was just a nightmare.” Jo (2) 

 

For some of us, the violence and threats continued after we had separated. Jacki and I 

had both received death threats against us and our families (2). Diane, Jacki and I had 

all taken out Domestic Violence Orders (DVOs) through the police against our ex-

partners in an effort to avoid ongoing violence and threats of violence (1): 

 

“And he wanted back. I’d moved too because I didn’t want him to move in, you 

know? And then there was a lot of violence that pursued after that. Domestic 

violence. With him coming around, smashing the headlights of my car, trying to 

steal the kids, dragging me around.” Diane (1) 

 

“He’s a bit strange and at one point we had to get a restraining order because 

he was going to kill my family and all this sort of stuff…” Jacki (2) 

 

In addition to being overtly aggressive and controlling, ex-partners could also be 

passive-aggressive or more covert in their tactics. For example, Diane spoke of her 

strong suspicion that her ex-partner was using contact visits to feed misinformation to 

her children and “poison” them against her. Sarah mentioned being “hassled” by her ex-

partner when he came to collect the children for contact. Beth described her ex-partner 

as being an “extrovert” and “assertive”, but then went on to describe an underhanded 

tactic he had used to win his case at the Family Law Court to avoid financially 

supporting her and their child. Pat spoke about being “undermined” by her partner’s 

“direct criticism”of her when he came to collect the children for contact visits, 

constantly telling her she was a “bad parent” because she wanted to work. Describing 

her ex-partner as being a “very negative person” who did not believe in women having 

careers, she explained that, because of this criticism, the relationship had been “very 

detrimental to [her] mental health” (2). Controls directed from the ex-partner towards 

the sole mother in either an overt or covert manner seemed to be, unfortunately, a 

common experience. It was interesting to note, however, the contrast between this 
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phenomenon and the evidence of a lack of control that often seemed to have existed 

during the relationship.   

 

Some mothers described how their ex-partners, instead of trying to exert controls over 

them, seemed to have issues with self-control, which, in turn, had impacted negatively 

upon themselves and their families. Demi, Bambi and Sarah did not suffer from 

domestic violence but instead described how their ex-partners had had problems with 

self-control during their relationships. Bambi spoke about her ex-partner in terms of his 

being a “compulsive gambler and liar” who had stolen from his children to feed his 

habit. And Demi spoke of her husband’s severe alcoholism and how, as a result, he had 

lost everything: his marriage, son, house and possessions. Sarah’s husband appeared to 

have wallowed in his loss of control, indulging in affairs, drugs and alcohol (2).  

 

For a few of the mothers whose partners had been aggressive and controlling during 

their relationship, contact visits facilitated opportunities for the partners to continue 

harassing the mothers after the relationship had ended. Diane and Jo recounted the most 

distressing stories in terms of the violence they had experienced from their ex-partners. 

Diane spoke of her partner using contact visits to try to bully and intimidate her back 

into the relationship: 

 

“When the kids would go up for his ‘access’ up to his parents and he’d actually 

be down at my house, keeping me trapped inside my house, throwing me on the 

lounge and…I tried to escape, he caught me and dragged me back into the house 

by my feet and stuff like that.” Diane (1) 

 

A history of prolonged physical and emotional abuse at the hands of her ex-partner had 

left Jo “traumatised”. She spoke about how their volatile relationship had led to her 

experiencing episodic fits and strokes in the past, and about how just hearing his voice 

could have an impact on her, her health and even her new relationship: 

 

“Having ex partners ring me up. I think he can affect me ‘cause I’m still 

traumatised. Yeah. So that’s why [new partner] gets mad if I take a phone call 

cause I’ll be a mess for probably a day or two’. Jo (2) 
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Being able to avoid ex-partners not only limited the possibility of harassment or 

violence, but may have facilitated greater wellbeing and freedom. Evidence for the link 

between domestic violence and depressed wellbeing for sole mothers has been shown 

by some researchers (see, for example, Wise, 2003). Conversely, Smyth and Weston 

(2000) found that freedom from an oppressive relationship, combined with a sense of 

freedom over one’s life, conferred enhanced wellbeing. This appeared to be supported 

in this study, with some of the mothers whose children did not have contact describing 

their relief in being able to avoid any ongoing harassment or domestic violence they 

were aware was often visited upon “less fortunate” sole mothers. No contact and the 

avoidance of an aggressive ex-partner meant freedom from harassment and intimidation 

for these mothers. Another form of freedom, being able to make life decisions free of 

the influence of a partner, became evident when examining the role of change in the 

mothers’ lives. The following section examines the concept of change and the effects it 

may have had on the mothers in this study.   

 

 

The Impact of Change: The Fluidity of Life as a Sole Mother 

 

As outlined in Chapter Three, this study adopted a multiphase data collection strategy 

which, in the final analysis, drew attention to the many changes which had occurred in 

the lives of the sole mothers over the time of the study. Approximately a year passed 

between each data collection phase, with the first round of interviews being conducted 

in the latter half of 2004, the second interview approximately one year later in 2005, and 

the group meeting in May 2006. At the second interview and the group meeting it 

became apparent that most of the mothers had gone through some changes in their lives. 

For some of the mothers, the changes had been subtle; and, for others, quite dramatic. 

 

For many of the mothers, change had involved moving residence or jobs, and, in some 

cases, both. Sarah, Pat, Diane, Demi and I had all moved house. Demi had moved into a 

newly built house, but was considering moving back to her old neighbourhood after 

finding she was missing her friends. For some, the change in residence had occurred in 

conjunction with a change in job. Demi and I had both changed jobs when we moved 

house. And at the time of the second interview, Demi was in the process of looking for a 

new job, due to a recently expired contract. Sarah had also changed jobs twice since the 
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first interview, and was in the process of moving to Mackay where she would change 

jobs again. For some of the mothers, even larger scale changes had occurred, affecting 

their life outlook and/or direction. (2). 

 

In addition to moving house and commencing postgraduate study, Pat also described a 

newly emerging outlook on life. Motivated by an inspiring new work colleague, she 

talked about her new “big picture” focus and her increased energy, happiness and ability 

to handle the negative aspects of her job. Sarah was also much happier and energetic in 

the second interview. In addition to moving jobs twice and house once, she had also 

found a new partner. A reunion with an old school friend following his relationship 

breakdown had led to a decision to follow him to Mackay. They planned on merging the 

two families (both had two children) but were yet to work out the details. Jacki was also 

much happier at the second interview. She had gone through a period of depression and 

confusion over her career direction, but had emerged with an intense sense of clarity, 

resulting in enrolment in two new postgraduate courses. The change from psychology to 

movie making had brought with it a greatly enhanced social life and a male friend with 

whom she and the children were spending a lot of time. Jacki spoke enthusiastically 

about her new career direction and her plans to undertake training as a barmaid to 

support herself and her family during study (2).  

 

Of all the mothers, however, the greatest changes had occurred for Jo, the mother of 

eight. The second interview took place at a new temporary residence where she was 

house-sitting for an aunt on holiday. She answered the door in a well advanced state of 

pregnancy. Since the first interview she had left her volunteering job, undertaken a short 

course in business administration and repartnered. Like Sarah, her new partner was an 

old friend from her past. Their relationship had been challenged by conflict with her ex-

partner over three children sent across to Perth for a holiday that he had failed to return 

home. This conflict had raged over the previous year, involving a violent physical 

altercation between her current and former partners. Finally the situation had been 

resolved and at the time of the second interview the children were due to return shortly 

before the arrival of the latest baby. This pregnancy had been difficult for the normally 

sporty Jo who had found herself housebound due to unusually fragile health. Sport and 

all the social activities associated with it had been lost to her and as a result she had 

been socially isolated for quite some time. To compensate she worked as a volunteer at 
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her new partner’s workplace and was considering returning to a job in health services 

after the baby was born. Jo was pleased her new partner was supportive and peaceful, 

but was disappointed that he worked long hours and seemed hardly ever home. The new 

relationship had also brought with it a change in life focus. Jo described a new view of 

balance, shifting from a focus on herself as a central feature to focusing on “the 

relationship”. Finally, it emerged that Jo’s new partner was, in fact, already a father to 

seven children himself. So with the addition of the child she was carrying Jo was about 

to become a mother and/or stepmother to sixteen children (2).      

 

All of the changes mentioned so far took place between the first and second interview, 

but the changes did not cease there. By the time of the group meeting, approximately a 

year after the second interview, more life changes concerning moving and relationships, 

had occurred. For example, two of the mothers could not attend the meeting because 

they had moved house with their new partners. Sarah had moved to Mackay as she had 

been planning. Jo had moved to Melbourne due to her new partner’s work 

commitments. Jacki and Beth had also moved house and were now residing in different 

suburbs of Brisbane (3). Like Sarah and Jo, Bambi had also repartnered with a well-

known former neighbour. Contrary to earlier misgivings, Beth had not only repartnered 

and moved in with her “ex” but she announced at the meeting that she was also in the 

early stages of pregnancy. And, finally, Pat had also commenced a new relationship, but 

this had ceased before the group meeting took place (3). Changes to work and study had 

also occurred between the second interview and the group meeting.  

 

Other significant changes emerged at the meeting in terms of the mothers’ employment 

and study. It transpired that Jacki had not pursued barmaid training, as mentioned in the 

second interview, but instead had accepted a part-time position as a research assistant 

following the completion of one of her Master’s degrees. Beth’s change of job had 

resulted in a more satisfying work environment on the south side of Brisbane. And 

Diane had commenced full-time work in her field of study whilst finalising her PhD 

part-time (3). The fact that only three of the nine participants were able to attend the 

group meeting was testimony to the impact of change in the lives of the participants. 

Change and the stressors associated with it should be of interest to policy makers 

interested in improving the circumstances and wellbeing of sole mother families.   
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The utilisation of a multiphase data collection strategy highlighted the many changes in 

the sole mothers’ lives, drawing attention to the physical and emotional work involved 

in managing and facilitating such change. It is well documented that large life event 

changes or key life transitions are stressful (Joinking, 2003; Olson & Banyard, 1993; 

Shepard, 1983). Changing jobs, moving house, partnering, separating or giving birth are 

all significant life changes. Disruption to routines, uncertainty of outcomes, stress and 

pressure often accompany such changes. And, although not raised by the mothers 

themselves, there is the additional “work” involved. Changing jobs involves the work of 

applying, interviewing, learning the position and engineering a “fit” with family needs 

and demands. Repartnering would involve the work of synchronising the lives and 

needs of two families, as well as dealing with any attached emotional upheaval. Moving 

house involves the work of sourcing new accommodation and schools, packing and 

unpacking, disconnecting and re-connecting utilities and changing addresses with 

businesses and friends, in addition to coping with losing one set of social supports and 

working to create a new one, as Sarah and Jacki both noted. The “work” of establishing 

new networks and making new friendships often followed a move. And, finally, 

repartnering would also involve many internal shifts and adjustments in the change from 

being an autonomous single person to being half of a duo. The demands of such internal 

adjustments, as needed to keep pace with major life changes throughout the life cycle, 

were also raised by Rapoport and Rapoport (1975). Whether these mothers were 

atypical in regards to the quantity and scale of change in their lives is uncertain, but it 

can be assumed that these changes had significant impacts upon their workloads and 

lives and ability to juggle competing demands on their time and attention.       

 

It could be assumed that moving job or house and undertaking or completing courses of 

study would herald similar loads of physical, mental and emotional work for a partnered 

mother as for a sole mother. Impacting upon that workload, however, is the presence or 

absence of the support of a partner who can alleviate that load by sharing it or offering 

assistance. And specific life-changing events, such as repartnering, which involves 

extensive work in merging established lives and families, are activities and workloads 

which are spared partnered mothers. Aside from the physical work involved, the 

repercussions of moving house are also different from partnered mother to sole mother. 

Where a partnered mother moving house takes a support system with her (a partner), a 

sole mother often leaves social supports behind and may endure social isolation before 
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she is able to re-establish these. The “multiple barriers” that researchers have identified 

that face many sole mothers are a scarcely adequate description when examining the 

complexity of constraint and disadvantage that emerged through this study (Baker & 

Tippin, 2002; Howard, 1998; McInnes, 2002). The cumulative effects of constraints 

arising out of being a sole mother are examined in the following section which discusses 

the pressures associated with sole motherhood.  

 

 

Pressures Associated with being a Sole Mother 

 

Despite the opportunity that becoming a sole mother afforded some in escaping a 

dysfunctional or violent relationship, being a sole mother was not necessarily easy. 

Through both the interviews the participants often spoke of the pressures associated 

with being a sole mother. For some it was the burden of never-ending responsibility; for 

others, it was the lack of input or assistance with childcare, decision making or physical 

work around the house. One aspect of this pressure was the sheer volume and diversity 

of responsibilities: 

 

“Have you got three hours? Having to be responsible for absolutely 

everything.” Demi (1) 

 

“I do everything. I do the yard, I do the house, I pay the bills, I make the 

financial decisions, I do the parenting, I do a full-time job, raise two kids. It’s 

just everything.” Helen (2) 

 

“Someone’s going to do it and I’ve got to do it because I’m the someone.” 

Bambi (2) 

 

An awareness of being totally responsible, not only for myself but for a fully dependent 

child and having that “need to make it work” bearing down on me is something that I’ve 

been very aware of as a sole mother myself. This weight is present on a day-to-day 

basis, and is experienced as a loneliness which comes from the lack of the presence of 

another adult in my life. This aloneness or loneliness is something that some of the other 

mothers spoke about also: 
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“Like, when they go home and you’re by yourself and the baby’s screaming all 

night and things like that. That’s when you really feel it.” Beth (1) 

 

“As a single mum here without a lot of family here. When I was first here I 

really struggled with not having, as I called it, over four footers to talk to.” 

Sarah (2) 

 

Loneliness and a lack of adult company are often compounded by the lack of daily 

assistance. Assistance with the day-to-day running of the house, maintenance, childcare 

or just in making the key decisions concerning one’s life can be an added pressure. This 

was also echoed by the other mothers: 

  

“That you have to cope with everything. So you don’t have anyone else to either 

share the workload with and when I say ‘workload’ I mean household or advice 

or assistance with children.” Diane (2) 

 

“No safety net. Yeah, I mean, if the tap’s dripping and it’s going to flood the 

bathroom I’m going to fix it because only I’m going to fix it.” Bambi (2) 

 

“Wondering if you’re doing the right thing. You know, are you doing everything 

you can or you know…sometimes making decisions can cause stress.” Helen (2) 

 

In addition to being aware of having sole responsibility and being alone in that 

responsibility, some of the mothers worried and felt pressured over the effect their 

family form might be having on their children:   

 

“And I was feeling the pressure to be a better parent, that maybe it was my fault 

and maybe he didn’t have the male role model and that was maybe why he 

needed to prove who he was to [cousin]. So I started questioning myself. So that 

was the pressure behind that.” Demi (2) 

 

“…there’s only the long-term concern of any effects on children…” Pat (1) 
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Perhaps as a result of being the only mother with older teenage children, Diane was 

alone in describing the added pressure she was under as the target of criticisms from her 

children over her parenting decisions: 

 

“And when there’s one person, that one person’s copping it all from that. So, 

you’re copping a double layer or a triple layer because they think you’re not 

doing it as well as you should so they’re, you know, on you a bit more.” Diane 

(2) 

 

Receiving criticism from children regarding parenting decisions and style was unusual 

among the mothers of this study, but many other constraints concerned with the sole 

mother role were commonly experienced. All the mothers spoke of the pressure of sole 

responsibility and of being alone in making key decisions and coping with all the 

workload associated with the family. An acknowledgement of social perceptions 

regarding their aberrant family form appeared to give rise to specific pressures over 

having failed to provide a male role model for their children. When discussing the 

pressures involved with being a sole mother, they showed a keen appreciation of their 

circumstances and were able to highlight very real constraints on their lives, wellbeing 

and balancing which were not encapsulated within the domains of paid or unpaid work.    

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The aim of this chapter was to present and discuss the constraints and tensions in the 

participants’ lives. To this end, the chapter commenced with an overview of the 

mothers’ lives and the circumstances surrounding their becoming a sole mother. The 

“sole motherhood stories” contained in this section described incidences of domestic 

violence, threats and abuse, alcoholism and gambling and introduced the reader to the 

often changeable nature of their status as the mothers cycled in and out of relationships. 

For some of the mothers, their story was situated in their past; for others, their story was 

still connected to current circumstances involving their ex-partners. This overview 

provided the first insight into some of the issues which face these mothers in balancing 

their lives, and revealed a complexity which went beyond the mere juggling of paid and 

unpaid work demands.  
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Many work/life balance researchers focus on the conflict between paid work and unpaid 

work, and certainly the juggling and management of these domains contributed 

significantly to the pressures experienced by these sole mothers (Bailyn & Harrington, 

2004; Edmondson & Detert, 2005; Hatton, 2005; Milkman, 2004; Noor, 2003; 

O'Driscoll, Brough, & Kalliath, 2004; Perry, 1992). It emerged that paid work was 

important to the mothers, not only for financial reasons, but also for reasons of self-

identity, security and in gaining time off from caring responsibilities. This complex mix 

of driving forces saw that nearly all the mothers identified themselves as being career 

oriented. But despite this preference many were constrained in their work. Work-related 

constraints included a lack of flexible employment options and insecure working 

conditions, and these kinds of constraints have been considered in terms of work/life 

balance models. However, a number of other constraints emerged which this body of 

literature usually does not incorporate.   

 

The constraints that these mothers experienced were extensive and complex because 

they were often interrelated. The compounding of multiple constraints is something that 

researchers studying sole mothers have identified (McInnes, 2002). Constraints such as 

career breaks, mothers’ illnesses, children’s illnesses, children’s behaviour, lack of 

transport, lack of skills, financial hardship, domestic violence, loss of social supports 

and depression have all been identified as impacting upon wellbeing and a sole mother’s 

ability to engage in the paid workforce (McInnes, 2002, Wise, 2003). Each of these 

interrelated constraints emerged in this study. In addition, however, the mothers in this 

study highlighted the importance of sleep on their ability to cope and balance, and the 

importance of life changes (and subsequent increases in unpaid work and loss of social 

supports) were discovered through the research process. Although many of the 

constraints identified here (with the exception of sleep and life changes) have been a 

focus in research on sole mothers, they have rarely been considered in the work/life 

balance discussion. Another missing aspect in the discussion is the role of preferences in 

regards to balancing.      

 

Hakim (2000) suggested that mothers need to be able to pursue the preference of their 

choice in terms of combining family and paid work, and that not being able to do so 

compromises wellbeing. The importance of working in a preferred way is supported in 
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this study, with the mothers claiming that not being able to do so could lead to 

dissatisfaction and depression. The mothers, however, went further than this to indicate 

that their preferences in other aspects of their lives were also important. Some indicated 

strong preferences in regards to mothering and being able to run their households and 

organise their lives in a preferred way. Others indicated preferences over the 

management of and access to sleep, both for themselves and their family. The 

connection between life preferences, wellbeing and work/life balance has not been 

examined to date.  

 

At the outset, this study posed several questions in regards to the attainment of work/life 

balance and wellbeing for the sole mothers participating in this study. This chapter has 

examined the mothers’ experiences in regards to paid work, unpaid work, leisure and 

health (physical and mental) and each of these domains has been considered in relation 

to impacts on subjective wellbeing (addressing questions 1, 3 and 4 posed in Chapter 

One). The findings have supported the assertion that paid work, unpaid work and leisure 

are all important aspects of balance, but have gone further to highlight many more 

constraints which can have significant influence on the mother’s ability to attain 

balance. At this point in time, balance also appears related to the attainment of various 

life preferences, in addition to the management and negotiation of constraints. The 

following chapter will examine the mothers’ strategies to overcome constraints and 

discuss their definitions of wellbeing and balance and how they achieve balance in their 

lives. Chapter Five will provide responses to the remaining research questions (2, 5 and 

6) posed at the outset.     
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Empirical Findings on Strategies to Negotiate Constraints 

 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapter examined the many constraints experienced by sole mothers and 

how their ability to achieve equilibrium in their lives is affected. As discussed in the 

literature review in Chapter Two, many of the constraints exacerbated by motherhood 

norms and social norms as well as the burden of combining childcare and unpaid work 

with paid work have been identified by feminist researchers. Research specifically 

focusing on sole mothers has furthered this understanding, highlighting the multiple 

constraints that are often compounded by socio-economic disadvantage, which further 

constrain sole mothers from engaging in paid employment. And although work/life 

balance theorists have identified that the juggling of paid work and unpaid work is a key 

site of conflict, other constraints identified by feminists, sole mother researchers and the 

mothers of this study appear largely absent from these discussions. As a counterpoint to 

the advancing of the discussion of work/life conflict and the constraints involved, this 

chapter provides a response by examining strategies the mothers employed to overcome 

those constraints and achieve empowerment and balance.  

 

The aim of this chapter is to provide a response to the findings in the previous chapter 

and address key research questions by examining the strategies that the mothers used to 

cope and juggle their life domains. Three key research sub-questions are addressed in 

this chapter: 

1. How do these mothers describe their subjective wellbeing? 

5. How do these mothers define ‘balance’? 

6. How is balance achieved in terms of paid work, unpaid work and leisure? 

 

This chapter commences and concludes with an examination of different aspects of the 

concept of balance. An in-depth examination of the mothers’ feelings regarding 

wellbeing and work/life balance will conclude this chapter. But, first, the next section 

commences with a look at the mothers’ thoughts in regards to the relevance of the word 

“balance” in their lives.   
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The Value of “Balance” 

 

Many studies have highlighted the nature of multiple barriers at play in sole mothers’ 

lives (see, for example, McInnes, 2002). In addition to paid work and unpaid work 

demands, for example, sole mothers often struggle with financial hardship, problematic 

relationships, depression, loss of social supports (Wise, 2003), their own and their 

children’s illnesses and domestic violence (McInnes, 2002), all of which undermine 

their wellbeing.  

 

Perhaps it is due to their barriers that many of the sole mothers in this study claimed 

achieving “balance” was important to them and their lives. I know that I have felt that 

achieving a sense of balance has been the difference between feeling out of control and 

helpless and in control and coping. Helen also spoke of the need to achieve balance as 

being “critical” (2). Other mothers also equated the idea of balance with coping with the 

stresses and demands of being a sole mother: 

 

“When I first met you my balance probably would have been more focused on 

making sure physically I was good and the kids so that, you know, I could cope. 

I think that’s just how I cope. It’s by keeping a balance.” Jo (2) 

 

“Well, it [balance] makes me more able to cope with any of it.  It’s essential.” 

Pat (2) 

 

“I think if you did have that balance that you would be… I think you’d be able to 

handle pain better, sort of. If you were balanced.” Beth (2) 

 

Although undefined at this point in time, the concept of “balance” had emerged as being 

quite important to some of the mothers in this study in terms of their coping with life 

demands. The other key concept in this study, “wellbeing”, was also considered by 

these sole mothers as being important to them. Wellbeing has been mentioned 

previously in this study when examining constraints and their impact on a sense of 

wellbeing; and it has been found that, in most instances, wellbeing had been negatively 

affected by constraints and life stress. The following section will look at the sole 
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mothers’ subjective evaluation of their wellbeing as well as their definition of what 

wellbeing means to them.  

 

 

Wellbeing  

 

During the second interviews the mothers were asked what “wellbeing” meant to them. 

Many of the prompts were drawn from answers given in the first round of interviews 

and these included health, finances, children’s health, sleep and control. A wide range 

of opinions were expressed as to the nature of wellbeing. As discussed earlier, key life 

domains, such as relationships with others, work, children and ex-partners, were all seen 

to be important factors in wellbeing. In addition to defining wellbeing, however, the 

mothers also gave subjective evaluations of their own sense of wellbeing.    

 

In addition to outlining the key life domains which contributed most to their sense of 

wellbeing, the mothers were also asked to describe how they perceived the state of their 

own wellbeing, at the time of the second interview. Although there were exceptions, 

such as Sarah, Helen and Bambi who all described their subjective wellbeing as “good”, 

generally the mothers described a sense of inadequacy:  

 

“I’m stressed fairly regularly. I don’t feel relaxed and I don’t have that core 

happiness. It’s not rock bottom. But definitely not optimal.” Demi (2) 

 

“Six out of ten. Holding my head above water.” Diane (2) 

 

“Not good. I don’t think I’m there because of my physical…I don’t feel 

physically happy.” Jo (2) 

 

In terms of explaining what “wellbeing” meant to them, most of the mothers appeared 

to indicate that wellbeing had a number of dimensions that could be grouped at two 

levels. Each mother provided a list of factors which they felt contributed to a sense of 

wellbeing and most arranged these in some sort of hierarchy, from more important 

factors to lesser ones, and some ranked these in order of importance. To a lesser or 

greater degree the mothers felt that wellbeing was mainly concerned with being happy 
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or content, their own and their children’s health, having fun and being able to have 

working conditions the way that they wanted them. Two of the mothers also mentioned 

that being physically active was very important in attaining a sense of wellbeing. 

Mentioned less often but still significant to many mothers was the possession of 

psychological and emotional health. In addition to the list of factors involved in 

wellbeing there was also mention of the nature of wellbeing. Wellbeing emerged as a 

highly subjective experience which was quite variable and changeable:  

 

“…(wellbeing) changes from time to time but I don’t think it’s ever one hundred 

percent.” Demi (2) 

 

“If you’d asked me a month ago when I had that week off I would have said 

pretty crappy but now I’m feeling not too bad.”  Helen (2) 

 

It is possible that an assessment of subjective wellbeing is so changeable because of its 

reliance upon external factors such as relationships, work, children and ex-partners. 

These factors would, generally, be outside the control of the mothers. In situations 

where the mothers spoke about “a loss of wellbeing” it appeared that the same situations 

were linked to a perception of feeling out of control with their circumstances. The 

theme of “control” emerged strongly throughout this study in relation to both wellbeing 

and balance. This concept will be examined in terms of internal and external control 

mechanisms, in the next section.     

 

 

Control as a Coping Mechanism 

 

Finding a balance between competing demands and responsibilities was something that 

some of the mothers saw as being non-negotiable. Bambi, Jacki and Jo all used the 

words “no choice” when they spoke of needing to find a way to cope with their 

responsibilities. Diane saw it as a matter of “survival” and needing to “prioritise to 

survive”. Some of the mothers mentioned the term “struggle” in relation to coping with 

work and family loads, and all the mothers spoke about using control to cope with their 

lives and responsibilities. Bambi, Helen and Jacki spoke extensively about control, and 
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how not feeling in control could have quite detrimental effects on themselves and their 

families.   

 

Where being “in control” facilitated feelings of coping and comfort, being “out of 

control” was much less pleasant and was to be avoided if at all possible. Beth spoke 

about “losing it” and being more intolerant and impatient with her child when she felt 

circumstances were out of her control. Helen concurred, commenting that having two 

things that were of concern was alright, “…but it’s when the third thing happens, that’s 

when I just lose it”. Demi said that when the scales tipped it, was a “scary” and 

“vulnerable” feeling. Both Pat and Sarah spoke of the worry and fear of getting 

depressed when they felt they were not coping, something which I found myself 

identifying with also. In the management of paid work and unpaid work demands and 

the achievement of balance, control was a key coping strategy. An analysis of the use of 

control revealed two types of control being employed by these mothers, internally 

focused controls and externally focused controls.   

 

 

Internally Focused Controls  

 

The application of controls over one’s own actions or thought processes I have labelled 

as “internally focused controls”. Control, in this sense, was spoken of in terms of 

“survival” and as a means to influence the mothers’ immediate environment. This also 

included forms of self-control and the monitoring of personal health. Sole motherhood 

itself could even be seen as a result of a need by women to achieve control and, in itself, 

could be the purveyor of greater controls over life decisions due to the absence of a 

partner. In addition to the many overt comments made about “control”, the mothers also 

used indicative language to convey a predilection towards the idea of the common use 

of control in their lives.  

 

For some of the mothers, the use of “controlling” language was prevalent during their 

conversations with me. Helen and Jacki both described themselves as being very 

“organised” and spoke of the importance of setting and adhering to their children’s set 

bedtimes and routines. Both of these mothers either used the word “control” or used 

language which indicated their exercising tight controls over their lives (1). Jacki spoke 
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of needing to be “punctual” and described herself as a “perfectionist”, acknowledging 

that others might view her as being an “obsessive compulsive” (2). Helen spoke openly 

of her need for control, describing herself as a “control freak” and how she used control 

to cope with things at home as well as keeping outsiders at arm’s distance (1).  

 

Two mothers saw control as a means of keeping themselves safe. Control was 

mentioned as being a “survival mechanism” for Helen, a private person who tended to 

internalise emotional pain and avoided relying on any assistance outside her family. 

Helen and Bambi spoke about using control to not let other people in because of the risk 

of getting hurt. Bambi said that the idea of someone getting close and then using 

information against her would be “unforgivable”. Helen mentioned that she felt any new 

partnership with a man would be a threat to the control she had over her life (1).   

 

Beyond being used for keeping safe, Bambi, Jacki and Helen, Demi, Diane and Jo also 

spoke of equating control with feeling comfortable in their lives. Diane talked about 

having the control to do what she wanted and how feeling out of control led to a 

“feeling of being trapped”. Demi said she felt more mentally balanced when she was in 

control. Jo mentioned how she liked to feel she had achieved something, but only on her 

own terms (2). For some of the mothers, the need for control was driven by an 

awareness of being alone in their responsibilities and a reliance on their own health to 

cope.   

 

For many of the mothers, their own health was an important aspect of self-control and 

this appeared to be heightened due to their status as sole mothers. Attaining and 

maintaining health was important in terms of being able to cope with day-to-day 

responsibilities and, as a result, appeared to give rise to a degree of self-monitoring in 

relation to their mental and physical health. Most of the mothers in this study had 

spoken of suffering with depression. The monitoring of health and watching for warning 

signs of the onset of depression were important coping strategies for some: 

 

“And when you suffer from things like depression and it makes you feel a bit 

fragile and you’ve got to be careful about your own mental state because you 

know you’ve got to hold it together, you’ve got to make it work.”  Diane (1) 
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Similarly, the monitoring of physical health was also an important aspect of self-control 

for some mothers. Jo noted that when you have all the responsibility you “can’t really 

ever afford to be sick”. Pat appeared to agree, indicating that she was mindful of her 

own health because she felt that illness would make coping with her life that much more 

difficult (1). Feeling fragile and “at risk” in terms of my health was also something that 

I identified with because of all the illness and depression that I had suffered in recent 

years. Monitoring my own health status by easing off on work commitments if I felt I 

was getting “run down” was a way of controlling my health and a means of ensuring 

that I could continue to cope.   

  

Some of the mothers described a link between sole mothering and control, with some 

seeming to see control as necessary because of sole motherhood and others seeing 

control as a by-product of sole motherhood. Both Jacki and Helen saw a necessity for 

increased control and organisation as a result of being sole mothers. Pat linked her need 

for control to her status as a sole mother and the withdrawal of her ex-partner in her life 

and the lives of her children. She reasoned that if she was to have all the pressures of 

being a sole parent then she should also have all the control. Jo also identified herself as 

being the one who is “always in control” due to her role as a sole mother (1). 

 

The mothers viewed the application of internally focused controls as a means of 

ensuring safety, surviving, attaining freedom, monitoring one’s own behaviour and 

health, as well as being a logical outcome of sole motherhood. The use of controls over 

one’s own actions or feelings appeared to reflect an assumption about how the world 

works. A focus on control could indicate a belief in an ability to influence the 

immediate environment or could be a response to feeling things were inherently 

“uncontrollable”. The exerting of controls extended beyond their own thoughts and 

actions, however, with the mothers exercising controls over most aspects of their 

family’s life and routines. Similar to their use of internally focused controls, the 

mothers’ use of externally focused controls could either reflect a belief in their ability to 

control life events or be a reaction to feeling that such things were inherently beyond 

influence.  
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Externally Focused Controls 

 

In addition to internal controls that focused on their own thoughts and behaviours, the 

mothers also talked frequently of control in relation to others and the management of 

day-to-day life. The mothers controlled family routines and schedules, sleep routines 

and the nature and extent of their relationships. Motivations mentioned in the previous 

section, such as feeling safe, also applied here, but, additionally, control was used to 

gain access to “me” time or leisure time. Sole motherhood emerged as a paradox in this 

context, being on the one hand more constraining through the weight of increased work 

and family responsibilities when compared with partnered motherhood, and on the other 

hand conferring greater control over life, decisions and parenting due to the absence of a 

partner. Control was also linked to an internal sense of balance, sometimes causing the 

mothers to exert tighter controls in response to a perceived lack of control or imbalance 

in their lives.  

 

For some mothers, control seemed to be exerted in an attempt to achieve a sense of 

“balance” between different life domains. It seemed that when the mothers felt “out of 

control” in one domain of their lives, they exercised tighter controls in another life 

domain. For example, Demi expressed her frustration and anger about being in a job 

that she disliked, but felt she could not leave for fear of losing financial stability. In 

contrast to her perceived lack of control at work, she exercised tight controls over her 

private life, becoming obsessive about keeping her house clean (1). Bambi and Helen 

also held tight control over who was permitted to gain access to their private lives, 

whilst at the same time indicating that they felt less in control of their “public personas” 

(2). The intensity of the need to control in one area of their life appeared to be linked to 

a perception of an imbalance in another area and perhaps a belief in an ability to effect 

change.  

 

Many of the mothers appeared to demonstrate a belief in their ability to control their 

lives and influence key outcomes by virtue of their own input and actions. This 

expectation seemed to have given rise to the employment of tools of organisation, list 

writing, goal setting and record keeping. The mothers who were more organised in the 

management of their daily lives also expressed feeling more in control of their 

circumstances. Many researchers have identified the tendency for mothers to assume 
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control over their family’s activities and scheduling (Brown & Warner-Smith, 2005; 

Daly, 2002; Hilton, Desrochers, & Devall, 2001; McCarthy, Hagan, & Woodward, 

1999). This tendency was supported here, but in examining the control of family 

activities and timetables a number of different strategies emerged.   

 

Controls over family routines could have a short-term and more immediate focus and, as 

such, both Jacki and I emerged as the list makers of the group. Jacki described her “to 

do list” as being less concrete and existing only in her head (2). I keep a list of “things 

to do” as well as a “monthly planner” where I record all the due dates and key events of 

my life. Having these documents make me feel organised, competent and well 

informed. I also receive pleasure in being able to tick things off the list when they are 

completed. My efforts, however, paled by comparison to strategies used by some of the 

other mothers. 

 

Many of the mothers extended the organisation of family activities and routines to 

include long-range plans. Pat, Sarah, Jacki and Diane all spoke of setting long-term 

goals for themselves which they would refer to over time. Both Sarah and Diane used 

whiteboards to keep track of these goals. Diane organised her private and work life 

through the maintenance of lists, a diary and a whiteboard. She kept track of short- and 

long-term goals and had a career plan outlined up until the year 2015. These records 

were referred to constantly and could be a source of stress as she worried about whether 

or not entries had been recorded properly. The achievement of goals and completion of 

tasks were a source of great satisfaction to her and being able to wipe something off the 

whiteboard was described as being “cleansing” (2). Diane’s strategies to organise her 

life were significant, but there was one mother who took organising to another level.  

 

Of all the mothers, Jo was the most remarkable in terms of her capacity for goal setting 

and the degree of control she exerted over family schedules and activities. She described 

how she would set goals at the beginning of each year aimed at achieving goals for 

herself and family in three different domains: physical, mental and spiritual. She also set 

personal goals for herself, such as learning a new sport each year, undertaking some 

form of craftwork and regular study. She described how she would call a family 

meeting once a week to gather her children’s weekly commitments and how this 

information was collated into daily, weekly and monthly routines. She explained that if 
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she could look back on her day and see that she had either done something for herself, 

her children or her family she was satisfied. Jo exhibited a high degree of control over 

her personal and public domains but had linked this to concrete goals and ambitions 

which helped to meet identified needs across the key domains of her life (1). Despite 

these high levels of organisation and control, Jo expressed ease with sharing control 

with others and did not, like some of the other women, express concern over the risk of 

losing control of any aspect of her life. Jo also described the pleasure she experienced 

through the achievement of goals and how she felt somewhat driven to “achieve 

something”. She also saw her ability to achieve goals important in setting a good 

example for her children to follow (2). And like Diane and myself, she said how 

“ticking things off” felt good. Contrasting with these mothers who relished planning, 

goal setting, list making and organising, others focused more day-to-day practicalities 

and family routines, such as obtaining sleep.  

 

Sleep has already been discussed as a key function with an ability to create or relieve 

stress on a day-to-day basis in these mothers’ lives. Children’s sleep routines were 

closely watched by most of the mothers. Pre-bedtime routines, such as doing 

homework, reading, bathing, brushing teeth, as well as the time the children needed to 

be in bed each night, were monitored and controlled. Some mothers spoke of taking care 

to adjust daytime activities in order to ensure that children were home in time to observe 

nightly rituals and be in bed on time (1). The widespread concern over sleep and the 

common use of control measures in monitoring family sleep patterns again highlighted 

the importance of sleep as a means of coping with day-to-day life responsibilities. In 

addition to controlling the sleep routines of their children, the mothers also monitored 

and controlled their own sleep habits. 

  

In addition to monitoring and controlling children’s sleep habits, the mothers’ bedtimes 

were also a site of control. After the children had been put to bed the mothers could 

either choose to sleep or delay sleep to either complete work or indulge in some “me” 

time. Beth depended upon the time when her child slept to study and delayed her own 

sleep for this purpose (1). Some researchers have noted that, increasingly, time-

stretched people are sacrificing sleep for work or leisure in an attempt to achieve 

balance (Duxbury, 2006; Milkie & Peltola, 1999) but Duxbury (2006) noted that this 

has been proven to be an unsuccessful strategy, even counterproductive, in the long run, 
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given the negative effects of sleep deprivation. Managing between competing needs and 

either delaying sleep to find some “me” time or giving into the often overwhelming 

need for sleep itself, was something that Pat had found difficult to reconcile. Although 

Pat readily acknowledged her need for more “me” time and “space” away from her 

three active daughters, she found that the only time available to her was time when they 

were sleeping, either late at night or early morning but that was when she also needed 

sleep. For Pat, the need for sleep usually won, so she had to find other means of 

controlling for “time out” away from others (1).  

 

Pat, Helen and Bambi, who were all intensely private people, used control as a means to 

keep others “at arm’s length” and prevent them from intruding on their private life and 

personal space and time. For example, Pat stressed a need for space and time away from 

other people, even her own daughters. Time on her own was leisure time, recuperation 

time and an opportunity to re-evaluate and re-affirm her own sense of who she was. She 

explained that her normal response to stress was to “walk away” from the source of that 

stress. The theme of “removal” was echoed again and again by Pat. Pat employed such 

tactics as “avoiding meetings” or “taking the phone off the hook” at night or getting 

away by herself to “see a movie” as means of taking herself away from stressful 

situations with other people (1). She also spoke of having a “shit filter” and being able 

to ignore the negative comments made by those around her (2). Helen and Bambi also 

spoke about controlling their interactions with others so as to protect themselves. As 

mentioned earlier, both Helen and Bambi controlled who they let into their circle of 

friends and how much they got to know about them when they were admitted to the 

circle. This “keeping at bay” strategy was used by Helen on friends and by Bambi on 

potential suitors.  

 

Many of the mothers involved in this study expressed reluctance about or a disinterest in 

repartnering, citing satisfaction with being a sole mother and a desire to avoid any 

challenge to their sense of control. Avoiding the idea of repartnering was another way 

of controlling interactions with others with the aim of maintaining control over various 

life domains. Again Helen, Pat and Jacki featured strongly in terms of their concerns 

about any loss of control in their lives: 
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“It would be like opening yourself up and making yourself more vulnerable and 

not having that control and I wouldn’t like that either.” Helen (1) 

 

“Why I’ve not ever really been interested in having another romantic 

partnership is because I love control and not having to…I mean, at first I was, 

‘Oh, my god, I don’t want to have to make all the decisions for the children, like, 

a hundred percent responsibility and stuff’ but I now…definitely now…nobody 

would be able to come in and have any say in what happens to [son#1] and 

[son#2] because it’s just been me for so long’. Jacki (2) 

 

“That’s why I don’t want to get into another relationship in a hurry. Because I 

want control over my life and I don’t want anybody undermining any part of it. 

Probably my biggest fear would be to lose that again.” Pat (2) 

 

There were also fears in regards to having a new partner assume more control or take 

control from them. This was something that some of the mothers were keen to avoid. 

Diane spoke about her concerns about loss of freedom and independence as being two 

key factors in terms of her attitude towards prospective new partners and how she had 

“worked too hard to get my own freedom and independence and I’m not about to throw 

it away to a dominant male” (2). For her, being a sole mother was a state of being which 

created extra opportunities for control.  

 

For many participants in this study, the state of sole motherhood offered the opportunity 

to avoid the control of a partner. Many of these mothers had endured ex-partners who 

had controlled them during the time of their relationships. Sole motherhood meant being 

free from such controls. Pat compared her situation to other sole mothers and found that 

she was lucky by comparison because her income was sufficient, she was not without 

support, she was not being threatened, and she did not need to get permission from her 

ex-husband to do everything (1). Helen spoke of enjoying increased resiliency as a sole 

mother and how she had the added bonus of not having to cater to a partner’s needs as 

well as the children’s (2).  

 

Sole motherhood offered opportunities to avoid a controlling ex-partner, but also 

afforded more control in terms of other life choices. Jacki described how, after her 
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initial reaction of not wanting to be a sole parent, she now found that, “I just love it by 

myself….I love it because I totally make all the decisions” (2). I also felt that although 

sole motherhood could be constraining it could also be more flexible in that I did not 

have to ask someone else what they wanted to do or consult anyone about a decision. 

Only my own thoughts and feelings mattered, not anyone else’s. Paradoxically, being 

able to enjoy expanded controls as a sole mother also led some of the mothers to be 

more accepting of a certain level of “chaos” in their lives.   

 

Most of the mothers in this study had spoken at length on the importance of various 

forms of control in their lives; however, the mothers who seemed to have the greatest 

degree of “balance” in their lives were the ones who also embraced “chaos”. Beth, 

Demi, Helen and Jacki all spoke about the importance of being in control and how this 

was a central factor in how they saw themselves. This was also something which I saw 

as being important to my life and self-concept. Jo had also indicated her use of control 

in terms of the management and organising of her family’s scheduling. Pat utilised 

controls to make space and time for herself and to keep unwanted influences at bay. 

Whilst Jo and Pat saw control as important in their lives, they also embraced a level of 

chaos and seemed to adopt an attitude of “expecting the unexpected”, acknowledging 

that there would be times when they would or could not be in control:  

 

 “Like I said…I’m go with the flow.” Jo (2) 

 

“Absolutely. Yeah. My life is like organised chaos.” Pat(2) 

 

“Having control of my life, I guess, to some extent but I’m so used to my life 

taking its own direction and it does do that… I’m used to more going with what 

happens…Life’s pretty chaotic as a single mum…” Sarah (2) 

 

Although the concepts of “chaos” and “control” were not raised as formal discussion 

topics in this study, they nonetheless emerged as important features in the lives of these 

mothers. Control appeared to exist in a number of ways. There was the subjective 

feeling of being “in control” as well as exerting controls over self, family activities, 

work and life choices. The drive to control in one life domain area also appeared 

connected to a perception of either a threat to controls or a perceived inability to attain 
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control in other key life domains. Being able to achieve and maintain control was also 

related to feelings of balance and the attainment of a sense of wellbeing. The mothers’ 

use of control also supported the findings of other researchers. 

 

Many researchers have examined the role of control within the family. Daly (2002) 

noted that the family was a site of a “power play” between men and women in an effort 

to achieve balance in public and private domains and that the use of control was an 

under-researched phenomenon. Harper and Richards (1986) linked the use of controls 

over the family to mothering ideology in a study that investigated mothers’ perceptions 

on being a “good mother”. In their responses, the mothers looked to past models and 

spoke about mothers “being present for their children” and “not letting them grow up 

without control” as being hallmarks of a good mother. Other researchers have looked to 

the role of control in terms of different family forms, such as sole mother families, 

finding a correlation between parental controls and family form (Hilton et al., 2001; 

McCarthy et al., 1999). Hilton et al. (2001) found that, compared to sole fathers, sole 

mothers had fewer resources, social contacts and financial resources and that this 

impacted upon their use of controls over their families. Perhaps the importance and use 

of control for the mothers in this study were a reflection of either their past experiences 

(of a lack of control) or their current experiences (regarding a lack of supports or 

resources). Certainly, for many of the mothers, finding adequate social supports through 

their key relationships was problematic. The following section looks at the support 

systems encompassing friends, family and the community, and highlights how these 

could either be a source of support or a means to undermine these sole mothers.  

 

 

The Impact of Key Relationships 

 

Experiences and attitudes towards friends, family, ex-partners and community support 

systems varied widely amongst the mothers in this study. Most of these mothers spoke a 

great deal about friends and family that they considered to be a part of their social group 

and support system. Whereas support from family and friends could be either more or 

less present, support from other community sources was virtually non-existent among 

this group of mothers. Not only did the mothers generally not seek community support, 

but the community groups and organisations that were mentioned appeared to be 
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generally unsupportive and even a hindrance in terms of helping mothers to cope with 

their responsibilities. Furthermore, even when, on the surface, support networks 

appeared to be in place, often the price of accessing such support, in the form of 

unwanted criticism and commentary on their actions and choices, inhibited admission. 

Mothers, in particular, could be willing to assist with the childcare of their 

grandchildren but they could also be critical of how their daughters were parenting or 

disagree over discipline or the feeding of sweets. The problems and benefits associated 

with key relationships, such as those held with friends, family, ex-partners, children and 

even work colleagues all had the ability to influence the mothers’ perceptions regarding 

their subjective wellbeing.  

 

 

Family as a Source of Support and/or Pressure 

 

Extended family members were regarded as a source of support and assistance or a 

source of pressure and stress or sometimes both. In terms of being a support, the family 

members mentioned were overwhelmingly female. The participants predominantly 

spoke of women, such as a mother, sister, aunt, grandmother or nanna, when talking 

about support. And although Jacki spoke of “mum and dad” her father was not 

mentioned at all when recounting the specifics of the support she received. Jo also 

spoke of support from her parents but again went on to speak only of the female 

members of her family. Pat was the only one who mentioned specific actions that her 

father took in occasionally minding her youngest child. She was also quick to add, 

however, that although he minded her child and was great at listening and being 

emotionally supportive, there was minimal other physical support from either of her 

parents.  

 

Beth and Jacki relied most heavily on their mothers for childcare as well as emotional 

and physical support. Beth spoke about her mother providing emergency childcare, 

helping out when she left town for work or attended a party, and stepping in to console 

her child during a tantrum. Jacki, who was living with her mother at the time of the first 

interview, spoke about her mother making breakfast and lunches for her boys and how, 

if she felt stressed or pressured in the past, she would go to her parents’ house. She also 
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noted that her parents never refused her requests for assistance (1). Jacki , like Jo, relied 

upon her parents for support with her children during times of stress or pressure: 

 

“One time I actually rang mum up and I said, ‘Oh, can we come and sleep at 

your house because I’m really like depressed, can we just come over and stay?’’ 

Jacki (1) 

  

Jacki’s mother also assisted with the children’s extracurricular activities such as taking 

the children to weekly swimming lessons and helping them with their reading and 

homework. Her mother also enforced and supported Jacki’s leadership regarding the 

strict regime of showers and bedtimes her children observed. Some mothers also 

assisted their daughters beyond just caring for or working with their grandchildren, by 

helping out with physical work. Beth spoke of her mum helping her to strip lino and 

wallpaper when she was renovating her house. Bambi spoke of her mum popping over 

to do the washing, ironing and mopping. Both Beth and Jo spoke about being “lucky” to 

have been able to receive support from their mothers. 

 

Advice and guidance was also on offer from other female family members in addition to 

mothers. Helen spoke of the need to talk to others and the value of having the input of 

key family members into her important decisions. Jo recounted valuable advice from 

her aunt who also had a large family: 

 

“She was doing uni, doing the kids…and she said she learnt that if she didn’t 

keep a balance…she never put 100% into one thing. She always had it balanced 

between something physical, something mental, something spiritual. Yeah. 

That’s how she kept the balance.” Jo (1) 

 

Practical assistance with children and households was also available through these 

extended family networks. Jo’s aunt provided an alternative to her parents when she 

needed a babysitter. Jo also spoke about having arranged for her sister to take and raise 

her eighth child when he was born, a deal which fell through when her sister was 

accepted into university. And Beth’s sister used to stay over at her home to help with 

the childcare and would come over occasionally to help with putting out the washing.  
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Despite the availability of a wide range of support and assistance for most of the 

mothers, many were reluctant to ask for help. Beth, Bambi and Pat expressed a 

reluctance to ask family members for help, because they did not want to “burden” them. 

However, Demi noted that the feeling that she should not be asking her family for 

assistance was coming from them, not her: 

 

“They’re there, if I need them, most times. But I’m kind of made to feel like I 

should be coping better. I think they’re trying to be cruel to be kind. It’s like, 

you’re not that bad, there’s a lot worse people, what about all the good things 

that you’ve got. Don’t be ridiculous.” Demi (1) 

 

Demi’s perception of her family’s “tough love” approach to caring for children was 

presented as a double-edged sword, and this was also reflected in Pat’s comment that 

“family can either be very negative or very positive”. In fact, negative or unwanted 

comments or advice from family were regarded as a major deterrent for some of these 

mothers, in terms of their accessing assistance or maintaining contact with extended 

family members. Jacki, Pat, Jo and I seemed to have received the most negative 

comments from our families, particularly our mothers.  

 

Despite Jo’s willingness to turn to her mother in times of need, she admitted to not 

having a good relationship with her. Her mother criticised her decision to send three of 

her children across to Perth to see their father. And despite Jo’s happiness at finding a 

new partner who was reasonable and supportive, in contrast to an abusive ex-partner, 

her mother had found reasons to criticise this new development. Jo’s mother seemed to 

disregard the positive developments in her daughter’s life, and instead criticised her 

decision to cease attending church after she had repartnered (2). Negative commentary, 

criticism and a lack of support were issues many mothers associated with contact with 

their relatives: 

 

“Like, there are some family members I tend to avoid. Because they can make 

you feel pretty rotten. You know, some people always manage to find the things 

that you should be doing that you’re not.” Pat (1) 
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“I’m fairly used to it [negative comments from family members]. It can be quite 

hurtful though, especially when you know that, like, you’ve achieved so much 

and they don’t see it.” Jacki (2) 

 

Pat had found her father to be emotionally and financially supportive of her but, like Jo, 

she had a strained relationship with her mother. She described her mother as being 

“distant and unhelpful” and a woman who “doesn’t empathise with other women” (2). 

Pat also spoke of another female relative, an aunt, whom she now avoided because of 

her “criticisms”: 

 

“Some family members just don’t understand that and they spend their time 

telling you what you should have been doing and again it’s a fact that I have so 

much to deal with in my life that I can’t cope with any negatives.” Pat (1) 

 

Jacki also spoke at length about the criticisms she had received from her mother. They 

ranged across all her life choices and included her choice of university course, career 

choice, decision to get a motorbike licence, the length of time she had been at 

university, the amount of time she spent with her children, over not having a full-time 

job, over being single, as well as not practising spelling words with her children in the 

car, as her mother thought she should. She noted that she gets “a lot of negative 

comments from my family”, which is why she was looking forward to moving out of 

her parents’ home at the time of the second interview: 

 

“I don’t like it and I’m glad to actually move into my house because it will 

reduce the amount of crap that I have to listen to…she goes on about stuff like 

that quite often so I do listen to it quite a lot.” Jacki (2) 

 

On the other hand, Jacki’s need to access the support her mother offered in the form of 

babysitting had temporarily outweighed any criticism and lecturing she received:  

 

“Oh, I get really cranky about that but I made the choice that I wasn’t going to 

be able to be there to look after the children all the time so I have to put up with 

it because if I complain too much she won’t do it and then I’ll have to not go to 

uni.” Jacki (2) 
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So although Jacki, Demi and Jo regularly relied upon their mothers for assistance and 

support, the price they paid often took the form of criticisms about their life choices. 

Beth and Helen had access to their mothers’ assistance and seemed to have the most 

harmonious relationships out of all the mothers. Bambi had offers of assistance but 

preferred to be self-reliant and avoid interference with her parenting decisions. Pat 

received assistance from her father but had an acrimonious and unhelpful relationship 

with her mother. Sarah, Diane and I had little or no support from our parents and 

siblings. It was possible that, for those of us who either had little support or who had 

support tainted by criticism, friends could compensate for any support deficit.    

 

 

Friends as a Source of Support 

 

As opposed to the permanency of family, control and choice could be applied to the 

selection of friends and both these elements were mentioned specifically by Jacki, 

Helen and Jo in regards to their friends. Jacki described how she would consciously 

choose who to see and how often to see them. Helen spoke about how she controlled 

how much her friends knew about her and how close she let them become (2):  

 

“And part of that control is letting people…you only let people get as close to 

you as you want them to be. Some of that control is just keeping people out a bit 

and that’s looking at a bit of a survival mechanism too, I think.” Helen (1) 

 

Jo also spoke about how she controlled the people she associated with, choosing to 

surround herself with only “positive people” and rejecting gossipers or people who put 

others down. Perhaps as a result of this element of choice, Demi, Diane and Pat also all 

claimed that friends were “better than family” in terms of being supportive (1).  

 

For Diane, having good friends appeared extremely important as they were a key source 

of emotional support. Good friends were supportive, accepting and non-judgemental. 

Diane spoke about feeling secure in being able to tell her friends anything and “know 

that they’re never going to use it against you or whatever” and that she felt “safe and 
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secure” with them (1). She also described how she would turn to her friends when she 

felt down: 

  

“Go for big long periods and have no happy times and then you sort of realise, 

‘What’s going on here, I’ve got to do something’ and so then, jump on the 

phone…I’ve got some friends that sometimes we have card nights. Like 500. 

Like we don’t gamble, we have…it’s just fun.” Diane (1) 

 

Helen also spoke of the support she received from her friends and of their 

“genuineness” and “sincerity” and having “people who know you really well and like 

you anyway!’ Her friendships were mostly with colleagues at work where she enjoyed 

“chatting” and “having fun” and going for coffee with them during breaks. In contrast to 

Diane, Helen had few friends outside of her workplace. She noted that the only people 

who regularly visit her home are her daughter’s friends (1): 

 

“I don’t have friends pop in around the house. I don’t have friends I go out with, 

with the kids. And I’ve often thought, ‘Gee, it might be nice to have that’.”  

Helen (1) 

 

Friends were mentioned often by the women in terms of shared free time or leisure 

activities. The bulk of these types of activities occurred on weekends and most 

commonly involved social settings which included eating, shopping, movies or chatting. 

Specifically, Beth attended Pilates classes and water aerobics with her friends and Diane 

went dancing with her friends and had them over to her house for casual nights of sitting 

around the fire, singing, playing cards or watching football (1). 

 

Researchers have found that social contacts (such as family and friends) and the 

emotional support, childcare and leisure companionship they offer are important for 

women (Henderson & Bialeschki, 1991a; Standing, 2001). But despite the need for 

social contact and support, many of the mothers described problems or constraints in 

either creating or maintaining support systems. For Helen and Jacki it was a matter of 

being out of step with their friends’ life cycle stage.  
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Two of the mothers described life stage constraints on their social support systems. 

Jacki and Helen both explained how they were out of step with their friends in terms of 

life stages. Helen, who had had children later in life, attributed her small “circle of 

friends” to differences between her children’s leisure interests and those of her friends’ 

much older children. While she had younger children, some of her friends were “empty 

nesters” whose children had left home. And because Jacki had started a family when 

young, all of her friends were single without children (2). Both cited this as being a 

problem in coordinating social activities with their friends. Another constraint 

mentioned involved moving away from support systems.  

 

As mentioned, some of the mothers had moved house frequently, losing touch with 

friends and support groups in the process. Half of the mothers spoke of having moved 

residence and of having left friends and support networks behind. Jacki and Jo had 

moved from Western Australia to Brisbane. Pat had moved from Armidale to Brisbane 

and expressed guilt at having not kept in touch with friends there. Sarah also spoke 

about having lost friends with the separation as “the group of friends that we had were 

mostly his friends” and so she had had to “start again” when she arrived in Brisbane (1). 

Making new friends, for both Sarah and I, was made more difficult because we had 

small babies to care for. Pat also talked of the difficulty of making friends due to her 

being a sole mother: 

 

“I’ve found it harder to make friends here because a lot of people are married 

and again they don’t…there seems to be a thing with married people sticking 

with married people. I don’t quite get it but the husbands do the BBQs together 

and the mothers do the mother things together and that’s all great.”  Pat (1) 

 

Finally, for other mothers, the constraint was accessing their support systems. Demi, 

Beth and Sarah spoke of difficulties they had experienced in trying to catch up with 

their friends. Demi noted that her friends were typically busy with their own children, 

work and sporting commitments and this was problematic in finding leisure partners as 

well as childcarers. Demi found that the lack of reciprocal childcare opportunities 

amongst her friends often left her feeling “dejected” and missing out on her own leisure 

opportunities (1). Sarah noted that catching up with her busy friends could be made 

even more difficult when she felt she really needed someone to talk to:  
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“Yeah, I’ve got some good friends but once again, they’re all busy as well so it 

tends to be hard to catch up with them when you’re at the particular moment 

when you thought you really wanted to.”  Sarah (1) 

 

Where some mothers felt constrained by an inability to access their friends, others 

purposefully limited their own availability. Jacki and Jo spoke of being quite discerning 

when spending time with friends. Although Jacki spoke of having “really good friends” 

that she visited and talked to on the phone, she “did not really like to spend a lot of time 

with other people”. Instead, she explained how she preferred her own company and 

would regularly refuse offers to go out with them (1). Jo chose her friends carefully, 

based on a need to avoid “negative” people as a result of experiencing problems with 

her ex-husband’s friends. She described this approach as being good, “because I’m 

surrounded by people that just want to help you out all the time” (1). Having the luxury 

of choosing between social opportunities, however, was limited to these two mothers 

only.    

 

Friends could be an important alternate source of social supports but for many reasons 

there could be problems in accessing this support. Friendships were lost with moving 

house or access was made difficult due to mismatching life cycle stages or being too 

busy. Some of us had issues with being rejected by friends and acquaintances due to our 

sole mother status, and this highlights another unique constraint that sole mothers can 

face in terms of accessing social supports. It was interesting to note that of the three 

mothers who described a lack of familial support, Diane, Sarah and I, only Diane 

appeared to find alternative support from her friends. Although Sarah and I had some 

friends, we both felt generally unsupported by both family and friends (1).   

 

Regardless of opportunity, choice or constraint, creating and accessing social supports 

was important to all the sole mothers in this study. Where partnered mothers may have 

the company and support of their spouse to fall back on if they encounter constraints 

regarding family and friends, a sole mother does not. Social supports are critically 

important for sole mothers who often have additional life obstacles, such as abusive ex-

partners, to negotiate. The last section considered issues and opportunities concerning 

support from family members and suggested that friends can be just as important in 
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providing social supports, especially when family cannot or will not. Another potential 

source of support and friendship could be within government organisations and 

community groups. The next section will examine the mothers’ experiences and feelings 

regarding these potential sources of support.  

 

 

Government Organisations and Community Groups 

 

Social structures or specific groups in the community are potential sources of assistance, 

resources and support for sole mothers. In this study, the mothers were generally aware 

of programs and services which provided financial assistance, childcare, friendship, 

healthcare, counselling and other specialist support in the community. But despite this 

awareness such programs were generally not accessed by the participants. Large 

government organisations tended to be avoided due to negative past experiences.    

 

Beth, Diane, Jo and I had all had negative experiences in regards to community or 

governmental institutions and their support of us as sole mothers. Beth spoke of feeling 

“humiliated” at Centrelink9 when she had to apply for the sole parent pension (2). Jo 

noted she had been on the waiting list for counselling for domestic violence “for ages” 

only to be advised, in the end, that the budget had been cut (2). Diane talked about when 

she was being stalked and attacked by her ex-partner and how the “police were useless” 

and would not charge him with domestic violence until he had offended several times 

(1). And my ex-partner had taken me through the Family Law Court system, which had 

involved several court appearances, where I had to represent myself because my Legal 

Aid application was rejected. Throughout this process I was made to stand just feet from 

my ex-partner who had physically abused and threatened to kill me. The entire 

experience was traumatising and made no easier by a registrar who seemed to delight in 

pointing out any error in completing the daunting array of paperwork. In addition to 

perceiving that the assistance on offer from such public institutions was less than 

adequate, many of the mothers also indicated that they had experienced antecedent 

barriers to seeking assistance in the first place. 

 

                                                 
9 Centrelink is a federally operated organisation which administers unemployment benefits and monitors 
and assists unemployed people in seeking paid work.  
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Some of the mothers had thought about engaging with community support groups but 

little action had been taken. For example, both Pat and Demi had thought about joining 

local Sole Parent Groups. Pat was motivated by the need to find someone to swap 

babysitting with, but found that she had trouble locating the right phone number and in 

the end she gave up. Demi located a Parents without Partners group but they were too 

far away and had given her a “bad vibe” when she had phoned them. In any event the 

group only met on a Wednesday and this clashed with her netball games (2). In addition 

to structural constraints, most of the mothers also seemed to have a psychological set 

against accessing community assistance.  

 

Although the mothers could name a variety of potentially supportive community 

resources such as sole parent groups, women’s groups, governmental organisations, 

churches and health professionals, they appeared reluctant to access such assistance. 

Many reasons were given for this reluctance. Pat spoke of knowing of a Women’s 

Association but noted that it was for women in “dire need” so she felt this did not apply 

to her. Bambi rejected the idea of seeking assistance for herself as she said there was 

“no way” she would tell a stranger details about her life. Diane spoke of her awareness 

of counsellors who could help her with her depression but that she had not taken steps to 

contact them because “I’m always too down to get out of the house” (2). Helen advised 

that although she was a member of the ADHD Support Group (due to her son’s 

condition), she had not attended any of the Support Group meetings because, as she 

explained, “You know, you try not to look too far down the track because it’s a worry”. 

Beth mentioned getting the contact details for playgroups from the social worker at the 

Mater Hospital but although noting that these could be a good source of support she had 

not pursued these opportunities. Both Demi and Jacki expressed concerns about the 

image of Sole Mothers’ groups. Demi spoke about not wanting to be associated with a 

lower class of sole mother and Jacki said she had avoided contacting any groups 

because she viewed them as being a place where you met men, which she explained she 

did not need (1). Perceptions around being a sole mother appeared to be a driving force 

behind other difficulties the mothers had in accessing assistance for themselves.   

 

Some of the mothers spoke about being judged, and adversely treated, by people in the 

community, based on their status as a sole mother. Just as I had found that former close 
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friends could turn their backs on me once I became a sole mother, Demi and Pat also 

talked about how their status had changed the way they were perceived by others: 

 

“People make inferences without actually saying it cause there is a label that 

goes with being a single parent. And I’m very aware of it. A lot of people say, 

‘Come on, we’re beyond that now, there’s so many single parents.’ Well, that’s 

garbage. There’s definitely a label attached to it.” Demi (1) 

 

“And there’s a real judgement on single mothers, in particular.” Pat (2) 

 

Jacki also alluded to her awareness of the existence of a social judgement on sole 

mothers when she described her reaction to discovering that her husband would not be 

coming back: “The first thought that come to my mind was that I don’t want to be a 

single parent” (2). The social stigma associated with their status as sole mothers may 

explain the mothers’ reluctance to access much needed community resources although 

they appeared to have no such reluctance accessing assistance on behalf of their 

children.    

 

The community support and assistance the mothers accessed for their children generally 

took the form of professional assistance for medical conditions. Sarah had recently 

taken her daughter to a paediatrician for a suspected case of dyslexia. Helen’s son had 

been counselled by a speech pathologist and tutor for over twelve months. Jacki’s sons 

had attended speech therapists, occupational therapists and physiotherapists for a 

number of years. And Beth had been in contact with social workers and nurses at the 

Mater Hospital on matters relating to the care of her young son. The mothers 

demonstrated an ability to access assistance for their children but were reluctant to seek 

assistance for themselves, despite indicating an interest in doing so.  

 

Many researchers have highlighted the importance of adequate social supports for 

women seeking to attain wellbeing. In a study based on Canadian National Population 

Health Survey data, Denton and Walters (1999) noted that social supports were an 

important determinant of women’s health. Sepa (2004) and Simons, Beaman, Conger 

and Chao (1993) noted that a lack of social supports for women usually leads to 

psychological stress. Callanan (1999b) found that if sole mothers are given adequate 
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financial resources and social supports their outcomes do not differ much from dual 

parent families. Given the importance of social support systems, it could be expected 

that sole mothers lacking support from friends and family would turn to the community 

to find that support. But despite a need for assistance and knowledge of the availability 

of that assistance, these mothers avoided seeking community sources of support.   

 

These sole mothers appeared to be aware of a wide range of community supports and 

resources which were, potentially, available to them; but for one reason or another, they 

chose not to access these services. For example, there were instances where government 

institutions made the mothers feel “humiliated” or “unsafe” and such negative 

experiences may have caused them to avoid other public organisations. Maybe the risk 

of rejection or criticism, based on being a sole mother, was a constraint. Perhaps the 

“ethic of care” encouraged these mothers to downplay their own needs and put the 

needs of their children ahead of their own. Or maybe the driver was a disparity between 

the way that they felt perceived in society as a sole mother and the way that they 

perceived themselves.  

 

Some of the mothers in this study had spoken about the disparity between the target 

group for community services and the way that they saw themselves. For example, Pat 

spoke about how the services were for mothers in dire need and how that did not apply 

to her. Others spoke about their negative experiences with governmental organisation 

such as Centrelink and how they had been made to feel like “second class citizens”. An 

awareness of a socially driven negative attitude towards sole mothers could have 

resulted in these sole mothers wanting to avoid situations where they were pigeon-holed 

into being “just another sole mother”. This reaction could have been strengthened if the 

self-perception that the sole mothers held differed from how they perceived society as 

viewing sole mothers. This could have caused them to avoid organisations aimed at 

assisting mothers like themselves. Certainly, the mothers’ self-perceptions, generally, 

were positive and strong, despite the many challenges and setbacks they had weathered 

as sole mothers. Instead of seeking external social supports, many of the mothers 

appeared to take pride in being self-reliant and able to deal with their own problems.  

 

Another key concept under consideration in this study which also reflected the 

resiliency and self-reliance of these mothers is leisure. Just as they placed importance on 
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sourcing and maintaining social support systems, many of the mothers spoke of the need 

to find “me” time or personal leisure time. And although leisure is not typically 

considered in work/life balance discussions this study proposes its inclusion.  

 

 

Leisure 

 

For the mothers in this study, sole motherhood brought either more or less leisure time 

by comparison to partnered women. In some ways access to leisure had become more 

restricted. Having sole responsibility for childcare, housework, home maintenance, 

scheduling and routines, as well as being the only adult present though the night to 

attend to a waking child, all conspired to restrict opportunities for “me” time. On the 

other hand, the absence of a partner also conferred greater control over the use of time 

within the household; and, when coupled with childfree time through contact visits, 

created more regular personal leisure time than partnered mothers would normally 

enjoy. This dualism in terms of leisure access and sole motherhood is further 

complicated by the acknowledgment that leisure is a highly subjective phenomenon. 

What one person considers as leisure may well be considered to be work for another. 

For many of these mothers, leisure was time away from caring responsibilities.   

 

Leisure was generally linked to the idea of finding separateness from the demands of 

caring for children. Most of the mothers also spoke about the need for and value of 

“me” time, “time away from the kids” and “space” for oneself. For some mothers, the 

need to find such time was quite compelling. 

 

“I know myself, I need it now and again otherwise you just crack up.” Beth (1) 

 

“I won’t function unless I do something for myself.” Jo (1) 

 

“I still need space…yes, I know it’s important and I know I need it.” Pat (1) 

 

Each of the mothers was asked about her weekday and weekend routines and it emerged 

that there were many opportunities for leisure, but the style and focus of leisure differed. 

Generally, weekday leisure took place in the home and involved either solitary activities 
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such as reading, listening to music, watching TV or catching up with friends, either on 

the phone or through visits. The majority of the “outside the home” activities during the 

week involved attending organised classes, courses or sport of some kind. For example, 

Beth’s weekday activities included Pilates and water aerobics classes and attending 

counselling sessions with her pastor. Demi attended gym and played netball on a 

Wednesday night. Jacki had karate on Monday and Wednesday nights. Jo attended gym 

and scrapbook classes during the week and Sarah played masters hockey on a Monday 

night and hockey training on a Wednesday night. Bambi and Jacki had the least contact 

with friends during the week, whereas Helen saw her workplace as providing most 

opportunities for socialising where she could chat with her workmates and have fun. Pat 

was the exception to the norm, reporting that she had no leisure time opportunities 

during the week (1). For some of the mothers, their weekend leisure contrasted strongly 

with their weekday leisure.  

 

Where weekday leisure seemed more focused on the home with structured outside 

activities, weekend leisure time seemed more unstructured and was spent away from the 

home. On weekends, an outward focus led some of the mothers to pursue opportunities 

to either go out or engage in activities with friends and family more. Beth, Demi, Jo and 

Sarah all went out more, with Beth talking about visiting her gran and attending a party, 

Demi eating out and going to the beach, and Sarah going to the markets, bike riding and 

playing hockey on Saturdays. Jo had the most outwardly focused weekend, playing 

basketball and refereeing rugby, attending church, having a massage and going to a 

Riverfire10 celebration in the city. Diane also spent a lot of time with her circle of 

friends and generally opted to bring the party to her home with singing around the 

campfire and having friends over to visit on the weekend (1). 

 

Weekends were also a time for taking time out for oneself and pampering. Sarah, Diane 

and Jacki spoke of just having time to themselves. Diane and Helen spoke of being able 

to read the paper and Demi enjoyed a “cuppa”. Jo talked of “getting her eyebrows 

done”. Beth indulged in the most self-focused activities with shopping, painting her 

nails and having a facial, although she noted that the facial was not a typical weekend 

                                                 
10 Riverfire is an annual festival organised by the Brisbane City Council which is located in and around 
the Brisbane River. 
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activity. Demi, Helen and Bambi spoke of opportunities to sleep-in, with Bambi feeling 

the need to mention sleep on the weekends several times over (1).  

 

Sleep emerged as a key theme throughout this study. Easily accessible and cost-free, 

sleep itself was often spoken of in leisure terms. Sleep-ins and naps were treasured 

leisure opportunities for many of these mothers. Helen spoke about how much her 

children “love their bed just as much as I do” and enjoyed a family sleep-in on Sunday 

mornings. Beth, Demi, Diane, Helen and Jo all spoke of looking forward to and 

enjoying a sleep-in on the weekends. Bambi also frequently talked about how she would 

“retreat” into sleep when the children were not around. The mothers’ beds were also a 

relaxing site for leisure. Both Beth and Demi spoke about reading and having a “cuppa” 

in bed. Diane and Helen also liked to read in bed and Bambi watched TV in bed before 

going to sleep (1). For these mothers, this sleep was a source of leisure as well as being 

an opportunity to pamper or self-nurture:  

 

“I don’t get up [on Sundays]. Especially now he’s older. It’s like, ‘Come to my 

door, if I’m asleep, close it’ and most of the time he’s pretty good with that. And 

I sleep. And then I read and have a cuppa and have a doze.” Demi (1) 

 

Sleep was a daily function, therefore, which fulfilled a basic biological need, but could 

also be a source of “me” time or leisure time. As either a means of rejuvenation or 

leisure, sleep could be seen as being an individual’s fundamental right. Perhaps it is 

because sleep was viewed as a right that the mothers indicated it was an expectation of 

theirs that they access sleep as and when they wanted and needed it. This highlighted 

the role of sleep as a site of contested control within the family.  

 

Being able to access adequate sleep in a desired or needed way often drove familial 

struggles for control over space and time. Sleep could be viewed as a site of control, 

where a mother could feel empowered by being able to make her own decisions as to 

when she slept and for how long, or disempowered through having had sleep taken 

away without her consent, such as through the illness of a child. The significance of 

sleep as a contested site of control highlights the pivotal role that children often 

inadvertently played in terms of the creation of their mothers’ leisure space and time. 

Children’s power or ability to disrupt familial sleep routines and raise stress levels was 
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often juxtaposed with the mothers’ need to not only have sleep but feel power over the 

familial patterns of sleep. Sleep, as a source of empowerment or disempowerment, 

could be a crucial factor for sole mothers due to the compounding of disadvantage in 

other aspects of their lives.  

 

The complexity of sleep deepened when the data revealed that, in addition to the 

mothers’ sleep as leisure, the children’s sleep also created leisure time and space 

opportunities for the mother. While children slept the mothers could have time to 

themselves which was also time out from the children’s demands. Where, during 

waking hours, children were often a source of work and a leisure constraint, during their 

sleep they inadvertently facilitated access to the mothers’ “me” time or leisure.  

 

“I’ve always enforced bedtime because I wanted to have a few hours to do what 

I wanted to do…there are certain things I want them to do, like go to bed at a 

certain time so I can have some time to myself.” Jacki (2) 

 

Children’s sleep time was used for “catching up with some people on the phone”, 

“reading a magazine”, “watching TV” or “painting my nails”. The accessing of leisure 

time through their own sleep or their children’s sleep appeared to be highly valued and 

keenly guarded by the mothers in this study.  

 

The importance of sleep in terms of being a need and a want, as well as a key site of 

control within a family, is made even more crucial by being an activity wherein these 

facets are re-created or reinforced each day. Sleep, therefore, is an important daily 

function and a multifaceted concept which crosses many domains and can influence 

many aspects of people’s lives, but perhaps has heightened meaning for sole mothers 

who lack the buffer of a partner in weathering children’s disruptions to sleep. In 

addition to inadvertently providing leisure opportunities for their mothers through their 

sleep, children were also the catalyst for the provision of their mother’s leisure time 

through contact visits. 

 

Just as children’s sleep provides respite from childcare responsibilities at night, the time 

that children spent with their fathers, through regular contact visits, also facilitates 

leisure opportunities or freedom from caring responsibilities. It is possible that such 
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time and space is unique to sole mothers because regular, discretionary time away from 

caring responsibilities of children may not necessarily be made available to partnered 

mothers. Some of these mothers spoke of this highly valued “me” time which was 

gained through contact visits:  

 

“Once a fortnight the girls are at their fathers, that is ‘me’ time. I don’t 

necessarily find a lot of time for me outside of that but at least once a fortnight I 

know I’m going to have a couple of days where it’s just about me and what I 

want to do.” Sarah (1) 

 

“But now I’m alright, I love…I look forward to…I know this sounds awful but I 

look forward to having that time out too.” Beth (2) 

 

Bambi, who had mentioned sleep many times, also found a way to marry the 

discretionary time afforded her through contact visits and her precious sleep: 

 

“You won’t get me out of bed before ten thirty if I don’t have the children, on a 

Sunday morning. No way.” Bambi (1) 

 

Contact visits allowed the mothers to de-stress and enjoy leisure time or “time off” from 

their children. Beth said that the stress did not seem to build up as it had done before, 

now that her son was going on full weekend visits every fortnight. When my child was 

going on contact visits I found that I really enjoyed the time to relax as well as to enjoy 

the freedom to go and see a movie, read or work in the garden (1). Similarly, the other 

mothers also found ways to relax during contact times: 

 

“The weekends I don’t have [son] I’ll try and do something that’s like, for me, 

sort of thing, if you know what I mean? I did have a day off the other week and I 

had a facial. I hadn’t had a facial for about eleven years so that was like 

heaven. So I’m going to try and do things like that, if I can.” Beth (1) 

 

“Sometimes I go out with friends. Mostly I stay at home and do a bit of 

housework. I love reading. I love music. I just tend to relax a bit…” Sarah (2) 
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Beyond having extra time and space without children and feeling less stressed as a 

result, some of the mothers also spoke of a flow-on effect in terms of their parenting. 

Some of the mothers spoke about feeling a renewed appreciation of their children as a 

result of contact visits. Two of the mothers whose children had “standard” contact 

mentioned that having the children go on contact visits had made them appreciate the 

time they spent with their children when they were at home. Bambi noted that when she 

has the children at home she tries to take full advantage of their presence: “On a typical 

weekend we probably would go out on a Sunday and do something fun or have 

somebody over.” Beth expressed similar feelings: “I try and do something with him the 

weekends I’ve got him, if you know what I mean, like spend some time.” Mothers 

whose children did not have contact visits expressed envy at the other mothers’ “time 

off” from parental duties.  

 

Some of the mothers whose children did not have contact saw this as a significant 

problem in their lives and leisure. For these mothers, the lack of contact meant a lack of 

“time off” from their parental duties and, therefore, a lack of access to personal leisure 

time. For them the “freedom from” caring was absent and so was the “freedom to” 

leisure (Wearing, 1990). Quite a few of the mothers spoke of the burden of 

responsibility without reprieve due to a lack of contact:   

 

“…for me, with being a single parent is that you have 100% of responsibility. 

And especially in my situation where we never see or have contact with the 

father. There’s not even like…it’s definitely not 50/50 like you’d hope and want 

it to be and have that responsibility, its 100% on me.” Jacki (1) 

 

Where the presence of contact visits could alleviate feelings of pressure and 

responsibility, the absence of contact visits could compound such feelings. Many of the 

mothers without contact spoke about the pressure of responsibility which was 

heightened by a lack of input or assistance from their ex-partner. The lack of contact 

visits appeared to be a constraint in terms of the mothers finding enough time for 

leisure.  

 

Some of the mothers without contact painted a bleak picture of their leisure. Demi 

related her lack of “me” time directly to her child not having contact visits and said that 
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if she did want to go out on the weekends it was difficult to find a babysitter (2). Diane 

attributed her frequent periods of depression to her situation where “you don’t have any 

time where it’s your own”, coupled with a lack of spontaneity in her life. This 

corresponds well with Warner-Smith et al.’s (2000) findings that high responsibility and 

burden of work coupled with low power are linked to increased levels of anxiety and 

depression. Diane related her own lack of leisure time to her demanding children. When 

asked about personal leisure time she referred to her children and stated “they are 

stealing it from you” (1). It appeared that the consistent lack of “time off” from child 

caring and domestic duties led to some mothers adopting different coping strategies.   

 

Some of the mothers who had few opportunities for pursuing their own leisure seemed 

to have responded by lowering their expectations or needs for personal leisure time. 

Bambi said that even when her children are away, “I don’t generally want time for 

myself” and would instead work around the house and garden. Helen noted that time on 

her own was so rare that she “doesn’t expect it” (1). Similarly, Jacki made the comment, 

“Yeah, I never really have thought, ‘Oh, I wish I had more time to myself’.” (2). Even 

when leisure opportunities did present themselves, both Pat and Bambi often rejected 

the idea, claiming it was usually not worth the effort: 

 

“I don’t like going out to parties or anything because I just get too tired and 

that’s not relaxing or fun for me anymore.” Pat (1) 

 

“It’s just that whole thing of having to get dressed up. Must get dressed at five to 

be somewhere at six or get in the car at six to be somewhere at six thirty. Forget 

it.” Bambi (2) 

 

Both of these mothers tended towards more inwardly-focused home-based leisure with 

few external social activities. Interestingly, three of the mothers who spoke in terms of 

not wanting or needing leisure for themselves have children who have no contact visits 

with their father. It is unclear whether or not these women were really satisfied with less 

personal leisure time, or whether other forces were at play. One possibility could be the 

process of cognitive dissonance, where the incongruence between leisure need and the 

availability of leisure opportunity (through such things as contact visits) create tension 

and discomfort and so the importance of the need for leisure is downgraded so as to 
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achieve a sense of comfort with existing circumstances. Another possibility is that the 

desire for personal leisure could have been suppressed due to an acceptance of the 

socially constructed “ethic of care” (Gilligan, 1982) or acceptance of intensive 

mothering as a norm (Pocock, 2003), both of which encourage women to put the needs 

of others ahead of their own. Two of the mothers claimed that they would routinely 

place their children’s leisure needs above their own:   

 

“I’ve always made it a rule that I have to stop whatever I’m doing and do 

whatever they want.” Jacki (1) 

 

 “…leisure is really the kids.” Helen (1) 

 

But despite any decreased opportunities or expectations for leisure time a few of these 

mothers were able to negotiate leisure time and space within the confines of their many 

responsibilities. For example, Pat described using the “system” at her work to take 

“wellness days” for herself and find some much needed leisure time: 

  

“I’ve probably taken about two days off school so far this year just so I can have 

a day with no interruptions. Total peace. Just time for me.” Pat (2) 

 

Like Pat, Helen also had very limited opportunities for personal leisure time but had 

managed to re-frame her work to view it as containing leisure experiences. Like Horna, 

(1993) who noted a growing interchangability between work and leisure, Helen 

explained that she did not ever get time to herself, but instead looked to her work 

colleagues for her socialising and leisure. Believing in good times where you find them, 

Helen felt that the special people in her life, such as her children, family and work 

colleagues were all central to her leisure experiences (1). Others also identified the time 

that they shared with their children as their own leisure time.  

 

Leisure time with children could take the form of doing fun family activities. Jo took an 

active approach to engaging in leisure pursuits with her large brood of eight. Among the 

family leisure activities on the weekend she mentioned taking her children to a 
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professional sporting event, to cultural events such as Riverfire11 as well as the large 

public parks at Southbank12 and Redcliffe13. She felt that spontaneity was important, 

saying, “I’m one of those ones that’ll just load the car up and go” (1). Where Jo looked 

for activities which would be fun for both the children and herself other mothers seemed 

to put their efforts towards incorporating their children into their own leisure interests.  

 

Instead of looking for leisure activities which represented a compromise of interests 

across the whole family, as Jo appeared to have done, some included their children in 

their own leisure activities. When Jacki socialised with her friends she brought her 

children along, because she viewed her children’s presence as normal and natural in 

terms of her activities, stating, “If I’m going somewhere it would be very unusual for 

me not to want to take the children” (1). Beth incorporated her young son into her 

leisure interests by introducing him to the pleasures of the coffee set: 

 

“So we’ll do a treat like that and then I’ll get a cappuccino and I’ll get him a 

baby-cino and we’ll have a little, you know, morning tea or something together 

and then we’ll look around the shops and talk about different things…’” Beth 

(1) 

 

As well as including children in either their own leisure activities or tailoring leisure 

activities to suit the children and create “family leisure”, some mothers viewed their 

children as leisure. As discussed earlier in the thesis, some researchers have noted that 

mothers sometimes find their children and their children’s interests and activities to be 

sources of leisure for them (Henderson, 1991; Horna, 1993). These findings were 

supported in the data from this study with Jo and Helen. Jo described the “happiness” 

she felt in being included in her children’s lives, whilst Helen equated leisure with the 

“fun” she has with her children, even when involved in everyday activities: 

 

 “I can be happy watching my children play sport.” Jo (1) 

 

                                                 
11 Riverfire is an annual festival in Brisbane which is organised by the Brisbane City Council 
12 Southbank is the name of an inner city district location in Brisbane which is owned and controlled by 
the Brisbane City Council and features a number of free public amenities such as parks and pools.  
13 Redcliffe is a peninsula located to the south east of the city of Brisbane. 
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“You know, as they get older they get more interesting and their sense of 

humour starts to develop and you might be sitting eating dinner and someone 

will say something funny and you all start laughing and you know, you can have 

a lot of fun with kids.” Helen (2) 

 

In addition to finding leisure opportunities away from children and with children, two of 

the mothers described the time they spent studying as also having leisure-like qualities. 

For Jacki and Helen, the opportunity to study was more than just a means to an end, the 

act of studying itself provided extreme personal satisfaction and was even described as 

also having leisure-like qualities: 

 

“I kind of can’t really make a distinction between university and free time anymore 

because I spend most of my free time now doing stuff for university. When I first 

started doing it I was like, ‘This is like too fun!’ It’s like, ‘How could you possibly 

get a job out of doing this sort of stuff?’ but you can so it’s not really leisure. It is 

actually working towards a career but I guess I umm…if you compare it to other 

things, it seems like leisure.” Jacki (2) 

 

“And funny…study’s me…study’s my time anyway. That’s taken…study’s filled a 

hole in my life. And it’s filled a hole in work because it’s given me the intellectual 

engagement I’m not getting through work but it’s also filled a hole at home where 

it’s something that I can focus on that’s for me. So a lot of that ‘me’ time for me is 

that study time even thought it’s being done for other people it’s really being done 

for me. Study’s a fairly personal thing for me.”  Helen (2) 

 

The idea of study time being synonymous with leisure is not new, however, as Aristotle 

wrote of this in 350B.C. Simpson and Yoshioka (1992, p. 220) noted that Aristotle 

viewed leisure as an “activity of the highest order”. To merely seek amusements in 

leisure time was considered to be something of a waste by Aristotle, who advocated that 

learning and education should be a key aspect of leisure. Aristotle saw that the 

intellectual activity of leisure could be aimed towards gaining skills for a business 

enterprise, as Helen and Jacki were doing with their study, or it could be purely in the 

pursuit of an intellectual activity to be valued for its own sake. This aspect of education 

as an activity which conferred intrinsic rewards was certainly something which Helen 
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and Jacki also were describing when they spoke of the joy that they experienced through 

their study time.  

 

Although study may well have had leisure-like qualities for Jacki and Helen, it is 

worthwhile to note that their children did not have contact visits with their father and 

that these mothers had few other opportunities to experience leisure. So perhaps there 

was an element of constraint in finding leisure in their study, due to an absence of 

alternatives. Regardless of the way that leisure time and space was accessed or 

qualified, being able to access this time was generally considered to be important to 

their sense of wellbeing.  

 

Many of the mothers identified a link between their lack of leisure time and their sense 

of wellbeing. Demi described her lack of leisure as “a huge, huge factor” in her 

wellbeing. Pat noted her need for “space” and how “I don’t get enough of that” and that 

it was a “problem” in her life. Diane said that her children “stealing” her leisure time 

affected her “absolutely”. And Helen noted that leisure was important in her life 

because otherwise, “There’d be a gap, wouldn’t there? In your life.” The importance of 

leisure, for these mothers, was contrasted with the problem of attaining sufficient 

opportunities to experience leisure time and space.  

 

Leisure time was generally thought to be beneficial and could be sourced through 

“wellness days” off work, time with children, time at work, own sleep, children’s sleep 

and contact visit times. Sleep emerged as a hotly contested site of control, not the least 

for the reason that children’s sleep times were highly valued opportunities for “me” 

time. Again, the presence of contact visits facilitated greater opportunities for leisure 

time than most partnered mothers would be able to access. But, on the other hand, a lack 

of contact time and therefore leisure time created a heightened sense of stress in some 

mothers. Although contact may be absent and time for leisure limited, the quality of that 

time may be heightened through the element of control.  

 

While sole mothers may have the burden of greater responsibility and fewer 

opportunities for a reprieve from that burden in the form of leisure, it is possible that the 

leisure time they are able to access is of a better quality due to the element of control. 

Standing (2001) claimed that leisure is absent for sole mothers who have an 
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“overwhelming” lack of time and Douthitt et al. (1990) concurred, claiming that sole 

mothers only have about two-thirds as much leisure time as other mothers. On the other 

hand, Weston and Smyth (2000) noted that while sole mothers may have less leisure, 

they also have, at least, greater freedom and control over their leisure decisions. They 

also note that it is the freedom from an oppressive relationship coupled with a sense of 

control over life and finances which can increase a sense of wellbeing for sole mothers. 

In this study, being able to access leisure time and space was extremely important in 

terms of not only allowing the mothers to cope, be better parents and attain a certain 

level of wellbeing for themselves, it was also connected to their sense of self.  

 

 

Sole Mother Self-perceptions 

 

Throughout the interviews the mothers made many references to themselves, their 

perceptions of their personality traits and identity which provided insight into their 

values, beliefs and life priorities. Important benefits of having “time out” from children 

and caring responsibilities were the opportunities afforded to discover, express and 

affirm a sense of self. This section will examine the mothers’ sense of self and how this 

perception could be either reinforced or “lost” through achieving or not achieving a 

balance between leisure, work and caring responsibilities.  

 

A number of the mothers spoke about having “lost” their sense of who they were as a 

person, at various stages of their lives. Bambi, Sarah and Jo all spoke of having lost 

their sense of self at different times. They gave examples of times where their attention 

to work or caring duties had led to their missing out on “me” time or leisure time, 

resulting in a loss of self. Sarah spoke about a busy time when she had been working as 

an umpire and team manager for her daughter’s sport, saying, “That certainly wasn’t 

‘me’ time, and in fact I sort of got lost in there somewhere” (2). Bambi described a 

sense of loss which was still current at the time of the first interview by saying: 

 

“I don’t even know who ‘myself’ is anymore. I want to have a good work life. 

But who I am beyond that? No. No idea.” Bambi (1) 
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Bambi felt that her outward persona of being an independent, “take charge” woman who 

felt she had to be strong for others had often led to her becoming “a sponge for other 

people’s baggage”, especially at her work where her employees tended to confide in 

her. She described how she would avoid getting involved with the emotional issues of 

her friends because she felt emotionally overloaded whilst feeling emotionally 

unsupported and vulnerable herself. She described herself as being “goal-less, life-less” 

(1). Jo, who had had such a strong sense of self at the first interview, described how she 

had “lost myself a little bit” by the time of the second interview following the life 

changes she had experienced, including repartnering and falling pregnant. She ascribed 

this change to her new focus, away from herself and her interests and towards her new 

partner and their relationship. She also linked this change to having given over “control” 

of her life to her new partner (2). This sense of self, therefore, appeared to be something 

which could come and go depending on circumstances, and was linked to a perception 

of control and degree of access to “me” time.  

 

In addition to being one of the mothers who felt that she had lost her sense of self, Jo 

was also the mother who described what was needed to regain it. At the first interview 

Jo expressed her confidence in being able to maintain a distinct sense of self and how 

she would monitor how she was feeling so this could continue to be maintained. The 

maintenance of self was seen to be crucial to coping as a sole mother. She had spoken 

about her recent achievements which included art therapy classes, learning to play 

rugby, becoming a referee and attending a self-esteem course and how these had 

boosted her confidence. The self-esteem course had allowed her “just to find myself 

again”, learn how to “refocus” on what is important and to be more philosophical about 

the events in her life. According to Jo, “I’ve just learnt there is a season to 

everything…..and I think that’s how I cope so well” (1). Of all the mothers, Jo seemed 

to express the greatest insight into maintaining a sense of self. She demonstrated an 

awareness of the kinds of events which threatened a loss of a sense of self and some 

means by which she could maintain her sense of self: 

 

“And when I lose focus of me and I keep feeling like I’m…cause I’m one of those 

that do…I just jump when someone needs help and so I can do that for a little 

while and then I think, ‘Oh, my goodness, I’m missing me out!’. So, I mean, I 
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can do simple things like go for a walk or go and get my eyebrows done or go 

get my hair done and I feel like that’s such a big thing.” Jo (1) 

 

Judging by the many self-descriptors they used, the other mothers appeared to have a 

strong sense of who they were. These mothers spoke about their positive qualities, such 

as their organisational skills, independence, resiliency and being achievers. All of these 

featured strongly in the mothers’ self-descriptions. Beth, Diane, Helen, Jacki, Jo and 

Sarah all described themselves as being organised. Independence was valued by Beth, 

Diane, Helen, Jacki and Pat. Being organised and independent are both qualities that I 

believe I also possess. Similarly, many of the mothers also saw themselves as being 

achievers: 

 

“I had to go home at the end of the day feeling like I’d achieved something in 

the world.” Beth (1) 

 

“Cause you only live life once and I want to be able to look back and think, ‘Oh, 

I’m just so proud of what I achieved in my lifetime.” Jo (2) 

 

Seeing themselves as independent and dynamic achievers, in a wider context beyond 

their roles as mothers and caregivers, highlights the role of control and agency in terms 

of self-identity in the mothers’ lives. Believing in their own ability to achieve and 

influence the course of events around them demonstrates a commitment to agency and a 

willingness to command power and exercise controls over themselves, their actions and 

the course of their lives. Being able to embrace a self-identity which encapsulated such 

personal qualities was especially significant, given the multiple constraints that they had 

experienced in their lives. The development of a strong sense of self, which includes 

these elements, appears linked to the presence of opportunities for leisure. Diane, Beth, 

Helen, Jacki and Jo had all talked about the importance of leisure and “me” time in their 

lives, had all taken steps to ensure that they made time and space for their own interests 

away from their roles as mothers, and all displayed a strong sense of self. Other 

mothers, such as Pat and Bambi who both claimed that they did not want their own 

personal leisure time or Demi who claimed she did not have nearly enough leisure time, 

all appeared to have a much weaker sense of self. A strongly developed sense of self 

appeared to be important in terms of psychological wellbeing and life satisfaction 
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levels. And an ability to ascertain needs and wants, based on a strong sense of self-

awareness, also appeared to drive decisions regarding key life domains.  

 

Researchers have long considered that key domains involved in work/life balance 

include paid work and unpaid work. Key relationships have also been considered by 

some researchers, but usually only as an embedded component of unpaid work (Higgins 

& Duxbury, 2001). The next section will examine the experiences of this group of sole 

mothers in relation to their paid and unpaid work demands (including children and 

childcare) as well as the role of key relationships in the attainment of balance. Each of 

these key domains will be linked to an assessment of its role and its effect on subjective 

wellbeing.  

 

 

Work/Life Balance 

 

The concept of “balance” was a central focus in terms of the overarching research 

question and emerged as being both less and more significant than I had expected. 

Where I had expected, given the many constraints that these mothers had experienced, 

that balance would be a very important thing to every one of them, I was surprised to 

find that not everyone saw balance as being a central or even a peripheral concern to 

them and their lives. Some of the mothers agreed that balance was important and, 

consistent with much of the literature on work/life balance, cited various life domains, 

such as children, friends, paid and unpaid work, as being central to a balanced life. In 

addition, however, I also found other dimensions to the action of balancing, with some 

of the mothers indicating that “balance”, to them, was more a state of mind, rather than 

something that you did or did not do. This section examines the mothers’ perceptions of 

balance, the effects of balancing or not balancing and the relationship of balance to 

wellbeing.  

 

Duxbury and Higgins’s (2001) Work/Life Balance Theoretical Framework proposed 

that key relationships play a part in terms of allowing working parents to cope with paid 

and unpaid work demands, and the findings in this study support this observation. For 

many of the mothers, balance was primarily concerned with key relationships. Key 

relationships could include children, parents, siblings and friends: 
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“Yeah, that commitment to being there for what my kids need.” Sarah (2) 

 

“So I guess that’s kind of like balancing between me maintaining friendships, 

giving [son#1] and [son#2] what they need and stuff as well.”  Jacki (2) 

 

“And I think, to try and keep a balance of trying to build good relationships, 

now, with the children and with him.” Jo (2) 

 

Others indicated a broader view of balance, seeing key relationships as a central theme 

along with work: 

 

“I think being able to juggle being a mum and working and still my mum’s 

daughter and being my sister’s sister and things like that.” Beth (2) 

 

“I probably see balance in terms of work, study and relationships. 

Relationships, that is the social side as well. And relationships, that’s really 

where the family is, the kids, mum, you know, my sister.” Helen (2) 

 

Interestingly, both Bambi and Helen had three-way diagrammatic representations of 

how balance worked in their lives. Bambi spoke of three factors: work, finances and 

home, describing home as being her central concern. In her diagram work impacted 

upon the home and finances impacted upon the home, but work and finances did not 

impact upon each other. Helen also described a triangular formation comprising 

working life, private life and social life. Unlike Bambi, each “side” could impact the 

other two. Order was maintained by not having more than one side out of balance at any 

one time, which could mean paying more attention and putting more energy and focus 

into one side as circumstances demanded:   

 

“In order to keep it all balanced, while this side of my life is busier, this side of 

the triangle, the work has to be quieter.” Helen (2) 

 

For Jo, who had, by the time of the second interview, commenced a new relationship 

and was pregnant with her ninth baby, balance had taken on a different meaning 
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entirely. Where, in the past, balance had been about keeping herself fit and able to cope 

with the demands of raising her family alone, balance was now about her new partner 

and their relationship, as well as the relationships between her children and her new 

partner. All of her concerns regarding balance in her life focused on being able to 

successfully merge her partner and her children into a new family: 

 

“See, I would have thought, on my own, you know, I kept a balance, like, 

because of that physical side, then I did the kids and, you know, did something 

for me. So balance now is, you know, you’ve got someone else to be aware of, to 

keep a balance with your relationship so you’re still dating and you’re not 

neglecting each other and then you’ve got the family aspect where he’s the role 

model…so I suppose my balance has changed where he’s part of it now.” Jo (2) 

 

Duxbury and Higgins (2001) considered relationships in their Work/Life Balance 

Theoretical Framework to be either a “non-work demand” or a “moderator”. The 

mothers in this study also spoke about the “work” involved in servicing key 

relationships and how those same relationships were able to provide support in 

balancing their lives, but it emerged that they were more important than that. Words 

such as “build” and “maintain” suggest a more complex situation in terms of 

relationships than was indicated by Duxbury and Higgins’s model. These mothers 

indicated a tension in servicing and organising each relationship as well as managing 

movements between relationships. Managing relationships, as well as wanting and 

needing to spend time with the people who were important, went beyond being just a 

source of work. In addition to the management of relationship with others was the 

management of the relationship with the self.   

 

In addition to “significant others”, some of the mothers saw that the key relationship 

was with themselves and that there was a need to keep in touch with and look after their 

own needs, separate to those of others. Although Jo had ceased playing sport due to her 

pregnancy and felt she was “not physically there” in the balance of things as a result, 

she still felt that she was “number one” in terms of the relationships that she needed to 

maintain in her life. Sarah also described a view of balance that placed her at the centre 

of her world. She explained that this was due to being a sole mother and so that was 

why it was “me and my family” and “me and my work”. When asked if time for her or 
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leisure time was a factor in finding a balance, Demi replied, “Yeah, that’s my biggest 

concern” (2). A few of the women spoke of the need for time for oneself, in regards to 

finding a balance: 

 

“I need to find a balance between my family…which is my most important 

thing…and work. And my volunteer stuff and somewhere in there I need to find 

time for me. And it’s making all of those things balance and relationships, 

obviously…it’s making all of those things balance that makes life work.” Sarah 

(2) 

 

“I’m a very patient person but I can see I reach my limits, you know. There’ll be 

a point where I can’t juggle it anymore or I can’t unless I take some time out for 

me.” Pat (2) 

 

Finding a balance between time and attention for self and time and attention for others 

was not always easy or even possible. For some it appeared that work/life balance was 

impossible, given the responsibilities of being a sole mother. The idea of “balancing” 

was negated by the burden of responsibility and the lack of support or assistance:  

  

“Balance? That would mean time for me, and work, and [son]…all balancing 

nicely. And that’s just a dream. Because that has never occurred since I’ve been 

a single parent.” Demi (2) 

 

“I couldn’t deal with any one of the situations I was in, effectively. Each one 

required a single person. Or a single mum.” Sarah (2) 

 

“We know a child is developed from 23 chromosomes, I think, from male and 

female, and yet it’s the mothers that are looking after 46 of those 

chromosomes.” Diane (2) 

 

The availability of assistance could also be problematic in terms of striking a balance 

between competing life domains. Pat spoke about her reluctance to ask for help from 

friends with picking her child up from school because she knew she would not be able 

to “balance” or return the favour: 
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“There’s only so much time in my day so if I were to ask somebody to, say, pick 

the kids up one day, I know I probably couldn’t do the same thing back again so 

that’s a hard thing to ask for.” Pat (2) 

 

Another key factor was the perception of time or being “time poor” because of the 

demands of various life domains. Bambi spoke about her hectic life pace and how, if 

she neglected her housework and was “slack” this would only result in an imbalance in 

her life: 

 

“…then it’s only going to be me in a week’s time that’s going to have to do ten 

times more. So it affects the balance then I can’t have that Sunday fun day with 

the children.” Bambi (2) 

 

 “I can’t balance because I don’t have enough time.” Demi (2) 

 

Other mothers went still further, seeing balancing as being something of a luxury which 

went beyond “survival”. Bambi spoke about balance and wellbeing being connected, 

but claimed that she did not “really have the luxury to really dwell on it” (2). Others 

also indicated that they felt that balancing was a luxury they could not afford and that 

they were occupied with just surviving: 

 

 “…I say ‘no’ but the most important thing for me is to survive.” Beth (2) 

 

 “No, you’ve just got to survive.” Diane (2) 

 

For Helen, the situation was slightly different as she viewed balance and control as a 

means to attaining wellbeing and survival: 

 

“You know, I think it’s a way you get done, a way you survive, a way you keep a 

sense of wellbeing is by keeping the balance and control and …most of the 

time.” Helen (2) 
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So balance was being described in terms of competing demands on time and attention 

and the juggling of paid and unpaid work demands and key relationships. From the 

comments of the mothers it appeared that, often, such responsibilities were 

overwhelming to the point where balancing was considered either out of the question or 

a luxury. Yet, despite being difficult to attain, balance was considered to be very 

important by some of the mothers. Many of the mothers described a close link between 

experiencing a sense of balance and a sense of wellbeing. How these two factors 

connected differed from mother to mother. For both Beth and Helen, balance impacted 

upon their sense of wellbeing: 

 

“Cause if you’re balanced then your wellbeing is pretty good. So there’s a high 

correlation there, I think.” Beth (2) 

 

“Although sometimes you’d kill for a bit of excitement, wouldn’t you? But then 

that would tip the balance, it’d all get out of control and that would be…that 

would cause all sorts of confusion and a lack of wellbeing.” Helen (2) 

 

Demi, by contrast, considered balance and wellbeing to be one and the same: 

 

“That’s what I’m saying about this whole optimum level of wellbeing. Well, 

balance is wellbeing. That sums up the whole thing.” Demi (2) 

 

And although Demi claimed that, as a sole mother, she had never attained a sense of 

balance, she could recall feeling balanced during her marriage and described it as 

feeling “wonderful”. Others also recalled positive feelings they had experienced when 

different aspects of their lives were balanced and expressed their feelings in the 

following terms:  

 

“Calmness. Just a nice steadiness. Things moving along. No great hiccups that 

tip things either direction…just a sense of calmness and steady and quiet 

progress.”  Helen (2) 

 

Up until this point in time the mothers had been describing what balance was to them 

and, as a result, a wide range of responses had been gathered. Most of the mothers 
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thought balance was important. Of those who considered balance important, most saw 

relationships as being a central component but others included paid work and “me” 

time. Some saw balance as achievable and others saw it as unachievable or a luxury 

with nothing to do with the business that they saw themselves in: survival. Balance 

might or might not be involved with wellbeing or they might be one and the same, 

depending on whom you spoke to (2). The proposition that work/life conflict/balance is 

affected by a key set of factors which interact with each other in predictable ways, as 

proposed by Higgins and Duxbury’s (2001) model, is limited in its potential to explain 

the diversity of the mothers’ experiences described in this study. Certainly the argument 

presented in the model, that work/life balance is concerned with the four key factors of 

role overload, role spillover, role interference and caregiver strain can all be seen in this 

data in terms of the juggling of life domains. But the mothers in this study went past the 

discussion of balance as juggling to describe balance as a subjective experience. This 

difference in definition emerged when the mothers were asked about imbalance in their 

lives.   

 

When asked what balance was, the mothers spoke about the life domains typically 

associated with work/life balance literature, such as paid and unpaid work, caring 

responsibilities and key relationships; but when asked about what happened when they 

were not able to achieve balance, a different perspective of balance emerged. Nearly all 

of the mothers in this study spoke about their experiences with depression. For some, 

trying to balance meant trying to avoid what they saw as being the negative 

consequences of not being balanced, which was suffering from depression:  

 

“And that’s a big part of why I stopped working where I was because I was 

starting to worry if I was going to finish up depressed again. Because I wasn’t 

dealing…it wasn’t balanced. You know?” Sarah (2) 

 

“I think because I have like, suffered from depression and that and quite a lot of 

people in my family and some of my friends have had problems with mental 

disorders and stuff like that as well, I’m really aware of it and I think if I felt that 

that was…that trying to balance everything was having an impact on that then I 

would immediately try and change it.” Jacki (2) 
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An awareness that depression could result if a lack of balance went unchecked could 

also explain why many of the mothers were so keen on maintaining a tight control over 

their lives. As mentioned previously, control was something which was very important 

to Helen, and this concept emerged again in relation to balancing: 

 

“If it’s one thing I think you can always cope but when its when two or three 

things, you know, that’s when you really start to feel like you’re completely 

losing all sense of control and balance.” Helen (2) 

 

The importance of balancing, for these mothers, was highlighted by their fears and 

concerns regarding not being in balance. Imbalance, for these mothers, could lead to 

their feeling out of control or feeling stressed, which, in turn, could lead to illness or 

depression. The trigger for these feelings seemed to differ somewhat from mother to 

mother, depending upon their subjective perception of any given situation. The 

subjective and highly individual experience of balancing was made even more complex 

when the factor of changeability emerged.  

 

In addition to the many different ways of experiencing balance, these mothers also 

described the temporal nature of balance in their lives. Some of the mothers described 

how their perception of balance in their lives could change depending on various current 

events in their lives:  

 

“I was there a few months ago. Like, if you’d interviewed me two months ago, 

I’d have said, ‘Yeah, everything’s great’. You know? But now it’s gone back to 

square one, really’.” Beth (1) 

 

“So it’s a balance thing and sometimes it’s in favour of one area and sometimes 

others but most of the time you try and keep it nice and steady so it’s all hanging 

nicely and not tipping but you also have to recognise that there’s gotta be times 

when it does tip in favour of one or the other and it’s just a short time and it 

corrects itself.” Helen (2) 
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“It’s not stable and it’s not long term it’s day-to-day. And it’s like, maybe, in a 

twenty four hour period I’ll balance all those things…sometimes it’s on an hour 

to hour basis that I’ll balance those things.” Jacki (2) 

 

Jacki also identified that one aspect of her relationships with others was likely to cause a 

perception of imbalance in her life. The comments, demands and perceptions of other 

people affected the decisions she made, which, in turn, affected her sense of balance:    

 

“I guess the other thing that I kind of have talked about is just other people’s 

comments and demands and stuff coming in and affecting what sort of decisions 

that you make in regards to, like, balancing and stuff that you are trying to do. 

That’s one of the most negative things that I deal with, probably in regards to 

that.” Jacki (2) 

 

Pat also had spoken of the negative effects of the comments of others on her life but she 

appeared to feel more in control of this and had developed her own way of dealing with 

it: 

 

“I’m starting to learn that what everyone else thinks is an appropriate amount 

of time to spend with your family is what they think and it’s not at all relevant to 

my life. So I’m starting to get a bit better at blocking out those messages of all 

that I should be doing, as a mother.” Pat (2) 

 

So the achievement of balance could be important as a mother’s mental health, stress 

levels and sense of control could be reliant upon it. Paradoxically, balance could also be 

very changeable and dependent upon various external factors such as interactions with 

others. And while some mothers described the negative effect of their interactions with 

others, in terms of their balance, Beth described an instance where feeling balanced 

affected how she interacted with others and viewed her life at that point in time:  

 

“…when you’re balanced and like, someone will do a nice gesture for you and 

you think, ‘Oh, wow, life is great!’” Beth (2) 
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The fact that these mothers saw balance as being easily changeable and highly 

influenced by the actions and interactions they had with other people appeared to 

indicate another way of viewing balance. Beth described how when she felt balanced 

then this state could colour the rest of her interactions or experiences at that time. Others 

also indicated the same sort of quality of balance in their experience, seeing it as being 

some sort of an internal process or feeling, in addition to just being concerned with an 

external set of responsibilities or circumstances.  

 

“I think one of the keys to balance… your own mental attitude.” Helen (2) 

 

So it appeared that the mothers in this study were talking about two kinds of phenomena 

when they spoke about balance. On the one hand it was the practical and emotional 

work and responsibilities that were connected with their key life domains and important 

relationships. This was the juggling aspect of balancing and the mothers needed to be 

highly organised in order to complete all necessary tasks and stay in control. On the 

other hand, balance could also be seen as an internal perception or a feeling which 

seemed to be a measure of how well they felt they were juggling their various demands. 

Pat seemed to capture the essence of this kind of balance when she described how she 

needed to re-centre herself: 

 

“That spiritual time is probably what I’m talking about, time alone. That kind of 

thing. That’s…it’s like a process of centring yourself…I need time to kind of re-

centre myself. My ideas and my values’. Pat (2) 

 

Pat’s inner balance or re-centring was facilitated through “me” time or leisure time and 

this highlighted why such time was held in such high regard by her. This description of 

inner balance is something that I also perceived as being central to my idea of 

balancing. Having the time to reflect on who you are and what you want out of life, as 

well as judging how well you are achieving your goals (through the juggling of different 

life domains), seems to me to be the desired end product to the work of balancing. Pat 

also spoke of using leisure as a tool to reflect and evaluate the juggling of life domains 

(external balancing): 
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“I don’t think I’ve quite achieved it yet. I think I’m getting there. It’s a learning 

process and I keep having to just sort of sit down, prioritise and remind myself 

what I need to be putting effort into.” Pat (2) 

 

Perhaps the goal of juggling is to attain this more subjective, internal perception or 

feeling of balance. Perhaps exercising control over self and life domains is about trying 

to juggle better. Kenney’s (2000, p. 647) study on young women and stress claimed that 

the “need for control” was an “unhealthy personality trait” which led to a loss of health 

and “inner balance”. Inner balance, in terms of Kenney’s study, however, referred 

primarily to levels of health, instead of any sort of feeling or perception. Perhaps it is 

the good jugglers, the ones who successfully juggle many competing responsibilities, 

who lose sight of the purpose of juggling in the first place and inadvertently put 

themselves at risk of stress and health problems. Perhaps Duxbury (2006) captured the 

feeling more accurately when she proclaimed that “when we talk about balance we talk 

about the heart”. Maybe these are the relationships at play when we talk of work/life 

balance.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this chapter was to examine the strategies the participants used in 

addressing work/life conflict issues in their lives, and to address key research questions 

posed at the outset of this thesis. These were: 

 

1. How do these mothers describe their subjective wellbeing? 

5. How do these mothers define ‘balance’? 

6. How is balance achieved in terms of paid work, unpaid work and leisure? 

 

During the process of investigating the phenomenon of balance in the mothers’ lives 

many constraints were identified (and discussed in Chapter Four), addressing research 

questions focused on experiences with paid work, unpaid work, physical and mental 

health and subjective wellbeing. If only these were identified, the overall impression 

could be one of passive oppression. But the mothers in this study proved themselves to 

be, on the contrary, active participants in the design, direction and purpose of their lives. 
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In responding to the remaining research questions concerning the defining of wellbeing 

and the defining and exploration of the achievement of balance, this chapter highlighted 

opportunities for challenging constraints, and locating pathways to empowerment.   

 

One important emergent coping strategy which also worked to challenge constraints 

was the mothers’ use of control. Control was used over their own actions and feelings, 

over familial routines and to limit the impact and actions of other people. Controlling 

was also linked to key relationships, attaining leisure time, self-perceptions and 

wellbeing. And although some researchers have examined the role of control within 

families and between men and women there is a lack of research into sole mothers’ use 

of control in relation to themselves, their families and their work/life balance (Daly, 

2002; Hilton et al., 2001; McCarthy et al., 1999). Another key strategy in overcoming 

constraints was the utilisation of assistance through key relationships.  

The need for social supports for mothers, especially sole mothers, is well documented as 

is the threat that unavailability of support, through being too busy or moving house, can 

pose to health and wellbeing. Support was found for both these findings. Where the sole 

mothers were well supported their friends and family provided highly valued advice, 

companionship for leisure activities and assistance with childcare. Paradoxically, the ex-

partner emerged as an important aspect of this assistance, providing regular fortnightly 

leisure time opportunities for mothers through contact visits with the children. But many 

of the mothers identified negative aspects to their relationships. Unwanted assistance, 

advice or criticism from family members and the continuation of contact with an 

abusive and controlling ex-partner numbered among them. Additionally, even when the 

benefit outweighed the detriment in terms of key relationships, there was still a high 

degree of work involved in developing, managing, organising and moving between key 

relationships. Although relationships are considered in work/life balance literature, the 

complexity of the situation, as evidenced by the data gained in this study, is rarely 

represented.  

 

One of the reasons that friends, family and ex-partners were important to these sole 

mothers was that they often offered opportunities for leisure. Researchers have found 

that sole mothers, typically, have less time and opportunity for personal leisure, but they 

have also found that they may also have greater freedom and control over that leisure 

time. This study supports these findings. The sole mothers in this study often struggled 
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to find “me” time away from caring responsibilities but found opportunities when the 

children were in bed and away on contact visits with their fathers. Other strategies 

included considering children and their activities to be leisure, taking “wellness days” 

off work, considering study to be leisure and decreasing the importance of leisure. As 

sole mothers they had more control and freedom over the time that they did access, due 

to the absence of a partner. Being able to access leisure proved to be extremely 

important, however, in terms of developing, refining and affirming a sense of self, 

attaining a sense of wellbeing and in achieving a sense of balance.   

 

Where other work/life balance models have proposed that the central domains of paid 

work and unpaid work are moderated by a limited set of variables which respond in 

predictable ways, the mothers indicated a different understanding. Balance was a highly 

subjective and individual experience. For some, balance was irrelevant. They saw that it 

was an unachievable goal, due to way their lives were organised or even due to their 

sole motherhood status. Some spoke about survival being more important right now. 

Further, balance could be considered to exist between a set of external variables or be 

just confined to family members. One mother spoke of her need to balance activities 

within her family across the domains of mental, spiritual and physical. There was a 

close link to wellbeing, however, and some consensus regarding the effects of not 

feeling balanced. Life could be characterised in terms of work/life conflict rather than 

balance, with many of them mentioning anger, stress, illness and depression as 

consequences of not being balanced. Such descriptions led me to believe that, viewed in 

this way, balance could involve a subjective feeling as well as the act of juggling 

competing demands.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Discussion and Conclusions: The Contributions of this Study 

 

Introduction 

 

The previous two chapters presented the empirical data from this study. Chapter Four 

examined constraints and drew attention to a number of issues not presently considered 

in terms of sole mother or work/life balance research. Chapter Five examined the coping 

strategies employed by the mothers in dealing with their constraints. Across both these 

chapters each of the research questions raised in the introduction was addressed. 

Chapters Four and Five examined the mothers’ experiences with paid work, unpaid 

work, health, wellbeing and balance, as well as the interrelatedness between each. 

Through the research approach and process a number of new factors in consideration of 

balancing emerged, as well as a new way of defining balance, challenging previously 

held assumptions concerning the nature of work/life balance.  

 

The aim of this chapter is to consolidate the findings presented in the two earlier 

chapters, in light of relevant literature, and draw relevant and logical conclusions in 

response to the research questions posed at the outset of the study. The aim of this study 

was to examine the lived experience of a small group of sole mothers in relation to 

balancing and wellbeing. The key questions asked at the outset of the study were: 

 

1. What is the mothers’ experience in terms of paid work, unpaid work and leisure? 

2. How do these mothers describe their subjective wellbeing? 

3. What is the relationship between subjective wellbeing and the domains of paid work, 

unpaid work and leisure? 

4. What has been their experience in terms of their physical and mental health and 

how do they rate their overall level of health? 

5. How do these mothers define “balance”? 

6. How is balance achieved in terms of paid work, unpaid work and leisure? 

 

As mentioned, each of these research questions was addressed across Chapters Four and 

Five and in doing so a number of new concepts and themes emerged which challenge 

commonly held assumptions concerning work/life balance. This chapter will examine 
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and discuss these findings and themes in regards to the relevant literature. Key emergent 

themes include paid work, unpaid work, control, sleep, preferences and leisure. The 

relationship between these key themes and the attainment of a sense of balance will be 

discussed and a new vision for balance offered. This chapter will conclude with 

suggestions for policy change and future direction for research which will address some 

of the issues raised in this thesis.  

 

 

Work/life Balance Theory – The Juggling of Life Domains 

 

Work/life balance theory to date has embraced an increasing range of key life domains. 

Duxbury and Higgins (2003) proposed that paid work and unpaid work demands (along 

with key demographic details) are the two main variables which contribute to an 

individual’s overload or strain and, in turn, impede their attainment of work/life 

balance. Similarly, Pocock (2003) identified paid and unpaid work as being key 

agitators along with socio-cultural norms and forces, involved in what she identified as 

the “work/life collision”, arguing that the “life” side should incorporate childcare and 

the maintenance of relationships. Warren (2004) concurred, agreeing that friendships 

are important but that any consideration of work/life balance should also include health, 

financial resources and leisure time. In this study, support was found for the inclusion of 

each of these life domains.   

 

When considering the juggling of their responsibilities, the sole mothers involved in this 

study confirmed the assertions of previous work/life balance theorists. In common with 

many partnered mothers, all these mothers combined unpaid caring work and domestic 

chores with either study and/or paid work. Constraints mentioned included fears and 

concerns over casual or contract employment, guilt over leaving children in childcare 

and lack of “flexible” work options. Childcare was spoken of at length, with formal care 

being problematic because of the cost and limited hours of availability and informal 

care because of angst over not being able to repay the “debt”. Financial resources were 

important, not just because the survival of the family depended upon them but because 

of links to self-image and the avoidance of feeling “at risk”. Relationships, health and 

leisure all emerged as key constructs involved in the act of balancing, but appeared to be 

more complex and diverse than had been previously considered.  
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Health was something that Warren (2004) considered important to work/life balance 

and this was supported in the findings here. The mothers appeared to suffer a range of 

chronic health issues, but focused most strongly on their experiences with depression. 

Harknett’s (2006) study on sole mothers revealed a close relationship between multiple 

life barriers and mental health. She found that many sole mothers had reduced 

opportunities for emotional support, resulting in an increased likelihood of depression, 

and an inability to take up work and to form and maintain social networks. Erdwins, 

Bufffardi, Caspar and O’Brien (2001) concurred, finding that if working mothers 

perceived they had support then incidences of role strain and depression were reduced. 

All the sole mothers in this study spoke of their battle with depression. Some were 

regular sufferers of depression and many worried over not being able to cope with this 

problem. Significant amounts of effort, attention and concern were aimed at monitoring 

their moods and mental health in an effort to head off any impending signs of 

depression before it arrived in force. This mental health issue could have far-reaching 

repercussions on the mother’s ability to cope and manage with day-to-day demands and 

pressures and, as mentioned, could be linked to the effectiveness of social support 

networks. 

 

Social support networks also emerged as an extremely important life domain for these 

mothers and again the mothers’ experiences appeared to go beyond being merely an 

“unpaid work demand” as Duxbury and Higgins (2003) suggested. Key relationships 

included friends, family, children, work colleagues and the ex-partner. These 

relationships were a source of advice, emotional and practical support, childcare 

assistance and companionship for leisure activities. Although gaining such support was 

highly valued, this could be thwarted through a range of constraints such as unwanted 

criticism or advice, loss of contacts through moving house or job, conflicts over raising 

children and a need to be independent and not owe anyone anything. And although 

associations with key relationships was generally not considered to be work as such, a 

commitment of time, effort and attention was given to the upkeep and maintenance of 

relationships in addition to managing movements between relationships. A 

consideration of key relationships here went beyond merely friends and family and 

highlighted the complexity involved in terms of being both a constraint and a facilitator 

of balance.         
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Finally, leisure emerged as an important aspect of balance, supporting findings from 

previous work/life balance theorists. Over thirty years ago, Rapoport and Rapoport 

(1975) proposed that leisure should be integral to any consideration of the juggling of 

life domains. Warren (2004) also supported this assertion. The mothers in this study 

indicated that leisure time was very important to them as a respite from work, time out 

from caring responsibilities and in affording opportunities to affirm a sense of self. 

Leisure, key relationships and health, as well as paid and unpaid work responsibilities, 

all emerged as important in terms of balance, lending some credibility and support for 

commonly held assumptions regarding balance.  

 

Past theories and models concerning work/life balance are based on a number of 

assumptions. As mentioned, Duxbury and Higgins (2003) proposed a limited number of 

factors involved in balance which suggest a standard and predictable experience. Other 

theorists have extended the number and type of factors but still appear to be proposing a 

finite set of life domains. In addition to assuming that the same set of domains will 

apply to all people is the absence of consideration of life cycle change effects. 

Underpinning all these propositions, however, is the assumption that balance is 

attainable or even desirable.     

 

 

Extending Current Work/Life Balance Theory 

 

The mothers in this study described a view of balance which embraced current thinking 

in terms of some key life domains, but went on to challenge underlying assumptions 

held within current work/life balance theory. Although there was common ground in 

terms of some aspects of their balancing, the mothers also expressed a great deal of 

diversity regarding their views and experiences of balancing. 

 

Generally, the attainment of balance was considered to be a good, worthwhile and 

achievable aim, although not all mothers agreed on this point. One mother claimed that 

balance was not attainable because of her sole motherhood status and others because it 

was all about “survival” for them, with balance being something of an unobtainable 

luxury. A couple of the mothers saw balance and wellbeing as being one and the same 

and others saw balance as not being terribly important to them. Each of these sentiments 
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challenges the assumptions currently in place regarding work/life balance, as does the 

emergence of other key life domains.  

 

One key emergent factor involved with the attainment of balance was sleep. The 

mothers spoke at length on sleep, revealing this aspect of their lives to be extremely 

important and complex, crossing multiple aspects of their lives. Sleep provided 

opportunities for daily rejuvenation and, as such, was connected to an ability to cope 

and balance, but it was also considered to be a source of leisure. In addition to sleep-ins, 

the time when children slept was utilised as the mothers’ leisure time where they had 

control over leisure time, space and activity. The importance of ensuring that children 

slept (to attain leisure time and also to avoid poor behaviour of over-tired children the 

next day) led to bedtimes becoming a site of contested control. Despite the importance 

of this integral function and its ability to confer feelings of control or chaos on a daily 

basis past researchers have not considered the role of sleep in terms of balance. Focus 

on this particular aspect of life also highlights the relevance and impact of life stage 

demands in terms of balancing.   

 

Generally, the attainment of sleep is only problematic or a concern when suffering from 

a medical condition like insomnia or during a life stage which involves young children. 

During these times the issue of sleep can become a critical concern for those involved, 

whereas others in the population may experience it as a non-issue. Similarly, it has been 

proposed that sole mothers, instead of being members of a sub-cultural group, are 

merely moving through a life stage in society. Sole motherhood is not a permanent state 

but ceases with repartnering or maturation of children. Viewing sole motherhood as a 

life stage reduces the perception of a gap between the experiences of sole mothers and 

other mothers. Across their life cycle many partnered mothers will experience sole 

motherhood and although some of the experiences may share similarities, there are also 

unique aspects to the experience of sole motherhood, as evidenced by the findings in 

this study.    
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The Sole Motherhood Experience 

 

Although each participant identified with being a sole mother, this descriptor concealed 

a complexity of experience in terms of the journey each had taken. Each mother had 

become a sole mother through the breakdown of a relationship and almost all assumed 

responsibility for the decision to separate. For some, the journey had included a number 

of partners or repartnering with their children’s father, in a process which had seen them 

cycle in and out of sole motherhood over time. By the end of the data-gathering phase 

of this research, four of the mothers had repartnered. One mother had repartnered with 

her ex-partner, and three with new partners. Of these three, two involved the merging of 

two families. Repartnering created a ripple effect of change through the mothers’ lives 

but these were not the only major life changes taking place.  

 

One unanticipated aspect of the study which emerged through the longitudinal approach 

was the impact of major life changes. Most of the mothers had undergone major life 

changes such as moving house, moving jobs and having babies, in addition to moving in 

and out of relationships. Each of these major life changes involved emotional and 

physical work as well as the loss of social supports and networks. All of this work and 

activity was added onto the normal day-to-day work and effort applied to paid work, 

unpaid work and childcare. Above and beyond all these aspects of their lives, work and 

responsibilities was the impact of being a sole mother. 

 

Each participant spoke about the constraints and pressures they felt because they were a 

sole mother. Being alone and without a partner conferred extra pressure and stress over 

and above the work involved in coping with their many responsibilities. The 

overwhelming sense of alone-ness was spoken of at length and was often heightened 

through the absence of familial and social supports. Added pressures included concerns 

over a lack of a male role model for their children and an awareness of negative public 

perceptions regarding sole mothers. These pressures appear to be somewhat unique to 

the sole motherhood experience, as compared to partnered mothers, as were the 

constraints and pressures involved with managing the relationship with the ex-partner.   

 

For some of the mothers the ex-partner was a significant influence in their lives, for 

better or for worse. An ongoing association with the ex-partner for many of the mothers 
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was assured through contact visits with the children. At best, contact visits gave a 

mother time away from caring demands and provided her with regular access to leisure 

time opportunities. At worst, contact visits were a means of perpetuating domestic 

violence and served as a constant and threatening reminder of violence endured during 

the relationship. Contact visits, even when they worked well for all concerned, could 

also trigger aggressive and violent behaviour in children and create conflicts over 

parenting and discipline. All the issues with ex-partners were further exacerbated when 

the mother felt overwhelmed or unsupported in her life. But contrary to being an 

entirely negative experience, many sole mothers described increased opportunities in 

their lives and leisure as a result of their status.   

   

Although sole mothers could be quite constrained by the actions of their ex-partner and 

the juggling of life demands on their own, it emerged that they could also be more 

empowered than partnered mothers. As mentioned, ex-partners, through contact visits, 

could be providers of free, regular and reliable childcare, which allowed the mothers to 

engage in paid work, leisure activities or relaxation as they saw fit. Access to such time 

would not normally be available to partnered mothers. Being able to make decisions, 

direct the course of daily events and undertake major life decisions without needing to 

consult a partner also conferred greater control and autonomy. Similarly, accessing 

leisure time at night when the children were asleep allowed them to claim control over 

leisure time and space within the home. Wearing (1990, p.44) noted that control over 

space is “fundamental in the exercise of power” and although these mothers controlled 

their family’s routine during the day they were not necessarily able to use that time for 

themselves. During the night, however, when the children were asleep, the mothers 

were able to utilise the space within the house for their own leisure time and space 

needs, in the absence of another person’s (adult or child) demands or interests. This 

highly valued time could be used for leisure, study, self-pampering or sleep. As noted 

by Stokowski (2002), the use of space, beyond being simply a geographic location, 

delineates the social construction of ideology, power, control, dominance and the use 

and distribution of physical resources within that space. Having this control and the 

ability to choose how the time and space would be used was an act of daily 

empowerment for mothers who often felt disempowered in other aspects of their daily 

lives. The concept of control was just one among many which emerged strongly 

throughout this study and was linked to the idea of empowerment.   
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Pathways to Empowerment and Balance 

 

Although work/life balance theorists may disagree over the details, generally they are in 

agreement over the idea that balancing involves a juggling of a set group of life domains 

or influences (Greenblatt, 2002; Warren, 2004). These life domains have focused on 

responsibilities or the division or utilisation of time such as with paid work, unpaid 

work, childcare, leisure or relationships. When considering the juggling of life domains, 

consideration has also been given to the impacts of financial resources, health, 

relationships and leisure as well as socio-cultural impacts upon the individual. The 

mothers supported the view that juggling was an aspect of balancing, but also indicated 

that a range of subjective factors also influenced them, their decisions and their 

balancing. They appeared to challenge the immutability of a set of proscribed life 

domains and even questioned the desirability of achieving balance. Other recent 

theorists are also questioning some of the underlying assumptions concerning work/life 

balance theory.   

 

Most of the discussion on the findings in this chapter has focused on balance as being 

akin to juggling, suggesting that if any person juggles well and keeps all the different 

balls (responsibilities) in the air, then work/life balance is attainable. Caproni (2004, 

p.208) was critical of this view, claiming that it focuses on “individualism, achievement 

orientation and instrumental rationality” and does in fact lead to a loss of balance 

instead of an alleviation of stress and work overload. She argues that a focus on the goal 

of “achieving balance” rather than actually “living a life” distracts and misleads. The 

pursuit of balance for its own sake creates its own pressure, creating a “no-win” 

situation where the juggling of life domains moves out of reach and the threat of 

imbalance menaces wellbeing and health. Caprioni (2004), a full-time worker and the 

mother of two children, reflected upon what was important in her life and chose living a 

full life over a balanced life. Similarly, Lewis et al. (2003) argued for greater scrutiny of 

our lives and the need to self-reflect on “what constitutes a good life” rather than 

focusing on balance itself. The importance of reflexivity in relation to a sense of self 

emerged as an important aspect in determining what life domains were important to 

each mother. 
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Callero (2003) noted that social sciences have seen dialogue about the “self” and “self 

identity” move to centre stage in the last two decades. Similarly, some of the mothers in 

this study placed themselves and their self-identity as central in their lives when 

considering their achievement of balance. Construction and maintenance of a self-

identity has been described as being an individual process which is based on social 

constructs. Lieberman (2005, p.748) claimed that “our most intimate personal 

perception, our self-concept is really the product of social forces, both in its inception 

and upkeep”. Mead (cited in Callero, 2003, p.118) concurred, adding that the process of 

reflexivity allows a “turning back of the experience on the individual upon himself [sic], 

that the whole social process is thus brought into the experience of the individuals 

involved in it”. Recognition of the constructivist nature of the self also highlights the 

impact of social forces, historical and experiential influences and the role of power 

relations in society in forming the self. That the self can be created through these forces 

and be constantly redefined through experience means that “resistance is always on the 

horizon of the possible” (Callero, 2003, p.116). One way that the mothers in this study 

were able to access time for reflexivity was through leisure time and space.  

 

As mentioned, the accessing of personal leisure time was extremely important to many 

of the mothers in this study and was linked to the development and maintenance of their 

self-identify and life preferences. Hakim (2000) examined the role of preferences in 

regards to paid and unpaid work for women, finding that women who were unable to 

work in the way they preferred were more prone to depression. The mothers in this 

study confirmed this assertion but went further to indicate other life preferences, beyond 

their paid and unpaid work, were also important in their lives and balancing. The 

importance placed on these preferences differed from mother to mother but the 

preferences were identified as being influential nonetheless. The mothers indicated 

preferences about family form, repartnering, childcare, the raising of children and sleep. 

Demi, for example, expressed a strong preference for being married, claiming she could 

never attain balance while she was a sole mother. The development of life preferences 

appeared linked to opportunities for reflexivity gained through leisure experiences. It is 

possible that reflexivity gained through the accessing of personal leisure time helps 

define and affirm a sense of self wherein an individual can tailor the effort or “work” 

that they put into any one life domain, based upon desired life direction, wants and 

needs.  
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Demanding and taking personal leisure time could be seen as an act of empowerment 

and also an act of self-definition (Freysinger & Flannery, 1992; Haggard & Williams, 

1992). Participation in such leisure activities acknowledges the existence of a distinct 

self, separate to others (Green & Hebron, 1988; Henderson et al., 1996; Larson & 

Richards, 1994). It also acknowledges the needs of that self and provides opportunities 

for self-enhancement and self-actualisation (Gruneau, 1983; Kelly, 1987). And as the 

ethic of care dictates that a mother should put the needs of others ahead of her own, the 

act of pursuing leisure also becomes an act of resistance to the pressure of some 

mothering norms. Despite experiencing many constraints, these mothers were able to 

negotiate some time and space for their own leisure. Accessing leisure time and space 

when the children were in bed often involved a conscious decision, in terms of delaying 

their own sleep or choosing to stay up late. The importance of being able to “exercise 

some control over their lives” was something that Little (2002, p.171) also found in her 

study on women and adventure activities.  

 

Henderson and Bialeschki (1991b, p.55) defined empowerment, from a feminist 

perspective, as “the ability and capacity of women to speak for themselves, to control 

their own activities, to be taken seriously and to redefine elements of their world 

according to their own terms and value”. Despite often overwhelming constraints, these 

mothers saw themselves as being empowered. Not only did they successfully manage 

their families, but they were confident of an improved future for themselves and their 

families through their study and chosen career paths. These mothers saw themselves as 

being organised, independent, resourceful and resilient achievers. They also saw 

themselves as being active in the determination of their life outcomes and the outcomes 

of their families. They not only felt empowered to act on behalf of their families, they 

expected to be able to have the power to choose and control their own and their 

families’ life direction.  

 

Control was a strong theme which emerged during this study and was linked to many 

aspects of everyday life. Most of the mothers spoke about their need for control and 

how they exercised tight controls over themselves and their family’s routines. Internally 

focused controls, for example, concerned the monitoring of their own mental health so 

as to avoid a recurrence of depression. Some of the mothers controlled their interactions 

with friends and family members to avoid others taking control of them or their lives. 
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The control of daily family routines including children’s bedtimes also featured 

prominently. Bedtimes were controlled to access leisure time but also to avoid children 

being overtired the next day. Controls could be negotiated between different life 

domains, with some mothers seemingly reacting to feeling out of control in, say, their 

working lives, by exercising tighter controls in their private lives. Nearly all the mothers 

expressed a reluctance or a disinterest in repartnering, citing the risk of losing control as 

being one key driving force behind this reluctance. Attaining and retaining control or 

power could also be viewed as acts of resistance. 

 

Foucault (cited in Wearing, 1990, p.41) saw power and resistance as inextricably 

entwined and declared, “Where there is power there is resistance.” Resistance does not 

necessarily mean a rejection of all other power, but it can mean a rejection of the idea of 

being limited to others’ perceptions of who you are and the role you are expected to 

fulfil (Freysinger, 1991). In a variety of ways, the mothers in this study sought to move 

beyond what others expected of them. Some of the mothers in this study resisted 

familial pressures to stay with their partner and, instead, fought to disengage themselves 

from a dysfunctional relationship. Further, many of the mothers were pioneers within 

their own extended families by being the first to ever undertake tertiary education. 

Almost all resisted societal pressures and expectations and pursued careers instead of 

being stay-at-home mothers. And, as mentioned previously, they sought out 

opportunities for personal leisure time, defying the strictures of an ethic of care and 

mothering norms. Perhaps even being a sole mother can be considered an act of 

resistance, when considered in the context of a society which continues to canonise the 

nuclear family. Resisting familial and social expectations, exercising choice and control 

over themselves and their families and maintaining a sense of self, despite many 

constraints, appeared to offer more opportunities for balance for some mothers. For 

others, the exclusive reliance on control to deliver on their expectations created a mirage 

of balance.  

 

The ability to resist social forces and achieve desired life preferences (established 

through leisure time opportunities) by attempting to control all aspects of their lives, 

however, could ultimately appear futile and even counter-productive. Despite the many 

controls exerted over them and their lives, much of what was needed to fulfil their 

expectations appeared to be, paradoxically, out of their control. Both Vincent et al. 
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(2004) and Hantrais and Ackers (2005) have criticised the simplicity of Hakim’s 

Preference Theory by saying that women’s choices continue to be shaped and 

constrained by societal expectations, policy provisions and economic opportunities, 

many of which are outside of the control of the individual. Many of the mothers in this 

study, for example, mentioned their awareness of the negative stigma attached to the 

descriptor, “sole mother”. Despite all their efforts to “prove” themselves, such a social 

perception is outside of their control. The right to have control over oneself and how 

that self is perceived is undermined and, as a result, the importance assigned to that lack 

of control often becomes heightened (Murphy, 1993). Many researchers have reported 

upon the lack of control over many life circumstances evident amongst sole mother 

families who live below the poverty line and appear unable to break free of a 

generational cycle of poverty (Mills, 2002). Possibly in response to an inability to 

exercise control over all aspects of their lives, a few of the mothers described adopting 

an approach which blended both control and chaos.   

 

Although many of the mothers seemed firmly wedded to the use of control, with a few 

describing themselves as “control freaks”, a couple of them described an approach 

which blended control with chaos (or the relinquishing of control) in their lives. Whilst 

they still controlled day-to-day events they also appeared to accept their inherent 

inability to control all aspects of their lives, speaking instead of “going with the flow”. 

These mothers seemed to have a good understanding and awareness of themselves and 

their abilities and as a consequence appeared more able to access a sense of balance 

than others who seemed to work ever harder at controlling only to find the feelings of 

control and balance to be elusive. Knowing when to exert control and when to go with 

the flow appeared to require an understanding and knowledge of self and the 

surrounding environment and demonstrated a belief in the existence of choice. 

 

Having and being able to exercise choice is empowerment in action. Not having choices 

in relation to life direction and options is disempowering. Being able to choose to take 

control or let things take their own path was very important to these mothers. Hakim 

(2000) claimed that it is not the number of hours that a person works which is the 

critical factor regarding balance, but rather the degree of alignment between 

expectations and reality and the ability to exercise real choice over life domains. Paid 

work and domestic circumstances, needs and responsibilities change over a woman’s 
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life cycle so flexibility and choice are integral to balancing. Hantrais and Ackers (2005, 

p.202), in a European study on work/life balance found that mothers expect public 

policies to support and enhance their choices and their right to “organise their family 

life as they think fit”. And Vincent et al.’s (2004) study of middle class mothers and 

their childcare choices in London noted that their preferences were fluid and likely to 

change with family circumstances and the ageing of children. This implies that having 

choice is not something which is immutable but is something which can and should 

change over time, depending on personal preferences and changing needs over the 

course of the life cycle. The application of a life cycle approach to the examination of 

key life domains related to balance is not a new proposition, having been put forward by 

Rapoport and Rapoport (1975) over thirty years ago. Being empowered to choose and 

control life direction in response to identified needs and preferences gave rise to the 

acknowledgement of a new type of balance.     

 

In addition to the juggling of external domains, the incorporation of subjective elements 

such as choice, control, life preferences and expectations gave rise to the idea that 

balance could also be a subjective experience. The subjective aspects of balance 

appeared to work, hand in glove, with the more tangible and typical life domains (paid 

work, unpaid work, childcare, relationships, health, financial resources, leisure and 

sleep) to create a more complete picture of work/life balance in the women’s lives. It 

appeared that the degree to which an individual could successfully combine and align 

the structural domains and the subjective expectations, the better they could experience 

a new kind of balance: “inner balance”.  

 

Although the mothers spoke extensively of their day-to-day work responsibilities and of 

the need to “make it all work”, they also expressed an awareness of an “inner” balance 

or a feeling of centredness which was related to perceptions of how well they were 

managing those other factors (external and subjective) which contributed to work/life 

balance. When they spoke about their urgent need to find balance and of the negative 

feelings attached to imbalance it seemed that it was this inner perception that they were 

talking about. Inner balance appeared to be based on an assessment of external factors. 

The word “harmony” has emerged strongly in academic and popular literature in recent 

times and would appear to be relevant to this discourse. Lewis and Cooper (2005, 

p.155) introduced the term “work-personal life harmonisation” as being an emerging 
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new catchphrase. And popular culture icon Kylie Minogue appears to reflect this new 

trend when she described harmony as comprising a “balance of work and privacy” in a 

recent interview ("Kylie Minogue", 2006). It appears that, for the mothers in this study, 

harmony could describe the alignment of both inner and outer balances. Control may 

have been prominent because it was a strategy to align the outcomes of outer balancing 

(objective balancing) and a person’s life preferences, with an aim of achieving inner 

balance. This would explain why some of the mothers worked harder and exercised 

tighter controls in an effort to feel balanced but, as Caprioni (2004) noted, working 

harder at trying to achieve balance can actually mean that the feeling of balance 

becomes more elusive. The identification of a sense of inner balance highlighted the 

need for congruency between what one wants to achieve in life (preferences) and how 

one goes about achieving it (actions and choices in life domains), giving rise to the need 

for a degree of self-awareness.   

 

 

Conclusion 

 

At the outset, this study asked whether sole mothers experience work/life balance and 

how this is related to their subjective wellbeing. Sub-questions were based around the 

domains of paid work, unpaid work, leisure, health, balance and wellbeing. Although 

not evident at the time, these questions were based on a set of assumptions similar to 

those which underpin current work/life balance theory. One assumption was the 

universal desirability of achieving balance. The other assumption was that balance was 

achieved through a limited set of life domains which are largely quantifiable in nature. 

The adopted research design, however, enabled the study to move beyond such 

preconceptions and embrace a more holistic view of the experience of balance which 

challenges and extends the theory, as it relates to this group. 

 

This study revealed that there was a great deal of diversity connected with the concept 

of balance, challenging the notion of a common experience. Some of the mothers saw 

the idea of balance being unachievable or unimportant in their lives. Others equated 

balance to wellbeing and felt it was crucial to their lives, but differed on which life 

domains were involved or considered to be most important. Most of the mothers, 

however, viewed balance as both achievable and desirable. Therefore, in answer to the 
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main research question, for some of the mothers, balance is achievable and it is closely 

connected to their sense of wellbeing. In this sense, the main research question is 

supported in the affirmative. Beyond this confirmation, however, was the challenge to 

assumptions based on the experience of balance.   

 

In addition to experiencing balance as a juggling of key life domains, the mothers 

described striving to achieve a more subjective feeling of balance or centredness. This 

inner balance seemed to arise from the subjective assessment of their success in 

juggling external life domains. For many of the mothers, access to leisure time and 

space appeared to afford opportunities to define and affirm a sense of self which then 

informed a set of life preferences on which the subjective assessment of the juggling of 

life domains rested. Mothers who lacked opportunities for personal leisure time 

described “losing” their sense of self, and some, their life direction, as a consequence. 

Although the examination of the relationship between these key concepts was beyond 

the scope of this study, I suggest that it is possible that the strong emergence of control, 

as a strategy to influence life events, may have also been aimed at attaining this feeling 

of inner balance. Paradoxically, the mothers who appeared over-controlling seemed less 

able to attain this feeling of balance, whereas the mothers who combined a strong sense 

of self with an ability to release control and “go with the flow” felt more in balance in 

their lives. The two kinds of balance, inner and outer, revealed a more holistic view of 

the nature of balance in these mothers’ lives. 

 

When applied to a life cycle perspective, the identification of two kinds of balance, 

working together across a range of life domains and guided by life preferences and 

control, gives rise to the importance of choice in women’s lives. Although not spoken of 

directly, choice nonetheless emerged as an important aspect of this study. The four-

phase data collection process highlighted the significant role of change in these 

mothers’ lives as they cycled in and out of sole motherhood, changed jobs and moved 

house many times. With these changes, their needs, wants and life expectations 

changed, but the need to be able to influence their life direction according to those 

expectations, did not. Being able to choose how to order their lives, families and life 

direction across the space of their lives was therefore an important aspect of balancing 

for these mothers. As a consequence, the concept of balance becomes process-orientated 

rather than a fixed state or a destination. Indeed, balance, as indicated by a few of the 
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mothers, may not even be achievable, but, instead, a general aim or life direction. These 

new ways of viewing the experience of balance, along with the intimate insight into the 

lived experience of the mothers involved, extend the body of knowledge in a number of 

ways.    

 

One of the key theoretical foundations for this study is feminism and the findings of the 

study, in turn, contribute to this body of knowledge. Feminist research has long 

concerned itself with constraints and opportunities for women afforded through 

mothering, paid and unpaid work, caring work and leisure. Although such domains are 

reflected in work/life balance literature, there is a relative lack of exploration of 

work/life balance in feminist research. This study makes a unique contribution to 

feminist research by incorporating both approaches in relation to sole mothers. 

Similarly, this study has furthered the discussion on work/life balance theory itself.   

 

Work/life balance theory has been challenged and extended in a number of ways 

through this study. Other researchers focusing on sole mothers have identified the 

constrictive nature of multiple barriers to employment and resultant negative effects on 

stress and health, but there is a lack of research on sole mothers in terms of their 

work/life balance. The definition of work/life balance itself has been challenged and an 

argument made for the broadening of this concept. Moving beyond a focus on external 

factors and the juggling of paid work and unpaid work, this study found that other 

domains, such as key relationships, sleep, leisure and financial resources, can also have 

a significant impact on the ability of individuals to balance their lives. Further, the 

definition of work/life balance is further extended with the suggestion of an inclusion of 

inner balance which is reliant upon outer balance and the factors of choice, control and 

life preferences. Each of these aspects involving work/life balance has provided a 

unique contribution to the body of knowledge. Although this contribution is not broadly 

generalisable it may be applicable when researching similar groups.    

 

The contribution that this study has made in affording a better understanding of the 

lived experience of sole mothers in relation to work/life balance as well as the extension 

to work/life balance theory and methodology leads to implications for the future 

regarding policy and further research. The final section of this chapter will outline 
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suggestions for policy changes, as well as possible avenues for further research which 

will extend the findings of this study.  

 

 

Looking to the Future: Policy Implications and Suggestions for Further Research 

 

Many researchers have followed a similar approach to Pocock’s regarding work/life 

balance and, like her, have advocated for workplace reforms and public policy which 

will facilitate the achievement of balance and gender equity (Guest, 2002; Hantrais & 

Ackers, 2005; Roberts, 2005). Morton (2005, p.32) claimed that, given the fact that 

work/life balance now impacts upon lower and middle class sections of society, it has 

increasing political significance and is “emerging as one of the central issues of twenty-

first-century politics”. Despite this significance, few inroads towards true workplace 

reform have been made, and uneven implementation across society threatens to heighten 

the divide between the empowered and the disempowered.  

 

In a counter-intuitive move, some recent research on work/life balance appears to be 

more focused on corporate gain than individual wellbeing. For example, Greenblatt 

(2002) and Dex and Bond (2005) advised organisations to use “work/life balance 

strategies” as a means to improve business objectives and “retain talent” through 

offering part-time employment options. Greenblatt (2002, p.180) claimed that, with 

work/life balance workplace policies, a company would experience “enhanced 

retention, reduced burnout and a lower turnover rate”. Surely work/life balance policies 

should be broader and seek to encompass and address the needs of all workers and not 

just a select group. If flexible work arrangements are not offered to all employees, then 

work/life balance policies may become another means of perpetuating the 

disempowerment of mothers, especially sole mothers, in the workplace. Further, polices 

which only focus on flexible work arrangements, under the guise of encouraging 

work/life balance, may already be working counter to that aim.   

 

Lewis et al. (2003, p.825) noted that, in comparison to the past where there were clearly 

defined boundaries between certain life domains, today “the boundaries between paid 

work and the rest of life have become increasingly blurred”. Organisations claiming to 

have embraced work/life balance policies such as flexitime and telecommuting have 
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done so under the banner of “choice”. Brannen (2005) cautioned that although these 

arrangements are flexible they also require more effort from the employee to “self-

manage” as the boundaries between work and personal time shift and disappear. Such 

management practices put the onus of finding a balance back on the individual, with the 

business absconding from any responsibility. The downside of flexible working times 

and the blurring of lines between home and work time is that instead of enhancing life, 

work can become invasive and never-ending (Brannen, 2005). The availability of 

flexible work arrangements without adequate cultural change also runs the risk of 

implying that balance is attainable for all, and may ultimately be disempowering when 

individuals feel that they have failed in achieving balance despite workplace reforms. 

Further, a worker’s acceptance of flexible work practices may damage career prospects.  

 

Working mothers often embrace opportunities for part-time work and flexible work 

options because they better allow the incorporation of employment with mothering 

responsibilities; however, this may be at the cost of career gains. The move to part-time 

work can be considered “career suicide”. Some of the mothers in this study spoke about 

wanting to work full-time, despite the pressures this would bring in their lives, 

explaining that they knew that this was necessary if they wanted to either have a career 

or advance a career. Helen noted that if she went to part-time work it would be on the 

understanding that her career was “over”. Supposed work/life balance friendly policies, 

therefore, which open up options and provide a move away from traditional full-time 

employment, may also disadvantage workers who have caring roles, such as sole 

mothers. True workplace reform would aim at eliminating any disadvantage in terms of 

career progression for any worker taking up flexible work practices. Such reform should 

support the right of workers to choose the style of work which best suits them and their 

needs without career penalties.   

 

The idea of choice when considering women’s workplace involvement has been raised 

by Hakim (2000). As mentioned previously, Hakim (2000) identified the importance of 

preference in mothers’ lives and how the denial of a preferred way of combining work 

and family can have detrimental effects on mothers. Almost all of the mothers in this 

study indicated a preference to work over being a stay-at-home mother. Most of the 

mothers, however, explained that, if they had a real choice, they would work part-time 

or work during school hours only, to fit in with their children. Some mentioned that this 
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was not an option for them as they would not be able to pursue the career they wanted 

as a part-time worker. Others felt constrained by conditions at their workplace because 

they had approached their employers and requested that they either telecommute or 

work from home for part of their working week. Both of these arrangements would have 

had a beneficial impact on their ability to balance their paid and unpaid work 

commitments, and both requests had been denied. Being able to have choice in terms of 

working full-time or part-time or staying at home, as well as various other flexible work 

practices, was quite important to the mothers involved in this study. The need for choice 

is also tied to the ebb and flow of a woman’s life cycle needs.   

 

As discussed earlier, Rapoport and Rapoport (1975) proposed over thirty years ago that 

a life cycle approach was needed in any consideration of key life domains involved in 

attaining balance. A life cycle approach when considering sole mothers and balance is 

important in two ways. Firstly, many theorists have identified that the constraints 

conferred by motherhood in terms of balancing paid and unpaid work domains are 

relatively short-lived, when compared to the totality of a person’s working life. Raising 

children, providing childcare and juggling paid work obligations and dependent children 

passes with time. This same attitude can also be applied to sole motherhood as, with the 

passing of time, all sole mothers eventually grow out of this life phase with either 

children maturing or through repartnering. Current conceptualisations of work/life 

balance appear to fail to consider the changes that occur over a person’s life cycle in 

regards to their caring responsibilities.  

 

Despite the early work by the Rapoports over thirty years ago, which posited the 

importance of a life stage approach and included leisure as an important activity in 

terms of work/life balance, later theorists have developed a narrower view. Until 

recently, theorists have tended to propose that the term “work/life balance” involves two 

separate domains encompassing paid work and unpaid work, with unpaid work 

including care for children and elders and domestic work (Duxbury & Higgins, 2001). 

Later theorists have argued that work/life balance should include financial resources, 

health, relationships and even leisure. A move away from a dichotomous representation 

of work/life balance is reflected in the increasing array of terms being applied to the 

study of the domains which impact on the management of a person’s life. For example, 

Brannen (2005, p.113) used the term “work-family interface”, MacDonald, Phipps and 
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Lethbridge (2005, p.66) referred to the “work-family bind” and “work-life conflict”, 

Lewis et al. (2003, p.824) talked about “work-personal life integration”, Greenblatt 

(2002, p.177) spoke of a “personal resource management (PRM)” and Warren (2004, 

p.99) referred to a “work-life equilibrium”. The use of such terms reveals a move 

towards a more holistic view of balance which encapsulates the fluid nature of life 

domains. The move towards a more fluid conceptualisation of work/life balance reflects 

the needs of sole mothers, and policy reform needs to follow suit.  

 

A number of issues which could benefit from governmental intervention and assistance 

emerged during the course of this study. The three key needs were: choice, career equity 

and the management of constraints. Being able to access choice and choose a life course 

for themselves and their families emerged as being important for these mothers. The 

recognition of the diversity of women and their needs, across the life cycle, and 

empowering them to realise their life/work/parenting preferences should be an 

underlying theme of any governmental policy reform. In exercising choice, women 

should be able to choose to take up flexible workplace options, such as part-time work 

or casual work, for short or long periods of time, without career penalty.  

 

The risk that part-time work posed to career maintenance or development was an 

emergent issue in this study. As mentioned, some of the mothers in this study expressed 

an understanding that they needed to work full-time or risk their careers. Mothers who, 

if they had the choice, would choose part-time or casual work so as to better mesh 

private and public responsibilities, felt that they, in fact, did not have a choice in this 

regard. As mothers typically perform the caring role in families it is their career which 

suffers when they take a break from work or step down from full-time work to 

accommodate children. The government needs to ensure workplace equity is in place in 

terms of working mothers; and that, for the relatively short time in their working lives 

that they need extra time off work, they are able to take that time with impunity. The 

creation of family friendly policies which support carers and their careers should also 

incorporate appropriate amounts of “carers’ leave” for full-workers so that both inner 

and outer balance may be possible for them.  

 

Childcare is a key constraint for working mothers. Carers’ leave, so that mothers may 

attend to a sick child, should be a standard entitlement so that mothers do not have to 
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utilise their own sick leave or holiday entitlements. Further, special leave for 

bereavements should be extended to include attendance at key family events which 

promote the cohesion of family life. To create a level playing field with childless 

workers, childcare should be free or at least tax-deductible. Further, childcare should be 

available 24/7 so that mothers are able to pursue shift work or weekend work as they 

choose. Finally, mothers need more assistance with managing and coping with 

children’s behaviours. Community education programs, support groups and counselling 

should be made available to assist mothers in managing life phases which involve 

problematic children’s behaviour.  

 

The final suggestion concerns further research and how best to capitalise on the findings 

of this study. This study has illuminated the lives of the sole mothers involved in terms 

of the many constraints that they manage and negotiate and has extended the debate on 

work/life balance through the identification of inner and outer types of balancing, 

although more research is needed to fully understand these concepts. The notion of the 

inner perception of balance (as a response to a perception of achieving an outer balance) 

was an unexpected finding in this study. As such, the relationship between efforts to 

balance life domains and the seeking or experiencing of an inner feeling of balance is 

not fully understood and so further research is needed to explore this phenomenon. 

Additionally, each of the subjective intervening concepts, control, choice, self-

perception and preferences, which emerged during this study, needs to be further 

examined. Each of these concepts appears to be connected to the achievement of a sense 

of balance in the mothers’ lives but the nature of the relationship between the concepts 

and a sense of balance has not been fully explored. Finally, each of the aspects which 

emerged in regards to work/life balance in this study needs to be examined in terms of 

other sub-cultural groups and the wider society. Such research could examine the 

experiences of sole fathers, partnered mothers, childless couples and singles in relation 

to the achievement of work/life balance.  

 

At the outset this thesis reiterated a question once posed by Lewis et al. (2003, p.827) in 

asking “What constitutes a good life?” Any examination of the mechanisms of work/life 

balance should incorporate a consideration of this question. Surely the value of enquiry 

should be in the enhancement of wellbeing in people’s lives rather than the arbitrary 

attainment of balance? In response, one key aim of this study was to gain a holistic 
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understanding of the phenomenon of balance in the lives of a group of sole mothers. To 

this end the key research question posed was whether or not sole mothers are able to 

attain work/life balance and how this impacts on their sense of wellbeing. Sub-questions 

focused on experiences of paid work, unpaid work, leisure and physical and mental 

health, as well as definitions and perceptions of wellbeing and balance. Each of these 

questions was examined through the process of the research but because my 

understanding of balance is fundamentally altered so is the response to the key research 

question. The research question assumed that each person valued the goal of balancing 

and experienced balance in the same way. The mothers in this study highlighted that 

balancing is a personal issue which is dependent upon a wide set of subjective variables. 

Some of the mothers also explained that they either did not see balance as important, 

relevant or even possible for them. Although the research question, to some degree, 

imposed a set of assumptions on this study at the outset, the process of the research 

permitted the evolving of themes which challenged these assumptions and led to the 

unique contribution that this study offers. This study has provided a valuable insight 

into the lived experiences of sole mothers and contributed to the body of feminist 

literature, but the most significant contribution has been in the critiquing and extending 

of work/life balance theory towards considering a wider range of variables and the 

addition of the subjective feeling of balance (inner balance) as well as the moderating 

factors of control, choice and life preferences. These insights not only contribute to the 

body of knowledge concerning sole mothers, feminism and work/life balance, they 

challenge assumptions about what it means to have a good life.     
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Appendix 1 Duxbury & Higgins’ Work/Life Balance Theoretical Framework 
 
Figure removed, please consult print copy of the thesis held in Griffith University 
Library. 
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Appendix 2  Advertisement for Participants 
 

 

 

 

Sole Parent Volunteers Wanted 
 

 

Sole mothers with children aged eight or under are being sought for a study being 

conducted by a Griffith University PhD student. The study is on sole parents, work/life 

balance and wellbeing and will involve around four interviews followed by (an 

optional) focus group discussion. If anyone is interested in being involved or knows 

anyone who may be interested, please contact the researcher: 

  

 

Sharon Condon 

 s.condon@griffith.edu.au 

 Ph: 3875 5945 or 0414488947 

 

 

 

Thanking you! 

 

mailto:s.condon@griffith.edu.au�
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Appendix 3  Cover Letter 

 

 

30th September, 2004 

 

Sharon Condon 

Ph: 3875 5945 or 0414488947 

s.condon@griffith.edu.au 

 

Dear Participant,  

 

Re: Study on sole parents, work/life balance and wellbeing 
 

Thank you for your interest regarding my research into issues concerning work/life 

balance and sole parents. Please find attached an information sheet that outlines the 

nature of the study, each participant’s involvement and the research team’s contact 

details.  

 

As outlined in the attached material, participation is entirely voluntary and participants 

may, at their discretion and without any repercussion, withdraw their involvement at 

any stage in the research process. Additionally, confidentiality and anonymity is assured 

to each participant by ensuring that there will be no identifying details made known in 

any subsequent or final reports. 

 

Should you have any further questions regarding this research please don’t hesitate to 

contact me at any time. I will be in contact soon to arrange the first interview.   

 

Thanking you for your time and interest in this study.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Sharon Condon 
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Appendix 4 Information Sheet 

 

Sole parents, work/life balance and wellbeing 

Information Sheet 

Research Student: Sharon Condon 

   Bachelor of Leisure Management (Honours) 

   Department of Tourism, Leisure, Hotel and Sports M/ment 

   5th Floor, M10, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt Campus 

   Phone – 3875 5945, Mobile – 0414488947 

   Email – s.condon@griffith.edu.au 

 

Supervisors:  Professor Peter Brown 

   Email – p.brown@griffith.edu.au 

   Dr Josephine Burden 

   Email – j.burden@griffith.edu.au 

   Department of Tourism, Leisure, Hotel and Sports M/Ment 

 

Purpose: This research project is intended to contribute towards the completion of 

the requirements of a PhD for the research student, Sharon Condon, who is currently 

enrolled at Griffith University. In fulfilling this mandate, this research project will 

examine the issues surrounding the question: ‘How do sole parents balance their paid 

work, unpaid work and leisure and how does work/life balance/imbalance affect 

subjective wellbeing?’ 

 

Participation:  It is proposed that a small group of sole parents will be sourced to 

participate in this study. Each participant will have primary residency of a child or 

children under the age of eight and will have become a sole parent through a 

relationship breakdown. No payment of any kind will be made to the participants.  

 

Participants will be interviewed up to four times over a period of months, with each 

interview lasting approximately one hour. Interviews will be conducted at a location 

which is most comfortable and convenient for the participants. All interviews will be 

tape-recorded. Taped interviews will be transcribed and a printed copy will be 

forwarded to each participant to check for accuracy of transcription.  

mailto:s.condon@griffith.edu.au�
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Following the interviews, each participant will be invited to attend a focus group which 

will comprise all the participants and the researcher. The purpose of the focus group 

will be to share the findings of the research project, debrief the participants and 

facilitate the sharing of ideas and experiences within the group.  

 

Benefits: Besides assisting the researcher in completing her PhD, this research 

project has a number of personal and collective benefits. On a personal level, this 

research will give voice to key personal experiences in terms of achieving work/life 

balance. Participation in the focus group will enable each person to exchange 

information and gain an insight into others’ lived experiences which may prove to be 

personally enlightening and empowering. On a collective level it is anticipated that the 

findings of this research may inform direction for future public policy which concerns 

sole parent welfare, particularly in relation to welfare expenditure and workplace 

reforms.  

 

Risks:  On a personal level, it is acknowledged that there may be some 

psychological risk to participants should issues of a sensitive nature be raised during the 

course of the interviews. Participants are reminded that, if this should occur, the 

participant may decline to comment on any issue or cease the interview at any time.  

 

Your Confidentiality: Participants’ confidentiality is very important to this study 

and will be assured through a number of measures. Firstly, each participant will be 

assigned a pseudonym for the coding of data gained from the interviews. Identifying 

names and assigned pseudonyms will be kept separately to the data. Any report or 

publication resulting from this study will contain the assigned pseudonyms and will not 

contain identifying details of any participant. Finally, following the transcribing and 

analysis of the taped interviews, each audiotape will be erased.   

 

Voluntary Participation: Participation in the project is entirely voluntary. 

Participants are able to withdraw their consent at any time. 
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Questions/Further Information: If there are any questions regarding this research 

project they can be directed to the researcher or either supervisor. Contact details are: 

Researcher: Sharon Condon 

  Ph: 3875 5945 

  Email: s.condon@griffith.edu.au 

Supervisors: Professor Peter Brown, Email – p.brown@griffith.edu.au 

             Dr Josephine Burden,Email – j.burden@griffith.edu.au 

  Department of Tourism, Leisure, Hotel and Sports M/Ment 

 

Ethical Conduct: Griffith University requires that research is conducted in 

accordance with the “National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving 

Humans”. The University requires that all participants be informed that if they have any 

complaints concerning the manner in which a research project is conducted that these 

may be directed to: The Manager, Research Ethics on 3875 5585 or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

   

Feedback to you: Hard copies of transcribed interviews will be provided to each 

participant to check for accuracy of transcribing. A summary of findings will be 

presented at the focus group meeting for further discussion. The researcher will contact 

participants unable to attend the focus group meeting either by phone or in person, to 

discuss and share the key issues or information which were discussed at the focus group 

session. Hard copies of the final report will be made available to any participant who 

requests a copy.  

 

Privacy Statement: The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or 

use of your identified personal information. The information collected is confidential 

and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet 

government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of 

this data may be used for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all 

times be safeguarded. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 

www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3875 5585.  

 
 

mailto:s.condon@griffith.edu.au�
http://www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp�
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Appendix 5 Letter to participants accompanying the consent form and demographic 

questionnaire 

 

 

 

1st September 

 

Sharon Condon 

Ph: 3875 5945 or 0414488947 

s.condon@griffith.edu.au 

 

(Participants) 

(Address 1) 

(Address 2)  

 

Dear Pat,  

 

Re: Study on Sole Mothers and Work/Life Balance 
 

Further to our recent correspondence, please find attached the questionnaire that I 

mentioned to you. If you could please fill this out and keep it with the consent form, I 

will collect both of them on the interview day. 

 

Looking forward to meeting with you soon. 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Sharon Condon 
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Appendix 6 Consent Form 

Sole parents, work/life balance and wellbeing. 
 

Consent Form 
 
Research Student: Sharon Condon 
   Bachelor of Leisure Management (Honours) 
   Department of Tourism, Leisure, Hotel and Sports M/ment 
   5th Floor, M10, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt Campus 
   Phone – 3875 5945, Mobile – 0414488947 
   Email – s.condon@griffith.edu.au 
 
Supervisors:  Professor Peter Brown 
   Email – p.brown@griffith.edu.au 
   Dr Josephine Burden 
   Email – j.burden@griffith.edu.au 
   Department of Tourism, Leisure, Hotel and Sports M/Ment 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 
and in particular have noted that: 
 

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include up to four 
one-hour interviews followed by a focus group meeting; 

 
• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

 
• I understand the risks involved; 

 
• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation 

in this research; 
 

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 
 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 
team; 

 
• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or 

penalty; 
 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 
University Human Research Ethics Committee on 3875 5585 (or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of 
the project; and 

 
• I agree to participate in the project. 

 
Participant Name…………………………………… Phone : ………………………… 
 
Participant’s Signature………………………………………. Date ……....………….. 

mailto:s.condon@griffith.edu.au�
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Appendix 7 Demographic Survey Form 

 
Sole parents, work/life balance and wellbeing. 

Short survey for sole mothers participating in the above study. 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in the study on sole parents and work/life 

balance. To help us make the most of our time during the interview, I would like to 

ask you a few questions about you and your family and your work. 

 

Name: ……………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Address: ……………………………………………………………………………… 

 

………………………………………………………… Postcode :…………………. 

 

Contact Phone Number:……………………………… Mobile: ……………………. 

 

Email Address: ……………………………………………………………………… 

 

1. What is your age? …………………. 

2. What are the sex and age of your children?    Sex (M/F)   Age 

           1. 

           2. 

           3. 

           4. 

3. Do the children reside with you? (please circle)  YES  NO 

 

Any details : ………………………………………………………………………… 

 

4. If you work outside the home, what is your occupation?  

 

………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

5. How many hours a week (on average) do you work? 
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…………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

7. What is your highest level of education attained? (please circle) 

a. High school certificate b. Basic vocational qualification 

c. Skilled vocational qual. d. Associate diploma 

e. Undergraduate diploma f. Bachelor degree and above 

 

Other:…………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

8. Where would your average annual gross (before tax) income fall? 

 

a. Under $25,000 per year b. Between $25,001 and $30,000 

c. Between $30,001 & $40,000 c. Between $40,001 and $45,000 

d. Between $45,001 & $50,000 e. Over $50,001 
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Appendix 8 First Interview Questions and Prompts 

 

PhD Interview questions - round one 
 

Thank for participating. 

 

Reiterate confidentiality. 

 

Advise the interview will take around one hour. 

 

Today’s aim – is to gather information on your household and how you feel about your 

routine.  

 

Myself – I am also a sole parent of a seven year old son. This research is towards my 

PhD qualification. 

 

Collect consent form and make sure it’s signed. Collect demographics survey form and 

peruse. Ask any clarifying questions regarding demographics question sheet e.g. work 

hours, nature of work, number of children, etc. (purpose is to clarify information but 

also to be non-threatening and establish an easy going conversational style) 

 

Refer to recorder and ask if it’s ok to record the interview.  
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Overview of daily pattern: 

1. Can you describe what happened in your household yesterday? (pay 

attention to particular language used) 

2. Was this a typical day? 

a. If no, how did it differ from a typical day? Or, what would a typical 

day be like? 

3. Do you have a different routine for weekdays and weekend days? 

a. If yes, what typically happens on a weekend in your household? 

(look for words that describe “leisure-like” experiences) 

4. Can you describe an occasion during the past week when you felt 

particularly relaxed or happy?  

5. What was it about that situation that helped you feel good? (looking for 

descriptors of leisure)  

6. Do such times occur often enough? 

7. Can you describe an occasion during the past week when you felt 

particularly under pressure?  

a. If yes…..Was that uncomfortable for you? What made it 

uncomfortable? And how severe can the feeling of pressure be? How 

often do you feel pressured? Are there times of the day when you feel 

particularly pressured?  

8. When you’re feeling stressed or pressured, what do you do about it? 

Prompts: Activities? Do you have different places where you can go to 

for help? Friends? Family? Community support?  

9. Do you manage to find time for yourself?  

a. If yes, how? 

b. If no, why not? 

Thank for participation. 

Ask if they want a copy of the transcript. Advise that a copy of the analysis will be 

mailed anyway.  

Ask if they know of any other sole parents who might be interested in taking part in the 

study. 

 

Other questions…………………………. 
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Appendix 9 Letter accompanying copies of interview one transcripts to participants 

for verification 

 

 

26th October, 2004 

 

Sharon Condon 

Ph: 3875 5945 or 0414488947 

s.condon@griffith.edu.au 

 

(Participant) 

(Address 1) 

(Address 2) 

 

Dear Jacki,  

 

Re : Study on Sole Mothers and Work/Life Balance 

 

Please find attached a transcribed copy of our recent interview for your information. 

You’ll note that I have assigned the pseudonym of Jacki to you and have taken out any 

other identifying names that were mentioned during the interview. If there is anything 

contained within the transcription that you would wish to change or make comment on, 

please let me know.  

 

As soon as I finish the other interviews and transcribe and analyse the data I will be 

forwarding you a copy of the summary of that analysis.  

 

Thanking you again for your participation and looking forward to seeing you again in 

the near future. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Sharon Condon  



 251

Appendix 10 First Round of Interviews – Feedback Letter and Summary of Findings 

for Participants 

 

 

 

Date 

 

 

Dear (participant) 

 

 

Re: Study on Sole Mothers and Work/Life Balance 
 

 

Thank you again for participating in the first round of interviews for my study on sole 

mothers last year! I am sorry that it has taken me longer than anticipated to get back to 

you. I wanted to keep you informed on the progress of my study and so, as well as 

outline some of the topics that will be discussed in the next round of interviews. I hope 

that you will want to continue to be involved in my study!   

 

As you may recall, the first round of interviews focused on family routines, feelings and 

instances of when you felt relaxed, happy or time-pressured, and also examined if and 

when you had leisure time. As promised, I have attached a brief summary of some of 

the key findings from the first round of interviews. While this summary does not do 

justice to the interesting and often inspiring detail contained in the interviews, it does 

give an indication of some of the commonalities and differences in the lives of sole 

mothers.  

 

Building on some of the key concepts raised in those interviews whilst focusing 

attention on some of the main ideas that I brought to this study in the first place, the 

second round of interviews will be focused on the concepts of “wellbeing” and 

“balance” in women’s lives.  
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Your input into the project to date has been invaluable and I want to thank you again for 

allowing me into your home, your thoughts and your life. I hope that you will be willing 

to participate in the second round of interviews which I expect will commence within 

the next two weeks. I will be in contact soon to discuss this with you and to set a 

mutually agreeable interview time. If you have any questions or concerns regarding the 

study please don’t hesitate to call me on the numbers listed below. 

 

 

Thanking you again for your wonderful support! 

 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Sharon Condon 

PhD Student 

Ph: 371 44200 (h) 

Mob: 0414488947 
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Sole Mothers Study – First Round of Interviews 

 

From July to November of 2004 ten sole mothers (including myself) aged between 32 

and 47 were interviewed. Most of these women worked or studied full-time or nearly 

full-time, one worked part-time and there was one full-time, stay-at-home mother. 

Across the ten mothers there were 27 children being cared for, with three mothers 

having one child, four having two children, one with three children, one with five 

children and one with eight children.  

 

Key Findings 

 

• Work – all the women in this study described busy lives, which often 

involved various mixes of paid work, unpaid work, volunteering and study. 

The most stressful times of the day, for many, were in the transitions from 

home to work or work to home.  

 

• Children – the need to provide adequately for children generated a lot of 

unpaid work. Setting and keeping routines, getting children ready for school, 

keeping them on time for activities and bedtimes were very important for 

some of you. Dealing with homework was mentioned as being a less than 

pleasurable task for some.  

 

• Friends and family – often a source of positive support and assistance for 

some and for others a source of judgement. Some of the participants had 

moved interstate, losing their support networks in the process, which had 

made things difficult for them. Interestingly, when physical or emotional 

help was sought it was almost always sought from another woman. 

 

• Children’s Contact Visits – the children of around half the women had 

regular physical fortnightly contact with their fathers. Two had regular 

phone contact. One was in the process of commencing phone contact and the 

rest had no contact. Contact visits were both beneficial and problematic. 

While providing some mothers with time to themselves, they were a source 

of stress for others. For example, some women reported increased 
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behavioural problems with their children following contact visits. The 

mothers of those children who did not have contact also expressed mixed 

emotions. Some resented the fact that they had no break from their children 

whilst others observed the difficulties that other sole mothers had with their 

relationships with their ex-partner and considered themselves lucky by 

comparison. 

 

• Childcare – both paid and unpaid childcare sources were accessed. Some 

experienced difficulty accessing paid childcare due to a lack of childcare 

spaces and the cost involved. Accessing unpaid childcare through friends 

and family was limited for some women through not wanting to burden 

others or wanting to avoid feeling indebted for care that couldn’t be returned.  

  

• Sole Motherhood – pressures involved in being “100% responsible” were 

spoken of often. These pressures included being the one to make all the 

decisions, living up to high expectations, being all things to all people and of 

raising children in a sole parent household. The experience of sole 

motherhood had also been made more difficult, for a number of women, by a 

variety of forms of psychological and physical abuse from former partners. 

Despite the pressures, however, many expressed joy in their role and spoke 

of pleasure in being able to have control and not have to consider another 

person in their decisions. 

 

• Leisure – access to “me” time was considered important by a number of 

women. Other women indicated that their children’s leisure needs were more 

important than their own and many mentioned the difficulty of finding time 

for themselves in between all the demands they experienced. Whereas most 

leisure time during the week tended to be “at home” leisure, the weekends 

were filled with sport, organised activities and “going out”.  
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Appendix 11 Second Round Interview Questions 

 

Thank for participating. 

 

Reiterate confidentiality. 

 

Advise the interview will take around one hour. 

 

Today’s aim – to gather information about your work and lifestyle choices   

 

Indicate recorder and check it’s ok to record the interview.  

 

Filling in the gaps………. 

 

1. How many siblings do you have?  

 

2. Where are you in the order of siblings?  

 

3. Are your parents still married? (Was your mother a sole parent? For how 

long? Did she work? Full-time/part-time? What sort of job?) 

 

4. Can you tell me the story of how you became a sole parent? (What were 

the circumstances? Cycling on and off? When and why? How long together? 

How long have they been on their own? Do you think about repartnering? 

Have you been in serious relationships since the separation? What 

happened?) 

 

5. Can you tell me about your health? (How would you describe your current 

health? Have you had any problems or major illnesses in the past? Any 

recurring problems? What do you attribute that to?) 
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Investigating Hakim’s theory re work preferences…………… 

 

6. In your job/study you currently work……….hrs a week. Are you happy 

with the amount of hours that you work? If you were able to work as 

much or as little as you liked would you still do what you do now? 

Why/why not? What prevents you from doing what you want to do? 

(What if you had help with domestic work? What if your work was more 

flexible? What prevents you from doing what you want to do? How do you 

feel about your work choices? (guilt?)) 

 

7. Is paid work important to the way you see yourself? In what way?  

 

8. In the first round of interviews a number of the women talked about 

wellbeing. What does the word “wellbeing” mean to you? (What factors 

such as: Finances? Own health? Children’s health? Working preferred 

number of hours? Any others?) 

 

(Summarise the developed definition of wellbeing) Ok so wellbeing for you 

means………. 

 

9. How would you describe your own sense of wellbeing?  

 

10. What affects your wellbeing? (Control? Sleep? Time for yourself? Leisure? 

Any others?) 

 

11. In the first round of interviews many of the women spoke about the 

importance of balance in their lives. What does the word “balance” 

mean in regards to your life? (look for evidence of balancing between: 

paid/unpaid work…..time for self (leisure)/time for others…. 

physical/mental/spiritual…… volunteering/work/study…..control?) 
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(Summarise the developed definition of balance) Ok. So, for you, balance can 

mean…………………… 

 

12. Is balance important? Why? (How does having balance make you feel?) 

 

13. Are you able to find balance in your life? (Most of the time? Some of the 

time? Never?) 

 

14. What happens if you don’t feel balanced in your life? (Stress? Pressure? 

Ability to cope? Sense of wellbeing? Mental and physical health?) 

 

15. What things affect your ability to balance? (Stress levels? Own mental 

health? Own physical health? Health of children? Paid work? Family 

responsibilities? Degree of social support? Sleep? Other?) 
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Appendix 12 Letter accompanying copy of transcript from second interview to 
participant for verification 
 
 

 

 

7th September, 2005 

Sharon Condon 

Ph: 3875 5945 or 0414488947 

s.condon@griffith.edu.au 

 

(Participant) 

(Address 1) 

(Address 2) 

 

Dear Diane,    

 

Re : Study on Sole Mothers and Work/Life Balance 

 

Please find attached a transcribed copy of our recent interview for your information.  If 

there is anything contained within the transcription that you would wish to change or 

make comment on, please let me know.  

 

As soon as I finish the other interviews and transcribe and analyse the data I will be 

forwarding you a copy of the summary of that analysis.  

 

Thanking you again for your participation and looking forward to seeing you again in 

the near future. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Sharon Condon  
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Appendix 13 Feedback letter and summary of findings from second interview to 
participants 
 
 
 
10th May, 2006 

 

(Participant) 

(Address 1) 

(Address 2) 

 

 

Dear Beth,  

 

 

Re: Study on Sole Mothers and Work/Life Balance 

 

 

Thank you again for your continued support and participation in my study on sole 

mothers. As you are aware, last year I conducted the second round of interviews for the 

study. And as before, I wanted to send you a brief outline of some key findings to keep 

you informed and up to date on my progress.   

 

You may recall that the last round of interviews followed up on some themes which had 

emerged from the first round of interviews as well as introducing some new topics. We 

covered: sibling information; information about your parents’ marriage; your sole 

motherhood story; your health; your career orientations and work preferences; 

comparisons to your mother; wellbeing definitions and analysis and balance definitions 

and analysis. 

 

I have attached a brief summary of some key findings which emerged from the last 

interview. Again, the summary does not give a lot of detail but it does give insight into 

the wonderful depth of information which has been gathered through this process.  
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In addition to forming the basis for my thesis, some of the data gained through these 

interviews has also been utilised for further academic activities. Late last year I 

presented a paper on “Sole Mothers…Sleep, Leisure and Control” at a leisure 

conference in Tauranga, New Zealand. This became a journal article which was 

subsequently published early this year in the Annals of Leisure Research. I have 

attached a copy of this article for your information and interest. I have also written an 

abstract on contact visits which I have submitted to the World Leisure Congress in 

Hangzou, China, which has been accepted. Your thoughts and words are going global! 

 

At this point in time we have completed the data collection phases of my study and have 

moved on to the group get-together phase. I would like to invite you to attend a group 

meeting of the participants of this study so you can meet with the people that you have 

been reading about in the summaries. I will be calling you soon to confirm numbers for 

this meeting. I will understand if you can’t make it though! 

 

Thank you again for your generosity of time and spirit. I feel lucky to have had a chance 

to get to know you through the processes of this study and look forward to seeing you at 

the get-together! 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Sharon Condon 

PhD Student 

Ph: 371 44600 

0414488947 
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Second Round of Interviews – Key Findings 

 

Sole Motherhood Story – The stories of how we came to be sole mothers were stories 

of resiliency and strength. Many of us had cycled in and out of relationships and nearly 

all of us had been the ones to make the decision to separate. This information, however, 

was slightly misleading as nearly all of the ex-partners had played passive-aggressive 

roles in the separation, displaying unacceptable behaviours which prompted the decision 

to separate. The problems with the ex-partners numbered…..one compulsive gambler; 

one alcoholic; two adulterers; three domestically violent; two in and out of work; and 

one drug addict. Four of us had separated whilst still pregnant. And, at the time of the 

second interview, two had already repartnered. 

 

Self-perceptions – Generally we saw ourselves as being organised, independent, 

resourceful, resilient achievers. Despite this, however, three of us spoke about having 

problems with “losing” our sense of self.  

 

Depression – Despite our positive attributes, most of us spoke about having had regular 

bouts of depression. For some, depression appeared cyclic in nature. Depression was 

attributed to financial pressures, stress, emotions and the actions of ex-partners.  

 

Sleep – Sleep (as in my paper!) emerged as a key theme in this study. We all spoke 

about it, over and over, and in a variety of ways. It seemed that sleep itself could be 

viewed as a leisure activity, in the form of sleep-ins and naps. We also considered the 

time when our children were asleep to be our leisure time opportunities. Sometimes the 

need for leisure time and space at night competed with our own need for sleep. We 

controlled our sleep in this way also, choosing to delay or deny sleep so we could stay 

up and have some “me” time. It also emerged that children’s sleep was a key site of 

control. Routines prior to bedtimes and bedtimes themselves were closely monitored 

and controlled. Anxiety over missed bedtimes or disrupted routines indicated the 

importance of a good sleep for the whole family. 

 

Parents’ Relationship – Surprisingly, nearly all of us had parents who had had 

unhappy marriages. Many of our parents had stayed together for the sake of the 

children. Some parents had had affairs, some had separated and repartnered and some 
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had been absent or abusive. Two of us had strong attachments to our fathers and this 

seemed connected to a less than positive relationship with the mother.  

 

Similarity to Mothers – Interestingly, only two of us identified similarities with our 

mothers….and then it was only in terms of having a strong work ethic. Most considered 

ourselves to be “quite different”. Three of us described our mothers as having been 

dependent on the men in their lives, which was considered to be quite the opposite of 

the way that we saw ourselves. Two of the mothers were described as being “distant” 

…something which we were keen not to emulate ourselves in our parenting. But the 

most significant difference was in terms of career orientation. Where nearly all the 

participants in this study considered themselves to be “career oriented”, we described 

our mothers as being “stay at home mums” who, if they worked at all, worked in “jobs” 

and not “careers”.  

 

Black Sheep Status - Following on with the theme of “differentness” it emerged that 

most of us considered ourselves to be the “black sheep” of our families. One of us 

perceived that she was treated differently to her male siblings; two viewed the fact that 

they had gone to university to be the driving difference; one mentioned differences in 

fundamental gender expectations to her family members; and three based their “black 

sheepedness” on their sole mother status.  

 

Balance – The perception of the need for balance differed amongst the participants. 

Two relied on a level of chaos and felt that balance was not very important. Two said 

that they could not “afford the luxury” of balance because it was all about “survival”. 

One said that balance was a means of surviving. Three others said that balance was 

“critical” to coping with their lives. Balance was generally thought of in terms of 

meeting the needs of relationships….relationships with others and the relationship with 

self. If unbalanced we often experienced stress, illness and/or depression. There was a 

close link between balance and wellbeing – although we differed on how this worked. 

Either they were both the same thing or one led to the other. 

 

Wellbeing – Most of us considered that our wellbeing was lower than we would like it 

to be. Factors that impacted negatively upon our sense of wellbeing were: relationships; 

work; leisure opportunity and access; and our perceptions of control over our lives.  
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