
here is a large and growing literature on the issue of how 
parents combine family and work responsibilities, a great deal
of which focuses on mothers in dual-earner couple families.
However, although they may be relatively small in number,
one-parent families are a growing family type now comprising

21 per cent of all families with dependents, and as such should be of
interest to work–family researchers. Mothers head up 86 per cent of
one-parent families (ABS 2000).

There are several aspects of single-mother households that commonly
catch the attention of researchers and policy makers interested in
employment issues. The average level of household income for families
with single mothers is lower than that of couple families with depend-
ents. Single mothers are more likely (41 per cent) than couple families
(14 per cent) to report feeling financially stressed (ABS 2002). The
labour force participation rate for single mothers is lower than that for
married mothers (51 per cent compared with 65 per cent) (ABS 2000). 

Much of the research on single mothers focuses on the reasons for their
relatively low labour force participation rate, and in particular on why
there are not more single mothers in paid work. National level policies
are commonly examined to try to understand why this is the case.
There has been much less focus on the issue of how single mothers who
are in paid work manage to combine their work and family responsibil-
ities (Casey and Pitt-Catsouphes 1994; Duncan and Edwards 1999).
This is surprising because a better understanding of such arrangements
would be likely to throw light on why there are not more single mothers
in paid work. Are there, for example, particular resources that single
mothers need? 

Qualitative research provides a good way of understanding how single
mothers keep the relationship between their household and their work-
place going. Although it is not possible to generalise from the results to
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a population, qualitative research can provide insights into processes
that lead to particular outcomes. There are several studies that have
included qualitative research specifically with single mothers to ascertain
how they make decisions about whether to undertake paid work and pos-
sible barriers to this (for example, Duncan and Edwards 1999; Casey and
Pitt-Catsouphes 1994; Ford 1996). Their findings reveal the complexity
surrounding the issue of single mothers’ orientations to paid work. 

Using qualitative data from seven in-depth interviews, this article
explores how single mothers manage to combine their work and family
responsibilities. The interviews formed part of a research project carried
out at a Canberra hospital, which also included the conduct of focus
groups and interviews with a range of managers. (For a discussion of the
focus group results, see Morehead 2001.) 

A total of 31 in-depth household interviews were carried out with
employees who worked at the hospital (19 employees) and, where pres-
ent, their spouses (12 spouses). The interviews were conducted by the
author and taped, then later transcribed in full. Seven of the 19 employ-
ees were single mothers, and it is the data obtained from these interviews
that inform this article.

Five of the seven in-depth interviews were with single mothers and
another two with mothers who were single in the recent past. Six of these
mothers were in full-time paid work at the hospital, and one had very
recently resigned from a full-time job. All had been separated from their
husbands for between 18 months and eight years. The ages of the moth-
ers ranged between 39 and 44 years. Their children’s ages ranged
between 11 and 18 years, and all the mothers had at least two dependent
children living at home. 

Three of the seven mothers were nurses (earning between $42,000 and
$47,000 per year), one was an allied-health professional (earning
$38,000), one was a manager of an allied-health unit (earning around
$70,000), one was a technical assistant (earning $31,000 plus a small
amount of overtime), and one mother had very recently resigned from a
full-time nursing position at the hospital. The six employed mothers were
permanent members of hospital staff. 

The article looks at how these mothers, upon separation from their hus-
bands, recreate the relationship between their home and their paid work
so that they achieve a “sole parent domestic arrangement”. Here, the
term “domestic arrangement” refers to the relationship that parents in
the workforce have between their paid work and their home. This article
suggests that the domestic arrangement for parents who have separated
involves doing additional labour. The term “additional labour” in this
context means work that is carried out simply to keep the relationship
between home and work going. 

While married mothers and fathers in paid work also routinely do addi-
tional labour in order to keep the relationship between home and work
intact, this article suggests that single mothers might have at least two
types of additional labour that are particularly crucial in enabling the
relationship between the workplace and home. These are managing
change and constructing support.

By making these two types of additional labour visible it is possible to
appreciate the effort required by single parents to maintain a viable rela-
tionship between the workplace and the home. Understanding this labour
can help alert us to the forms of support and types of resources that are
significant influencing factors for single mothers and their ability to
undertake paid work.

The additional labour of managing change
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2001: 90) say that the family today is a “do-
it-yourself” project. Each family charts its own biography, and in an
institutional sense, we can talk about the individualisation of the family.
These researchers propose that divorce, for women, can mean “a life of

hours hours 
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financially for the kids. I managed on that for six years [while
studying].”(Susan)

Rather than studying, this mother could have kept working
as a nurse after the separation, but she explained that she
did not want to do this:

“Because the income I would have earned as an enrolled nurse,
there is no future in it.You cannot get any higher, the pay doesn’t
get any better and there’s no room for advancement and the jobs
are limited.”(Susan)

This mother had in mind a particular type of domestic
arrangement that she did not want, and so she worked hard
to ensure she got a sole parent domestic arrangement that
she was more comfortable with. She made her decisions
about paid work in the context of the image she desired for
her sole parent domestic arrangement – the sort of mother
and income earner that she ideally wanted to be. Achieving
it required additional labour on her behalf – she moved towns
in order to get more support for child care, did a university
degree to attain a better labour market position, and travelled

a long distance every day
to her place of study. 

The term “sole parent
domestic arrangement”
can be viewed as a more
specific form of a concept
developed by Duncan and
Edwards (1999: 109)
labelled “gendered moral
rationalities”. In their
research, which included
95 open-ended interviews
with single mothers, they
argue that the “rational
economic man” model 
of decision making is
unsuited to the reality of
single mothers’ lives. Like
married mothers, single
mothers make decisions
about paid working hours
in the context of their
beliefs about motherhood
and gender identity. They

say: “Lone mothers’ agency in deciding whether or not to
take up paid work is essentially concerned with what is best
and morally right for themselves as mothers, and for their
children” (Duncan and Edwards 1999: 109). 

Duncan and Edwards (1999: 3) develop the concept of
“gendered moral rationalities” to understand the complex
effects of ideology, norms and locality on the decisions of
single mothers about paid working hours. Gendered moral
rationalities are defined as “collective and social under-
standings about what is the proper relationship between
motherhood and paid work.” 

Sometimes a mother’s parenting ideal is at odds with going
out and doing paid work, but after separation, mothers can
feel it is important to be seen to be a financial provider for
their children. For example, after separating from her hus-
band, one mother spoke about her full-time paid work and
parenting:

“I felt very tired.I was just worn out.Your children are a full-time job any-
way, and nobody can bring up your children better than you, because

their own for the first time . . . But the rising divorce figures
are not only an expression and consequence of increasing
independence; they are at least as much a trigger, a com-
pulsion for women to become more independent” (2001:
73). They also note that divorce forces a “new organisation
of everyday life” (2001: 94). 

It is important to recognise that “do-it-yourself” does not
merely mean choosing a lifestyle that appeals. As Cass
(2002: 148) notes, the rhetoric of choice can “mask under
the guise of individual choice a highly structured set of
opportunities and constraints, embedded in labour market
and social policy conditions, which women and men within
their family relationships attempt as best as they can to
negotiate.”

It could be added that the type of sole parent domestic
arrangement that single mothers create in this “do-it-your-
self” yet constrained environment is a result of combining
their particular parenting values and responsibilities with
their particular paid work aspirations. This combination
might be difficult to achieve, especially where
mothers feel their parenting values are being
compromised in order to do paid work. It is also
probable that a sole parent domestic arrangement
can cause additional labour for the single mother. 

To demonstrate this, the article focuses on two
critical points – the creation and the dissolution
of the sole parent domestic arrangement. It is at
these times of change that crucial decisions
about paid work are made and additional labour
may be needed simply to maintain a relation-
ship between the household and the workplace. 

Handling separation: creating a sole parent 
domestic arrangement

For the mother, the absence of the father from the household
can mean less rather than more domestic tasks (Bittman
1992: 48). It can also mean less time and energy spent on
negotiating with the father over who does domestic work.
The additional labour surrounding the separation comes not
from having to shoulder more of the unpaid work, but rather
from having to redesign the domestic arrangements.

One mother, a nurse, whose husband left her, said:

“My picture was seeing myself in a housing commission street 
on a sole parent pension, and from the lifestyle I was coming 
from, it was quite a kick in the pants. It was very upsetting, and I
thought, well, I can’t let that happen to my children. I won’t let 
that happen. I fought for 12 months in the courts to get as much
money as I could in regards to property, and then I bought a 
house ...and managed on the sole parent pension plus his support

For the mother, the additional labour surrounding the

separation comes not from having to shoulder more 

of the unpaid work, but rather from having to redesign

the domestic arrangements.
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other people don’t love your children.I knew that,but I guess for me to
go to work was important because I didn’t get into that pension mode.
I had a bit of a thing about that.I also wanted to set an example to the
girls,very much so,particularly my first two children.”(Melanie)

Another mother, a newly credentialed allied health worker
with primary school aged children, separated from her
husband and then started full-time work for the first time
since she had children. She expressed disappointment 
that her children arrive home from school to an empty
house:

“I felt like that real latch door. I just didn’t feel that this was how I
would be living with my kids, that life had changed so drastically
that I was doing a lot of things that I didn’t like with the kids now.
But there was no way round it. It’s just our life.”(Carole)

This mother’s parenting style is recreated after separation,
so that paid work and parenting can be combined in a new
sole parent domestic arrangement. 

A mother who at the time of interview was a technical
assistant at the hospital, was doing low-skilled shop assis-
tant work when she separated from her husband. She
found that her decisions over paid working hours at the
time of separation were influenced by financial concerns,
the availability of work, and her long-standing desire to fur-
ther her education:

“Now being on my own and paying full rent and paying child care,
I can’t afford to work full-time, so (the boss) said that’s fine. So he
let me work until 4pm which was good.I could leave a little earlier.
Then I was subsidised by the government – they paid the extra
because I was earning (such low) money.They paid the extra and it
got quiet and my days were cut and I thought I would go and do my
HSC. I didn’t waste my time. I filled it up so I went to TAFE and got
my HSC as well as worked.”(Joanne)

This mother had a fairly simple wish; she wanted to be able
to afford to do full-time paid work. That was the sole parent
domestic arrangement she wanted to create. She did the
additional labour of studying for two years, in combination
with paid work, in order to achieve it. 

The additional labour of creating and 
maintaining support
In order for parents to be available to do paid work, sup-
ports must be in place so that their family responsibilities
can be managed while they are at work. Common supports
for managing the care of dependent children include the
other parent, child care, school, out of school care pro-
grams, family and friends. Workplaces can also provide
support via family friendly policies and cultures. 

While these supports might represent necessary condi-
tions for parents to be able to do paid work, they are not -
at least not when taken individually - sufficient conditions.
Research in the United Kingdom found that single mothers
would not necessarily take up paid work if the “child care
barrier” were removed via expanding the number of places
available. Rather, the mothers’ views on who should parent
young children, particularly given the absence of the father
in the household, were an overriding factor in deciding
whether these women would be interested in paid jobs
(Reuben 1996; and see also Hakim 2000: 78). 

Similarly, a study that included both quantitative survey
data and 30 in-depth interviews with married mothers who

had young children, found that motherhood ideology was a
very important predictor of labour force participation, and
that it interacted with economic need and child care (Hat-
tery 2001: 125). A Canadian study involving interviews
with 95 mothers found that “child care was not sufficient
either to maintain the attachment to the workplace or
facilitate significant economic and personal advancement.
A host of other supports were almost as essential to
employed lone mothers” (Canada 2000, 2001: 12).

Duncan and Edwards (1999: 66) note that the concept of
social capital is significant in understanding the orienta-
tion of single mothers to paid work. They say “it is how
lone mothers’ social capital is developed, and how their
human capital is socially supported or constrained, that
influences their economic behaviour”. This social capital
derives from a mother’s ability to use a mix of locally avail-
able services and friendships that together provide her
with a network of support. Affordable child care places are
one significant and necessary factor in a mothers support
network, but they are certainly not the only factor. 

When a mother separates from her partner, her social cap-
ital may be diminished as she no longer has the live-in
support from the father. Separation can be a time of emo-
tional and financial crisis. The mother is faced with the
task of creating a new domestic arrangement. It is a time
when social capital becomes particularly vital if she is to
retain a relationship between her household and the work-
place. Building and maintaining this social capital can be
seen as a form of additional labour.

After separation: getting re-established requires support

Mothers recalled the trauma of the separation from their
partners, and all of them spoke about the role that family
and friends played in providing support. Employers, too,
sometimes spontaneously rated a mention either negatively
or positively in terms of the support they provided during a
personally difficult time.

One mother, a nurse, decided to take her children back to
her home town after separating from her husband, so she
could get some support. Her parents took over a lot of the
child care while she sorted out her future. She made the
decision to do a university degree, but said: 

“[Without the support of her local network of friends and family 
in her home town], I wouldn’t have been able to do the degree at
all.”(Susan)

Rostered shifts can be particularly difficult for single moth-
ers. After this mother had completed her degree and was
settled in full-time work, she still relied on several key sup-
ports to help manage her parenting responsibilities. For
example, her son played soccer, yet she was often rostered
to work during the times he had to play:

“If I wasn’t able to take him [to soccer], my sister would, and he
sometimes could get a ride with someone. And if I was working 
on the Saturday, I could probably get him a ride there, and my 
sister would pick him up, or vice versa. I requested to have ‘earlies’
– early shifts – on Wednesday so I could take him to training . . .
I put in a request to have most Saturdays off and I was prepared 
to work every now and then, but I would try to have most Satur-
days . . . I still try to keep with that so he can have some sort of
sporting recreation. The hospital has been fairly good in that
regard.”(Susan)
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One mother, a nurse, with four dependent children had an
arrangement with her ex-partner that he would have the
two youngest children every second weekend, from Friday
night until Monday morning:

“That works in well,because I work every second weekend and the
weekend that he takes the kids is the weekend that I work.”
(Megan)

This is an extra shift that the mother does on top of her
regular 56-hour fortnight. She negotiates at work to make
sure that her extra shift is always on the weekend that her
youngest children are at their father’s household. 

Mothers who can maintain some sort of positive parenting
relationship with their ex-partner are likely to be in a bet-
ter situation, in terms of support, than mothers for whom
this is not possible.

Re-partnering can bring benefits for single mothers, espe-
cially a higher household income (Hughes 2000). Other
benefits, such as emotional support, sharing the care of the
children, and giving the mother a chance to reassess her
working hours, were also mentioned by the seven inter-
viewed mothers. These benefits are forms of support for
the mother.

Two of the mothers were currently living with new part-
ners, one on a full-time basis and one on a half time basis.
They were asked how moving in with their new partners
affected their plans for paid work. 

One was a nurse working full-time in a supervisory job
when she moved in with her partner. She said:

“I was in charge of a unit and I went off to do a Level 3 [nursing
job]. I was doing that for a while and the opportunity came up
again. We both sat down and decided that – I don’t think it was
much of a discussion.I just really didn’t want to do it again.I didn’t
want that extra stress. His job is stressful enough and we just
decided . . . I think we just decided that two people doing long
hours, there was really no need for it.”(Catherine)

The other mother decided to take a year off from her paid
work as a nurse some time after her new partner moved in.
She did this because she was very dissatisfied with her job
and feeling stressed:

“I couldn’t have done it except my par tner is incredibly 
supportive and he is going to support us this year because I have a
mortgage – and he has a mortgage somewhere else.”(Melanie)

Another mother mentioned that a relationship she started
soon after separating from her husband provided her 
with much needed support, although she did not move in
with this partner and the relationship eventually ended. She
said:

“He would help me with the house and he was lovely. He would
help me with the lawns, and he would make sure I had firewood,
and when I was really low on money he would put a thousand dol-
lars into my bank account. That was the only thing that saw me
through for two and a half years actually.”(Sarah) 

While single mothers may value the support that new part-
ners can provide, they may also be wary about being totally
financially dependent on someone. One mother, a nurse,
was planning on getting married soon and moving in with
her new partner. They had talked about how they would
combine their households and who would do what paid
work. She said:

Another mother said that the family-friendly attitude of
her two immediate supervisors at work was crucial for her:

“I think the flexitime is really something that lets you plan your day,
and if you have to do some family thing then that can be factored into
it.Like the other day [daughter] rang me up,and she has never done
that before, really upset at school and she said,‘Mum, come home, I
can’t stop crying.’ I just said to [supervisor] I don’t know what is
wrong with her – she is just crying.[Supervisor] said that it has prob-
ably just hit her that it is 18 months now [since the separation] and
it has probably just hit her. She said,‘You just go home and be with
her’.”(Carole)

One mother gave up her government provided house in
order to live with a new partner. When she realised the new
relationship was not going to work out, she discovered she
was not entitled automatically to return to a government
provided house and she would need to be on a waiting list
for around five years. She rented privately and turned to
her employer for help:

“When I knew that I couldn’t get any [financial] help, that’s when 
I asked could I get a second job . . . I said to [supervisor] can I get 
a second job, because I only take home $870 a fortnight and 
my rent is $440. I said I can’t live on this. Being realistic, I needed 
a second job and that’s when I started the weekend work.”
(Joanne)

The ability of this mother to increase her working hours at
a time of financial distress by doing additional labour was
a big support for her in her quest to remain in paid work,
although it came at a high personal price in terms of over-
work, and her wages remained low.

It can be seen from the interview data that these mothers
need to be able to access support in order to achieve their
sole parent domestic arrangement. They may have to work
hard at ensuring they can access support – for example,
moving cities, starting a degree, working longer paid hours,
negotiating with parents and employers for help. For moth-
ers without the skills to work at accessing such supports, or
where support is simply not forthcoming, it is possible to see
how undertaking paid work following separation might not
be achievable.

Ex-partner and new partners: potential sources of support
Following separation, parents may choose to continue
some sort of relationship for the benefit of the children.
This can take the form of shared care arrangements, 
a potentially significant source of support for single moth-
ers. Of the seven mothers interviewed, four maintained a
relationship with their ex-partners that included some
small level of shared care, although none shared the care
equally.

One mother who was fairly recently separated said she
was pleased with the parenting arrangement she had in
place:

“Actually, he [former partner] is probably doing more now than 
he ever has. He is participating more. He has [son] every Friday
night,takes him to football Saturday morning,so I don’t have to do
any of that. He wanted [daughter] to start ballet, I said that’s fine,
but I’m not taking her, I do enough during the week. So he drives
her, picks her up, and drops her back to me.”(Carole)

Referring to her son, this mother said:

“His dad has been really good.A lot of the mornings, he comes and
picks him up and drives him to school.”(Carole)
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“I am going to do my Masters next year. Crazy isn’t it. But my 
situation is going to change a lot next year . . . I will be partnering
up with someone else and it will be a lot easier . . . I will go back
down to my 56 hours [per fortnight at work].”(Megan)

While she was grateful for the opportunity to do less paid
work and be able to study, she added:

“I just like to have the qualifications in case something goes wrong.
I have had things go wrong in my life,I just need to know that I can
exist by myself even though I have got someone with me at the
moment, and that is really nice. But I just need to know that I can
still do it on my own.”(Megan)

This mother is creating resources for the future – planning
additional labour (studying) so that she can keep the rela-
tionship between whatever household she finds herself in,
and the workplace, intact. This will allow her, if necessary,
to “still do it on my own”.

Conclusion
Through the use of seven in-depth interviews, this article
has provided some very preliminary insights into how 
single mothers recreate the relationship between their
households and their workplaces following separation 
from their partners. Mothers do this by creating a new sole
parent domestic arrange-
ment (the relationship
between the household
a n d  t h e  w o r k p l a c e ) .
Domestic arrangements
are not determined solely
by rational  decisions
about how to best max-
imise income. Rather,
they are the result of a
sometimes personally
uncomfortable combina-
tion of parenting values
and aspirations for paid
work. 

In order to keep the sole
parent domestic arrange-
ment viable, additional
labour might be neces-
sary.  In this context,
“ a d d i t i o n a l  l a b o u r ”
means the work that is
carried out by the work-
ing parent in order to
manage the relationship
between home and work, and keep it going. The two 
types of additional labour that might be particularly 
crucial for single mothers are managing change and 
constructing supports. This labour is often invisible, as it
falls between the common dichotomy of paid work and
unpaid domestic work. But once it is made visible, we can
start to see the sorts of resources that single mothers might
require if they are to combine paid work with family
responsibilities.

Several resources and supports are revealed as being signifi-
cant if these mothers are to maintain their sole parent
domestic arrangement. They include: jobs that are family-
friendly, secure, and that provide a reasonable income;

support from ex-partners and new partners that includes
minding the children; help from family and friends particu-
larly with child care and to provide emotional support; and
access to further education. 

But providing these supports will not necessarily ensure
that single mothers will retain a relationship with the
workplace. The hard work that is needed merely to access
these supports, at times when personal parenting and 
paid work values may need to be compromised or recre-
ated simply to keep the family going, requires a set of 
skills that not every mother will leave a marriage with.
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