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Social networks: A village of support for single mothers
Elizabeth Kjellstrand Hartwig

Department of Counseling, Leadership, Adult Education and School Psychology, Texas State University,
San Marcos, Texas, USA

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to expand the literature by
investigating the perception of social support by single
mothers who sought online support through social media.
This study explored sources of social support in single mothers
using the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support
(MSPSS) to examine if income, education level, or type of
marital status is related to sources of social support among
single mothers who utilized online support. The study also
investigated statements regarding support from family, friends,
and significant others that were ranked highest by single
mothers who utilized online support. Results revealed that
participants received sufficient amounts of social support
from family, friends, and significant others, with income
accounting for 12% of the variance in social support subscale
scores and no significant differences with regards to education
level or type of marital status. Results also indicated that three
of the four most strongly rated items on the MSPSS related to
social support from friends. This study invites mental health
providers and researchers to consider the value and utilization
of social media networks for single mothers.
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Single mothers cultivate social support from a variety of sources, including
family members, friends, significant others, coworkers, neighbors, and places
of worship. Social media has provided a new form of connecting to others,
friends and strangers, through the creation of online social support. Barak,
Boniel-Nissim, and Suler (2008) asserted that online social support and
support groups emerged in the 1990s and offered groups for almost every
distress topic possible, including cancer, autism, Alzheimer’s, suicide, smok-
ing, weight loss, depression, suicide, rape survivors, hearing impairment, and
divorce. As the popularity of social media increases, research has focused on
understanding the motivation for using online social support (Jian, Jian-
Zhong, & Zhong-Ling, 2015; Lawlor & Kirakowski, 2014), types of support
shared among members (Coulson & Greenwood, 2012; Reinke & Solheim,
2015), and outcomes associated with the use of online social support
(Sherman & Greenfield, 2013; Trepte, Dienlin, & Reinecke, 2015). The
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utilization of online social support by single mothers is a topic that has not
been fully explored in single-mother literature. This study seeks to explore
the perception of various sources of social support in relation to demo-
graphic variables by single mothers who utilized social media and online
support. These variables include income level, education level, and marital
status. A review of research on social support provides a foundation of
knowledge for this study.

Social support

Research exploring social support and single mothers has laid a foundation
for the positive influence of social networks for single-parent families (Kalil
& Ryan, 2010; Lashley & Giannoni, 2010; Small, Taft, & Brown, 2011). Social
support is defined as a network of people, such as friends, family, and
significant others, who provide emotional and material support (Compton,
Galaway, & Cournoyer, 2005). Harknett (2006) further defined social support
as a coping function, where support networks respond to an emotional or
material need, and as a mobility function, such as a family member or friend
connecting a single mother to a job or training opportunity. Wood and
Woody (2007) assert that for single mothers social support can be viewed
as a mechanism that supports single mothers in adapting to social and
economic pressures they experience as the struggle to meet the needs of
family members. Social support has been linked to decreased depression,
esteem enhancement, and parenting satisfaction (Lincoln, Chatters, & Taylor,
2005; Nærde, Tambs, Mathiesen, Dalgard, & Samuelsen, 2000; Wood &
Woody, 2007). These studies suggested that social support, and particularly
emotional support, provides a myriad of benefits for single mother families.

Schrag and Schmidt-Tieszen (2014) explored the nature of social support
networks of young, single mothers. Results indicated a moderately strong
correlation between the size of the support network and perceived level of
support. Themes that emerged from the qualitative interviews included the
nature of support from family and friends, the aspirations for support and
independence, and the motivation created by relationships with their own
children. In a meta-analysis assessing the correlation between social relation-
ships and postdivorce adjustment, Krumrei, Coit, Martin, Fogo, and
Mahoney (2007) looked at the impact of emotional support from social
relationships, and more particularly, specific and network relationships.
Specific relationships are “one-on-one contact with a specific person, such
as a friend,” and network relationships are “being part of a group, such as a
close circle of friends” (p. 160). Findings of the study revealed that having
social relationships correlated with higher levels of positive divorce adjust-
ment (i.e., coping, well-being, positive affect, overall happiness, and life
satisfaction). Network relationships tended to support all forms of positive
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adjustment. Krumrei et al. (2007) suggested that being a part of a support
group, spiritual community, or circle of friends may help people who are
divorced to develop strengths that promote personal growth and resiliency.
The study also revealed that social relationships were linked to lower levels of
maladjustment following divorce (i.e., depression, negative affect, anxiety,
stress, and physical symptoms). Specific relationships seemed most helpful in
reducing forms of maladjustment. Krumrei et al. (2007) posited that having a
relationship with a close friend or family member may provide unique
support for sharing personal thoughts and fears, as well as having another
person to rely on for assistance. Assessing a client’s social relationships,
particularly specific and network relationships, may be helpful in working
with single mothers. These studies provide support for examining the per-
ception of social support in single-mother families.

Online social support

Online social support is defined by Barak and Grohol (2011) as peer-focused
interventions for a group of people with similar characteristics that focus on
people expressing themselves in a relatively unstructured manner to provide
emotional and informational support. These online support formats may be
interactive, such as formal support groups with specific topics, or more static
in nature, such as blogs or “microblogging” systems, including Facebook or
Twitter. Several studies identified online social support interventions for
single mothers. As a technology-based intervention, Hudson, Campbell-
Grossman, Keating-Lefler, and Cline (2008) developed the New Mothers
Network, a theoretically based online social support site. Results from this
study suggest that this Internet-based intervention may be effective in
improving psychological health, parenting, and health care utilization out-
comes for single mothers. Miller (2006) explored the benefits of online chat
for single mothers. Results from this study indicated that the ability to feel
more connected to others who shared the same experience and the anon-
ymous nature of online chat communication were the most noted benefits
shared by participants. Both of these studies identified online-based inter-
ventions as a way to increase emotional support and access to information,
and support the utilization of online social support for single mothers.

The body of research for online social support has describedmany benefits for
the utilization of online support. Research suggested that the anonymity of
computer-mediated communication helps to promote self-disclosure (Barak,
Boniel-Nissim, & Suler, 2008; Barney, Griffiths, & Banfield, 2011; Coulson &
Greenwood, 2012). Online support groups (OSGs) also transcend geographic
and temporal barriers, as individuals can access OSGs at times and locations that
are most convenient for them. Futhermore, research has supported the use of
online support groups for individuals challenged by social stigma, such as
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persons living with AIDS and suicide survivors (Bar-Lev, 2008; Feigelman,
Gorman, Chastain Beal, & Jordan, 2008). DeAndrea (2015) noted that the
more adults reported social stigma concerns, the more likely they are to seek
online support through social media as opposed to traditional in-person coun-
seling or support groups. DeAndrea (2015) also found that, relative to men,
women had an 80% increase in odds for choosing online social support over an
in-person support group. This data suggests that women who are single
mothers, and may feel the social stigma of being a single parent, may be more
likely to seek online social support from friends and others rather than tradi-
tional forms of in-person counseling.

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study was to expand the literature on single parents by
investigating the perception of social support from various sources by single
mothers who sought support on social media. An exploration of how single
mothers cultivate social support can provide mental health providers and
researchers with an opportunity to gain a better understanding of what
resources single mothers can utilize in their quest to grow as individuals
and parents. This study explored two research questions:

Research Question 1: Does income level, education level, and marital status
significantly affect the amount of perceived social support from family, friends,
and significant others among single mothers who utilize online support?

Research Question 2: Which statements related to support from family, friends, and
significant others are ranked highest by single mothers who utilize online support?

The results from this study can help researchers and mental health profes-
sionals understand if single mothers who utilize online support and have
different levels of income, education levels, or types of marital status perceive
the amount of social support from family, friends, and significant others as
sufficient. This information can be helpful in working with single mothers by
providing outcomes that support new understandings of single mothers who
may need more or less social support from different sources. This study also
illuminates the utilization of online social networks that can facilitate
strengths and resources for single mothers.

Method

Procedure and research design

This study employed a quantitative survey research design, utilizing an
online survey tool, Survey Monkey, so that single mothers could access the
survey at their convenience from home, work, or wherever they had access to
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a computer. Participants were recruited for participation in this study
through links to the online survey on Facebook support sites for single
mothers, an email to a graduate student distribution list, and a listing on
the CESNET listserv. The majority of participants, 97%, participated in the
study through the links on Facebook single-mother support group sites, such
as Single Mothers Outreach and Proud Single Moms. All participants utilized
Facebook as a social media resource.

Individuals who were interested in participating in the study accessed the
study through a link to the Survey Monkey website and were presented with an
informed consent form. Persons who agreed to the informed consent had the
opportunity to complete the online survey. As indicated in the informed con-
sent, participants were given the option to exit the survey at any time, so if they
chose not to enter a response to an item, they could terminate the survey.
Participants’ responses were stored in a secure format in Survey Monkey until
the survey was closed. After the survey was closed, the data was downloaded to a
password-protected Excel file and then imported into SPSS version 17 for data
analysis. The data analysis used for Research Question 1 was a multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) to explore the variance of multiple indepen-
dent variables with three dependent variables. The independent variables were
income, education level, and marital status. The dependent variables were
subscale scores from the three Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social
Support (MSPSS; Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988) subscales: Family,
Friends, and Significant Other. The data analysis conducted for Research
Question 2 was a descriptive statistical analysis of descending means to explore
MSPSS items rated most strongly by participants. The following sections present
participant data and measures used.

Participants

Participants for this study were 128 single mothers, ranging in age from 18
to 67, who were separated, divorced, widowed, or never married, and did
not have a live-in partner, but may have had other adults living in the
home. Because the majority of studies on single mothers focus on low-
income single mothers (Zhan & Pandey, 2004), this study focused on the
majority of single mothers in the United States, 73% (Grall, 2009), who earn
above the poverty line and are often not represented in single mother
literature. Grall’s (2009) figures suggest that single mothers have more
economic well-being than what is generally considered in Western culture
and current empirical research. The income range employed for this study
was $25,200 and above (not including child support) and was defined for
this study by using the middle quintile range for “Households with
Unmarried Female Family Head” of $25,200 to $39,336 presented by
Prante (2007). Table 1 presents sociodemographic characteristics.
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The most common demographic factors for participants were ages between
38 and 47 (43.8%), White, non-Hispanic ethnicity (54.7), living in the United
States (90.6), only one child in the home (53.9%), no other adult in the home

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics.
Characteristics n %

Age
18–27 5 3.9
28–37 52 40.6
38–47 56 43.8
48–57 14 10.9
58–67 1 0.8

Ethnicity
African American 27 21.1
Asian American 1 0.8
European American (White, non-Hispanic) 70 54.7
Hispanic American 22 17.2
Multiethnic, Pacific Islander, or other 8 6.2

Country of origin
United States 116 90.6
Other country 4 3.1
No country of origin reported 8 6.2

State of origin (within United States)
Texas 48 37.5
Other states in the United States (27 states reported) 67 52.3
No state of origin reported 13 10.2

Number of children in the home
One child 69 53.9
Two children 41 32
Three or more children 18 14.1

Another nonpartner adult in the home
No other adult 94 73.4
One adult 22 17.2
Two or more adults 12 9.3

Education level
High school graduate or Graduate Equivalency Diploma 2 1.6
Some college 22 17.2
Associate’s degree 15 11.7
Bachelor’s degree 45 35.2
Master’s degree 30 23.4
Doctoral or terminal degree 14 10.9

Marital status
Divorced 71 55.5
Never married 42 32.8
Separated 14 10.9
Widowed 1 0.8

Income level
$25,200–35,199 36 28.1
$35,200–45,199 20 15.6
$45,200–55,199 29 22.7
$55,200–65,199 12 9.4
$65,200–75,199 12 9.4
$75,200–85,199 4 3.1
$85,200–95,199 3 2.3
$95,200–105,199 2 1.6
$105,200–115,199 6 4.7
$115,200 and above 4 3.1
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(73.4%), a bachelor’s degree level of education (35.2%), divorced marital status
(55.5%), and a yearly income between $25,200 and $35,199 (28.1%).

Measures

Demographic questionnaire
A researcher-developed demographic questionnaire was used to gather infor-
mation about participants’ age, highest level of education completed, ethni-
city, average hours worked per week, annual income, marital status, total
number of children in household younger than age 18, number of other
adults in household, and other adult(s)’ relationship to participant.
Categories were developed for this questionnaire based on U.S. Census
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2013) demographic information.

Multidimensional scale of perceived social support
TheMSPSS was developed by Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, and Farley (1988) as a brief
self-report measure used to assess perceptions of social support. This 12-item
scale includes three subscales, named for the three sources of social support used
in the scale: Family, friends, and significant others. The MSPSS uses a 7-point
Likert-type scale, ranging from very 1 (strongly disagree), to 4 (neutral), to 7 (very
strongly agree). All questions are asked in a positive manner, allowing partici-
pants to report their impressions of the availability and quality of social support
they receive (i.e., caring, willingness to listen, helpfulness, comfort, and sharing
of joys and sorrows). The total score represents total perceived social support,
and the subscale scores represent perceived social support from the three
measured groups providing support.

Preliminary investigation of the validation of the MSPSS with a homoge-
nous population of undergraduate students revealed sound psychometric
properties (Zimet et al., 1988). In a further study to evaluate psychometric
characteristics of the MSPSS, Zimet, Powell, Farley, Werkman, and Berkoff
(1990) utilized additional heterogeneous populations of participants, including
single pediatric residents. The single residents represented a population that
may be similar to single mothers, because they did not have a live-in partner
and had work or education-related responsibilities. The means from the
original study (Zimet et al., 1988) and the follow up study with single residents
(Zimet et al., 1990) can be used as a reference for results of this current study.

Results

Participants of this study reported means above the 3.5 midpoint on the
social support scale, which indicated that single mothers perceived higher
than average levels of social support (Zimet et al., 1990). The overall means
for social support subscale scores were as follows: Family subscale, M = 4.99,
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SD = 1.83; friends subscale, M = 5.32, SD = 1.52; and significant other
subscale, M = 5.11, SD = 1.76. These means were slightly lower than means
from the MSPSS original study (Zimet et al., 1988) that reported the for Duke
undergraduate students. The comparison of means between these two popu-
lations may indicate that the undergraduate population represent a homo-
genous sample of young college students, who typically do not have as many
responsibilities as single mothers. In comparing the results from single
mothers in this study and single residents in Zimet et al.’s (1990) study,
the means for single adults appear to be similar. This finding suggests that,
similar to single pediatric residents, single mothers in this study reported
sufficient social support from families, friends, and significant others. Results
for each independent variable are included in this section.

Research question 1

A one-way MANOVA was conducted for each of the independent variables,
income level, education level, and marital status, to determine if there were
differences among three social support subscales (i.e., family, friends, and
significant other). Table 2 presents the results for Research Question 1.

Table 2. Mean and standard deviation for social support by independent variables.
Family
subscale

Friends
subscale

Significant others
subscale

Independent variable n M SD M SD M SD

Annual income
$25,200–35,199 36 4.95 1.70 5.03 1.49 5.37 1.52
$35,200–45,199 20 4.87 2.05 5.52 1.68 5.34 1.76
$45,200–55,199 29 5.66 1.21 5.48 1.40 5.37 1.63
$55,200–$65,199 12 5.44 1.88 5.73 1.40 5.31 1.45
$65,200–$75,199 12 4.08 2.23 5.19 1.47 4.42 2.21
$75,200–$85,199 4 4.69 2.19 5.25 1.26 4.94 1.20
$85,200–$95,199 3 6.00 .87 6.25 .66 5.75 1.09
$95,200–$105,199 2 4.50 .71 5.50 .71 3.38 2.30
$105,200–$115,199 6 4.58 2.15 6.33 .77 4.21 2.52
$115,200 and above 4 2.88 2.59 2.62 1.83 3.12 2.66
Overall 128 4.99 1.83 5.32 1.52 5.11 1.76

Education level
High school graduate or Graduate
Equivalency Diploma

2 5.12 .18 3.38 3.36 4.50 1.77

Some college 22 4.49 1.91 5.12 1.58 5.05 1.65
Associate’s degree 15 5.12 1.37 5.18 1.55 5.45 1.63
Bachelor’s degree 45 5.18 1.83 5.41 1.50 5.21 1.71
Master’s degree 30 5.30 1.81 5.45 1.54 5.18 1.92
Doctoral or professional degree 14 4.38 2.21 5.48 1.23 4.46 2.00
Overall 128 4.99 1.83 5.32 1.52 5.11 1.76

Marital status
Divorced 71 5.00 1.88 5.43 1.49 5.08 1.83
Never married 42 4.85 1.83 5.21 1.38 5.13 1.66
Separated 14 5.57 1.39 5.32 1.94 5.39 1.67
Widowed 1 2.00 2.00 2.00
Overall 128 4.99 1.83 5.32 1.52 5.11 1.76
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For income level, significant differences were found among the income
levels on the dependent variables, Wilks’s Λ = .68, F(9, 118) = 1.75,
p = .013. The multivariate eta-squared (η2) associated with Wilks’s
Λ = .12, which indicated 12% of multivariate variance of the three depen-
dent variables was associated with the annual income variable. An ANOVA
was conducted to explore between-variable effects as a follow-up to the
MANOVA. Using the Bonferroni approach, the alpha level was set to .017
(.05/3 dependent variables) to control for Type I errors. The ANOVA F for
all three social support subscales did not yield significant results, family
subscale F(9, 118) = 1.70, p = .10, η2 = .11, friends subscale F(9, 118) = 2.34,
p = .018, η2 = .15, and significant others subscale F(9, 118) = 1.46, p = .17,
η2 = .10.

Post hoc analyses were performed to look at pairwise comparisons to find
which income level had the strongest relationship to the social support
subscales. The friends subscale indicated significant differences (p < .017)
between the $115,200 and above income level and three other income levels,
$45,200 to $55,199, $55,200 to $65,199, and $105,200 to $115,199, presented
in Table 3.

The analyses used to explore if education level and marital status
significantly affect the amount of perceived social support from family,
friends, and significant others indicated no significant differences. The
multivariate analysis for education level indicated: Wilks’s Λ = .88,
F(5, 122) = 1.05, p = .40; and for marital status indicated: Wilks’s
Λ = .93, F(3, 124) = .96, p = .48). An ANOVA was conducted to explore
between-variable effects. Using the Bonferroni approach, the alpha level
was set to .017 (.05/3 dependent variables) to control for Type I errors.
The ANOVA F for all three social support subscales did not yield sig-
nificant results for education level: Family subscale F(5, 122) = .93,
p = .46, η2 = .04, friends subscale F(5, 122) = .85, p = .52, η2 = .03, and
significant other subscale F(5, 122) = .57, p = .72, η2 = .02; and did not
yield significant results for marital status: Family subscale F(3,
124) = 1.46, p = .23, η2 = .03, friends subscale F(3, 124) = 1.81, p = .15,
η2 = .04, and significant other subscale F(3, 124) = 1.17, p = .33, η2 = .03.

Table 3. Pairwise comparisons for income means of social support.
Pairwise comparisons 95% Confidence interval

Annual income Annual income Mean difference SE Lower bound Upper bound

$115,200 and above $45,200–$55,199 −2.86# .78 −5.70 −.02
$115,200 and above $55,200–$65,199 −3.10# .84 −6.18 −.03
$115,200 and above $105,200–$115,199 −3.71# .94 −7.15 −.27

#p < .017.
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Research question 2

A descriptive statistical analysis of descending means was conducted to
explore which statements representing support from family, friends, and
significant others were ranked highest by single mother participants on the
MSPSS. Table 4 presents the four items rated most strongly by participants.
Three of the four items are related to social support from friends.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to expand the literature by investigating the
perception of social support by single mothers who sought online support
through social media. Participants of this study reported social support
means, which when compared with Zimet et al. (1990) follow-up study,
indicate similar results of sufficient social support among single adults. The
results of effect of income level on perceived social support indicated that
12% of multivariate variance of the three social support subscales was
associated with the annual income variable. Further pairwise comparisons
of income levels showed significant results between single mothers earning
$115,200 and above and mid-salary income levels for the friends subscale.
These outcomes may indicate that single mothers earning in the midsalary
ranges, $45,200 to $65,199, have found a balance between work and friend-
ships. These single mothers may have jobs that provide them with time to
spend with friends and adequate money for activities with friends, whereas
single mothers earning in the higher income range may not have time to
cultivate social support from friends. Harknett (2006) found that single
mothers who worked and earned more reported higher levels of perceived
social support from friends and family members. Further research on income
levels and social support could investigate reasons for this significant finding.

Results for education level as an independent variable related to social
support subscale scores demonstrated no significant differences among
means. This finding suggests that there is no relationship among different
education levels and social support. This outcome is supported studies by
Ajandi (2012) and Houston (2014) who identified that social support was an
important element of single mothers at various stages of education attain-
ment. There were also no significant results for relationships among marital

Table 4. Multidimensional scale of perceived social support items ranked highest according to
mean score.
Ranking # Item # Item M SD

1 9 I have friends with whom I can share my joys and sorrows. 5.53 1.55
2 3 My family really tries to help me. 5.41 1.88
3 12 I can talk about my problems with my friends. 5.38 1.69
3 6 My friends really try to help me. 5.34 1.60
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status and social support. This finding is supported by a study by Kingston
(2013) who found no significant interactions between marital status, social
support, and economic adversity. Although significant relationships were not
identified between the various education levels and social support or between
the different marital statuses and social support, these findings support the
assertion that single mothers receive and utilize social support at various
levels of education attainment and marital status.

For Research Question 2, this study explored statements regarding
support from family, friends, and significant others on the MSPSS that
were rated the highest. The results demonstrated that three of the four
highest rated items related to utilizing social support from friends. This
indicated that participants who seek support on social media might also be
more likely to perceive social support from friends over family members
or significant others. The findings from Miller (2006) support these results
by indicating that single mothers feel more connected to peers who share
similar experiences. Krumrei et al. (2007) asserted that being a part of a
support group, community, or circle of friends, (i.e., network relation-
ships) may help people who are divorced to develop strengths that pro-
mote personal growth and resiliency. Although only 55.5% of participants
in this study were divorced, the link between network relationships and
single parents may be important to consider. This finding may also reveal
a link between the utilization of online social media and the perception of
social support from friends.

Summary

The focus of this present study was to explore social support of single
mothers who seek online support through social media to expand the field
of literature on single mothers and social support. The current field of
empirical research on single mothers appeared to lack studies focusing on
the positive resources of single mothers, such as external sources of social
support. The results for this study indicate the following conclusions about
the single mothers who participated in this study:

(1) Single mothers reported sufficient social support from all three
sources: Family, friends, and significant others.

(2) Single mothers in midincome ranges tended to report higher social
support than single mothers in lower or higher income ranges, per-
haps due to a balance in workload, amount of income, and time to
spend with family and friends.

(3) Single mothers who sought online support through social media were
more likely to perceive social support from friends than from family or
significant others.
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Limitations

Although participants’ ethnicities and types of marital status represented in
this study were consistent with the U.S. Census percentages of single mothers
(Grall, 2009), groups such as widowed single mothers (n = 1), low education
levels (n = 24), and groups with high-income ranges (n = 19) were under-
represented in the study. Further research with a larger sample size and more
variability in geographical location, marital status, education level, and
income level would be required in order to adequately evaluate the perceived
social support in single mothers.

The most common age ranges for this study were 28 to 37 (40.6%) and 38
to 47 (43.8%), which represents single mothers in middle adulthood.
Although these ranges match recent health statistics data on birth rates by
age ranges (Hamilton, Martin, Osterman, Curtin, 2014), the participant
sample is under-representative of younger single mothers. These younger
mothers may be more likely to use other sources of social media, such as
Tumblr, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat for online social support (Duggan,
Ellison, Lampe, Lenhart, & Madden, 2015).

The study was limited to those with access to a computer because the
measure used in this study was an online survey. Facebook, a social network-
ing site, may present a population of single mothers who are more open to
seeking help online, such as utilizing single-parent support forums. These
participants may be more likely to utilize sources of social support because
they seek out resources for themselves. The utilization of social media by
ethnic group was also not explored in this study. Knowledge about social
media use by ethnic group could provide beneficial information about how
single mothers of different ethnicities or cultures utilize social media as a tool
for social support. Despite the limitations listed above, this study was still
able to expand the body of research in the field of single parenting and
provide empirical data about sources of social support for single mothers.

Implications

One of the key implications of this study, which adds to the state of knowl-
edge in the field of research on single mothers, is that single mothers have
sufficient social support from family, friends, and significant others. This
information can reframe the conceptualization of single-mother families as
families that most likely are headed by women who have a variety of social
supports, including family, friends, and significant others. One of the first
steps for mental health providers in working with single mothers and their
families is to seek to understand the nature, challenges, and strengths of
those particular individuals and families. Mental health providers can do this
by utilizing genograms (Dunn & Levitt, 2000; McGoldrick & Gerson, 2008)
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and ecomaps (Rempel, Neufeld, & Kushner, 2007) that provide a graphic
portrayal of a person’s family or social network. Another step for practi-
tioners is to explore the option of increasing social support networks.
Compton et al. (2005) suggested three steps for increasing social support
networks: (1) increase interactions with new people, (2) increase frequency of
interactions with members already in the social support network, and (3)
increase the quality of those interactions. Identifying and exploring single
mothers’ social support networks is key.

Another implication from this study is that single mothers in middle
incomes reported higher social support from friends than single mothers
earning higher salaries. These single mothers may have found a balance
between work and friendships that helps them to perceive more social
support from friends than those earning higher salaries. Although some
research indicated that single mothers who worked and earned more
reported higher levels of perceived social support from friends and family
members (Harknett, 2006), no research up to this point has specifically
explored the effects of higher salaries and work responsibilities in single
mothers. Further research on single mothers earning incomes above the
poverty line may provide more information about work–life balance and
perceived social support from friends. Practitioners can support this finding
by exploring how single mothers balance work, family, and social interests
and responsibilities. One strategy that practitioners can utilize is an Adlerian
strategy called “typical day” (Bitter, 2014). This technique is utilized by
asking the client to describe a typical day in her life. Practitioners can explore
with the client a work–life balance and opportunities to make more time for
friends and family.

Another implication from this study is the increased perception of support
from friends, which may indicate the benefits of the utilization of online
support, such as informal Facebook single mother support sites, by study
participants. Barak, Boniel-Nissim, and Suler (2008) contend that online
support groups increase well-being, self-confidence and independence.
Although these benefits foster personal empowerment, participation in
online support sites and support groups have potential costs, as well. These
include developing dependence on social media, detaching from in-person
contacts or counseling services, and exposure to disagreeable experiences or
discussions that are typical in online social media.

Recommendations

Several recommendations for future research emerged from this study. Using
a larger sample and targeting groups that had low sample sizes (e.g., widowed
single mothers and single mothers with higher incomes) could provide more
generalizable results. Conducting a more specific quantitative study by
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employing surveys related to the utilization of social media by single mothers
and by ethnic group could provide helpful information for the field of
research on single mothers and online social media. Lastly, qualitative
research with single mothers could provide a richer description of their
lived experiences and expand on the unique factors that single mothers
identify as giving them the ability to utilize online social support resources.
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