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Americans Ambivalent Toward Single-Parent Families 
  

Syracuse, N.Y.—April 22, 2009—The increase in single-parent families was a dramatic social change 

of the 20
th

 century. However, relatively little is known about the evolution of attitudes toward single-

parent families. A new study in the Journal of Marriage and Family shows ambivalent acceptance of 

divorce rather than a full embrace of it. 

  

Results of the study show that critical depictions of divorce plummeted in magazines and journals 

during the 20
th

 Century. The decline was not driven by any increase in favorable depictions of divorce, 

however, but by the virtual disappearance of normative debate over whether divorce was good or bad, 

reflecting an ambivalent acceptance of divorce. 

  

There was even less evidence of any softening of attitudes toward nonmarital childbearing during the 

20
th

 century. Popular and scholarly articles were as likely to include negative depictions of nonmarital 

childbearing at the end of the century as they had at its beginning. And they remained highly likely to 

depict both divorce and nonmarital childbearing as harmful – especially to children -- throughout the 

century.  

  

“My findings raise an important question as to why Americans form single-parent families at very high 

rates and yet continue to express deep ambivalence toward them,” Usdansky states. “Couples in many 

European countries form single-parent families at similarly high rates but are less worried about the 

result. Americans place more emphasis on marriage as a personal goal and as the ideal setting in which 

to raise children.”  

  

Margaret L. Usdansky, Ph.D., of Syracuse University explored depictions of single-parent families in 

samples of popular magazine and social science journals. By collecting original data spanning the 20
th

 

century, Usdansky was able to analyze attitudes toward single-parent families over this period and how 

they varied depending on whether the family resulted from divorce or nonmarital childbearing. 

  

_________________________________________________________________ 

This study is published in the May 2009 issue of the Journal of Marriage and Family. Media 

wishing to receive a PDF of this article may contact journalnews@bos.blackwellpublishing.net. 
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Margaret L. Usdansky is affiliated with Syracuse University and can be reached for questions at 

mlusdans@maxwell.syr.edu. 

  

 
  

For more than 70 years, Journal of Marriage and Family (JMF) has been a leading research journal in 

the family field. JMF features original research and theory, research interpretation and reviews, and 

critical discussion concerning all aspects of marriage, other forms of close relationships, and families. 

  

Wiley-Blackwell was formed in February 2007 as a result of the acquisition of Blackwell Publishing 

Ltd. by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., and its merger with Wiley’s Scientific, Technical, and Medical 

business. Together, the companies have created a global publishing business with deep strength in every 

major academic and professional field. Wiley-Blackwell publishes approximately 1,400 scholarly peer-

reviewed journals and an extensive collection of books with global appeal. For more information on 

Wiley-Blackwell, please visit www.wiley.com or http://interscience.wiley.com.    
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