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Matthias Euteneuer, Fliedner Fachhochschule Diisseldorf
Uwe Uhlendorff, Dortmund University

1 Family development after separation and divorce: State of the art

There is a large body of research on one-parent families and very many research topics.
However, there is a basic consensus as regards the disadvantages of single-parent families: for
example, single-parent families face an increased risk of poverty; they often lack the
necessary time resources for child-rearing and for supporting activities for the child(ren), and
they are often confronted with stigmatisation. Overall, in comparison with the (idealised)
nuclear family, one-parent families are labeled as a worse and more risky family constellation
(Caroll 2018; Brighouse & Swift 2014; Elliott et al. 2015; Harris 2013; Freistadt, &
Strohschein 2012; Oswell 2013; Phoenix 2013; Lee & Hofferth 2017; Walker et al. 2008;
Zartler 2014). However, more detailed studies show that children’s problems in single-parent
families are more a consequence of financial hardship and changes in family structure than of
single parenthood itself (Beckmeyer et al. 2014; Golombok et al. 2016; Nixon et al. 2015;
Ryan et al. 2015; Schroeder et al. 2010).

The latter highlights an important blind spot: many of the studies treat single-parent families
as a homogeneous phenomenon,' although much of the research shows the opposite. For
example, there are several reasons for the formation of a single-parent family (widowhood,
separation/divorce or single parenthood by choice) and single-parent families are quite diverse
as regards parental involvement of the separated partners and their day-to-day living
arrangements (Arendell 1996; Castrén 2017; Golombok et al. 2016; Schneider et al. 2001;
Fallesen, & Géhler 2020). Furthermore, studies indicate that single-parent families are not a
stable phenomenon but are often a transitional stage to other family forms such as
stepfamilies or blended families (Castrén 2017; Entleitner-Phleps, & Rost 2017; Schneider et
al. 2001). Considering studies that indicate that neither the heterogeneity of the group of
single parents, nor the effects of power, are well-reflected in the knowledge and interventions
of professionals (Kriiger 2016), it is important to examine the different family figurations and
perspectives of single parents on the one hand and convey this knowledge to social workers in
order to allow interventions to be more individual-case orientated on the other hand.

! This is especially true for a study on single-parent families based on Elias’s concept of configuration: Wieland
(2011) analyses the position of ‘the’ single-parent family within society as a configuration of established and
outsider without taking a closer look at the (various) figurations of single parent families itself.
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At all events, there is a lack of long-term studies investigating the transition processes from
single-parent families to other family constellations. Only a few studies investigate co-
parenting by separated heterosexual couples in a longitudinal design (Walper et al. 2020;
Marchand-Reilly, & Robin 2019). Several variables influence the relationship between
children and parents (ibid.). Some studies stress the complexity of relationships and changes
in family constellations and co-parenting after the separation/divorce of homosexual couples
(Goldberg et al. 2014; Gahan 2019). Transitions in homosexual families tend to be complex
when dissolution/divorce occurs because diverging segments of parenthood must be
negotiated (Vascovics 2009). Only a few studies examine single parents’ future perceptions
and desired family configurations (Castrén, & Ketokovski 2015; Poveda et al. 2014; Smyth
2017).

2 Theoretical background and methodological approach

This contribution to the understanding of family development after separation or divorce aims
at a closer understanding of the reflection processes that single mothers undertake, as regards
the formation of their family network. We also aim to understand how their desires, values,
and wishes influence their conduct of family life. The term ‘family configuration’ plays a
crucial role here: based on Norbert Elias (1971, 1976), we understand family configurations
to be a constantly changing and dynamic network of human relationships. Family
configurations in this sense can be understood as mutually coordinated tasks and obligations,
as well as the associated mutual expectations and dependencies parents perceive with regard
to the upbringing and care of children. To that end, they enter socio-spatial arrangements,
which can also encompass several households (Widmer et al. 2008, Castrén, & Ketokivi
2015). Preliminary studies (Euteneuer, & Uhlendorff 2020) confirm that parents are able to
reflect on their family situation at a high level, taking into consideration a multitude of
factors, perspectives and resources when reviewing their current day-to-day family life. At the
same time, they are striving to retain or gain control over day-to-day family life as well as
family life in the near future. Furthermore, parents try to cope with limited resources and
options, with the dependencies that evolve from family relations, health issues as well as from
broader socio-economic circumstances and life situations. The theoretical ideas of Elias seem
to provide a fruitful understanding of these reflection processes. Elias highlights that people
are fundamentally orientated towards, and dependent upon, other people throughout their life.
People in this sense only exist ‘in the plural’, as connected beings. They are to be thought of
as a part of a configuration: a structure of mutually-oriented and dependent people.
Configurations can be altered by individual actions, but they also form and influence
individual actions, through a web of powerful interdependences and the economic and social
resources which are contained within. (Elias 1976, p. LXVII).

The presented research results are based on interviews with single mothers. We define single
mothers as women who are living alone with one or more child(ren) in a household.2 We used
a sample of 30 single mothers® from a larger longitudinal study, which was funded by the
German Research Foundation (DFG). Of the 30 mothers, seven have a migration background.
The sample covers families from different socio-economic status groups in equal shares. The
median age of the interviewees is 34, the age of the children ranges from 0.2 to 17 years.

2 We refer to the definition of the German Federal Statistical Office.

3 The overall sample of the longitudinal study included three single fathers with children. With regard to the
generalizability of the results, we have decided to focus the following study exclusively on single mothers.
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Most of them live, or have lived, in heterosexual partnership constellations, but two of them
also live, or have lived, in homosexual partnerships. We interviewed all participants twice, at
16-month intervals. Building upon three biographical time-levels (past, present and
future/desired family life), we developed a guideline for semi-structured interviews. This
guideline covered major dimensions of everyday family life such as: the composition of the
family network, time schemes, care patterns balancing care for oneself and care for others,
division of work and role models, couple relationships (if existing), intergenerational relations
and conflicts within the family, as well as child-rearing practices. In the analysis presented
here, we focus on the family network which is, of course, closely connected to care patterns,
division of labour and (if existing) concepts of the couple relationship and its connection or
integration into the family web. We analysed the interviews by means of ‘documentary
method’ (Bohnsack 2003).

Bohnsack (2010, p. 100) distinguishes between explicit "reflexive" knowledge on the one
hand and implicit "incorporated" knowledge "which gives orientation to action" on the other
hand. Following Bohnsack (2003, p. 199), we assume that orientation patterns in the sense of
"incorporated knowledge" are a crucial part of how single mothers perceive the family
configurations in which they are involved, as well as being a key driver either for desired
changes in configurations or for their maintenance or adaptation to the changed
circumstances. The analysis contained the following steps: First, a content overview was
prepared for each interview. Second, we elicited the explicit knowledge of the interviewees
and their implicit, “incorporated” knowledge regarding conducting family life and with regard
to desired family figurations. In addition, we reconstructed the wished future family
configuration of the interviewees. Third, the results of the analysed interviews of the first
interview wave were summarized with regard to the current and desired family
configurations, as well as the resources and challenges of conducting family life. Fourth, the
results of the first interview wave were compared with the second. The results of each case
were summarized. Fifth, we classified the cases using basic characteristics of the current and
future family configurations and condensed them into a typology (Kelle, & Kluge 2010). In
the following, we present selected results of our investigation in three steps: A typology of
family configurations as perceived by the single mothers (3.1); an analysis of the desired
family configurations (3.2); and — as the main part of our analyses - the reconstruction of
orientation patterns underlying the configurations and the desires for change or maintenance
(3.3).

3 Research Results

3.1 Family configurations from the parent’s point of view

We identified six types of family configuration which single mothers use to describe their
family web. They are quite similar to the heuristic Schneider et al. (2001, p. 28ff.) developed
to analyse their data, but while they follow the perspective of children and use objective
criteria to categorise their data, we concentrated on how mothers conceptualise the family
figuration.

The following table shows an overview of the types of family figurations in which they
currently live or which they desire. The table shows the distribution of cases; the numbers in
brackets refer to the desired constellations.
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Table 1: description of family configurations, distribution of cases among the individual types

No. | Type N | Description
1 living apart and co- |9 Both single parents are seen as being responsible for upbringing
parenting (4) [and taking care of the children, even though they have split up as a

couple. The commitment may differ significantly in terms of time
spent on family obligations, but in principle, both parents are seen
as having the same rights and obligations. If one of the single
parents has a new partner, this partner will not take significant
responsibilities for the children.

2 | living apart and co- |8 Same as above, but with an additional network of relatives (often
parenting with | (2) | grandparents, sometimes siblings) and/or friends supporting the
support from family, without taking parental roles.

significant others

3 | sole responsibility 6 The single mother sees herself as the sole responsible person
(4) [raising her children without support from relatives, separated parent
or friends. Mostly there is no or virtually no contact with the
separated parent. All relevant tasks and decisions regarding child
and family issues are her sole responsibility.

4 |sole responsibility |3 Same as above, but with a network that helps with raising children
with support from|(2) |and/or provides financial and/or emotional support. None of the
significant others supporting persons is seen as having a parent-like position.

5 | multiple parenthood |3 More than two people have a parental role as regards the dependent

(15) | children and have parental obligations in their day-to-day life (often
with differentiated levels of responsibility).

6 | stepfamily 1 Single mothers are in a relationship with a new partner, in a living-
(3) | apart-together configuration. The new partner is seen in a parent-
like position, they take on significant care functions for the children
and somehow substitute for the separated parent who is no longer
seen as taking on a parental role. Mostly, there is no or only very
little contact with the separated parent.

3.2 Desired family figurations

Single parents were also interviewed as to which type of family configuration they aspire to
for their future family life. There were 17 single mothers, out of the total sample of 30, who
wished to live in a different family configuration in the future. The most favoured figuration
was the “multiple parenthood” type (Type 5; N=15). Remarkably often, parents with current
family configurations of Types 1-3 aspired to a “multiple parenthood” figuration (10 cases).
Three interviewees wanted to transform their family configuration into a “stepfamily” (Type
6).

A discrepancy becomes apparent between the desired and the experienced family
configurations of single mothers: On the one hand, multiple parenthood and stepfamily
configurations were aspired to by many as their future family constellation. On the other
hand, there were only a few cases, in which this configuration was achieved. Only three single
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mothers lived in a “multiple-parenthood” configuration (Type 5), and two of them lived this
constellation already before separating. Additionally, one mother lived in a “stepfamily”
configuration (Type 6).

Furthermore, it must be acknowledged that almost half of our sample considered their current
family configuration to be optimal and wished to see only slight changes in their future day-
to-day family life. More than half of the single mothers in the Type 3 “sole responsibility”
category and two of single mothers in the Type 4 category “sole responsibility with support
from significant others” showed consistent priorities and wanted to maintain their family
figuration. But it is important to notice that the single mothers of both types differed highly in
their living conditions. Three single mothers in Type 3, who wanted to keep their current
figuration, faced huge problems such as their own chronic disease or multiple disabilities of
the children; both were often closely related to poverty. The interviewees could not imagine
integrating a new partner into their family due to their problematic life situation. In contrast,
solely responsible single mothers “with support from significant others” (Type 4) considered
their family figuration to be resourceful and functioning: There was a complex caring system
in place; no additional caring person seemed to be needed and, due to the integration of the
single mother in the labour market, these families were in a better economic situation than
other interviewees in our sample. Two out of three cases wanted to remain in this
configuration. One single mother wished to form a stepfamily with a new partner (Type 6).

3.3 Orientation patterns

In the following, we will present the orientation patterns. They are key drivers with regard to
the desired transformation or perpetuation of the current family configuration of single
mothers. The results show that different pathways for remodeling family life were often based
on a similar orientation pattern. As a result, a total of five orientation patterns were
reconstructed. Of the 30 cases in the sample, all could be assigned to the patterns described
below:

Orientation pattern 1: Keeping the old triad on track and trying to integrate a new
partner (N=13)

This pattern is often presented by mothers where the separation had been comparatively
recent (mostly between one and two years). On the one hand, the single mothers want the
other parent to maintain their parental functions despite the separation. On the other hand,
they strive to integrate a new partner into the configuration. They should be involved in
household and child-rearing tasks, and thus be ‘assigned’ parenting duties on a day-to-day
basis while, at the same time, they should not replace the separated parent. Seven of the 13
mothers following this pattern are already in a new partnership, the other six could imagine
having one.

This orientation pattern serves as a key driver for the process of negotiation towards multiple
parenthood. In our sample, this pattern was the most common (13 out of 30 cases). The
interviewees live in quite different family configurations: six parents are embedded in
configuration 2 (living apart and co-parenting with support from significant others); tfive in
configuration 1 (living apart and co-parenting without support from significant others); one
in configuration 3 (sole responsibility) and one in Type 5 (stepfamily). The current contact
and the role of the separated parent varies: Most of the interviewees (11 out of 13), who are
following this orientation pattern, are still co-parenting with the other parent. In some cases,
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they take on essential and regular care functions in everyday life. In other cases they play only
a minor or occasional role compared to the mother we interviewed, but the interviewees
wished that their ex-partners would be more involved in active parenting. We even found two
cases, where the other parent actually seems to refuse to take responsibility, but the
interviewees still see them in a parental position and would like them to (re)engage in active
parenthood.

Most of the mothers have clear ideas about how multiple parenthood roles are shaped and
balanced. The interviewees seem to follow a common familial order, as is shown in the case
of Ms. Falke. She lives in a household with her son Benny, divorced from her ex-husband,
Leon - Benny's father - to whom she was married for about three years. Although separated,
she told us that they get along "quite well", and Leon is involved in care responsibilities for
their son. According to Ms. Falke she and her ex-husband will “automatically” remain
connected in the future because of their common child. While she has not yet entered a new
relationship, Leon has a new girlfriend. Ms. Falke can well imagine that the new girlfriend
will become part of the family. Ms. Falke gets along well with her and Ben likes her, too. She
can easily imagine her ex-husband having children with his new partner and hopes that
everyone will continue to get along well with one another. Ms. Falke can also imagine having
a new partner:

“Well, at the moment I don’t know [LAUGHS)]. But definitely at some point.”

She would like to have another child, as she has always wanted to have three children. It is
interesting that Ms. Falke sets clear conditions for the new partner:

"So if I had a new partner now, I wouldn't move in with him right away. Child rearing
and so on, that is still my and Leon's (child's father) business. I mean, if you have a
relationship for a longer time, then maybe your partner has some influence on the child.
But not at the beginning. This should remain, that Leon and I make the arrangements
(...). I think that it will take a little longer for me to have a relationship with someone
again and that we share our lives.”

This case illustrates a typical familial order for this group: The two biological parents are
separated, but they still share the main decision-making regarding the rearing of the children,
although there are new partners involved who could at some point overtake some parental
tasks. The orientation pattern is based on certain normative expectations: The principle
motive for maintaining the old triad is the conviction that the two parents are the primary
caregivers for the joint children and bear responsibility for their upbringing, even after
separation. However, the child’s right to active parenting by both their father and mother is
balanced against the parents’ desire for a new and happy partnership. The new partnership is
also based on the idea of sharing a common life (in a common household). Living together
naturally includes also sharing some responsibility for the upbringing of the partner’s
children. However, the new partner must accept that the main parenting responsibilities and
decisions in this regard lie with the biological father and the mother of the child. On the other
hand, the child from the first relationship is expected to accept the parents’ desire for new
partnerships and eventually more children. The mothers also hope that existing children will
fit into a relationship with potential new siblings.

4 All interview quotes were translated from German into English.
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Our long-term study showed that none of the 13 interviewees could achieve the desired form
of multiple parenthood within the time span of the research project. In several cases, the new
partner moved out again after a short time. In other cases, as is the case of Ms. Falke, the ideal
partner has not yet been found. Studies on multiple parenthood point to the difficulty of
negotiating the different needs of all family members. This configuration needs to meet with
the agreement of all parties involved.

Orientation pattern 2: Concentrating on the mother-child-dyad (N=5)

For five mothers, the integration of a new partner or the maintenance of the original parent-
child triad plays no role at all. They are living in a configuration of “sole responsibility” with
or without support from significant others (Type 3 or 4) and do not want to put an end to the
configuration they are currently in but rather to improve it. They have not been in a new
relationship since their separation/divorce. The children's fathers play no role in the family
configuration. All in all, none of the respondents have any contact with the separated father.
They do not even wish to find a new partner. The mother-child dyad is at the centre of their
lives, from which they derive complete fulfilment.

All the mothers following this orientation pattern share the fact that their children are older
than seven and that the separation from the father dates back several years. Although all
interviewees live in dyadic family constellations, their living conditions are different. Three
out of five report no further contact with relatives or friends.

"So, my family is just, well, my kids and me. That's all." (Ms. Ldsche)

They are solely responsible for the care and upbringing of their children. Half live in
precarious circumstances, characterised by poverty and unemployment. In addition, the
mother’s physical and mental illnesses, sometimes coupled with their children’s disabilities,
are cited as constituting an additional burden on their daily lives. Three interviewees receive
professional support from social workers which helps them to cope with their daily lives. This
1s the case for Ms Losche:

“I have a social worker who saves me mentally. I can talk about everything. And I can
share my worries and then maybe develop some ideas, how I can change something,
or.... (.) Hmmm (.) Yes, or even someone to talk to or so. [...] So that helps me a lot."

Two other interviewees receive support from friends and relatives. As mentioned above; all
respondents would like to remain in the current family constellation, and they are not looking
for new partners. However, the reasons for this vary. The first priority for mothers without a
network of relatives and friends is to change their stressful daily lives:

"I wish of course that our life could become calmer again, more relaxed. That we have
an ordered life, that the pressure is simply taken off us, that we no longer have all the
problems with the social security office [...] that my life will then be calmer, that my
daughter no longer has all these psychotherapy appointments. That she can go out to
play, be a child again! That is important for me, of course, and that I will be fit enough
to support her in everything she wants to do. That I can also go on a trip with her again."
(Ms. Stark)

Other parents are proud that they have learned to manage life alone without a partner, as in

the case of Ms. Jelling:
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(PPl

“Yes, I can hang up a picture even if it is sometimes crooked, but crooked is ‘in
(LAUGHS). I don't know why I need a man, or a woman or so.”

All mothers in this group are oriented on the mother-child dyad. It is their mission in life, a
project that gives their lives meaning. To achieve stability within the family the mothers
establish some kind of parental autonomy. They are concerned with improving or maintaining
their physical and emotional well-being, as parents, but also for the child/children as well as
their economic living conditions. The integration of a possible new partner represents a risk as
regards the realisation of this life project; a new partner could impose an additional burden or
additional conflicts and complications that these mothers do not wish to deal with.

Orientation pattern 3: Intensification of support through social networks, open to a new
partnership but maintaining the mother-child dyad (N=2)

Interviewees following this orientation pattern live in a mother-child dyad that is very well
supported by a network in their day-to-day life (configuration 4). The interviewees are open-
minded to the idea of a new partner who can perform care tasks, but who is not expected to
take on a full parental role. An example is Ms. Yildiz (42) who lives alone with her two sons
(17 and 14 years old) in a large flat in Germany. Her husband died in a car accident five years
ago.

"That's when my life completely turned around. Fortunately, I have a big family." Her
mother looked after the children while Ms. Yildiz re-trained and worked. Her sister-in-
law also helped her during this time; she often spent weekends at her sister's house
together with the children. "I think that's very nice. I think having such a big family is
actually quite good. I get a lot of support there."

She describes her situation as a single mother as follows:

"It's a big responsibility. Well, you have to carry it. And of course I try to do my best. I
can't be a father, of course, but I try to fulfil my role as a mother as well as I can so that
they have an image of it later on in their lives. I don't know how I'll manage, but I'll try
my best (laughs)."

She can imagine having a new partner:

"Yes, when the children are out of the house, that's possible. But he must not interfere in
the upbringing of my children."

Both cases that follow this orientation pattern agree that the new partner should take on
household tasks but not a full parental role. The interviewees want to be the ones who make
all the important decisions for their children. For the two women the autonomy and
independence they have achieved through their career is especially important to them. This
orientation pattern is based on normative concepts similar to the first pattern: in their eyes, the
biological parents are the children’s main caregivers and they are the ones who are
responsible for their upbringing and wellbeing. But in contrast to the group of parents in
orientation pattern 1, the father is missing as a result of death or insurmountable conflicts. In
their eyes, the missing father cannot be replaced but only compensated for by a network of
caregivers, possibly including a new partner. On the other hand, the parents are proud that, as
a single mother, they have managed to combine household duties, raising the children and
working full time. In this way, they are fulfilling their desire for self-fulfilment at work and

Social Work & Society, Volume 20, Issue 1, 2022 8
ISSN 1613-8953 === http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:464-sws-2763



Social Work & Society === C. Equit, M. Euteneuer, & U. Uhlendorff: Single mothers figuring out their
future family life — understanding family development after separation and divorce drawing upon the
concept of configuration

the child's right to security and care. At the centre of their life plan is the mother-child dyad
surrounded by a supportive social network which might also include a new partner. They
expect their partner to accept this and to integrate into the supporting network without taking
on the role of parent. However, this is also a challenge.

Orientation pattern 4: Keeping the parent-child triad on track (N=6)

This group of mothers has in common that their orientation pattern is characterised by the
adaptation of the parent-child triad and the concept of the nuclear family to new life
circumstances. In other words, they stick to the principle of the triad and the idea that a child
needs one mother and one father (two parents and both genders), and they try to adhere to this
concept with the former partner or with a new partner. In their thinking, multiple parenthood
— in the sense of more than two parents raising a child — represents a negative counterpoint.
Consequently, there are two different approaches to a remodeling of the family configuration
as it had existed before the separation. One subgroup forms, or tries to form, a step-family
with a new partner, after contact with the other biological father of their children has broken
up (three of six cases). Other mothers succeed in maintaining the biological parent-child triad
despite being in separate households and having terminated their intimate partnership (three
of six cases). One example of the latter is Ms. Aksoy who separated from her husband eight
years before and who lived together with her 18-year-old daughter. In the first interview she
described her family configuration as “Living apart and co-parenting” (Type 1) and she
stressed the need to maintain this model. Right from the start, her aim was to keep the impact
of the break-up of her partnership on family life as minimal as possible, especially with regard
to her daughter. That means that her efforts were directed towards ‘conserving’ the structure
of the nuclear family, even though her partnership with her husband had broken up. Right at
the beginning of the interview, she stated very clearly that she and her ex-partner were “no
longer husband and wife, but still mother and father”. However, despite being aware of that,
her interview clearly reveals the tensions resulting from adherence to the nuclear family
concept on the one hand and the family reality on the other; the latter partially deviates from
that ideal. This begins with the fact that her husband has left the family residence, while she
and her daughter continue to live there. This means that it is mainly Ms. Aksoy who cares for
her daughter on a day-to-day basis, while her ex-husband only ‘sees’ her, albeit regularly.
Thus, the triad at the core of the family is not equally balanced. This is clearly reflected in the
way Ms. Aksoy speaks about her family:

“My daughter is 18 now... Actually, I am trying to say ‘our daughter’ all the time,
because my husband cares for her too, but somehow it’s always ‘my’ slipping out!”

Furthermore, Ms. Aksoy sometimes thinks about having a new partner. But establishing a
new partnership would, in her eyes, endanger her current family configuration. Thus, when
mentioning this desire, she clearly states that this new partner could never be a father to her
daughter and, when thinking about what family life with a new partner might look like, Ms.
Aksoy combines the idea of having a new partner herself with the idea of her daughter leaving
her family of origin by establishing a “steady relationship” of her own.

Overall, mothers with this orientation pattern stick to the conventional image of the nuclear
family, even though they have separated from their partners. Due to constant tensions
between adherence to the concept of the nuclear family and, at the same time, many
deviations from this concept, it is ‘hard work’ to prevent further changes to the configuration.
As a precaution, the roles and position of both parents must be 'normalised’ and protected
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from any revision or any attempt by (potential) new or former partners to claim the parental
role for themselves as well. In summary, this pattern is characterised by the normative
concept that children need exclusively one father and one mother as caregivers. In general,
these are the biological parents of the children. In three cases where, according to the
interview, contact with the biological father had irretrievably broken down, was the
involvement of a second non-biological parent considered. For the other interviewees, the
integration of the new partners into everyday life seems to be too complicated and postponed
to a later stage in life when the children have "left" their family of origin.

Orientation pattern S: Staying queer? Negotiation-based multiple parenthood (N=4)

Our research also touched on the question of which orientation pattern is followed by mothers
who were already living in a multiple family configuration before separating from their
partners (four cases). It is interesting that all mothers were trying to maintain the "original"
multiple-family configuration. Three of the four cases with this orientation pattern were living
in a multiple configuration when we interviewed them (family configuration 5). One mother
has three children from two different fathers and has been living in such a constellation, but
one of the fathers had quit his family duties when we interviewed her. At the time of the
interview, she was co-parenting with the father of one of her children (family configuration
1), but she wanted to renew the previous configuration, in which both fathers were seen as
fathers for all of the children. This orientation pattern is characterised by adaptation of the
original concept of multiple parenthood to the changed family conditions (separation,
diverging demands and expectations as regards childcare) and renegotiating this concept with
the other parents involved. Out of the four cases, two have a heterosexual constellation, the
other two are rainbow families. All four have separated from their partners, but they are
making great efforts to maintain the multiple-parent family constellation in which they lived
before.

The dominant normative orientation is that the biological parents are important as caregivers
for the children and they must not withdraw from this obligation. From the mother’s point of
view, the children have the right to enjoy intensive contact with their biological parents.
Nevertheless, other adults could take the role of social parents, if all parents agree upon that.
The two homosexual and bisexual mothers we interviewed had agreed on an arrangement
before they conceived the child, whereby the biological parents and their partners would be
assigned clearly defined roles in a multiple family configuration. Other adults (new partners
of the parents after separation) should not be included in the figuration in the role of parents
so as not to endanger the children's well-being. In this context, Karin's statement is
significant:

“I've always said, hey, this is our constellation, there are four of us, this is our
constellation, I want to keep it that way and not have more people come in.”

Despite the separation and divorce from her wife, Karin wants to maintain the original
constellation of two mothers and two fathers. She assigns a clearly defined role to her new
partner:

“I think there's a difference when a new partner comes along, then I think that's not a
family, so I separate it. I'm now with a man and a partner and I've said from the
beginning that I have this constellation, that's how it looks, but it's not that I'm looking
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for a father for my children. So, somehow it's clear to me that this is here ... and you're
my partner.”

Also the heterosexual mothers made clear agreements with the biological father regarding the
family role of new partners before they moved in and took a social parenthood role.

Figure 1: Connections between current family configuration, orientation patterns, and aspired family
configuration

aspired, not always achieved
family configuration

current family configuration

(first Interview) orientation pattern

1 & 2: living apart and co-parenting 1: keeping the old triad on

ith & with fre ignifi th = =
ST MR & o S SRR R A track and trying to integrate =»| 5: multiple parenthood
3: sole responsibility a new partner (N=11)

3 & 4: sole responsibility » 2: concentrating on the 3 & 4: sole responsibility
(with & without support from significant others) mother-child-dyad (N=5) (with & without support from significant others)

II

3: intensification of support

4: sole responsibility with support through social networks_, * SOI:rg::':i’;:ilgg::tv;Itt#egpport
from significant others = open to a new partnership =+ (including a new partner not entiteled
but maintaining the mother- to perform a parent-like role)
child dyad (N=2)
1 & 2: living apart and co-parenting n 5 1 & 2: living apart and co-parenting
(with & without support from significant others) (with & without support from significant others)

. P 4: keeping the parent-child
3 & 4: sole responsibili .
(with &without support frog signiﬁcangthers) \ triad on track (N=6)

6: step family
5: multiple parenthood 5: staying queer (N=4) 5: multiple parenthood

All in all, the five orientation patterns we have worked out are all linked to certain current
family configurations and serve as a starting point. They mostly lead to a specific desired
configuration, with the exception of orientation pattern four, where there are two ways to
reach the desired configuration, depending on the current figuration. There is usually more
than one possible configuration as a starting point and there are usually several possible
orientation patterns single mothers living in the same current figuration choose (cf. Figure 1).
Overall, this strongly supports Elias' idea that configurations, as powerful webs of
relationships, pre-structure but do not determine individual possibilities for action.

6: step family

II

4  Conclusion
Elias' concept of configuration proved to be helpful in understanding and describing the
empirical results in at least three ways:

Firstly, Elias teaches us to consider that changes in the structure of figurations go along with
“the increase or reduction of interdependencies and gradients of power” (Quintaneiro 2006,
no page reference). All interviewed mothers reflected on drastic changes and the
reorganisation of their family constellations as a result of separation. The orientation patterns
described above reflect, in many ways, that these transformations include changing power
levels. The women following orientation pattern 2, “concentrating on the parent-child-dyad”
for example, clearly reflect issues of power, albeit divided in two different subgroups: on the
one hand, there are single mothers who are embedded in social networks and integrated into
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the labour market. Based on stable economic and social resources, they see themselves in a
relatively powerful position and experience high levels of autonomy in their daily family life.
They intend to stick to the mother-child dyad because any involvement of additional people
might endanger the resourceful and powerful position they have developed, within their web
of dependencies ever since the dissolution of their partnership. On the other hand, single
mothers who are left to their own devices by their partners, and experience a lack of social
and economic resources as well as high levels of stress, also show a preference for the parent-
child dyad. These mothers see themselves in a less powerful and autonomous position and
fear further loss of control if additional persons are involved in their family figuration. They
try to avoid this, not at least because many of them are already under public scrutiny due to
their involvement with childcare services.

Secondly, Elias’ concept of the individuals as homines aperti (open individuals who are
fundamentally orientated towards others due to their needs) helps us to understand the wish of
many single mothers to be involved in new relationships, in the future. The ambiguity,
between the wish and need of individuals to be connected with others on the one hand, and
questions of power and (inter)dependency on the other hand, might also explain one outcome
of our study: We found that many respondents, e.g. in the context of orientation pattern 1,
“Keeping the old triad on track and trying to integrate a new partner”, were oriented towards
multiple parenthood as an “ideal” and desirable family figuration. However, our research
shows that hardly any of the individuals in our sample have achieved this configuration.
Multiple parenthood implies the participation of many caregivers and makes it possible for an
intimate partnership to be integrated into a family unit after a divorce. However, it also
involves an increasing complexity of interdependencies and is, potentially, accompanied by a
loss of power for the parents already involved in the family configuration. Multiple
parenthood depends on the consent of all family members. Thus, it is very understandable that
— for example, after separation of a couple relationship within a multiple parenthood
configuration of four parents — the interviewees are not in favour of involving new partners as
further parents, but wanted to stick to the original network.

Finally, Elias explains that different configurations can lead to uncontrollable dynamics for
the people involved, raising all sorts of dilemmas. At the same time, people in these
configurations are able to gain an understanding of their situation by distancing or detaching
themselves from the situation. The reflection processes observed in the interviews could be
understood as attempts to achieve such an understanding. As part of these reflection
processes, the creation of a better balance plays a crucial role in regard to a successful family
life (e.g., division of labour, education, caring for oneself and for other family members, time
management, family life work balance). These processes can be understood as the act of
staking out new horizons and possibilities in (family) life by re-evaluating everyday
experiences and integrating new possibilities — within the framework of the socio-structural
conditions.

It is crucial to link the results described to socio-pedagogical perspectives. Our research
shows that single parents present a heterogeneous group with quite different family
figurations. In a sample of 30 single parents, six different family figurations were identified.
Furthermore, the respondents show five markedly different orientations. There is remarkable
variance in the living situations and the web of interdependences of single parents even
though they share the same orientation pattern, e.g., the parent-child-dyad orientation. In
social work, it is important to consider (possible) members of family figurations not only as
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resources within daily life but also as powerful elements that must be taken into account.
Thus, within the context of the (re)configuration of a family after divorce and dissolution,
people suffer from different levels of loss, as regards power and autonomy while, at the same
time, they are striving to (re)gain relative autonomy.

Regarding socio-pedagogical interventions, studies point out that neither the heterogeneity of
the group of single parents nor the effects of power are well-reflected in the knowledge and
interventions of professionals (Kriiger 2016). However, a differentiated knowledge about
family configurations, orientations and future perspectives is crucial for socio-pedagogical
support, in order to match the needs of single parents. Our study suggests that differences
between the current family figuration and the future family figuration, as well as the pattern of
orientation, are crucial starting points when working with ‘single parents’. Parents can gain or
keep control of their everyday family life by reflecting these patterns — and social work
should develop methods to accompany these reflection processes. For example, systemic
approaches to family counselling offer a methodological repertoire to deal with the
heterogeneity of single parents in the course of counselling processes and interventions. It
seems desirable to facilitate an exchange of knowledge and information between
professionals and researchers on the results of family research. It would also be useful to
develop networks so that practical social work can be more open to the variety of family
configurations and the different orientation patterns of single mothers. Peer worker models, as
they were established in Australia in the context of care leavers, might also be a good
approach for interventions for single parents (Purtell et al. 2022). Peer worker models involve
clients in the development of interventions. Before interventions are offered by social
workers, they are reviewed and evaluated by single parents. The diversity of needs and
heterogeneity of family constellations and perspectives can thus be incorporated into the
planning and implementation of single parent interventions.

However, our study shows limitations. All in all, four perspectives emerge for further
research:

1. There is still a big gap in the research on the orientation patterns of single fathers. To
understand the development of family configurations, it would be necessary to take
into account multiple perspectives and understand how they relate to one another,
including those of both gender, children and — where relevant — social work
professionals.

2. The question remains open as to what extent orientation patterns change and what
conditions must prevail for this to happen. Are orientation patterns as changeable as
family configurations? In our sample, we could see significant modifications of the
orientation patterns in only two cases. Perhaps our study period was too short (16
months). Long-term studies would have had to be much longer in order to answer
these questions.

3. It is interesting to note that the mothers we interviewed clearly favor the “multiple
parenthood”. Because of our small sample, we cannot make any reliable statements as
to whether or not (and why) the permanent establishment of a multiple parenthood
model is difficult to achieve. There is a clear need for research in this area.
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4. Tt should be noted that the interviews were conducted before the Corona crisis. It
would be interesting to know how the remodeling of configurations took place, or is
still taking place, during this time.

Overall, the study highlights the variety of family configurations after divorce and separation.
It provides insights on the orientation patterns of mothers underlying their attempts to alter or
maintain family configurations and family relations. From our point of view, it is an important
task for social work to understand these orientation patterns and to provide means for parents
after divorce and separation to reflect and eventually alter these orientations in order to gain a
sense self-efficacy and control over the everyday family life.
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