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Executive Summary 

Introduction and Findings 

This research carried out in-depth interviews with Māori, Pacific and Pakeha 
sole parents, who had demonstrated resilience in their lives, to identify the 
factors that enhance or impede successful social and economic outcomes for 
the parents and their children.  The interviews and analysis focused on 
identifying intra-family dynamics, processes, values, behaviours, and families’ 
mobilisation of sources of support and external and internal resources.  
 
Interviews revealed strong positive attitudes and values based on underlying 
family traditions and values, cultural frameworks and spirituality.  Belief 
systems and values were also evident in positive views about education and 
employment.  Beliefs in the value of hard work and the transformative power 
of education were common across all three populations.  Spirituality in a 
broader sense was also clearly apparent among both Māori and Pacific 
parents in their expressions of cultural values and practices associated with 
caring, love, reciprocity, service and obligation.    
 
In families from each population, household management and decision 
making functioned in a cooperative manner but with the parent clearly in 
charge.  The extent to which children influenced household decision making 
tended to grow congruently with age.  For many Pacific and Māori participants 
communication and decision making was likely to include aiga and whānau 
members beyond the immediate parent and child unit, while for Pakeha 
participants it occurred mainly between the parents and their children.  
 
The three populations were very similar in their use of external sources of 
support, but differed in the types of support they accessed.  For example, 
Māori sole parents used support relationships with whānau in preference to 
other agencies to a much greater extent than Pakeha and Pacific sole 
parents.  Pacific and Pakeha sole parents also spoke of support from family or 
aiga, but made much greater use of support from external agencies than 
Māori.  All showed a strong commitment to building and maintaining 
relationships with family, whānau and aiga, as well as with external agencies 
and other sources of support.  In their martialling of resources, whether from 
family or from external sources, the parents from all three populations 
displayed a common commitment and skill in managing and, where 
necessary, creating the relationships and networks involved. 
 
Most parents had some form of paid employment.  A number worked full time 
but the majority of parents worked part-time. Obtaining suitable employment 
with satisfactory hours for parenting and managing household tasks was 
difficult and opportunities to improve their educational credentials had 
worsened since the ending of the Training Incentive Allowance scheme.  The 
children in each population supported the idea of their custodial parent 
engaging in paid employment, mainly because of the economic improvement 
this would bring to their families 
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Overwhelmingly, the children interviewed expressed considerable support and 
appreciation of their custodial parent.  Most children who had regular contact 
with their non-custodial parent valued and enjoyed it.  For some it was less 
positive depending on the contact they had with them, the treatment they had 
received from them in the past and the nature of their present relationships 
with them. 

Policy Issues Arising 

Analysis of the findings identified nine particular areas in which the 
development and implementation of appropriate policies could assist sole 
parent families to improve their wellbeing.  These areas are outlined below. 

Income support and accessible healthcare  

The research clearly indicated that the basic income and health services of 
modern welfare states are essential for most sole parent families at various 
times in their lives, and for some more than for others.  An important first point 
of good policy setting is to ensure they are available to them efficiently and at 
a high level of quality.  Sole parent households are more vulnerable to stress 
than most, and can thus be prioritised.  It is important that health services be 
delivered in ways that are culturally appropriate and responsive to the needs 
of different populations, such as Māori and Pacific people. 

Reorienting Work and Income interaction with sole parents 

While Work and Income was experienced by some as an organisation that 
helped them, participants from each section of the study also reported 
negative and stereotyping interactions from Work and Income staff.  If policy 
making in this area were to adopt an approach that would enhance resilience, 
then Work and Income staff orientation and management could be reoriented 
to act as useful resources for sole parent families to draw on in managing their 
lives, rather than as simply guardians of the public purse. They would still 
maintain the role of providing income and benefit support, but also provide a 
range of helpful social support alongside employment help. 
 
Because Work and Income is in the unique position of being in contact with so 
many sole parents, they could pass on really helpful information and enable 
greater social contact for sole parents.  They could, for example, renew its 
image by thickening access to helpful community groups and services through 
packaging attractive up market “handy hints” information.   

Easily accessible services 

A number of important areas of services were identified which need to be well 
resourced and easily accessible.  Drug and alcohol assistance was one area 
of need, as were stopping abuse services and relationship support and advice 
to sole parents.  Such services should be prominent in communities and 
people be referred to them as soon as difficulties emerge. 

Values, beliefs and NGOs 

Values and beliefs were identified as important for building a positive and 
resilient outlook among sole parents of all ethnicities represented.  The work 
of policy makers would be strengthened by recognising the role of values and 
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beliefs and supporting initiatives, organisations or institutions that serve to 
foster them positively.  Many NGOs carry values.  They were often 
established with particular values in mind and are often more trusted than 
public service agencies.  Policy developers could well consider targeting and 
devolving resources from central government to NGOs specifically to support 
sole parent households.   

Whānau Ora and Māori Health Services 

In this research, Māori participants found Māori whānau to be by far the most 
significant source of social and economic support for them, apart from benefit 
payments and the health service.  Whānau provided much more support than 
NGOs. It is important to tailor services around those values.  The recent 
introduction by Government of the Whānau Ora programme can be expected 
to be beneficial for Māori sole parents, but also with some flexibilities for 
Pacific sole parents and potentially others as well.  It is a clearly culturally-
based approach to the provision of services that has its roots in the values 
and beliefs of the Māori communities.  Furthermore, it requires multiple 
Government agencies to work together with whānau rather than separately 
with individual family members.  This same principle is illustrated by Māori 
health providers. 

Education 

Many parents sought opportunities to improve their lives through study and to 
help their children achieve the same.  It is clearly beneficial to support sole 
parents to take such opportunities and this could be facilitated by a new form 
of sole parent study allowance to make tertiary study affordable.  This should 
improve educational aspirations and facilitate movement from the benefit to 
employment.  Investment in organisations that promote the education of 
parents and children in sole parent households can be expected to lift their life 
opportunities and reduce future welfare costs. 

Employment 

Most sole parents in this study preferred to be employed, but needed flexible 
employment hours that did not compromise their responsibilities as parents.   
They also needed good quality childcare covering the full hours of 
employment and travel to and from work.  Their willingness and ability to work 
longer hours would be enhanced by reducing abatement rates for the DPB 
and increased provision of tertiary and vocational training allowances as 
suggested earlier. 

Housing 

Housing was the largest single cost for these sole parents, as it is known to be 
for most low income households, yet decent and affordable housing is 
essential for sole parent families to feel secure.  Security and suitability of 
housing could be improved through social housing that was better tailored to 
meet the needs of sole parents.  Housing New Zealand Corporation (HNZC) 
could develop different social housing products for sole parents for rentals as 
well as home ownership.  Mortgage assistance programmes developed 
specifically for them, combined with educational assistance, could help those 



 9 

on high low and low middle incomes.  This would increase the equity of 
access, which is currently denied to many sole parent households.   
 
For Māori and Pacific sole parents the availability of larger, four or more 
bedroom, units would enable families to live in higher concentrations of 
extended family housing, if they chose to.  Another need identified was for a 
greater availability of safe houses for mothers to escape from family violence 
with their children – or for fathers who have been violent to their partner 
and/or children to move to, so the mother and children can remain in their 
family home. 

Children 

The areas of policy that have been discussed so far are all directly applicable 
to the wellbeing of the children living in sole parent households but this 
research has also demonstrated the positive contribution that children often 
make to the resilience of their families.  Investment in organisations that 
promote the wellbeing of children through educational opportunities, cultural 
and sporting participation and holidays or experiences beyond their own home 
can be expected to lift their life opportunities and reduce future welfare costs.  
This type of investment should be widely available and easy to access.   
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Introduction 
 
This qualitative research is a component (Work Stream 8) of the Resilience in 
Vulnerable Sole Parent Families Research Programme developed in New 
Zealand by nine government research providers and the Family Centre Social 
Policy Research Unit.  The overall project is designed to contribute 
significantly to knowledge about sole parents and their families by identifying 
the factors that enhance or impede successful social and economic outcomes 
for the parents, their children and the family as a whole. 
 
New Zealand has one of the highest rates of one parent families in the OECD 
(OECD, 2002, cited in Johnston, 2005:30), with 28 percent of all families 
being headed by a sole parent at the time of the 2006 census.  While many 
cope well, sole parents are, on average, more vulnerable than partnered 
parents to poor outcomes across a number of domains, including higher rates 
of hardship, (Jensen, et al., 2006) poorer mental health, (Sarfati and Scott, 
2001) and greater levels of exposure to violence and other forms of 
victimisation (Morris and Reilly, 2003). Children growing up in sole parent 
families are also, on average, more vulnerable to poor outcomes, partly due to 
the associated low family incomes (Mackay, 2005).  
 
Supporting people who experience periods of sole parenthood to achieve 
good social and economic outcomes is therefore critical to the social and 
economic development of New Zealand.  This research programme aims to 
improve the knowledge base for public policy by: 

 increasing our understanding of vulnerability in sole parent families, 
how it arises, and the extent to which vulnerability across different 
domains causes multiple disadvantage, with particular attention to 
the causes and consequences of multiple changes in partnership 
status over time  

 identifying sources of resilience that enable some vulnerable families 
to achieve good social and economic outcomes, where these might 
include:  

 support from extended family, peers, former partners, etc 

 support from community networks and the state. 

 family processes (dynamics, roles, rituals and practices) 

 education and paid employment 
 identifying social and economic policies and interventions that are 

effective in reducing vulnerability and building resilience. 
 
The new knowledge generated is expected to inform participating agencies’ 
policy development and service to achieve more effective targeting of social 
protection and social investment by state agencies for sole parent families.   
 
This report covers the theoretical background to the qualitative study, the 
research design and methods used, three substantive sections presenting 
findings from the interviews with the Māori, Pacific and Pakeha/European sole 
parents who participated in the study, and a final section that sets out policy 
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issues arising from the research.  A list of references used in the main report 
and its appendices follows the final policy issues section.  The report’s four 
appendices contain more detailed discussions of: 1) the theoretical 
background and methodology, 2) the Pakeha component of the research, 3) 
the Māori component, and 4) the Pacific component.   
 

Theoretical background 

The concept of resilience in relation to human development and wellbeing is 
widely understood to refer to “a dynamic process whereby individuals show 
adaptive functioning in the face of significant adversity” and was introduced 
into the research field of human development in response to growing evidence 
of positive developmental outcomes being achieved in the face of significant 
adversity (Schoon, 2006:6-7).  In this context, the concept was originally 
applied to the individual person (Kalil, 2003) and is well established in the field 
of developmental psychopathology.   
 
The idea of family resilience has been developed and applied as a strength 
based alternative to deficit-based models of family responses to stress and 
difficulty (Hawley and DeHaan, 1996), and to the Damage Model based 
pathologising approaches sometimes used in family focused therapy and 
research (Wolin and Wolin, 1993, Barnard, 1994, Walsh, 2002, Webber and 
Boromeo, 2005).  In the contemporary field of family focused research, the 
strengths based approach is reflected in an emphasis on family strengths 
when studying negative factors, such as family problems and vulnerabilities 
(Silberberg, 2001).   
 
Hawley and DeHaan propose the following definition of family resilience 
based on an integration of the individual resilience and family resilience 
literatures: 
 

“Family resilience describes the path a family follows as it adapts 
and prospers in the face of stress, both in the present and over 
time. Resilient families respond positively to these conditions in 
unique ways, depending on the context, developmental level, the 
interactive combination of risk and protective factors, and the 
family's shared outlook.” (Hawley and DeHaan, 1996:293). 

 
For the purposes of this research, Walsh’s family resilience framework has 
provided a particularly useful template because it has been developed with an 
explicit focus on family resilience as distinct from individual resilience (Walsh, 
1996).  In Walsh’s framework, family resilience is systemic and relational, with 
the focus on “interactional processes that must be understood in ecological 
and developmental contexts” (Walsh, 1996:261-262).  Relational resilience is 
a property of a collective, functioning unit, such as a family, and:  
 

“involves organizational patterns, communication and problem-
solving processes, community resources, and affirming belief 
systems.  Of particular importance is a narrative coherence that 
assists members in making meaning of their crisis experience and 
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builds collaboration, competence, and confidence in surmounting 
family challenges.” (Ibid.).   

 
Walsh’s elaboration of key processes in family resilience, organised around 
the three dimensions of his framework (Belief Systems, Organisational 
Patterns, and Communication Processes), is outlined in Figure 1.  A family’s 
resilience is marked by its collective success in meeting and overcoming 
challenges and crises.  Consequently, the focus is on demonstrations of 
strength, coping and success rather than family damage and dysfunction.   
 
A family’s resilience to adverse circumstances does not simply refer to intra-
family capacities because they can also be assisted and supported by factors 
that are external to them, such as support services, schools, health services, 
income support, housing and childcare, for example.  Part of a family’s 
resilience, then, can be attributed to its collective success in engaging with 
and using such forms of external support and assistance as are available for 
their own wellbeing. 
 
In this study, the application of Walsh’s therapeutically oriented framework 
focuses on the individual and combined contributions of the framework’s three 
dimensions to sole parent families achieving positive social and economic 
outcomes.  Educational achievement and the development of social and 
cultural capital are key factors that are covered specifically by components 
five and six of Walsh’s framework (see Figure 1) which deal with the areas of 
connectedness and social and economic resources under the domain of 
Organisational Patterns.  While the focus of Walsh’s framework is on intra-
family relationships and dynamics, its inclusion of the areas of connectedness 
and social and economic resources assumes engagement with external 
entities, including sources of support and assistance, as noted above.   
 
Consequently, this framework has been applied in a way that recognises the 
existence of sources of resilience both inside and outside the family and the 
interviews covered the families’ use of the following types of external social 
and economic resources:  
 

 Educational services (parents 
and children) 

 Health services 

 Childcare 

 Transport 

 Drug and alcohol services 

 Housing support 

 Parenting/relationship support 

 income (DPB levels, abatement 
regimes) 

 mortgage loan assistance 

 budgeting advice 

 

The mobilisation of these sources of support is examined by investigating the 
relationships between Belief Systems, Organisational Patterns, and 
Communication Processes as set out in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1.  Key Processes in Family Resilience  

Belief Systems 
1. Making meaning of adversity 

 Affiliative value: resilience as relationally based 
 Family life cycle orientation: normalise, contextualise adversity and distress 
 Sense of coherence: crisis as meaningful, comprehensible, manageable 

challenge 
 Appraisal of crisis, distress and recovery: facilitative vs. constraining beliefs 

2. Positive outlook 
 Hope, optimistic view: confidence in overcoming odds 
 Courage and encouragement: focus on strengths and potential 
 Active initiative and perseverance (can-do spirit) 
 Master the possible: accept what cannot be changed 

3. Transcendence and spirituality 
 Larger values, purpose: future goals and dreams 
 Spirituality: faith, communion, rituals 
 Inspiration: envision new possibilities: creativity 
 Transformation: learning and growth from adversity 

Organisational Patterns 
4. Flexibility 

 Capacity to change: rebound, reorganise, adapt to fit challenges over time 
 Counterbalanced by stability: continuity, dependability through disruption 

5. Connectedness 
 Mutual support, collaboration and commitment 
 Respect individual needs, differences and boundaries 
 Strong leadership: nurture, protect, guide children and vulnerable family 

members 
o Varied family forms: cooperative parenting/caregiving teams 
o Couple/co-parental relationships: equal partners 

 Seek reconnection, reconciliation of troubled relationships 
6. Social and economic resources 

 Mobilise extended kin and social support: models and mentors 
 Build community networks 
 Build financial security: balance work-family strains 

Communication Processes 
7. Clarity 

 Clear consistent messages (word and actions) 
 Clarify ambiguous information: truth seeking and truth speaking 

8. Open emotional sharing 
 Share range of feelings (joy and pain: hopes and fears) 
 Mutual empathy: tolerance for differences 
 Responsibility for own feelings, behaviour: avoid blaming 
 Pleasurable interactions: humour 

9. Collaborative problem solving 
 Creative brainstorming: resourcefulness 
 Shared decision making and conflict resolution: negotiation, fairness, 

reciprocity 
 Focus on goals: take concrete steps: build on success: learn from failure 
 Proactive stance: prevent problems: avert crises; prepare for future 

challenges 

(Walsh, 2002) 
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This study has used a qualitative approach because it enables the 
developmental and ecological contexts in which relational resilience is 
achieved to be investigated sensitively.  The importance of identifying and 
examining relationships, networks, narrative, and meaning systems makes the 
study of family resilience ideally suited to the application of qualitative 
research methods (Fraser, et al., 1999:13).  Qualitative methods are also very 
appropriate in research where Māori and Pacific people are strongly 
represented because they can accommodate the need to take seriously the 
issues of cultural perspectives, cultural etiquette and protocols as well as the 
issue of language.  They can give central place to the world views of the 
participants and reflect authentically their concepts and their experiences.   

Research questions 

The research was designed to address three specific research questions 
 

1. What are the intra-family dynamics, processes and behaviours that 
show positive adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

2. What are the external and internal resources that help enable positive 
adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

3. What are family-based dynamics, processes and behaviours that 
facilitate effective engagement with external resources that help enable 
positive adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

 

These questions are addressed in the research through in-depth interviews 
using questions designed to obtain from adult and child respondents, by 
narrative means, information about their life histories and experiences as 
heads or members of sole parent families both in and out of work.  Analysis 
has focused on the repeating themes in the responses of sole parents and 
their children that identify the source of their resilience and ability to achieve 
good social and economic outcomes. 
 

The sample 

The target sample for this study was 60 sole parent families comprised of 20 
with a Māori sole parent, 20 with a Pacific sole parent, and 20 with a 
Pakeha/European sole parent.  Census data show that 22 percent of 
European mothers are sole mothers.  Comparable proportions for Māori and 
Pacific mothers are 44 percent and 32 percent respectively.  In numerical 
terms, the majority of children living in sole parent families in New Zealand are 
represented in those headed by European, Māori and Pacific sole parents. 1 
 
Interviews were to be conducted with each of the 60 custodial sole parents 
and with 30 of their children (10 with a Māori sole parent, 10 with a Pacific 
sole parent and 10 with a Pakeha/European sole parent) aged between seven 
and fifteen,.  These ages were chosen because they align developmentally 

                                            
1  Source: Statistics New Zealand, 2006 Census of Population and Dwellings, unpublished 

tables. 
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with levels three and four of Piaget’s four levels of development (Gardener, 
1974), which are characterised by a developing capacity to view and reflect 
objectively on their surroundings and situation – an important capacity for 
those being interviewed in this research.2  Where possible, a small number of 
non-custodial parents were also to be interviewed. 
 
The 60 families were to be identified as having demonstrated resilience 
through their known success in having overcome the difficulties and 
challenges associated with their situation such as: being sole parents; being 
poor; having poor health; living in deprived neighbourhoods; being subject to 
violence; being subject to discrimination on the basis of factors such as 
ethnicity, sexuality, and/or socioeconomic status.   
 
The final sample recruited and interviewed was as follows:  

Ethnicity Custodial parents Non-
custodial 
parents 

Children 
aged 7 to 
10 

Children 
aged 11 
to 15 

Total 

Māori 18 female 2 male 3 male 4 5 32 

Pacific 20 0 5 6 31 

Pakeha 20 0 6 7 33 

Total 60 3 15 18 96 

 
 

Recruitment 

Families that met the resilience-related criteria outlined above were identified 
by Māori, Pacific and Pakeha members of the research team through their 
contacts in the communities concerned.  They were also identified by 
community based organisations such as Family Start, Plunket, Birthright, Te 
Kohanga Reo, Birthright, Aoga Amata, Pacific churches, Pacific community 
networks and organisations, and marae.  Recruitment of Pakeha and Pacific 
participants took place in the Wellington, Horowhenua and Manawatu regions, 
while Māori participants were recruited in the Wellington and Marlborough 
regions. 
 

Interviews 

Interviews were guided by a semi-structured question line developed by the 
research team in consultation with members of the other work streams for this 
overall research programme and with ad hoc advisory groups drawn from the 
Māori, Pacific and Pakeha communities in the greater Wellington area with 
which the researchers had the closest and most frequent contact. 
 

                                            
2  Level three, from ages seven to eleven, is termed the “concrete operations period” during 
which children begin to understand causation, to more objectively view the universe, and 
begin to understand why physical events occur.  Level four, from ages eleven to fifteen, is 
termed the “formal operations period” during which children can engage in thought that is 
independent of actions they see or perform, project past, present and future conditions of a 
problem, hypothesise about what may occur under different conditions, and engage in 
problem solving mental operations. (Gardener, 1974; Abrams and Ramsey, 2007) 
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The Māori advisory group consisted of the Māori member of the research 
team and marae-based kaumatua/elders who possessed a wide range of 
experience and understanding in working with Māori communities.  They 
provided advice on networking and other issues when needed by our research 
team. 
 
The Pacific advisory group consisted of the Pacific members of the research 
team and Pacific community and church leaders with experience of working 
with Pacific communities, and knowledge of their languages, conditions, and 
challenges.   
 
The Pakeha/European advisory group consisted of the Pakeha members of 
the research team and representatives from service and church-based 
organisations involved and experienced in the provision of support to 
Pakeha/European sole parent families. 
 
The question line broadly covered the three dimensions of Walsh’s Family 
Resilience Framework: belief systems; organisational patterns; and 
communication processes that were described in greater detail earlier (see 
Figure 1).  The interviewers were experienced Māori, Pacific and Pakeha 
(European) fieldworkers who interviewed respondents belonging to their own 
ethnic group.  The interviews were audio recorded and subsequently 
transcribed verbatim for analysis. 
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Findings from the interviews 

Introduction 

The findings presented in this section of the report are based on the more 
detailed analyses that are contained in the appendices.  The findings for the 
three populations are each presented in a separate sub-section and all cover 
the same broad areas of: Becoming a sole parent; Facing challenges as a 
sole parent; and Coping and key resilience factors.  The recruitment, 
interviewing, analysis and reporting were carried out by three separate 
culturally matched teams of researchers and the three sets of findings are 
therefore presented separately in order to maintain the integrity of each 
component of the study.  However, the three components of the study 
employed a common conceptual framework and question line.   
 
In broad terms the three populations shared many similarities in their 
pathways to becoming sole parents and the challenges they faced as sole 
parents.  The coping strategies underlying their demonstrated resilience were 
also broadly similar, but the ways in which they were carried out did vary to 
some extent, as will be outlined in this introduction.  The commonalities 
support the appropriateness of the common conceptual framework used, 
while the differences underline the importance of developing nuanced policy 
responses that take into account cultural differences between the various 
populations to which policy initiatives are directed.  This principle is reflected 
in the policy issues and suggestions discussed at the end of this report. 

Becoming Sole Parents 

The pathways that these respondents had taken to being sole parents were 
very similar across the three populations.  The interviews uncovered stories of 
infidelity, substance addictions, abuse and generally unsupportive behaviour 
on the parts of the respondents’ former partners.  Equally, some in each 
population had always been sole parents, having never entered a relationship 
with the other parent of their child or children. 

Challenges of Sole Parenthood 

The challenges faced by these sole parents were also similar across the three 
populations.  Some challenges followed from the negative experiences and 
conditions that led those who had been in relationships to leave them.  
Challenges found in each population included the effects of violent 
relationships, low incomes, gaining suitable employment, and, to varying 
degrees, health related ones.  Health was an area of challenge which varied 
across the populations.  Those with the highest incidence of physical health 
problems were the Pacific sole parents and their families but they showed no 
serious mental health problems.  Pakeha respondents identified a range of 
physical and mental health challenges, but interviews with Māori respondents 
revealed very few health related challenges.  
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Coping 

Belief Systems 

Those interviewed overwhelmingly displayed very strong positive attitudes 
and values.  These values were based, in varying combinations, on underlying 
family traditions and values, cultural frameworks and spirituality.  Explicit 
expressions of church based spirituality were found among many respondents 
in each population, but were most widespread among the Pacific parents.  
Spirituality in a broader sense was also clearly apparent among both Māori 
and Pacific parents in their expression of cultural values and practices 
associated with caring and love, reciprocity, service and obligation.  At the 
same time, a few parents, particularly Pakeha and Māori, had consciously 
adopted value systems that were actually contrary to those of their upbringing, 
and had done so in order to escape the negative consequences of those 
upbringings.   
 
Belief systems and values were also revealed through parents’ positive views 
about education and employment – even among those whose own 
educational and employment experiences had not been good.  These views 
reflected a strong desire for their own children to do well at school and also for 
the parents themselves to improve their own educations and future 
employment prospects.  Beliefs in the value of hard work and the 
transformative power of education were common across all three populations.   

Organisational Patterns 

The findings for the three populations with regard to accessing resources and 
sources of support that contribute to achieving and maintaining resilience are 
very similar, overall, with regard to strategies, but different as far as tactics, or 
the processes of mobilising these resources were concerned.  For example, 
the relational basis of family resilience was evident in the strategies used by 
the Pakeha, Māori and Pacific sole parents interviewed and were revealed 
through the ways in which they accessed and combined the resources and 
sources of support available to them.  Where their tactics differed was in the 
types of support they were most likely to use.  For example, while Māori sole 
parents did use external sources of support, they tended to focus on support 
relationships with whānau, in preference to other agencies, to a much greater 
extent than Pakeha and Pacific sole parents.  Pacific and Pakeha sole parents 
also spoke of support from family or aiga, but made greater use of support 
from external agencies than Māori.  
 
In their martialling of resources, whether from family or from external sources, 
the parents of all three populations displayed a common commitment and skill 
in managing and, where necessary, creating the relationships and networks 
involved.  For Pakeha and Pacific parents this skill was applied to sources of 
support external to their families, while for many Māori parents the skill was 
applied, in some cases, to the maintenance or re-establishment of 
longstanding whanau relationships and networks, and in others to the 
establishment of new ones when they needed to escape relationships that 
had proved destructive for them. 
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Communication and Decision-making  

In families from each population, household management and decision 
making functioned in a cooperative manner but with the parent clearly in 
charge.  The extent to which children influenced household decision making 
tended to grow congruently with age.  In all populations, parents were 
proactive in maintaining relationships and communication with their children, 
and passing on their values to them.  For many Pacific and Māori participants 
communication and decision making was likely to include aiga members 
beyond the immediate parent and child unit, while for Pakeha participants it 
occurred mainly between the parents and their children.  The possibility that 
Pacific parents might have more directive or hierarchical practices than 
Pakeha and, perhaps, Māori parents, was not borne out by the findings which 
showed all to be similarly open to involving their children in decision making. 

Employment 

Most parents had some form of employment, with some working full time but 
most part-time.  Beliefs in the value of hard work and the transformative power 
of education were, as already noted, common across all three populations, 
but, overall, Pacific families demonstrated the highest work ethic and had the 
most employed.  Despite their high participation in work, the sole parents 
found it difficult to obtain suitable employment with satisfactory hours for 
parenting and managing household tasks.  Willingness and ability to work 
longer hours was also influenced often by shortage of adequate good quality 
childcare that covered the full hours of employment and also by what were 
perceived as high abatement rates for the DPB as income from employment 
increased.   
 
Opportunities to improve their educational credentials – and hence their 
employment prospects – had declined since the ending of the Training 
Incentive Allowance scheme.  The parents generally regarded well paid 
employment as key to improving their economic wellbeing, and this view was 
also shared by their children, in each population, who supported the idea of 
their custodial parent engaging in paid employment mainly because of the 
economic improvement they thought this would bring to their families. 

The Views of Children  

Interviews with children revealed them to be clearly conscious of their often 
limited financial means, but also to be very philosophical about their 
situations.  Children of Pakeha, Māori and Pacific sole parents who 
recognised that they had fewer material possessions than other people they 
knew were nonetheless of the view that they had enough for their needs.  As 
noted above, the children supported the idea of their custodial parent 
engaging in paid employment mainly because of the economic improvement 
this would bring to their families.  Overwhelmingly, the children interviewed 
expressed considerable support and appreciation of their custodial parent.  
Their attitudes to their non-custodial parents were varied and reflected the 
degree of contact they had with them and the treatment they had received 
from them in the past and the nature of their present relationships with them.  
Some children supported their parent’s (usually their mother) decision to 
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separate from the other because of the other parent’s behaviour.  In a few 
cases children expressed the wish that their parents be together. 

Conclusion 

In relation to this overwhelming display of positive values, relationship 
building, and positive values and communication processes, it must be 
emphasised that this research purposefully recruited participants who had 
been identified as being resilient, so it is not surprising that the respondents 
displayed these characteristics.  The purpose of the study has been to 
examine the ways in which the known contributors to family resilience that are 
summarised in the Walsh framework of relational resilience are actually used 
and applied in the lives of resilient sole parents.  By so doing, it becomes 
possible to identify ways in which these parents might have been enabled to 
achieve more for themselves and their families and the external services that 
supported them.  These in turn can suggest ways other sole parents can 
achieve a greater sense of wellbeing for their families and the external 
supports that would help them.  The final section of this report addresses 
those matters by identifying policy issues that arise from the findings and 
proposes policy responses for them. 
 
The next three sections discuss the findings from the interviews with Pakeha, 
Māori, and Pacific sole parents and some of their children. 



 21 

Findings from the Pakeha study 

 

Introduction 

This section of the sample involved 20 Pakeha/European households, in 
which 20 sole mothers and 13 children aged 7 years or over, and each from 
different households, were interviewed.   Most, though not all, had become 
sole parents as a result of a breakdown in the relationship with the fathers of 
their children.  As the mothers perceived it, a range of negative experiences 
from substance addictions, infidelity, abuse and generally unsupportive 
partnerships led to the break-up of the relationships and their life as sole 
parents.   
 

Challenges 

Physical health problems, meagre financial resources, mental health problems 
as a result of stresses from childhood and from the relationship break-up, and 
bringing children up on their own were seen as major challenges faced by the 
mothers.  Other challenges concerned the relationship with the ex-partners, 
who were fathers to their children, that were often strained and yet they were 
important to the children.  Friendships sometime became stressed with 
previous friends who had different interests from the mothers now that they 
are mothers. About 30 percent stated they had been abused in childhood. 
 
However this was a sample of resilient sole parents and they responded to 
and often overcame many of these challenges through a range of positive 
responses.  Many of the mothers demonstrated a very positive attitude 
towards life that was imbued with particular values and beliefs.  These 
included the values of determination and hope that frequently had their origins 
in their upbringing and extended families.  Almost all of the mothers had 
reflected on the values they grew up with, and had consciously fashioned the 
values of their family now they were parents themselves.  These values and 
rules for behaviour were for the most part clearly and consistently 
communicated to their children. The value of education to help transform their 
circumstances was emphasised for children in most families and further 
education for the mothers to improve their situation in other families.  
Spirituality clearly enhanced meaning and responsibility for some mothers and 
provided a supportive community for them.    
 

Coping 

The mothers demonstrated positive attitudes despite the hardships they had 
experienced, and a capacity to change and adapt as circumstances arose.  
This was particularly acute in their attitudes to the conflicting pressures of 
employment and their primary role as mothers.  Many mothers participating in 
this study expressed the desire to combine achieving adequate incomes with 
being at home when their children were not at school.  A number noted that 
this requires part time work which is usually inadequate to meet all their 
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income needs, so it also requires them to be able to continue to access 
Domestic Purposes Benefit (DPB) payments.  Others expressed the desire to 
be able to work or study longer hours with the availability of quality childcare 
and adequate study allowances.   
 
Several obstacles were noted to achieving these goals.  Firstly, the availability 
of good quality childcare is variable, and places are not usually available at 
short notice.  Secondly, the needs of employers are frequently not conducive 
to the hours of work that would suit sole parents with children at school.  
Thirdly, the abatement rates that are applied to the DPB make it difficult for 
sole parents to significantly improve their economic wellbeing by working in 
paid employment while also receiving the DPB.  Fourthly, the tertiary training 
allowance that some of these mothers had accessed has recently been 
withdrawn and been replaced by a lower-value loan. Some mothers also 
identified the on-going stigma of sole parenthood as limiting their opportunities 
economically and socially. 
 
The mothers often strengthened or re-established relationships with their 
family of origin, particularly parents, but also siblings, and, on occasions, ex-
partners or their families and extended families.  These familial relationships 
all added to the strengthening of social networks of support and were added 
to by new non-family friends.  They showed an ability to break with old 
relationships that no longer worked in their current circumstances and to 
recognise opportunities for the establishment of new ones.   
 
The baseline support of the State through the DPB and free health services, 
and the practical support of NGOs, contributed substantially to the families’ 
survival and quality of life.  Key services like Birthright, budgeting services, the 
churches and many others enabled mothers to access the direct services they 
needed and broaden their networks of support at the same time.     
 
In most households, management and decision making functioned in a 
cooperative manner but with the mothers clearly in charge.  Interviews with 
the children revealed that they tended to be very supportive and protective of 
their mothers.  The extent to which they influenced household decision 
making tended to grow congruently with age. 
 
The interviews with the children were informative and quite moving.  Few 
studies interview children in these circumstances, but their responses add 
important dimensions to this research.  As noted above, the children tended to 
be very protective and supportive of their mothers.  They were often aware of 
the pressures upon their mothers and the social and economic challenges 
they had to face.  Some had witnessed scenes of conflict and others appalling 
abuse.  Most of the children appeared to share the sorrow that most mothers 
expressed over their having had to separate.  Nevertheless, the respect 
indicated, and the cooperative style of most households pointed to the 
capability of the mothers to both love their children and manage their 
households.  In most cases the children liked to spend time with their fathers, 
and those who did, enjoyed doing so.  For some, however, relationships with 
their fathers was difficult or non-existent.    
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An interesting finding in this study is that the children of mothers who had jobs 
were unanimous in their support for them being employed.  In some cases 
they believed it made their mothers happy, but in others it was because they 
were aware that their material circumstances were better when their mothers 
had jobs than when they didn’t.  They identified the benefits both to 
themselves and their mothers.   
 
It is interesting that while none of the households could be described as 
affluent, the children were philosophical about where they stood with regard to 
their material possessions in relation to other households.  While most would 
have liked some item or other that they did not have, they were in general 
satisfied with what they had.  Their evaluations tended to indicate that they 
were “in the middle”, with some children they knew being worse off than them, 
and some being better off.   
 
The results from this research highlight the relational nature of the resilience 
achieved by the participating families.  This was revealed in the abilities of the 
mothers to both enable a cooperative and loving organisational structure at 
home and create and maintain effective relationships with families, friends, 
and organisations that were sources of social and economic support beyond 
the home.   
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Findings from the Māori study 

 

Introduction 
This section of the sample involved 19 Māori households, in which 19 sole 
parents (18 custodial and 1 non-custodial) and 9 children aged 7 years or over 
lived. Four of the parents are fathers.  Most, though not all, had become sole 
parents as a result of a breakdown in the relationship with the other parent of 
their children.  As the respondents perceived it, a negative experiences 
ranging from substance addictions, infidelity, abuse and generally 
unsupportive partnerships led to the break-up of the relationships and their life 
as sole parents. A few had never wanted to be in a permanent relationship 
with the other parent.   
 

Challenges 
Limited financial resources, lack of employment skills and suitable 
employment, loneliness, grief, anger, and bringing children up on their own 
were seen as major challenges faced by the parents. A few continued to 
struggle with drugs and alcohol.  Other challenges concerned the relationship 
with ex-partners, which were often difficult to negotiate, but important to the 
children.  In contrast to the Pakeha sample, few respondents reported any 
change in the friendships they had before becoming pregnant. A significant 
proportion stated they had been abused in childhood, with some experiencing 
harsh disciplinary practices. 
 
The interviews showed that there was little commonality in family background, 
age, path to sole parenthood or present family structure (numbers of children 
and number of fathers) across the interview group.  What was common was a 
determination to do well, hope for the future, and high aspirations for 
themselves and their children. 
 

Coping 
Many of the parents demonstrated a very positive attitude towards life, and 
often described their children as a “blessing”; the greatest pleasure in their 
life, and their source of motivation.  Most believed that their whānau (extended 
family) also had positive attitudes towards life.  The values that were most 
frequently mentioned were related to whānau (extended family), concepts 
such as manaakitanga (caring), aroha (love), and whānautanga (maintaining 
whānau relationships). The need for hard work, acceptance of one’s lot in life 
or humility, and respect for others were also mentioned.  Education was 
considered an important value for respondents, particularly in relation to their 
children.   
 
These values frequently had their origins in their upbringing and whānau.  
Some of the parents had reflected on the values they grew up with, (often only 
after they had found them insufficient for their current circumstances) and had 
consciously fashioned the values of their family now they were parents 
themselves.  These values and rules for behaviour were for the most part 
communicated to their children through the closeness and consistency of 
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contact with whānau. The value of education to help transform their 
circumstances was emphasised for children in most families and further 
parental education (mothers rather than fathers) to improve their situation in 
other families.  Spirituality was important for many, and church communities 
were an important source of support for some.    
 
The parents demonstrated a capacity to change and adapt to circumstances 
as they arose.  Some had faced cataclysmic events (such as the death of a 
partner, or severe beatings) which had triggered a re-evaluation of their life 
and direction.  Others decided that infidelity or violence were not to be 
tolerated and left.  Some had to learn to cope with being left.  
 
The majority of parents participating in this study wanted to combine achieving 
adequate incomes, through part-time employment, with being at home when 
their children were not at school. There was, however, a significant minority 
who were not interested in being in paid work at all, and a very few who were 
happiest in full time work.  Whatever employment mix the parents chose, they 
demonstrated a willingness to work hard to achieve their goals for themselves 
and (especially) their children.  The value of hard work was one that had been 
instilled in many in their childhood. 
 
The same difficulties arose in seeking paid work for Māori sole parents as with 
Pakeha: the availability of good quality childcare is variable, and places are 
not usually available at short notice; the hours of work offered by employers 
are frequently not those that would suit sole parents with children at school. 
Also, the costs of working make it difficult for parents to improve their income 
while remaining on the DPB. (It is not clear from the interviews whether the 
parents were aware of the impact of “Working for Families” on the income 
they would receive if they were in paid employment). Finally, the tertiary 
training allowance that some of the parents had successfully accessed has 
recently been withdrawn and been replaced by a lower-value loan.  
 
The parents often strengthened or re-established relationships with whānau, 
with a number saying that the birth of their child was a significant positive 
event for the whole whānau.  Whānau were by far the most significant source 
of social and economic support for the parents (excluding the economic 
contribution of the DPB and free health services), to a much greater extent 
than Pakeha families. Several of the families had a grandmother living with 
them or close by, and other whānau members in easy reach. Nonetheless, 
many of the parents were aware of, and used, a wide range of specific 
support from outside agencies.  Kapa Haka tutors and sports coaches were 
also significant sources of outside support for some parents and children. 
 
In almost every household, management and decision making were the 
prerogative of the parent, though children had increasing input into decision-
making as they grew older. Most households had more than one child, and 
the children were easily able to describe their daily routines, and their 
household responsibilities.  
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The interviews with children often revealed the limitations and difficulties the 
children faced because of the families’ low income, with some not having the 
right gear for sports, some unable to participate in school trips, and some 
without  a bike or a car to get around with. All supported their mother being in 
paid work, with most identifying the economic benefits it would bring, and 
several saying it would help their parents if they had “other things to think 
about”. Many children were prepared to help look after siblings or go to 
childcare after school if their parent worked.  Most of the children wanted to 
see their other parent, and most of those who did see them enjoyed the 
contact. But for some of the children there was little or no contact.  
 
Overall the interviews with the Māori sole parents revealed the enduring 
power of whānau connections, and the persistence of values, beliefs and 
patterns of behaviour from one generation to the next.  By far the majority of 
these were a source of strength for the parents, but some had needed to be 
re-evaluated in the light of changing circumstances.  
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Findings from the Pacific study 

 

Introduction 

This section of the sample involved 20 Pacific sole parent households, in 
which 19 mothers, one father and 11 of their children aged 7 years and over, 
and each from a different household, were interviewed.  Most, though not all, 
had become sole parents as a result of a breakdown in the relationship with 
the other parent of their children.  The father who was interviewed was a non-
custodial parent who had a close involvement with the raising of his children.  
As the sole parents perceived it, a range of negative experiences including 
substance addictions, infidelity, abuse and generally unsupportive 
partnerships led to the break-up of the relationships and their lives as sole 
parents.  Several mothers had chosen not to get married or enter a 
relationship when they became pregnant, and had been sole parents from the 
beginning. 
 

Challenges 

The Pacific sole parent respondents in this study faced a number of 
challenges before becoming sole parents and after. They displayed a 
comparatively high incidence of physical health problems for themselves and 
other family members but almost no mental health problems.  As with the two 
other cultural groups, around a third had experienced violent relationships and 
abusive behaviour.  A number of participants lived in over-crowded housing 
conditions with extended family members, and although most were employed, 
incomes were below average.  The pressures of bringing up children and 
earning a living were considerable.  Their ability to face, meet and overcome – 
or accept – these challenges are testament to the resilience they display 
through their ability to cope with them. 
 

Coping 

Participants referred to their own sense of personal values, which had given 
them the ability to survive and succeed. Most regarded these values as 
having come from their families, and saw their parents and extended families 
as positive first teachers. Many had encountered people outside the family 
whose belief and faith in them, as well as their modelling of care, 
encouragement and trust, gave them the sorts of positive self-image ideally 
found within family. Some had developed their values in the face of parental 
dysfunction, and these values were contrary to the negative parenting they 
had experienced.   
 
Positive personal values included those to do with the self, such as strength, 
independence, self-reliance, self-motivation and perseverance; those to do 
with success, such as determination to continue their education, determination 
to gain good employment and a desire for their children to do well; and those 
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to do with achievement, such as enjoying freedom from dysfunctional 
relationships and rejoicing in their children.  Nearly all these parents 
emphasised the importance of education for their families and most displayed 
a commitment to a strong work ethic.  Eight of the 20 members of this group 
had gained university degrees. 
 
These positive values were supported by a strong sense of spirituality and 
strongly held cultural values.  Spirituality was a source of strength for the 
majority of the participants, both as a moral authority upholding and 
reinforcing the values of family and culture; and also, through church 
attendance, as a community that is inclusive and provides a sense of 
belonging.  Cultural values underlying the concepts of obligation, reciprocity, 
service and support were realised in the personal values listed above and 
were upheld by the two major ideals of importance of the family and the 
keeping of traditional values, which – united – create a self-sustaining and 
strengthening system. The espousal of ethical, moral, spiritual and cultural 
values reinforces self, family, community and culture, and therefore identity, 
which together create a mutually supportive system for wellbeing. 
 
The participants revealed a high degree of organisational capacity able to deal 
with challenges and change. In all cases, the sole parents were balancing 
parenthood, family connectedness, social relationships and provision of 
livelihoods to varying degrees, but all with reasonable success. Some faced 
challenges involving abusive partners and poverty, and all had faced the 
difficulties of cultural difference or displacement as well as the rigours of sole 
parenting. 
 
All were in strong active relationships, predominantly with immediate and 
extended family members, and also with members of church communities and 
sporting or other groups. Most spoke of having friends who were important 
socially or as additional support, but only a few said friends were as 
supportive as family; and only one relied on friends rather than family for her 
significant relationships. 
 
While most of the parents had been on a benefit at some stage, only a few 
had remained on a benefit without finding part-time or full-time work to support 
their families. Of the three cultural groups in this study, they were the most 
employed.  For some, the journey to employment was far from smooth and 
involved studying for various courses, taking bridging courses and constantly 
having to apply for jobs.  They were often doing this when they were tired and 
stressed, dealing with young children, frequently looking after their parents as 
well and, in some cases, having to deal with moving from Women’s Refuges 
to other housing, and to tackling social welfare agencies while also dealing 
with separation.  Against this background their employment achievement 
stood out as a substantial accomplishment. 
 
The degree to which these Pacific sole parents have been able to elicit 
information, pursue leads and establish relationships with various agencies 
outside personal networks is a strong indication of resilience in itself. The 
take-up rate and resourcefulness in this group was, in general, high.  Most of 
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the participants have had ready access to social support outside their 
extended families, and refer, for example, to Citizens’ Advice, early childhood 
centres, health professionals, parents’ groups, skills training, women’s groups, 
Women’s Refuge, and Family Start – which was particularly appreciated. 
 
Communication and decision-making in sole parent households is clearly 
most likely to be governed by the parent in charge, but whereas in the Pakeha 
study families tended to be nuclear, in the Pacific study at least eight families 
incorporated other adult relations so that a more cooperative organisation was 
likely to exist. There was also a connection between the organisational style of 
their families of origin and the participants’ current living situations. 
 
The issue of communication and decision-making is revealing in the Pacific 
section of this study because it shows a widespread degree of flexibility and 
adaptability as sole parents have attempted to establish and maintain 
proactive relationships with their children, and to pass on to them the values 
of responsibility and connectedness. It is clear that in sole parent households, 
it would be easier for an autocratic style of parenting to dominate, but in fact 
the majority encourage at least a degree of decision-making involvement in 
their children, depending on age, personal circumstances, and beliefs and 
attitudes. In households where a sole parent lives with other adult relations, it 
is possible for even more democratic and cooperative decisions to be made, 
since decisions can be arrived at in cooperation with another adult; or the 
power of veto can be passed to a senior family member, imbuing the decision 
with a degree of cultural appropriateness, and thus upholding cultural values 
such as respect and acting correctly.  
 
The perspectives of the children give an insight into their particular concerns, 
and also show them as active members of their families whose principle 
identity is through family and reliant on their sense of connectedness and 
belonging. They show an ability to put aside their own needs in the interests of 
their mothers, and are aware of the dual role their mothers perform, as parent 
and as family provider. They are relatively selfless about the availability of 
their mothers, and recognise that when they study or work they are doing it 
ultimately for the good of the family, and will be better parents if they feel 
fulfilled by what they do. Several of the children have retained a relationship 
with their fathers, and most have an open and forgiving attitude towards them, 
even those who make infrequent contact. The children’s attitudes to material 
circumstances were realistic, and they mostly regarded themselves as having 
enough, showing awareness and appreciation of their parents’ wish to provide 
for them.  
 
Overall, this research with Pacific sole parents highlights the relational nature 
of the resilience they achieved.  It has done so by identifying the sources of 
strength and support these parents draw upon to meet their challenges, and 
by demonstrating the ways in which they marshal and manage them through 
the networks of intra and extra family relationships they develop and maintain. 
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Policy Issues Arising from the Pakeha, Māori and Pacific 
Reports 

 
The sole parents in this research were selected by community organisations 
that knew them and considered them to have displayed resilience in a range 
of situations recently.  They had all shown they had been able to overcome 
the difficulties and challenges associated with being poor, or having poor 
health, or living in a deprived neighbourhood, or being subject to violence, or 
being subject to discrimination on the basis of factors such as ethnicity, 
sexuality, and/or socioeconomic status.  The study was designed to identify 
the resilience factors that enabled these sole parents to succeed in 
overcoming various obstacles in their lives despite the pressures they faced.  
As with most other studies that focus on sole parents, this study has identified 
stresses and difficulties they were challenged by; but unlike most of them, this 
study focused on the resilience factors that worked for them rather than the 
measurement of failure that is so common to research with sole parents 
(Hawley and DeHaan, 1996, Wolin and Wolin, 1993, Barnard, 1994, Walsh, 
2002, Webber and Boromeo, 2005, Silberberg, 2001).   
 
The focus on resilience was designed to help us better understand:  
 

1. the sorts of activities, behaviours and policies that are more likely to 
enable sole parent families succeed educationally, socially, 
economically, culturally and experience greater wellbeing. 

2. what policy settings could help facilitate these good outcomes and 
greater wellbeing.  

 
Most sole parents bring up children without the immediate emotional and 
financial support of another parent.  Their role in society as parents to 
vulnerable children is very important indeed.  Although many studies point to 
the deficits these families often experience (Hawley and DeHaan, 1996), 
policy settings could more usefully focus on encouraging and incentivising 
resilience.  Such a positive initiative may help remove the stigma participants 
in this research frequently referred to, and enable more sole parent 
households to achieve their goals for their families and flourish in society.  
 

Income support and accessible healthcare  

The income support provided by the Domestic Purposes Benefit (DPB) was 
identified as being an essential provision of income for the sole parents in this 
study, and as such is a fundamental element of provision in a modern social 
democratic state.  While most pointed to the advantages of employment and 
higher incomes, the back stop of the DPB provides security and essential 
income while children are very young and during the downturns in the 
economic cycle that make employment more difficult to obtain.  This basic 
provision by the state connects most sole parents with Work and Income for at 
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least some period and this may offer an important opportunity for creative 
policy initiatives that will be identified later in this section.   
 
The provision of free and accessible healthcare is equally important.  With 
only one earner in their households, either in full time work, part-time work or 
on a benefit, many participants referred to the stresses in their lives and these 
of course can impact on their families’ health.  As an adequate income is 
essential to obtaining safe housing and sufficient food, so are accessible and 
affordable health services essential to enable children to attend and succeed 
at school and for all household members to live comfortably.  Subsidies for the 
services of a general practitioner tend to ebb and flow in New Zealand and 
there is ample research evidence that shows a good proportion of poorer 
people don’t seek appointments with their GP if they consider they can’t afford 
it (e.g., Fancourt, et al., 2010, After Hours Primary Health Care Working Party, 
2005, Ministry of Health, 2001). 
 
Mental health problems, particularly depression, were identified by a number 
of participants as a result of harsh experiences in their lives.  Specialist 
psychiatric services are not always easy to access quickly and efficiently in 
the public health system and yet these services are very important to help 
people with depression manage their and their children’s lives positively and 
effectively. 
 
These basic income and health services of modern welfare states are 
essential for most sole parent families at various times in their lives, and more 
for some than for others.  An important first point of good policy setting is to 
ensure they are available to sole parents efficiently and at a high level of 
quality.  Sole parent households are more vulnerable than most to stress, and 
can thus be prioritised.  It is important that health services be delivered in 
ways that are culturally appropriate and responsive to the needs of different 
populations, such as Māori and Pacific people. 
 

Reorienting Work and Income interaction with sole parents 

While Work and Income was experienced by some as an organisation that 
helped them, participants from each section of the study also reported 
negative and stereotyping interactions from Work and Income staff.  A number 
referred to not being informed about their entitlements and there was a distinct 
difference between their positive feelings towards community organisations 
and their mixed feelings towards Work and Income. 
 
If policy making in this area were to adopt an approach that would enhance 
resilience, then Work and Income staff orientation and management could be 
reoriented to act as useful resources for sole parent families to draw on in 
managing their lives, rather than as simply guardians of the public purse. They 
would still maintain the role of providing income and benefit support, but also 
provide a range of helpful social support alongside employment help. 
 
Because Work and Income is in the unique position of being in contact with so 
many sole parents, they are well placed to pass on really helpful information 
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and enable greater social contact for sole parents.  This research has shown 
that social contact and social capital was a very important resilience factor for 
sole parents, but quite a number lacked this capacity in the early years of 
being a sole parent because of shame, depression or a simple lack of 
confidence.  Work and Income workers could get alongside these clients and 
help provide them with a range of options that could both increase their 
parenting skills and enlarge their social contacts.  
 
They could for example provide a package of “what we offer you” when 
people sign up for the DPB.  It could consist of easily accessible community 
based programmes where sole parents could link, either with other sole 
parents, or with other parents as well to share and learn new skills, build 
supports and develop leisure pursuits together.   
 
Work and Income could renew its image by thickening access to helpful 
community groups and services through packaging attractive up market 
“handy hints” information.  These could provide easy access to a variety of 
organisations ranging from budgeting advice, to which Work and Income 
already refers people, to parenting clubs, babysitting groups, sole parent 
organisations like birthright, organisations encouraging healthy eating and 
exercise, cultural groups and so on.  Work and Income could also offer an 
attractive “annual review package” which draws a number of these services to 
people’s attention again.  They could develop a smart assessment process 
and provide rapid throughput to NGOs and other helpful organisations and 
services. They could consider text messaging as a possibility for a range of 
supports like budgeting tips, “did you know” about entitlements, etc. 
 
Work and Income could help increase sole parents’ capacity to build informal 
networks and to share social and economic resources by linking them 
together in helpful and non-intrusive ways.  They could be facilitated to set up 
their own clubs and cooperate together to achieve what they want for their 
families collectively, rather than dealing with the on-going stress of managing 
alone or with few supports. 
 
Finally, Work and Income could do a lot more to enable people to access their 
entitlements fully and generously.  They would be viewed quite differently if 
they for example, offered coaching in how to access entitlements and deal 
appropriately with Government agencies.  Short of that they could contract 
NGOs to coach sole parents to access information and consider what they are 
entitled to.  After all, all the information is on the web. 
 
All of these initiatives would change the style of Work and Income, but would 
set them alongside sole parents in the role of empowering their capacity and 
resilience.  The development of appropriate styles of working by Work and 
Income is important for all sole parents, but particularly so for those with 
cultural characteristics that differ from the mainstream, such as Māori and 
Pacific clients.  This latter consideration would be helped by an increase in the 
proportion of Māori and Pacific front counter staff to mirror the client 
population.   
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Easily accessible services 

A number of important areas of services were identified in the research which 
needs to be well resourced and easily accessible.  Drug and alcohol 
assistance was noted as an area of need and stopping abuse services 
another.  These services should be prominent in communities and referred to 
as soon as difficulties emerge. 
 
The research also showed a need for relationship support and advice to sole 
parents who may wish to seek it.  This could involve helpful advice on 
personal relationships that prevent the repetition of previous problems like 
violence, parenting advice or problem solving.  The complex issue of relating 
well with a non-custodial parent was another recurrent theme.  Advice or 
programmes that increase sole parents’ capacity to maintain, repair and 
improve relationships with non-custodial parents and family members could 
help many parents and most children in these families.  These services would 
need to be delivered at a high professional standard, but in a non-threatening 
environment such as being attached to an NGO.  As noted below, the 
emerging Whānau Ora initiative provides a framework for the development 
and delivery of such programmes to Māori sole parents and their wider 
whānau.  The Whānau Ora model could also work well for many Pacific sole 
parents, but in many cases it could be better applied through whānau or aiga 
like collectives such as the Pacific churches that featured so prominently in 
the networks of the Pacific sole parents in this study. 
 

Values, beliefs and NGOs 

Values and beliefs were shown in this research to play an important role in 
building a positive and resilient outlook among sole parents of all ethnicities 
represented.  Participants referred to values and beliefs passed on by their 
families and a number found spirituality an important anchor in their lives that 
pulled them away from drug use, alcohol, gangs and the like.  Church based 
spirituality was a particularly strong element in the lives of the Pacific 
participants.  It is not clear how policy can encourage a positive outlook in this 
way, but it is an important finding of this research that values and beliefs 
played a significant role in the development of resilience.  At the very least, it 
is important that policy makers recognise the role of values and beliefs in 
order to be in a position to support initiatives, organisations or institutions that 
serve to foster them positively. 
 
The importance may be recognised in the way counsellors take more 
seriously people’s values of origin and draw upon them to help develop a 
positive outlook and also to encourage spirituality among those people who 
relate positively to it. 
 
Many NGOs carry values.  They were often established with particular values 
in mind and are often more trusted than public service agencies.  The 
participants identified significant NGOs who made a substantial positive 
difference to their values and wellbeing.  There were many, but organisations 
like Birthright and churches stood out. It would be useful for such NGOs to be 
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funded explicitly to work with sole parents to encourage them to identify and 
develop the values that can sustain them and their families.  There is further 
research to be done to understand the other mechanisms that may work for 
sole parents (and others) to identify the values and beliefs that will enrich their 
lives. 
 
Policy developers could also well consider targeting and devolving resources 
from central government to NGOs specifically to support sole parent 
households.  The investment should be seen in the light of the current cost of 
negative social and economic outcomes for many of these families and the 
likely savings from well directed, non-stigmatising, local NGO support.  These 
organisations should be considered broadly and include those that provide 
transport, budgeting services, educational support, housing, libraries, school 
camps, music lessons, sports clubs, etc., that enable a good quality of life and 
a more competitive chance for the children to succeed as well as their peers 
from two parent households. 
 

Whānau Ora and Māori Health Services 

 
The recent introduction by Government of the Whānau Ora programme can 
be expected to be beneficial for Māori sole parents, but also with some 
flexibilities for Pacific sole parents and potentially others as well.  It is a clearly 
culturally-based approach to the provision of services that has its roots in the 
values and beliefs of the Māori communities.  It has been designed to 
empower whānau and families as a whole, rather than separately focusing on 
individual family members and their problems.  Furthermore, it requires 
multiple Government agencies to work together with whānau rather than 
separately with individual family members.   
 
Given the findings in this research that for Māori participants, Māori whānau 
were by far the most significant source of social and economic support for 
them, apart from benefit payments and the health service, it is important to 
tailor services around those values.  As they tended to access the services of 
NGOs less than the other cultural groups, they also benefited less from the 
resources provided by government and other funding dources to those NGOs.  
The Whānau Ora approach is much more likely to enable whānau to get the 
relevant resources to them within the networks they feel comfortable with. 
 
This same principle is illustrated by Māori health providers.  These services 
have grown considerably in New Zealand over the last two decades.  
Although they vary from one community to another, they provide medical and 
social services within the context of Māori communities and their values and 
beliefs.  As with Whānau Ora they offer a recognised means for delivering 
government funded services in Māori ways through Māori communities for 
those who wish to take advantage of them.   
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Education 

As would be expected, education played a major role in enhancing resilience 
and wellbeing among the participants.  The Teen Parenting Units were 
referred to as enabling young mothers to develop positive approaches to their 
and their children’s lives, and improving their educational capacity. Providing 
access to Teen Parenting Units to all teen sole parents would be an effective 
investment.  The Training Incentive Allowance that enabled some of the 
mothers a chance to gain tertiary qualifications was also referred to.  This 
latter allowance has been reduced in recent years. 
 
It is clearly beneficial to support sole parents to take opportunities to improve 
their lives through study and to help their children achieve the same.  A new 
form of sole parent study allowance that would make tertiary study affordable 
would improve educational aspirations in their recipients’ households and 
frequently enable them to move off the benefit once their study is completed.     
 
Investment in organisations that promote the education of parents and 
children in sole parent households can be expected to lift their life 
opportunities and reduce future welfare costs.  Homework clubs, catch-up 
tutoring, the Books in Homes scheme, special science trips, school camps, 
etc., all help children and most of them have costs which sole parents often 
can’t afford to pay. 
 

Employment 

Most sole parents in this study preferred to be employed, and their children 
were very supportive of this, but they named a number of obstacles that they 
considered prevented their being employed.  They primarily wished for 
practical employment hours that did not compromise their responsibilities as 
parents.   
 
The issues around employment were well thought out and referred to: the 
availability of good quality childcare during the full hours of employment and 
the time required for transport to and from the care facilities; the flexibility in 
the labour market to employ sole parents primarily when children are in 
school; the disincentive to work longer because of the abatement rates for the 
DPB; and the lack of tertiary training allowances that enabled them to improve 
their skills and employability. 
 
Free access to childcare has been extended in recent years, but unfortunately 
the availability of good facilities has been less dense in poorer areas.  This 
problem needs to be addressed, as does the hours covered.  Sole parents on 
low incomes have to have coverage for their children for the duration of their 
working hours.  On the other side of the equation there needs to be promotion 
among employers of the advantages of greater flexibility in working hours.  
Sole parents are just one group that need this, older workers are another.  In 
time flexibility in this area will be required for employers just to be able to 
employ sufficient labour for an enterprise.   
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The position of the Pacific parents with respect to level of employment and 
training was worse than appeared to be the case for the Pakeha and Māori 
parents.  This is a disparity that is found at the population level, also.  It is 
important that the relative disadvantage of Pacific people in New Zealand be 
addressed through a stronger emphasis on culturally appropriate and 
incentivised employment and income generating capability initiatives.  Pacific 
sole parents, with their particular needs, should be targeted specifically. 
 

Housing 

Housing is the largest cost for any low income household, and decent and 
affordable housing is essential for sole parent families to feel secure.  Some 
mothers complained about the lack of flexibility in Housing New Zealand 
Corporation (HNZC) to offer shared housing.  Purpose built houses would not 
only lead to cost savings for them, but also address issues of loneliness and 
support.  Not all sole parents would want that, but a number certainly do.  
Social housing could also be better tailored to meet the needs of Māori and 
Pacific sole parents with larger four or more bedroom units where families 
choose to live in higher concentrations of extended family housing, especially 
for Pacific clients.   
 
It is interesting to note that all of the Māori respondents who were raised in a 
state home are now renting a state house themselves.  The respondents 
whose parents owned their own homes, also own their own home now.  This 
suggests social mobility in Māori housing may have become constrained and 
that there is a need to change expectations and people’s sense of hope.  
 
This would be helped by Housing New Zealand Corporation (HNZC) 
developing different social housing products for sole parents for rentals as 
well as home ownership.  Mortgage assistance programmes developed 
specifically for sole parents, combined with educational assistance, could help 
those on high low and low middle incomes.  This would increase the equity of 
access, which is currently denied many sole parent households.   
 
An important area of temporary housing need is the provision of safe houses 
for mothers to escape from family violence with their children.  An alternative 
to this is to provide accommodation for fathers who have been violent to their 
partner and/or children, so the mother and children can remain in their family 
home. 
 

Children 

The areas of policy that have been discussed so far are all directly applicable 
to the wellbeing of the children living in sole parent households.  But this 
research has, through the interviews with children, demonstrated the positive 
contribution that children often make to the resilience of their families.  It is 
therefore important that those who design social policy applicable to this area, 
and those who implement and deliver it, do so in ways that recognise and 
encourage children.   
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They clearly benefit from good health and housing policies, but income 
policies are more complex.  Sole parents struggle endlessly with the dilemma 
of whether to work longer hours and spend less time with their children or 
spend more time with their children and have less money to provide for them.  
This research showed that children in these families often miss out on 
important events that disadvantage them in relation to other children because 
there aren’t the financial resources to go around.  Some of the examples 
referred to were school trips, holidays, access to up-to-date electronic 
equipment, cultural and sports participation and extra educational support.  It 
also showed that quite a number of young people often did not ask for these 
things because they were protecting their parents from further stress.  
 
As noted above, investment in organisations that promote the wellbeing of 
children through educational opportunities, cultural and sporting participation 
and holidays or experiences beyond their own home can be expected to lift 
their life opportunities and reduce future welfare costs.  This type of 
investment should be widely available and easy to access.   
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Appendix 1. Introduction 
 
This qualitative research is a component (Work Stream 8) of the Resilience in 
Vulnerable Sole Parent Families Research Programme developed in New 
Zealand by nine government research providers and the Family Centre Social 
Policy Research Unit.  The overall project is designed to contribute 
significantly to knowledge about sole parents and their families by identifying 
the factors that enhance or impede successful social and economic outcomes 
for the parents, their children and the family as a whole. 
 
The research was funded by The Foundation for Research Science and 
Technology through the Cross-departmental Research Pool.  The following 
agencies contributed to the overall project: the Inland Revenue Department, 
Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Pacific 
Island Affairs, Ministry of Social Development, Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 
Statistics New Zealand, Te Puni Kōkiri and The Families Commission.   
 
New Zealand has one of the highest rates of one parent families in the OECD 
(OECD, 2002, cited in Johnston, 2005:30), with 28 percent of all families with 
children being headed by a sole parent at the time of the 2006 census.  While 
many cope well, sole parents are, on average, more vulnerable than 
partnered parents to poor outcomes across a number of domains, including 
higher rates of hardship, (Jensen, et al., 2006) poorer mental health, (Sarfati 
and Scott, 2001) and greater levels of exposure to violence and other forms of 
victimisation (Morris and Reilly, 2003). Children growing up in sole parent 
families are also, on average, more vulnerable to poor outcomes, partly due to 
the associated low family incomes (Mackay, 2005).  
 
Supporting families who experience periods of sole parenthood to achieve 
good social and economic outcomes is therefore critical to the social and 
economic development of New Zealand.  This research programme aims to 
improve the knowledge base for public policy by: 

 increasing our understanding of vulnerability in sole parent families, 
how it arises, and the extent to which vulnerability across different 
domains causes multiple disadvantage, with particular attention to 
the causes and consequences of multiple changes in partnership 
status over time  

 identifying sources of resilience that enable some vulnerable families 
to achieve good social and economic outcomes, where these might 
include:  

 support from extended family, peers, former partners, etc 

 support from community networks and the state. 

 family processes (dynamics, roles, rituals and practices) 

 education and paid employment 

 identifying social and economic policies and interventions that are 
effective in reducing vulnerability and building resilience. 
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The new knowledge generated is expected to inform participating agencies’ 
policy development and service to achieve more effective targeting of social 
protection and social investment by state agencies for sole parent families.  
Specifically, it is expected to strengthen our knowledge of the degree to which 
effective interventions in one domain (e.g. mental health) can be expected to 
improve outcomes in others (e.g. employment and parenting). It has particular 
relevance to policy development and service delivery planning in relation to: 
 

 Domestic Purposes Benefit  
 initiatives to reduce family violence  
 mental health interventions  
 initiatives to support teen parents’ participation in education 
 early intervention services for families, particularly for very young 

children  
 initiatives to support further education 
 initiatives to support labour market participation, etc 

 
The overall research programme used a number of methods, including a 
literature review aimed at filling particular gaps in our understanding of 
effective policies and interventions, a series of analyses of secondary 
quantitative data, and this qualitative study. 
 
The quantitative analyses provide a nationally representative indication of the 
extent of vulnerability across different domains.  The purpose of this 
qualitative research is to provide a more in-depth perspective on aspects of 
resilience that are not quantified in national surveys and the way in which 
vulnerability and resilience across a full range of domains are interrelated at 
the individual level.   
 
The research programme has eight discrete work streams.  These are: 
 
Work Stream 1:  Literature Review on Approaches and Interventions    
Work Stream 2:  The changing nature of sole parenthood in New Zealand, 
1986-2006 
Work Stream 3: Follow-up study of teenage mothers (subject to ethics 
approval)  
Work Stream 4: The health of New Zealand sole parents and their children 
Work Stream 5:  Sole parenthood and criminal victimisation in New Zealand 
Work Stream 6: Transitions into and out of sole parenthood, and sole parent  
   transitions into and out of employment in New Zealand   
Work Stream 7:  Building a better understanding of vulnerable groups  
Work stream 8:  Qualitative research on vulnerability and resilience in sole  
   parent families. 
 
The quantitative work streams 1 to 7 were planned to be completed first. This 
qualitative work complements them and includes research questions identified 
by those who carried out the quantitative research.  As well as being designed 
with reference to the content of the larger study of which it is a component, it 
is informed also by the literature on family resilience and qualitative family 
research and three New Zealand based studies that each deal with some of 



 44 

the aspects of family resilience covered more comprehensively with regard to 
sole parents in this proposed research.  The three New Zealand studies 
concerned are briefly described next.  The first of these studies is “A national 
mixed methods investigation of troubled children/young people’s pathways to 
resilience” that is being led by Professor Robyn Munford and Dr Jackie 
Sanders of Massey University.  The focus of that study is on the ecological 
resilience of children and young people.  The second study is “Low-income 
lone mothers: a group biography over time” that is being led by Dr Lesley 
Patterson of Massey University.  The focus of that study is the experiences of 
sole parent mothers who are in low paid employment.  While it does not 
directly address the question of resilience, it is likely to produce findings that 
shed light on the achievement of individual resilience by low paid working sole 
mothers when completed.  The third study referred to concerns “Positive 
representations and expressions of parenting by single mothers: A Pacific 
Island perspective” and is led by Dr Rochelle Stewart-Withers (Stewart-
Withers, et al., 2010).  While that study does not present a clear 
conceptualisation of resilience, its findings have provided valuable 
background to the pacific-focused component of this research. 
 
This report covers the theoretical background to the qualitative study, the 
research design and methods used, and three substantive sections in which 
the results and findings are presented from the interviews with the Māori, 
Pacific and Pakeha/European sole parents who participated in the study.  The 
discussion of the theoretical background includes the theoretical rationale for 
the focus on family resilience.  The discussion of the methods used is 
conducted at a level sufficiently broad to apply to the research with all three 
ethnicities represented in the study.  Aspects of methodology that are specific 
to any of the three substantive sections, are discussed in the section or 
sections concerned. 
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Theoretical Background: 
 
This qualitative research is an integrated component of a larger study of 
resilience in vulnerable sole parent families in New Zealand.  The idea of 
family resilience has been developed and applied as a strength based 
alternative to deficit-based models of family responses to stress and difficulty 
(Hawley and DeHaan, 1996), and to the Damage Model based pathologising 
approaches sometimes used in family focused therapy and research (Wolin 
and Wolin, 1993, Barnard, 1994, Walsh, 2002, Webber and Boromeo, 2005).  
In the contemporary field of family focused research, the strengths based 
approach is reflected in an emphasis on family strengths when studying 
negative factors, such as family problems and vulnerabilities (Silberberg, 
2001).   
 
The concept of resilience in relation to human development and wellbeing is 
widely understood to refer to “a dynamic process whereby individuals show 
adaptive functioning in the face of significant adversity” and was introduced 
into the research field of human development in response to growing evidence 
of positive developmental outcomes being achieved in the face of significant 
adversity (Schoon, 2006:6-7).  In this context, the concept was originally 
applied to the individual person (Kalil, 2003) and is well established in the field 
of developmental psychopathology.  Individual resilience, as viewed through 
the lens of developmental psychopathology, is understood as a 
developmental outcome of the influence of “the range of biological, 
psychological and sociological factors that shape human experience” (Kazdin, 
1997:376).  In the individual resilience literature, risk and protective factors 
have a dual nature, such that a factor that is currently protective might 
become a risk factor in future (and vice versa) due to changes in contextual 
factors (e.g., biological, psychological and sociological) and the individual’s 
developmental stage (Hawley and DeHaan, 1996).   
 
The extension of the concept of resilience from the individual level to the 
family level has been accompanied by discussion about the extent to which 
family resilience is a property of individual family members, a property of the 
family as a group as a whole, or as a property of both (Hawley and DeHaan, 
1996).  Hawley and DeHaan (1996) argue for the latter and develop a 
definition of family resilience that draws on the dual nature understanding of 
risk factors and protective factors that characterises the individual focus of 
developmental psychopathology, and on the positive focus on protective 
factors that characterises the work of those who view family resilience as a 
group or family property.   
 
If individual resilience can be understood as an individual response to risk 
factors that is conditioned by biological, psychological and sociological factors, 
so, too can collective or group resilience – of which the family resilience is one 
instance – be understood as a collective response to risk factors that is 
conditioned by individual factors pertaining to group (or family) members.   
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Hawley and DeHaan propose the following definition of family resilience 
based on an integration of the individual resilience and family resilience 
literatures: 
 

“Family resilience describes the path a family follows as it adapts and 
prospers in the face of stress, both in the present and over time. 
Resilient families respond positively to these conditions in unique ways, 
depending on the context, developmental level, the interactive 
combination of risk and protective factors, and the family's shared 
outlook.” (Hawley and DeHaan, 1996:293). 
 

Some recent research suggests that the number of negative events a person 
experiences may be another source of resilience: those who experience some 
lifetime adversity may have better mental health and well-being outcomes 
than not only people with a high history of adversity but also than people with 
no history of adversity. (Seary 2010) 
 
This possibility of interrelatedness between individual and family level 
responses to risk factors is supported by McCubbin and McCubbin (1993), 
Silliman (1994), Walsh (1996 and 2002), and Simon, et al., 2005, among 
others, and reflected in recent Australian research (Geggie, et al., 2000, and 
Webber and Boromeo, 2005).  This interrelatedness is reflected in at least 
three models or conceptual frameworks of family strength and resilience:  The 
Family Circumplex Model (Olsen, McCubbin, et al., 1986); The Family 
Strengths Model (Stinnett and DeFrain, 1985, and DeFrain, 1999); and The 
Family Resilience Framework (Walsh, 2002).  The Family Circumplex Model 
focuses on the three dimensions of cohesion, flexibility, and communication.  
The Family Strengths Model incorporates the six qualities of commitment, 
appreciation and affection, positive communication, time together, spiritual 
wellbeing, and the ability to cope with stress and crisis.  Finally, the Family 
Resilience Framework has the three broad family resilience dimensions of 
belief systems, organisational patterns, and communication processes.  There 
is clearly considerable overlap and agreement between the three frameworks, 
with each reflecting a clear understanding of family strength or resilience as 
an attribute that is dependent upon combinations of multiple factors.  
Conceptualised thus, resilience is a latent construct (Runyan, et al., 1998:283) 
or variable (Netuveli, et al., 2006) that is measured through proxy manifest 
variables and not observed or measured directly.3 
 
For the purposes of this research, Walsh’s family resilience framework 
provides a particularly useful template because it has been developed with an 
explicit focus on family resilience following detailed engagement in the 
process of establishing relational resilience as a concept that is distinct from 
individual resilience (Walsh, 1996).  In Walsh’s framework, family resilience is 
systemic and relational, with the focus on “interactional processes that must 
be understood in ecological and developmental context” (Walsh, 1996:261-

                                            
3  The latent quality of resilience has implications for recruitment criteria and procedures as 
will be discussed later. 
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262).  Relational resilience is a property of a collective, functioning unit, such 
as a family, and:  

 “involves organizational patterns, communication and problem-
solving processes, community resources, and affirming belief 
systems.  Of particular importance is a narrative coherence that 
assists members in making meaning of their crisis experience 
and builds collaboration, competence, and confidence in 
surmounting family challenges.” (Ibid.).   

Walsh’s elaboration of key processes in family resilience, organised around 
the three dimensions of his framework (Belief Systems, Organisational 
Patterns, and Communication Processes), is outlined in Figure 1.  A family’s 
resilience is marked by its collective success in meeting and overcoming 
challenges and crises.  Consequently, the lessons to be learnt from a study of 
family resilience are lessons of strength, coping and success through 
collective strength, rather than lessons of family damage and dysfunction.  It is 
important to remember that the idea of resilience is only meaningful in relation 
to the existence of adverse circumstances which are, to varying degrees, 
external to the individuals, families, or other entities, that face them. (Some 
events, such as the severe illness of a child, the death of a spouse, or partner 
addictions and mental illness are challenges and crises internal to the family, 
and they also test resilience.)  With this in mind, it is important to also 
remember that a family’s resilience to adverse circumstances can be assisted 
and supported by factors that are external to it, such as support services, 
schools, health services, income support, housing and childcare, for example.  
Part of a family’s resilience, then, can be attributed to its collective success in 
engaging with and using such forms of external support and assistance as are 
available. 
 
In this study, the application of Walsh’s therapeutically oriented framework 
focuses on the individual and combined contributions of the framework’s three 
dimensions to sole parent families achieving positive social and economic 
outcomes.  In this regard, educational achievement and the development of 
social and cultural capital are key factors that are covered specifically by 
components five and six of Walsh’s framework (see Figure 1) which deal with 
the areas of connectedness and social and economic resources under the 
domain of Organisational Patterns.  While the focus of Walsh’s framework is 
on intra-family relationships and dynamics, its inclusion of the areas of 
connectedness and social and economic resources assumes engagement 
with external entities, including sources of support and assistance, as noted 
above.  Consequently, this framework has been applied in a way that 
recognises the existence of sources of resilience both inside and outside the 
family and the interviews covered the families’ use of the following types of 
external social and economic resources:  
 

 Educational services (parents 
and children) 

 Health services 

 Childcare 

 Transport 

 Drug and alcohol services 

 Housing support 

 Parenting/relationship support 

 income (DPB levels, abatement 
regimes) 

 mortgage loan assistance 

 budgeting advice 
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Figure 1.  Key Processes in Family Resilience  

Belief Systems 
1. Making meaning of adversity 

 Affiliative value: resilience as relationally based 
 Family life cycle orientation: normalise, contextualise adversity and distress 
 Sense of coherence: crisis as meaningful, comprehensible, manageable 

challenge 
 Appraisal of crisis, distress and recovery: facilitative vs. constraining beliefs 

2. Positive outlook 
 Hope, optimistic view: confidence in overcoming odds 
 Courage and encouragement: focus on strengths and potential 
 Active initiative and perseverance (can-do spirit) 
 Master the possible: accept what cannot be changed 

3. Transcendence and spirituality 
 Larger values, purpose: future goals and dreams 
 Spirituality: faith, communion, rituals 
 Inspiration: envision new possibilities: creativity 
 Transformation: learning and growth from adversity 

Organisational Patterns 
4. Flexibility 

 Capacity to change: rebound, reorganise, adapt to fit challenges over time 
 Counterbalanced by stability: continuity, dependability through disruption 

5. Connectedness 
 Mutual support, collaboration and commitment 
 Respect individual needs, differences and boundaries 
 Strong leadership: nurture, protect, guide children and vulnerable family 

members 
o Varied family forms: cooperative parenting/caregiving teams 
o Couple/co-parental relationships: equal partners 

 Seek reconnection, reconciliation of troubled relationships 
6. Social and economic resources 

 Mobilise extended kin and social support: models and mentors 
 Build community networks 
 Build financial security: balance work-family strains 

Communication Processes 
7. Clarity 

 Clear consistent messages (word and actions) 
 Clarify ambiguous information: truth seeking and truth speaking 

8. Open emotional sharing 
 Share range of feelings (joy and pain: hopes and fears) 
 Mutual empathy: tolerance for differences 
 Responsibility for own feelings, behaviour: avoid blaming 
 Pleasurable interactions: humour 

9. Collaborative problem solving 
 Creative brainstorming: resourcefulness 
 Shared decision making and conflict resolution: negotiation, fairness, 

reciprocity 
 Focus on goals: take concrete steps: build on success: learn from failure 
 Proactive stance: prevent problems: avert crises; prepare for future 

challenges 

(Walsh, 2002) 
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The mobilisation of these sources of support is examined by investigating the 
relationships between Belief Systems, Organisational Patterns, and 
Communication Processes, and, in particular, the contributions of Belief 
Systems and Communication Processes to the development and 
maintenance of Organisational Patterns that enable, support, and enhance 
the development and maintenance of the social and cultural capital that is so 
important for achieving positive social and economic outcomes. 
 
In view of the developmental and ecological contexts in which relational 
resilience is achieved, and the importance of relationships, networks, 
narrative, and meaning systems, the study of family resilience is ideally suited 
to the application of qualitative research methods (Fraser, et al., 1999:13).  
While quantitative methods certainly have their place in studies of family 
resilience, and have been used to study organisational and communication 
patterns (Walsh, 1996), they require sufficient numbers of participants to 
support robust statistical analysis.  In a study such as this, with constraints 
upon numbers of participants and strong focus on exploring areas such as 
family belief systems, meaning systems, narrative processes, and different 
cultural practices, qualitative methods are entirely appropriate.   
 
A further consideration pertinent to this research is the strong representation 
of Māori and Pacific families in the study and the associated need to take 
seriously the issues of cultural perspectives, cultural etiquette and protocols 
as well as the issue of language.  The need for careful analysis of the 
research process with its power issues is increasingly coming under scrutiny 
across the range of social research in New Zealand (Te Awe Kotuku, 1991, 
Teariki, Spoonley & Tomoana 1992, Tamasese. 1994) Tupuola 1993, 
Tamasese, Peteru and Waldegrave 1997 and Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave 
and Bush, 2005) raise the specific need for culturally appropriate research 
methods when researches are carried out with Māori and Pacific communities.  
This extends the concept of resilience in this study to include cultural factors 
alongside individual and family ones.  The research method must give central 
place to the world views of the participants if it is to reflect authentically their 
concepts and their experiences.  The critical concern is to provide a research 
process and context in which Māori and Pacific participants can express their 
own experiences, opinions and understandings using their own language, be 
it English, Māori or a Pacific language from their own world views. 
 

Other similar studies, such as those carried out in Australia by Geggie, et al. 
(2000), Webber and Boromeo (2005), and in Brazil by Yunes (2007), have 
used a grounded theory, inductive approach, based on the argument that they 
were exploratory rather than theory driven.  However, as the foregoing 
discussion makes clear, the understanding of relational resilience that informs 
this research carries with it a definite theoretical underpinning.  As Hanna and 
Guthrie (2001) found, it can be problematic to mix a clear theoretical 
underpinning with an inductive grounded approach because the theoretical 
presuppositions have a strong tendency to influence the researcher’s initial 
engagement with the data.  In their study of parents and adolescents (Hanna 
and Guthrie, 2001) they reverted to a deductive manifest analysis from the 
grounded, inductive approach they had originally tried to use.  In this study, 
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therefore, a sequence of manifest and latent analysis is used with the initial 
manifest, coding and analysis being explicitly informed by the theoretical 
framework, and the subsequent latent coding and analysis allowing for an 
inductive approach to facilitate the identification of protective factors and 
processes that might not be suggested by the framework.  Details of the 
research design will be described in the next section. 
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Research design 

Research questions 

The research was designed to address three specific research questions 
 

1. What are the intra-family dynamics, processes and behaviours that 
show positive adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

2. What are the external and internal resources that help enable positive 
adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

3. What are family-based dynamics, processes and behaviours that 
facilitate effective engagement with external resources that help enable 
positive adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

 

These questions are addressed in the research through in-depth interviews 
using questions designed to obtain from adult and child respondents, by 
narrative means, information about their life histories and experiences as 
heads or members of sole parent families both in and out of work.  Analysis 
has focused on the repeating themes in the responses of sole parents and 
their children that identify the source of their resilience and ability to achieve 
good social and economic outcomes. 

The unit of analysis 

As the purpose of this research is to investigate family resilience as a 
relational phenomenon rather than an individual one, the unit of analysis 
should, ideally, be the family rather than the individual.  Daly (2007) identifies 
three possibilities in the context of family research: (1) using the individual as 
the unit of analysis to obtain individual family member narratives about the 
family; (2) using the couple as a unit of analysis in order to more directly 
understand “the relational aspects of family dynamics”; and (3) family 
experience as a focus of analysis, often studied through in-depth interviews 
with different family members.   
 
As this is a study of single parents who live with their children, using the 
couple as the unit of analysis is not appropriate.  A focus on family 
experience, however, is very appropriate because it addresses directly the 
relational basis of family resilience and can be applied to any family form, 
including the single parent form.  Consequently, the unit of analysis for this 
research is the family as a relational entity, rather than the individuals within it.  
Information about the relational entity of the family was obtained from selected 
members; primarily the custodial sole parent; the non-custodial parent, when 
appropriate or safe; and selected children aged between seven and fifteen.  
Thus, while the sources of information were individual family members, the 
information sought was about the stories, traditions, challenges, and 
achievements of the family.  Where outcomes of family resilience are 
represented by achievements pertaining to individual members, the research 
has focused, not on the characteristics of the individual concerned, alone, but 
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on the family level processes and relationships that supported the 
achievement.   
 
The inclusion of the child’s voice is important for learning about family 
experience, and particularly so in the case of single parent families, where the 
child or children are more clearly in the role of significant other than might 
necessarily be the case in two parent families.  As Ridge (2003) argues, a lot 
has been written about families, but there is very little research on children’s 
experience of family in their own voice.  If family resilience is a relational 
property of the family group to which all members are potential contributors, 
then it is appropriate to include child members of the family among those 
potential contributors and include their voices in the study. 

The sample 

The target sample for this study was 60 sole parent families comprised of 20 
with a Māori sole parent, 20 with a Pacific sole parent, and 20 with a 
Pakeha/European sole parent.  The decision to focus this study on sole parent 
families from European, Māori, and Pacific backgrounds was based on 
balancing available resources with meeting the greatest need.  Census data 
show that 22 percent of European mothers are sole mothers.  Comparable 
proportions for Māori and Pacific mothers are 44 percent and 32 percent 
respectively.  In numerical terms, the majority of children living in sole parent 
families in New Zealand are represented in those headed by European, Māori 
and Pacific sole parents. 4 
 
Interviews were to be conducted with each of the 60 custodial sole parents 
and with 30 of their children (10 with a Māori sole parent, 10 with a Pacific 
sole parent and 10 with a Pakeha/European sole parent) aged between seven 
and fifteen.  These ages were chosen because they align developmentally 
with levels three and four of Piaget’s four levels of development (Gardener, 
1974), which are characterised by a developing capacity to view and reflect 
objectively on their surroundings and situation – an important capacity for 
those being interviewed in this research.5  Where possible, a small number of 
non-custodial parents were also to be interviewed. 
 
The target sample size of 60 families, involving about 90 interviews, was 
considered appropriate in terms of both the budget available for this research, 
ability to incorporate the range of family composition categories outlined 
above, and enable the inclusion of sole parent families representing a range 
of life and family course stages and having experienced a range of periods in 
New Zealand’s recent political, social and economic history. 

                                            
4  Source: Statistics New Zealand, 2006 Census of Population and Dwellings, unpublished 

tables. 
5  Level three, from ages seven to eleven, is termed the “concrete operations period” during 
which children begin to understand causation, to more objectively view the universe, and 
begin to understand why physical events occur.  Level four, from ages eleven to fifteen, is 
termed the “formal operations period” during which children can engage in thought that is 
independent of actions they see or perform, project past, present and future conditions of a 
problem, hypothesise about what may occur under different conditions, and engage in 
problem solving mental operations. (Gardener, 1974; Abrams and Ramsey, 2007) 
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The 60 families were  identified as having demonstrated resilience through 
their known success in having overcome the difficulties and challenges 
associated with their situation such as: being sole parents; being poor; having 
poor health; living in deprived neighbourhoods; being subject to violence; 
being subject to discrimination on the basis of factors such as ethnicity, 
sexuality, and/or socioeconomic status.  The multidimensional nature of 
relational resilience suggests an attribute that is subject to change as the 
factors that contribute to it change over time; stronger at some times and 
weaker at others.  Consequently, resilience is best understood as existing on 
a spectrum rather than as a dichotomy between resilience and non-resilience.  
In seeking to identify resilient families, then, the emphasis was upon 
identifying families at the higher end of the resilience spectrum, as judged by 
those people and organisations who knew them.  The large majority of 
custodial sole parents are women and this is reflected in the composition of 
the sample.   
 
Ethnicity was self-defined by the sole parent, and respondents with multiple 
ethnic background were assigned to the ethnic category they considered their 
main or primary ethnicity.  While information about the interplay of different 
ethnic and cultural traditions, values and practices were of interest, the 
research does not deal directly with the issue of “family ethnicity”.6   
 
A target total of 90 people were to be recruited and interviewed.  The 
composition of the sample for each of the three parental ethnicities and 
resilience criteria was as follows: 

 Seven families whose children are aged less than seven, in which only 
the parent was interviewed. 

 Seven families with a child aged from seven to ten, in which the parent 
and that child was interviewed. 

 Six families with a child aged from eleven to fifteen, in which the parent 
and that child were interviewed. 

The identification and selection process was guided by the resilience factors 
indicated by Walsh’s family resilience framework that was outlined in Figure 1. 
and the demonstration of positive social and economic outcomes.   
 
The final sample recruited and interviewed was as follows:  

Ethnicity Custodial parents Non-
custodial 
parents 

Children 
aged 7 to 
10 

Children 
aged 11 
to 15 

Total 

Māori 18 female 2 male 3 male 4 5 32 

Pacific 20 0 5 6 31 

Pakeha 20 0 6 7 33 

Total 60 3 15 18 96 

                                            
6  The task of developing an understanding of family ethnicity is very much a work in progress.  
Work carried out in New Zealand by Callister, et al. (2007 and 2008) illustrates the difficulties 
associated with the concept, particularly for families in which parents are of different 
ethnicities.  In view of the very tentative nature of the concept of family ethnicity, this research 
will work at the level of custodial parent ethnicity, in the first instance. 
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Recruitment 

Families that met the resilience-related criteria outlined above were identified 
by Māori, Pacific and Pakeha members of the research team through their 
contacts in the communities concerned and with the assistance also of 
organisations of care and support such as Family Start, Plunket, Birthright, Te 
Kohanga Reo, Birthright, Aoga Amata, Pacific churches, Pacific community 
networks and organisations, and marae.  The community knowledge of the 
researchers and these organisations was vital for the identification of sole 
parent families considered to be either higher or lower on the resilience 
spectrum.  Recruitment of Pakeha and Pacific participants took place in the 
Wellington, Horowhenua and Manawatu regions, while Māori participants 
were recruited in the Wellington and Marlborough regions. 
 
Potential participants were provided with information about the research and 
what they were expected to contribute through their interview.  Those who 
agreed to participate were compensated for any travel costs involved and 
receive a further token of appreciation in cash.  Interviewees were required to 
acknowledge their consent to take part by signing a consent form.  The 
content of the information sheet and consent form were decided in 
consultation with the Ministry of Health Multi-region Ethics Committee which 
provided ethical approval for the study to be carried out.   

Interviews 

Interviews were guided by a semi-structured question line which was 
developed in three stages, as described below. 
 
The first stage involved consultations between the members of this qualitative 
research team and members of the team that carried out the quantitative 
component of this overall project.  The purpose of that consultation was to 
ensure that areas identified by the quantitative research team as requiring 
further investigation by qualitative means were integrated into the content of 
the qualitative component and contribute to defining its scope from an early 
stage. 
 
The second stage involved a meeting of members of the qualitative research 
team to decide upon the overall scope and content of the qualitative study, 
taking into account the content suggested by the quantitative component and 
their knowledge of their communities.   
 
The third stage involved refinement of the qualitative interview schedule and 
having it reviewed by members of the overall project and ad hoc advisory 
groups drawn from the Māori, Pacific and Pakeha communities.  The 
members of the advisory groups were drawn from the three communities in 
the greater Wellington area with which the researchers had the closest and 
most frequent contact. 
 
The Māori advisory group consisted of the Māori member of the research 
team and marae-based kaumatua/elders who possessed a wide range of 
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experience and understanding in working with Māori communities.  They were 
selected for their range of expertise and knowledge of Māori communities, te 
reo Māori, tikanga Māori, and a broad experience of Māori community 
engagement.  The committee’s primary purpose was to ensure appropriate 
kaupapa Māori principles and tikanga/practices were followed in the research 
process for their communities.  They provided advice on networking and other 
issues when needed by our research team. 
 
The Pacific advisory group consisted of the Pacific members of the research 
team and Pacific community and church leaders with experience of working 
with Pacific communities, and knowledge of their languages, conditions, and 
challenges.   
 
The Pakeha/European advisory group consisted of the Pakeha members of 
the research team and three representatives from service and church-based 
organisations involved and experienced in the provision of support to 
Pakeha/European sole parent families. 
 
The interviews were guided by a question line that broadly covered the three 
dimensions of Walsh’s Family Resilience Framework: belief systems; 
organisational patterns; and communication processes that were described in 
greater detail earlier (see Figure 1).  As well as being informed by Walsh’s 
Family Resilience Framework, the question line also included questions and 
prompts designed to address questions raised by the quantitative components 
of this research programme, as noted earlier.  The broad outline of the 
interviews with parents is summarised below: 
 

1. Life history and experiences 
 Childhood 
 Parents 
 Making a living 
 Education 
 Health 
 Family structure and experiences 
 Social relationships beyond the family 
 Key life change events 
 Family Values 

2. Pathways to sole parenthood 
 Age 
 Situation at the time 
 Contributing events 
 Effects on their lives 
 Reactions of significant others 

3. Current circumstances 
 Family structure and relationships 
 Social relationships beyond the family 
 Key life change events 
 Family values 
 Health 
 Making a living 
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 Barriers and challenges 
 Sources of support 

4. Meeting challenges 
 Challenges 
 Values 
 Communication within the family/household 
 Sources of support outside the immediate household or family 
 Final reflection on sources of support 

 
The interview schedule for parents was piloted before being used in interviews 
with research participants. 
 
Interviews with children used a question line that covered the following areas: 
 

1. Family life 
2. Role of their non-resident parent 
3. Wider family and social support 
4. Social relationships and networks 
5. Perceptions of family wellbeing and health 
6. Their neighbourhood 
7. Access to material resources and possessions 
8. Importance to them of their parent being employed 
9. Experience of childcare 
10. School lives 
11. Social and academic experiences at school 
12. Whether things getting better or worse for them 

 
Information was obtained from respondents by narrative means as they spoke 
about their life histories and experiences as sole parent families both in and 
out of work.  The Family Centre researchers, through their therapeutic work, 
are experienced and well versed in conducting interviews with families, 
parents and children.  The interviewers were experienced Māori, Pacific and 
Pakeha (European) fieldworkers who interviewed respondents belonging to 
their own ethnic group. 
 
The question line provided a guide for the interviews and served to ensure 
that the necessary areas were covered.  In many interviews respondents 
spoke about some matters before being asked.  This occurred naturally in the 
course of the flow of their narrative, and it was left to the interviewer’s 
discretion whether or not they returned to matters that had already been 
covered when the interview reached the question concerned on the question 
line.  The interviews were audio recorded and subsequently transcribed 
verbatim for analysis. 

Analysis 

Analysis of the qualitative data was undertaken by Māori, Pacific and Pakeha 
members of the research team.  Oversight and conduct of the primary 
analysis and interpretation of data from Māori families and Pacific families has 
been the responsibility of Māori and Pacific researchers, respectively.  The 
results and findings from analysis of the interviews with each of the three 
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ethnicities are presented separately in this report, and then drawn together 
and integrated in a concluding section.  The concluding integration has been 
conducted by the full research team.  The detailed cultural knowledge of the 
Māori and Pacific researchers has been vital to ensuring that the interpretation 
of research findings pertaining to those populations is congruent with their 
own cultural norms, values and dynamics rather than the norms, values and 
dynamics of the dominant (Pakeha) culture. 
 
Data analysis has followed a categorisation strategy in which interview 
transcripts underwent two stages of coding: 
 
1. Manifest coding (David, et al.,2004: 204) according to interview schedule 

areas of questioning and a coding scheme developed in parallel to the 
questionnaire development; 

2. Latent coding (Ibid.) according to themes that researchers develop as they 
engage with the transcript data, guided by the family resilience framework7, 
the quantitative research and the wider literature. 

 
The coding process focused on the following questions: 
 

 What are the repeating themes in the responses sole parents give 
when identifying the source of their resilience and ability to achieve 
good social and economic outcomes?  

 What are the repeating themes in the responses the children of sole 
parents give when identifying the source of their resilience and ability to 
achieve good social and economic outcomes? 

 What are the intra-family dynamics, processes and behaviours that 
show positive adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

 What are the external and internal resources that help enable positive 
adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

 What are family-based dynamics, processes and behaviours that 
facilitate effective engagement with external resources that help enable 
positive adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

 
The manifest coding process was informed by the family resilience framework 
outlined above and focused upon the identification, description and analysis of 
the respondents’ narratives around the broad areas of belief systems, 
organisational patterns, and communication in the achievement of positive 
social and economic outcomes that the question-lines was designed to obtain.  
The manifest coding scheme was clearly structured according to Walsh 
framework that is detailed in Figure 1, with the addition of codes relating to 
respondents’ relationships with external agencies and support providers and 
to respondents’ views about the effectiveness of the support and programs 
provided.  The manifest coding scheme also included identifiers for case 
family, gender, age, ethnicity, and other demographic and socioeconomic 
markers and factors for resilience, such as education and income. 

                                            
7  See Figure 1.  
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The latent coding process brought an inductive approach to the transcript 
material following its categorisation during the process of manifest coding.  
Codes were developed both to represent themes and sub-themes explicitly 
linked to the manifest codes, and to represent new themes and sub-themes 
that were not explicitly or obviously linked to the manifest codes.  The latent 
coding process integrated the elements of the framework, including the role(s) 
of external support factors, to provide coherent accounts of the 
interrelationships between the elements of the framework, including external 
sources of support for individual families, by ethnicity, by family type, and by 
other types of differentiation identified as significant during the latent coding 
and analysis process. 
 
Transcript coding and data analysis was assisted by use of the qualitative 
data analysis programme, QSR NVivo, as appropriate.  Transcripts of each of 
the three ethnicities were coded and analysed independently by one 
researcher from each ethnicity.  Because of this a systematic assessment of 
inter-coder reliability was not considered necessary. 
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Appendix 2. Pakeha Sole Parent Families: Results and 
Findings 
 

Introduction 

The twenty Pakeha sole parent families were identified and recruited with the 
assistance of Birthright and the Hutt Valley Teen Parent Unit as well as a 
snowball approach through the researchers’ community networks in the 
greater Wellington area.  The parents interviewed were all mothers; they 
represented a wide range of backgrounds and experiences, and their ages 
ranged from 17 to 57.  The younger participants had generally become sole 
parents while still at school, or shortly thereafter.  In some cases older 
participants (aged 30 and over) had also become sole parents while still at 
school, others a few years after having left school, and some after fairly long 
periods of partnership or marriage. 
 
A common theme among the participants was an unsettled childhood, and for 
13 of the 20, their parents had separated while they were children, while 
another’s mother died when she was 8 and her father could not cope.  
Experience of sexual abuse within the family of origin prior to becoming a 
parent was spoken of by three respondents and emotional abuse by one. 
 
13 of the 20 had been in a relationship with the father of their child(ren) before 
becoming sole parents.  These tended to be the older ones, except for three 
aged 30, 46, and 52, respectively, who had become pregnant to men with 
whom they had no on going relationship.  In all cases the mothers reported 
the relationships with fathers were ended by the mothers in response to a 
range of behavioural factors such as: infidelity; drug and alcohol abuse; 
controlling behaviour; conduct disorders; mental ill-health; abusive behaviour; 
general un-supportiveness. 
 
In most of the cases of separation, respondents expressed their sorrow and 
spoke about the efforts they had made to make things work.  Respondents of 
all ages displayed considerable commitment to improving their situation and 
providing good lives for their children.  Younger respondents who were 
involved with the Teen Parent Unit were committed to programmes of training 
leading to vocational opportunities.  
 
Older respondents were often in situations of part-time work supplemented by 
benefit payments.  Their finances were tight, as a consequence, but they felt it 
was important to be available for their children, and full time work would have 
made this difficult.  Difficulties associated with full time work were also 
connected to the uneven availability and affordability of child care.  The 
availability of training allowances for parents on the Domestic Purposes 
Benefit (DPB) had been very important for some respondents.   
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The mothers varied in the extent to which they were self-reliant or inclined to 
access outside support.  Those who described themselves as self-reliant were 
less likely to identify support from agencies and other support organisations 
as being important to them, but all in one way or another had maintained 
relationships with their families.  In some cases, relationships with parents and 
extended family had been re-established by the mothers following a period of 
estrangement. 
 
Mothers often spoke of their efforts to maintain relationships with the families 
of their children’s father/s, even when contact with the fathers was still 
problematic.  Mothers, including the self-reliant, indicated awareness of the 
importance of establishing and maintaining relationships with community 
entities that were of benefit to their children, such as sports clubs, scouts and 
guides, church groups, and their schools. 
 
Churches were important sources of support and community for some, but not 
for all of the mothers.  However, overcoming drug abuse was likely to have 
been achieved with the support of a church community.  Organisations such 
as Birthright, Plunket, Salvation Army, Women’s Refuge, Born to Learn, and 
Naku Enei Tamariki were identified as important sources of support.  
Government agencies such as Work and Income were viewed equivocally, 
with respondents commonly saying that the level of support available 
depended to a great extent on the person they got to speak to. 
 
In some cases the degree of resilience displayed by the respondents could be 
seen to bear some relationship to characteristics and values displayed by their 
parents and families of origin, such as self-reliance, good relationships with 
others, and good social capital.  But in others, the respondents seemed to 
have achieved success in spite of their background, by possessing strength of 
character and a social awareness of how things work that helped them 
assemble the elements of success, such as educational and vocational 
qualifications. 
 
This report of the results and findings from interviews with Pakeha sole 
parents and their children is structured under the following broad categories: 
Becoming a sole parent; Challenges faced; Coping as a sole parent.   
 
Each mother is identified in the text by a pseudonym and in some cases 
incomplete descriptions of their situations have been reported to minimise the 
risk of them being identified by readers who might know them. 
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Results 

Becoming a sole parent 

 
The pathways by which the mothers participating in this study became sole 
parents varied from unintended pregnancy to widowhood.  As might be 
expected, the nature of the pathways tended to be more diverse among the 
older mothers than the younger ones and the brief descriptions that follow are, 
accordingly, arranged in age group clusters. 
 
The youngest four, Tracey aged 17, Melanie aged 18, Kylie aged 19 and 
Rebecca aged 20 all became pregnant while still at school.  The two 30 year 
old mothers, Michelle and Heather, had followed similar pathways, each 
having had their first child with a boyfriend at ages 16 and 19 respectively.  
Each had been in a relationship with the father of their child which lasted 5 
and 7 years, respectively until ended by the mothers in response to partner 
infidelity and abusive behaviour. 
 
Three other mothers, Mary aged 32, Belinda aged 34 and May aged 35, had 
followed rather different pathways.  Mary became single due to the death of 
her husband after six years of marriage.  Belinda became single after 12 
difficult years of marriage.  May became pregnant at 29 while single and 
established in a career; the father has no involvement with her child. 
 
Nine of the mothers were in their 40s, Glenda aged 40, Pauline, Magda and 
Gloria aged 41, Jenny aged 42, Philippa aged 43, Karla aged 44, and Judith 
and April aged 46.  All had been married or in a partnership at some stage 
before becoming sole parents.  Although the details of their pathways differed, 
all had ended their relationships with the fathers of their children due to 
difficulties resulting from incompatibility and financial stress, and the men’s 
problems with such issues as infidelity; abuse; and drug and alcohol use.   
 
Two of the mothers were in their 50’s, Margaret aged 52 and June aged 57.  
Margaret had her son when aged 27 and single.  She married ten years later, 
but not to the father of her son.  The relationship was damaged by 
employment problems and her husband’s controlling behaviour towards her.  
She ended the marriage after about 12 years.  June became a sole parent 
when her female partner left her seven years ago after 14 years together.  
The mother of her child was her former partner and the father a sperm donor 
friend. 
 
In most cases the sole mothers who participated in this research became sole 
parents as a result of them having ended the relationships or marriages they 
had with the fathers of their children.  Exceptions to this were the younger 
mothers who had not been in established relationships when they became 
pregnant, and an older mother who was widowed.  One common theme of the 
relationships that were ended was the behaviour of the fathers, as perceived 
and experienced by the sole mothers, which included infidelity; drug and 
alcohol abuse; controlling behaviour; conduct disorders; mental ill-health; 
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abusive behaviour; and general un-supportiveness.  Another common theme 
was the sorrow that most mothers expressed about having to make the 
decision to leave their husbands or partners.  Underlying the stories of these 
mothers and their families are episodes of misfortune, challenge that they 
have faced with a strong sense of purpose and concern to do the best they 
can for their children.   
 
It should be emphasised here that although this research is about the 
resilience of sole parents when they are sole parents, the stories that illustrate 
why they became sole parents suggest that the act of becoming one could in 
most cases also be viewed as an example of their resilience in the face of 
challenge. 
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Challenges faced 

The challenges faced by the respondents as sole parents were identified with 
the following areas: health (including drug and alcohol abuse); relationships 
(including the lack of another adult to share daily parenting tasks); income; 
and victimisation and abuse.  Challenges in the areas of health, income and 
relationships were the most widespread, with 15 of the mothers identifying 
challenges associated with health, eight with relationships and seven with 
income.  Five mothers identified episodes of abuse and victimisation in their 
pasts. Some also identified lack of education as an impediment. 
 

Health 

Health related challenges covered the areas of physical health, mental health, 
learning related conditions and drug use.   
 

Physical health 

Issues with physical health were almost all associated with their children, 
while mental health challenges were mostly associated with the mothers.  
Apart from the common childhood illnesses that provide temporary challenges 
to most parents, several mothers identified specific, more enduring conditions 
such as cerebral palsy in the case of Mary’s twins, club feet in the case of 
both of Gloria’s sons and a succession of problems for one of Judith’s sons. 
 
Jenny’s and Karla’s children had asthma which both associated with being 
cold.  Jenny attributed hers specifically to their cold housing:  
 

It’s freezing. And I’ve got heaters and dehumidifiers. And I worry. I worry 
a lot about them being sick.  And how the home’s not good enough for 
them. But where on earth could we move to…? (Jenny) 

 
Three mothers identified specific issues of physical health for themselves: 
Magda had hypothyroid and bronchial problems from smoking, and Margaret 
had a physical breakdown in conjunction with her depression, both of which 
are discussed below.  Judith experienced gall bladder problems, which have 
now been cured, but which caused her severe difficulties at the time. 

Mental health 

The most common form of mental health problem identified was depression 
experienced by the mothers themselves.  Eight mothers from across the age 
range spoke about this.  In the cases of the two younger mothers who 
suffered from depression, it preceded pregnancy for Rebecca, and followed 
pregnancy for Kylie, who linked it to difficulties in her relationship coupled with 
not having received counselling for the rape that caused her pregnancy. 
 
For the older mothers depression was associated with various factors, 
including separation, childbirth, or other events in their lives.  Belinda, Judith 
and Margaret all linked their episodes of depression to the feelings of loss and 
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anger following separation, and Judith additionally linked it to abuse she had 
suffered from uncles as a child.  May’s depression was not directly linked to 
her experiences as a mother, but associated with the tenuous relationship she 
had with her mother, the abuse she received from her stepmother, and the 
death of her brother.  For Jenny, depression had been on going and untreated 
until quite recently, but now under control with the help of anti-depressant 
medicine.  April’s depression seemed to originate with her parents’ separation 
and was perpetuated by subsequent events, such as her father’s death, and 
difficult relationships with the family of her daughter’s father following their 
separation.  
 
June had long standing mental health issues and described herself as a 
mental health service consumer.  She did not discuss the specific nature of 
her mental health issues but referred to it at several points during the 
interview, including when talking about her partner leaving her.  Karla’s 
challenges with mental health related to her former husband’s mental ill-
health.  This was a central factor in her leaving him and it has complicated her 
relations with his family.  The children have contact with their father, but Karla 
is very careful to prepare them for it: 
 
May identified educational capability as a continuing challenge and barrier and 
had found that this was due to dyslexia.  After having this identified, she has 
achieved some success with study. 
 
Both Tracey and Gloria identified past drug use as health related challenges 
they had faced.  By the age of 17, Tracey had faced that challenge and 
overcome it.  Gloria had started using drugs when very young and, while no 
longer using drugs she acknowledged their negative effects: 
 
In summary the health related challenges identified by some mothers ranged 
from the everyday issues that face households with children – the common 
childhood health complaints – to mental health issues that affected the 
mothers themselves.  Learning disability was an issue for one mother, and 
previous drug use presented challenges for others.  Depression was the most 
common mental health issue facing the mothers, and this was most often 
considered to have resulted from experiencing traumatic events such as 
abuse, their parents’ separation, or their own separation.  The fact that nearly 
half of the mothers interviewed identified mental health issues faced by them 
underlines the significance of this for sole parents, as other research has also 
found (Sarfati and Scott, 2001). 
 

Relationships 

As the participants in this study are sole parents, it is not surprising that some 
of them faced challenges associated with relationships.  At the same time it is, 
perhaps, surprising that such challenges were not identified by more than nine 
of them.  The fact that this was the case can be seen as testament to the 
resilience of these mothers and the efforts they took to mend and maintain 
relationships, as will be discussed in the Coping section of this report.  Six of 
the nine mothers who identified such challenges did so for relationships with 
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their former partner (or the father of their child in cases where there had been 
no ongoing relationship).  For four mothers the relationships concerned 
included those with friends, or other non-family social contacts.  For one 
mother the loss of a relationship through a death was a significant challenge.  
Three of the mothers identified relationship associated challenges with both 
former partners and friends or other non-family social contacts. 
 
A number of mothers also identified the lack of another adult to share the 
parenting role with as a significant challenge.  This meant there was 
insufficient time to get all the work associated with a parent done, and the 
mothers were unable to get one-to-one time with their children. 
 
Kylie and Rebecca were examples of young sole parents who became 
isolated from their friends after becoming pregnant as their interests and 
lifestyles inevitably diverged.  In addition, Kylie, who had been raped, felt a 
further need to isolate herself from her friends and be by herself to bring up 
her daughter alone, which she did for two years until she took steps to 
establish new relationships with other young mothers by becoming involved 
with a teen parent unit. 
 
The effects of past relationships were often still affecting the lives of the 
mothers.  For example, the father of Tracey’s child is a drugs user and she 
only allows him supervised access to the baby, a process that she has to 
carefully manage.  Michelle was affected by broken relationships involving the 
two fathers of her two children and the death of a support person who was 
very important to her.  The father of her first child, her son, has been in prison 
for 14 years and it has been difficult for her to manage the relationship 
between her son and his father under those circumstances.  Additionally, the 
father of her daughter, from whom she is separated, is a methamphetamine 
user and she had to get a protection order taken out against him.  Despite this 
she said she had still loved him and was very upset that their family didn’t 
work.  A recent blow to Michelle came with the suicide of a support person 
she had been very close to: 
 
In contrast to the other mothers discussed so far, Heather’s relationship 
challenges seemed to end when she left her husband.  She had no continuing 
feelings of love or affection for him and had established a strong support 
network of friends.  For Jenny, the dominant negative experience and 
challenge she faced was her husband leaving her and their children being left.  
This was despite the fact that he had been unfaithful to her and they had 
separated a number of times previously.  She had little social contact and felt 
isolated and lonely. 
 
Karla’s relationship with her former husband had been challenging due to his 
poor mental health and the verbally abusive behaviour that increasingly 
resulted.  She had felt relief for a while after their separation, but this feeling 
was soon replaced by loneliness.  She has tried to meet people through the 
internet, and although the experience could be hard on her ego, she has 
developed a platonic friendship with a man who provides social 
companionship for her.  Karla had found it difficult when friends who had also 
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been separated found new partners and their circumstances diverged.  This 
highlights the tension that sole parents often feel concerning relationships with 
friends when their life circumstances diverge and they have fewer things in 
common.  This was a challenge identified also by April when she commented 
that one particular difficulty with being a sole parent is when one’s friends 
have more freedom because they either have the support of a partner or have 
no dependent children.   
 
 
Sharing the parenting role 
A number of mothers also identified the lack of another adult to share the 
parenting role with on a daily basis as a significant challenge.  This meant 
there was insufficient time to get all the work associated with a parent done.  
For these mothers, the presence of another supportive adult in the household 
– even a flatmate – who would help with cooking, washing other household 
chores would have been very desirable.  Others, who had more than one 
younger child, saw the impact of their solo status on their children through the 
restricted opportunity for one on one interactions and activities with the 
children individually, because they had to be with all of their children at the 
same time. 
 
Challenges associated with relationships had mainly been for those with 
former partners or the fathers of their children.  This is not surprising in a 
study of people who have, for one reason or another, experienced the break-
up of such a relationship.  In some cases the final termination of those 
relationships had removed that particular challenge, but others identified 
ongoing difficulties with former partners, and the ongoing regret that many felt 
about separation kept the challenge in view.   
 
Other relationship challenges that were more ongoing concerned those with 
friends and other non-family members.  In the early stages of sole 
motherhood relationships with friends had often been strained because the 
sole mothers’ situations changed and diverged from those of their friends.  
This made those relationships difficult to sustain and most mothers in this 
situation sought new friendships with women who were in similar situations.  
As noted at the beginning of this section, the fact that fewer than half of the 
mothers identified this as an issue for them may be an indication of the efforts 
that these mothers put into maintaining and successfully building 
relationships. 
 

Income 

Although all of the mothers interviewed lived on comparatively low incomes, 
not all of them considered that they were financially challenged either when 
they separated from the fathers of their children or currently.  The seven 
mothers who specifically identified income as a challenge were Heather, 
Gloria, Magda, Jenny, Philippa, Karla and Judith.  The experiences of all 
seven were characterised by juggling their expenditure in order to meet the 
most immediately necessary payments and rarely having enough money to 
meet all payments due within any period.  Meeting the costs of feeding 
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growing children was a particular difficulty.  Credit card use was a common 
means of stretching financial resources – albeit temporarily.  While foodbanks 
had been of assistance to some women in the past, this was of limited 
duration and none were presently sufficiently deprived to qualify for 
assistance.   
 
Separation was often followed by increased financial difficulties that led some 
mothers to wonder whether it would have been better to have put up with 
remaining in their relationship.  In Magda’s case, this feeling was dispelled 
when her daughter affirmed her decision to leave her husband – and the 
daughter’s father – telling Magda that although she loved her father, Magda 
should never regret having left him. 
 
For some, maintaining a home computer and internet access was financially 
difficult.  For example, in the case of one mother, Gloria, maintaining the 
computer and internet access that she considered necessary for her teenage 
son’s education became just another expense to be juggled against others.  In 
response to her cash-flow difficulties, she said the welfare authorities 
recommended that she sell her house to free up cash. 
 
When asked whether she would consider going on the DPB if her present 
contract ended and she hadn’t got another one, Karla clearly expressed her 
preference for paid employment: 
 
Most expressed a clear preference for being in paid employment and not 
receiving a benefit, but with a preference for working part time so that they 
could earn more than a benefit would provide alone, but still have time with 
their children before and after school.  However, they also observed that it can 
be difficult for sole parents to find suitable employment with hours that work 
for them.  The availability of childcare was also an impediment for some who 
wished to be employed because the childcare hours available did not always 
suit the available working hours. 
 
Overall, the mothers interviewed had limited incomes which they found difficult 
to increase.  A common theme in the discussion of whether or not to work was 
the need to balance that with the practicalities of being a sole primary 
caregiver of school aged children.  While the DPB was a useful safety net, 
many supplemented it with part-time work, but it was difficult to find jobs with 
suitable hours and it could also be difficult to obtain places at appropriately 
located childcare centres.   
 

Abuse 

Six mothers identified experiences of abuse and victimisation in their past and 
spoke about the effects of these on their lives.  One mother’s experience was 
a single instance of rape resulting in her pregnancy, three involved childhood 
sexual abuse, one involved verbal and physical abuse, and one involved 
childhood teasing and bullying due to her weight.  The mothers’ accounts 
illustrated the severity of these experiences and impacts on their lives. 
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Kylie’s pregnancy resulted from being raped by her boyfriend. She 
acknowledged that the fact that her boyfriend had been living with the family, 
with her parent’s blessing, and this might have influenced the police in their 
decision not to take the matter further, but it did not lessen the impact on her 
of her former boyfriend’s actions.   
 
Michelle grew up in an environment in which sexual abuse of children by 
adults was not uncommon.  She was molested by a family friend when she 
was seven years old.  This person had also molested her brother.  She told 
her sister about it, who told her father, but he did not do anything about it.  
She wondered why her father did not go to the police about it and later came 
to realise that it was probably because of the relative normality of abuse for 
her parents.  For example, she discovered that her mother had been sexually 
abused by her own father. 
 
Judith had a similar family background in which abuse was common, although 
her experience of abuse was from outside her family.  May had suffered 
abuse at the hands of her stepmother, the new wife of her stepfather, with 
whom she and her brother were living.  This was verbal and physical abuse, 
not sexual abuse. 
 
Jenny spoke about both her and her sister having been large and overweight 
in their childhood, as they were still.  She identified this as the cause of 
considerable teasing and bullying during her school years, and linked her low 
self-esteem to this.  This connection was revealed during the interview when 
Jenny and the interviewer were talking about missed opportunities in 
education and employment: 
 

The association between the experience of abuse and mental health problems 
has already been noted.  The fact that six of the twenty mothers identified 
abuse as an issue in their lives is sobering and concerning.  The mothers 
included in this study had all previously been identified as having 
demonstrated resilience and the results drawn from their interviews indicate 
that this assessment was correct.  These particular mothers have been able to 
overcome, to some extent, or compensate for, the effects of their past abuse, 
but there is no doubt that their lives would have been better if they had not 
been abused.  Given that around 30 percent of this sample of resilient sole 
mothers has been so affected, it is worth reflecting on the possible effects of 
abuse on sole mothers who are less resilient. 
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Coping 

This section of the report focuses on the processes and resources underlying 
the resilience exhibited by the sole parent families included in this study and 
addresses the study’s three research questions:   
 

1. What are the intra-family dynamics, processes and behaviours that 
show positive adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

2. What are the external and internal resources that help enable positive 
adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

3. What are family-based dynamics, processes and behaviours that 
facilitate effective engagement with external resources that help enable 
positive adaptive functioning in the face of adversity? 

 
The discussion is structured according to the three components of Walsh’s 
family resilience framework: belief systems, organisational patterns and 
communication processes.  As will become apparent to the reader, there is 
some overlap between these components.  This is acknowledged in the 
discussion of these results and also in the conclusions to this section. 

Belief systems 

The significance of belief systems was revealed in the majority of the 
interviews.  This was most commonly in the form of a positive outlook, and for 
some mothers it was also revealed in their religious and spiritual views and 
affiliations.  
 
Almost all of the mothers readily identified the beliefs and values of their 
family of origin, and the majority linked their own belief systems and positive 
outlooks to their own upbringing: 
 

“Like you don’t lie, cheat or steal.  And my parents agreed on those kind 
of core values, you don’t lie, you don’t cheat, you don’t steal.” (April) 

 
Some had acquired explicitly religious belief systems in adulthood: 
 

… [We] have become new Christians… So we now attend Arise Church 
in the City, and umm, we have Life Group every second Wednesday, so 
meet up with my circle of friends at a nearby house. (Heather) 

 
Some mothers continued in the belief systems in which they were born: 

 
Yes, well when I was little, I used to (go to) Brownies and then we went 
to Every Girls Rally, and so I carried right on through Rally and became 
a leader.  And went over to Brisbane and then met my husband over 
there and, yeah…  My family values, we were always, yeah they were 
always very important, our values and our Christian morals and things 
like that (Glenda) 

 



 70 

Some used their own difficult experiences growing up to help fashion their 
value systems.  Heather, for example, reacted against the behaviour of her 
father: 

 
...He was always stunk of alcohol and umm, when I was about 14 he, we 
went for a drive one day and he tried to force me to have a joint with him 
and I was not, I wasn’t going to go there, I didn’t want to turn out like 
him, you know.  I could see it, I’ve never felt comfortable with him, he 
was a complete stranger to me basically… (Heather) 

 
Others have become sceptical about some “mainstream” values: 
 

… I question the values that I was brought up with I just actually don’t 

believe them anymore and I just think, that you know, this whole idea of 

working really, really hard all your life is just a load of crock, you know.  

But I guess I’m just a little bit at a cynical stage right now, cause I’ve just 

finished my [name of higher degree] and I can’t see a job that I want 

right there, and I just think, God what have I done this for.  You know, I 

can’t see the fruits of my labour. (Pauline) 

What characterises these resilient parents is their ability to reflect on the belief 
systems and values they experienced in childhood, and consciously fashion a 
set of values for their own family.  The majority also make those values 
explicit to their children. 
 

Positive outlook 

A positive outlook was revealed in several ways: through values gained from 
their parents; enjoyment of their children and commitment to their wellbeing 
and futures; determination to continue their education; determination to obtain 
good employment when they can; and making the most of their freedom from 
dysfunctional relationships. 
 
Many mothers spoke explicitly about the importance to them of values they 
had gained during their upbringing.  May had a strong attachment to family 
beliefs and traditions: 
 

I think my nana has taught me a lot of those things as well. Um… the 
family, some of the family values I think we hold is that, well my nana 
always said, it’s not that you can’t, it’s you can do it.  So it’s the strong 
beliefs in that you can [do things].  (May) 

 
Margaret was certain that the values instilled in her as a child had been critical 
for helping her face and overcome her challenges as a sole parent: 

 
Well, the values I got from my family, aside from dad, were good values.  
So there was enough of that instilled in me to help me overcome what I 
went through and how I came out the other side of the relationship I had 
with [Name].  (Margaret) 
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Positive commitment to the wellbeing and future development of children was 
a theme for many mothers, and Glenda’s enthusiastic description of her 
children’s engagement with their local library illustrates this very well: 
 

My children do [use the library] because I really encourage them to do 
reading, I’ve put them into the reading programme over the summer 
holidays for the last 3 years.  And it’s been wonderful… [I]t’s like an 
incentive programme to get young children to read books, so, and 
you’ve got to read a book and you’ve got to go and see the librarian in a 
special wee corner, and you’ve got to tell them all about the book and 
then you get a little something, a little sticker or a little cap or something.  
Yeah, so the boys just love that, and it encourages them to read and 
they have got to write all the books that they have read down.  (Glenda) 

 
The common desire for their children to do well, and not perpetuate negative 
behaviours of their parents was well expressed by Belinda: 
 

I’d like to  think that I’ve been pretty positive for the kids and let them sort 
of think they can do anything, be anything, umm, definitely because of 
the way I’ve tried to instil in them the umm, the respect for each other 
and umm, yeah just their complete… all their morals you know, the 
pleases and the thank you’s and the umm, trying to help people just 
because you want to help them, rather than because they are going to 
get something out [of] it and that sort of thing.  Umm, I also want them, 
particularly the boys, to be self reliant, because that’s one thing that I 
found from his father, he never had chores, you know his mother did 
everything and I think, coming into a relationship, he expected me to do 
everything, even though I was still working and umm, and looking after 
kids and that sort of thing, he still expected yeah, expected me to do 
everything, and I think, so I want to have it instilled in the boys that its, 
yeah, you help.  (Belinda) 

 
A determination to continue their own education and obtain good employment 
was evident in the three younger mothers who were all continuing their 
secondary education at the time, and planning vocational training to follow.  
Rebecca planned to go to university to study law.  Some older mothers were 
also continuing with tertiary study and preparing for full time employment 
when their care-giving responsibilities allowed.  A particularly strong example 
of this attitude was Heather who had left school at the end of the fifth form, 
gone flatting with her boyfriend at the age of 17 and had her first child at 19, 
followed by another child.  In the six years since becoming a sole parent she 
has gained a nursing degree while on the DPB and with the assistance of a 
now discontinued Training Assistance Allowance.  She is soon to register as a 
midwife and busy completing the final stages if her training: 
 

So part of my training for my degree is this year I have to do 880 hours 
[hospital placement]… So I have done my first half of the year placement 
in the hospital on 12 hour shifts, so hence I had to rely on quite a bit of 
childcare there.  Doing day and night shifts.  Umm, and I am currently on 
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call, so I’ve now got 440 hours to do for the second half of they year.  I 
am out with an independent … Lead Maternity Carer, so midwife, out in 
the community.  So umm, I am on call for births 24/7 and umm, spend 
my days doing clinics and post natal visits and stuff really.  (Heather) 

 
While separation had been traumatic, in one way or another, for most of the 
mothers, and being alone had its challenges, most had responded positively 
to the challenges and some found much to be positive about in being single, 
and made the most of their freedom from their former relationships. 
 

Yeah, no I’m not a… I don’t sit and wait for anything, I’m too impatient for 
that, so I’m very pro-active in anything really.  I mean I like being on my 
own, but I mean, if I have a problem I don’t sit and stew about it at all.  
(Margaret) 

 
…I lost my job and … I just went on and started looking for work again, 
umm, I just had a whole lot of things crop up at once and I just got on 
with them…  Yeah I just seem to get, any challenge, I just get on with it 
now, and I would never have been like that when we were married.  
(Philippa) 

Spirituality 

For seven mothers spirituality and/or belonging to a faith community were 
important.  One had joined the Catholic Church and two had faith but not a 
faith community.  In one case the mother was not involved with a church but 
her son was, and he benefited from his membership of a faith community.  For 
three mothers who had become ‘born-again’ Christians and belonged to 
newer churches, these faith communities were important sources of support.  
For one mother her new faith community helped her stop taking drugs and 
she describes the impact of her Christian counsellor: 
 

…I had stopped smoking weed, but I kept slipping up, he [the counsellor] 
said to me one day, “Do you love your kids?”, and I said “Yeah, I love my 
kids”, and he goes, “No you don’t, you love your addiction”.  I was like… 
oh my god, you’re so right, I want to love my kids, and I was gutted, you 
know, that made me… I never smoked weed ever since that day, ever 
since he said that, I was like, you’re so right, you can not love your kids if 
you’ve got an addiction.  (Michelle) 

 
Margaret and her mother had regularly attended the Anglican Church when 
she was a child, and she has since become a Catholic by a rather circuitous 
route that underscores the importance of her Catholic faith to her.  Her 
husband was a Catholic, but because his previous marriage had not been 
annulled, she could not join the church while she was living with him.  But she 
was able to become a Catholic once she was no longer living with him: 
 

…I am [a Catholic] now, because I am not living with him, this is the old 
fashioned, silly old rules of the church.  So that’s just bye the bye but 
yes, so I have gone back to the church.  For a long time and I enjoy that.  
It’s a good community thing and I like it.  (Margaret) 
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The significance of Christian family values during childhood were also 
acknowledged by some who were not involved in a church or faith community: 
 

My family values, we were always, yeah they were always very 
important, our values and our Christian morals and things like that.  
(Glenda) 

 
In some cases spirituality or affiliation were less clearly defined and not 
dependent on formal church or faith community membership:  
 

I always believe in a God and I always believe he doesn’t need you to go 
to church to praise him, and all that sort of thing.  (Mary) 
 
I would say [I was] a spiritualist, if you ever had to give it a label…. I say, 
no fixed denomination, I don’t believe in any… I think God has many 
names and as long as it’s treated with respect it doesn’t matter whether 
you call him, Allah, or you know, our Heavenly… you know it doesn’t 
matter as long as it’s with respect .  (Magda) 

 
Both elements of belief systems, positive outlook and spirituality, served to 
provide the mothers with a rationale, a modus operandi, for facing the world 
and their lives within it.  This was particularly the case for having a positive 
attitude, the possession of which supported their commitment to the wellbeing 
of their children, not only in the present, but also in the future.  It also 
supported the pursuit of their own aspirations and ability to improve their 
educational and occupational potentials.  Spirituality enabled a mutual basis to 
meet others in the church communities and those communities often 
supported them. 
 

Organisational patterns 

The organisational patterns of the sole parents interviewed are reflected in 
their capacities to change and adapt, their connectedness through the support 
relationships and networks they have created and/or maintained, and their 
mobilisation of social and economic resources.  The last two factors in 
particular are at the core of resilience and this is reflected in all of the mothers 
being active in the maintenance of relationships and networks, and all but one 
in the mobilisation of social and economic resources.   
 
However one parent was very clear that the system itself could make it easier 
for parents by making sure information was available as soon as they came in 
contact with any agency.  This would mean parents would not have to rely on 
coming across information haphazardly over months: 
 

And also access to resources. You mentioned the library, but actually, 
you know, a package that kind of, when you’re a single parent, um, here 
are some things you might want to know. You might want to know that 
you might qualify for an accommodation supplement. If you’re having 
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difficulties with the children you might want to know that these books are 
particularly good for, you know, prepubescent children.  (Karla) 

 

Capacity to change and adapt 

Most (14) clearly demonstrated the capacity to change and adapt to their 
circumstances as sole parents.  The younger mothers had taken the initiative 
to be part of the Teen Parent Unit in order to develop relationships with people 
like them after becoming isolated from their school friends due to their 
changed lifestyles and circumstances. 
 

That’s why I came here too ’cause I wanted to meet new people and 
interact with people that have had babies.  (Kylie) 
 

The willingness and keenness of the older mothers in the study to adapt, 
continue their education and improve their future employment and income 
prospects have been discussed to some extent as examples of positive 
outlook and challenges.  However, a common theme in the discussion of 
whether or not to work (employment) was the need to balance that with the 
practicalities of being a sole primary caregiver of school aged children.  In 
talking about this the mothers clearly indicated their awareness of the issues 
and the need for flexibility.  Margaret expressed a common view when asked 
if she would prefer to be at home with her daughter while living on a benefit, or 
prefer to be employed and have childcare for her. 

 
Umm, depending on the age of the child I suppose.  I mean I would 
rather be home with Emma as a young child, but even though she is 
slightly older, I’m working but still home in the holidays, so there is that 
compromise.  But the ideal for me until I work out what I am going to do 
with the rest of my life, would be that I can keep on working and still 
have the holidays off, so if I stay at a school I can do that.  Still not have 
a lot of money, but I can survive until she’s old enough.  (Margaret) 

 
The case of Heather’s commitment to completing her nursing training that was 
discussed earlier was another example of this capacity to change and adapt 
to circumstances.  Jenny, also, has been steadily working to complete her 
degree: 
 

And so since then six years ago, I’ve been on my own raising the kids. 
Which has been pretty much hell a lot of the time - yeah!  And now I’m a 
student still, trying to get my degree which I started in 1986, which I shall 
complete next year. So that’s what I do, raising the kids and studying. 
 

 
Some of the mothers were very clear about the benefits to self-esteem and 
self-worth that employment gave them: 
 

Employment maintaining work when all sorts of other things are 
crumbling around you, can actually be quite a stabilising influence. 
(Karla) 
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Relationship building 

All the mothers were found to have actively engaged in relationship building 
and maintenance.  Some were more active in this than others, but all did it to 
some extent.  As previously indicated, the younger mothers were in the early 
stages of building new relationships.  Their most immediate support 
relationships were with their parents and immediate family members, while 
they were also building new networks with other young single mothers. 
 
Maintaining relationships with parents and siblings was very common, and in 
some cases the mothers had purposefully re-engaged with family members 
following periods of estrangement that were sometimes associated with either 
their own marriage or partnership breakdowns or those of their parents.  
Magda’s parents had separated themselves, and she describes the resulting 
twists and turns of her ongoing relationship with them: 
 

He was a brilliant father, I mean we would get up at 6 in the morning and 
go for bike rides and collect mushrooms and come home and cook them 
for breakfast and make big pots of porridge for the family.  You know, he 
was one of these, he knew the name of every tree and every plant, but 
now he’s Muslim, everyone accepted, everyone makes allowances, 
everyone respected the religious values when we go visit him.  His 
problem is he wallows in self pity and he’s turned his back on his 
European family, so he hasn’t… we’ve all crossed the bridge to meet 
him, we respect the culture and customs, but he hasn’t.  He used to 
come here, he goes, he’s been to India for 3 months, he’s been to 
Auckland for 3 weeks, but I get 5 minutes on the way home.  So I won’t 
chase him anymore.  I still love him. 
 
Your mother?  (Interviewer) 
 
Umm, oh mum and I talk very often…  her and I finally met at an adult 
level, she no longer tells me what I am doing wrong, we now say we love 
each other and that took years of very false, very, it was umm… but now 
we have a totally different relationship.  (Magda) 
 

Some had developed support networks in which extended family members 
were more significant than their parents.  For example, May does not have as 
much support from her mother as she would like, but has good support from 
an uncle who lives nearby and also a cousin who she had helped in the past: 
 

Yeah, I call on my uncle Ken… He’s very much a support. And I’ve been 
a support to him.  [And] when I first moved to Upper Hutt, when I first 
moved into my first home, and when I was working at Pathways, I took 
on my fifteen year old cousin… [w]ho lived with me because of the 
breakdown in her family.  My auntie had quite severe mental health 
issues and my cousin came to me and wanted to live with me.  And so I 
took her on, and she lived with me for quite some years. And she still 
classes me as kind of a parent.  We have kind of a parent child 
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relationship. And she’s, she’s been a great help for me in terms of 
looking after Jacob.  And allowing me to go like for job interviews, and 
she’s done the odd babysitting, and things like that.  (May) 

 
Relationships with siblings are also important: 
 

Umm, yeah and my brother is very good mechanically, he fixes my car 
and you know, does stuff like that, so yeah.  So I guess…(Glenda) 

 
Some mothers maintained relationships with their former partners for the sake 
of their children, and in some cases this is accompanied by support from the 
former partner:  
 

….in the last year or so, we have actually seemed to be able to umm, to 
get over the differences and we can still, you know like if my car breaks 
down, he would be the first person I would ring and he wouldn’t think 
twice about coming to pick me up, help me fix the car and that sort of 
thing.  So but then having said that, we still probably only talk when it 
comes to the kids, we talk [about] taking them on a Friday and picking 
them up on Sunday.  (Belinda) 

 
Some also foster and maintain relationships with their former partners’ 
families.  One striking example of this was Jenny, whose former husband was 
Tongan.  She was planning a trip there with her children, mother and sister to 
stay with his family there: 
 

Well….I am a little bit nervous about going. ’Cause we’ve been before, 
but with him.  We went for a month together, which he paid for, three or 
four years ago at Christmas.  And we were with him.  So this time I do 
feel a little bit nervous about going, and just staying with them.  ’Cause I 
know they’re, I guess they’re a bit shy of me, ’cause I’m Palangi.  But 
then they quite like me ’cause I just try to blend in.    (Jenny) 

 
Often, the ending of a partnership or marriage seemed to motivate sole parent 
mothers to reinvigorate relationships with other family members.  In some 
cases this was with their parents, even in circumstances where the parent had 
abandoned them and, perhaps, contributed to the path their lives had taken as 
a result: 
 

Even though my, you know my mother abandoned me, she went with my 
ex-partner and had a child with him, and she hasn’t been able to parent 
me and things like that, and in the roles I feel like I’m the mother and 
she’s the child, we’re still very close, and our bond is very very close. 
And I still love her and adore her, and just feel she is doing the best with 
the tools she’s got. She’s not a nasty, calculating, vindictive woman. 
Whereas my stepmother was calculating, was vindictive, was very much 
abusive.  (May) 

 
Maintaining relationships with extended family was also important: 
 



 77 

Well our family made an agreement that every 6 months we would do a 
family get together, for one day.  We decided quality was better than 
quantity and by trying to make it a weekend we put too much stress on 
everyone to find the same weekend.  (Magda) 

 
Relationships beyond the family were very important for some mothers.  The 
example of the young mothers forging new relationships with other young 
mothers has already been discussed, but older mothers were also actively 
engaged in expanding their networks.  For example, Heather has developed 
contemporary friendships that have supplanted older school based ones: 
 

…I have quite a big group of friends now from class, umm, so I probably 
group wise, there would be a class group of friends, church group of 
friends and then there’s also, just the parents from schools and clubs 
around…. They are my number one support mechanism before my 
mother and family.  Umm, I can just call on them anytime for childcare or 
picking up kids if I am stuck at work or anything like that.  Umm, social 
and yeah very much fun..  (Heather) 

 

Mobilising social and economic resources 

There is considerable overlap between the relationship building that has just 
been discussed and the mobilisation of social and economic resources.  
However, in addition to the family and friendship network building already 
described, the mobilisation of social and economic resources also involved 
the development and maintenance of relationships with organisations and 
institutions involved in the provision of assistance to sole parents.  With one 
exception, all the mothers provided examples of their sources of support, and 
these included immediate and extended family, and a range of organisations 
such as Birthright, Plunket, Salvation Army, Women’s Refuge, Born to Learn, 
and Naku Enei Tamariki (NET), the Child Health Team of Capital Coast 
District Health Board (based at the Puketira Centre), as well as church 
communities.  As the mothers had been identified as potential respondents by 
such organisations, it is unsurprising that the respondents should identify 
them as sources of support.  But the support available or provided is no less 
real and significant because of that. 
 
The support that the mothers accessed from service organisations was varied, 
and ranged from concrete material support in the form of financial assistance 
(including a study scholarship in one case) to moral support, social support 
and companionship.  Michelle’s and Heather’s accounts are representative 
examples of the range and nature of support from these organisations by 
mothers in this study. 

 
…they [Birthright] have been wonderful.  Umm they have paid for the 
kids dancing I think it was, for the year.  Umm, yeah and I got a 
scholarship from them for study as well.  Umm, great Christmas parties 
they hold, umm, and just a lovely bunch of people in general, yeah.  
(Heather) 
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… and then there’s Born to Learn, … they come once a month to talk 
about your baby’s development and what you are doing and if they are 
reaching the stages and stuff, yeah.  So that’s NET, and Plunket, 
obviously Plunket, and then there’s Birthright of course.  Birthright… I 
was thinking about it yesterday, cause I sort of knew what the thing was 
about and I have to say that Birthright for me has been amazing, like its 
even given me a whole new look.  Like when things were down and I’d 
think ohh, I can’t really afford my son to do soccer it is so sad, and I’m all 
by myself doing this and struggling; like the things that they have done 
for me, like they paid for my sons soccer fees and his boots and I was 
just like, oh my gosh I wouldn’t have been able to do that on my own.  
(Michelle) 

 
Government agencies such as Work and Income were sometimes viewed 
equivocally, with respondents saying that the level of support available 
depended to a great extent on the person they got to speak to.  Rebecca’s 
experiences of the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ illustrate this well.  She had 
approached Work and Income to help resolve her accommodation problem.  
At the time, she and her baby lived with her mother, but they were not getting 
on very well and she considered that the aggressive environment at home 
was not good for her child.  Moving in with her baby’s father was not an option 
because he was a drug addict, and nor was it an option to move in with his 
parents, because they did not like her.  So she approached Work and Income 
to help her find alternative accommodation.  Her first encounter was unhelpful: 
 

So I went into WINZ (Work and Income) and I said, I explained my 
situation and I said I really want to go out, I want to rent a place, I want 
to be responsible for my actions.  I want to raise this child to the best of 
my abilities where I think is a good place.  And the woman was an utter 
cow, it’s not just me who said that, one of my friends has had her as well 
and she hated her.  And she told me that I was I a silly little girl who just 
had an argument with her mum and needed to go home and grow up.  
And ohhh, I ended up walking out of WINZ crying, because she was so, 
she was so patronizing and horrible.  (Rebecca) 
 

However, her next encounter was quite different: 
 
Then the second one that I went to, I went in and she was welcoming, 
she was like, she made me feel like almost family, she said, how are you 
getting on, you know, what can I do to help you, is there anything else I 
can do to help you, do you need money for food, are you okay for food, 
do you need a food grant, do you need a clothes grant, are you okay, 
you know.  And she just went out of her way to be helpful.  (Rebecca) 

 
Maintaining relationships with both State and NGO agencies could be 
advantageous when there were synergies between the two.  This was usually 
achieved when the NGO caseworker acted as an advisor and, sometimes, 
advocate for the mother in her dealings with a state agency such as Work and 
Income.  Mary’s case is a good example of this.  After having dealt directly 
with Work and Income over benefit options following the death of her 
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husband, her caseworker from the Puketiro Centre offered to help her get a 
better arrangement: 

 
Then [Name of caseworker] did some research and she rang me and 
says, look make an appointment with Winz and I’ll come and get you on 
another benefit that gets you a little bit more, and they can’t force you to 
go back to work. And it was called a DPB Carer. Um, so we went that, 
and managed to do that, and that was, she was good there. ’Cause I 
never even knew anything about it.  (Mary) 

 
Receiving budgeting advice was not only of direct benefit by facilitating 
changes in the management of money, but could also provide evidence of a 
responsible attitude to support applications for bank loans.  Magda had been 
unable to convince her bank that refinancing her home would be of financial 
benefit to her because they did not trust her opinion or intentions.  But when 
she was able to show evidence of having received budget advice on the 
matter, the bank reconsidered its decision: 
 

I was telling the banks that I would be better off financially if they would 
re-finance it [her house], and it was no, no, no, no.  But I sent her [the 
budget service lady’s] form, which said the same things, and it was yes, 
because I think, someone said it’s not because she is telling them 
anything different, it’s because by going to a budget agency, the bank 
know that you are serious.  And that there is nothing to hide, they know 
that you’ll tend to lie to them, but with the budget lady, people tend to not 
lie.  (Magda) 

 
Extended family was also often a source of practical support: 
 

…I thought I couldn’t get anything from WINZ so I just got a part-time job 
and I was working when I was pregnant anyway to kind of get what I 
needed for [daughter], what I needed and that.  Umm, my nana and 
granddad are quite helpful in the way of money, like they will umm, if I 
ask for clothes, whatever, they will help me, but I just have to pay them 
back at 10 dollars a week or something.  (Kylie) 

 
While many mothers had the desire to have paid employment, the availability 
of the DPB was very important to them because it had ensured their ability to 
meet basic expenses following their separation.  Many did not want full-time 
employment while their young children were still at school because they 
wanted to be able to be at home with them before and after school.  But they 
would have been happy to combine part-time work with receiving a benefit if 
the hours of work allowed them to be home before and after school.  
However, for this to be worthwhile the benefit abatement rate would need to 
be reduced to enable them to significantly increase their income. 
 
Some mothers, however, felt no need to receive personal assistance from 
NGOs or state agencies, and felt that structural change was needed rather 
than more advice and support.  This view was linked to dissatisfaction with the 
stigma that was often associated with sole parenting and sole parents, and 
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called for the voices of sole parents to be heard in the policy arena in order 
that policies and services affecting sole parents were informed by their own 
knowledge of their lives and situations:.  Pauline expressed this view very 
clearly when asked to clarify her desire for there to be advocacy for sole 
parents:  
 

I mean policy advocacy.  Umm, I mean, on what basis are they making 
these stupid policies that they are making.  I want to be consulted about 
how my life gets affected and I know they have social policy reference 
groups, I think they should have one for sole parents.  I mean I really 
think they’ve just left sole parents completely out there as no voice… 
there is no voice for sole parents, the situations are so diverse. 
 

  
In addition to being able to mobilise resources, mothers demonstrated 
capacities to use them effectively through planning and budgeting. 
 

Okay so I am a strategic planner, umm, umm, we quite often do have 
things like away events, and I always have a little kitty, through my great 
budgeting, a little fallback kitty for such events.  Christmas I have money 
religiously put away every week, so come Christmas time I’ve got good 
funds, umm and we just always, there is just always a way.  I saved to 
go… we go camping every year over Christmas period, I save for that, 
’cause the kids just love it.  Umm I had to purchase a new tent oh, two 
years ago now it was.  Umm, so saved and just shopped around to get 
the best value for my money.  (Heather) 

 
The ways in which people organise their lives and bring the necessary social 
and material elements into relationship are key factors underlying the 
relational resilience that is the focus of this study.  The elements of 
organisational patterns that have been considered here are related to the 
capacity to change and adapt, building relationships, and mobilising social 
and economic resources.  While these three elements have been treated 
separately in the discussion, they are intimately connected and overlapping.   
 
The capacity to change and adapt, which is also related to the positive attitude 
that was discussed in the previous section, can be seen as the attitudinal 
element that supports the ability to break with old relationships that no longer 
work and recognise opportunities for the establishment of new ones.  The 
other two elements, building relationships and mobilising social and economic 
resources, are also closely connected.  The good relationships that many sole 
parents in the study have maintained with family and friends have helped 
them in various ways, such as, for example, through helping out with finances, 
providing childcare or providing emotional support when times are tough.  
Many respondents have developed trusting relationships with the NGOs who 
support them, and this in turn has helped them in their dealings with 
government agencies and family members, especially ex-partners. 
 
In a sense, the ability to build relationships can be seen to follow from the 
ability to change and adapt.  The ability to build relationships then supports 
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the mobilisation of social and economic resources, because both require the 
establishment of relationships between the (in this case) sole mother and the 
available sources of social and economic support.  Some of the cases that 
have been described above have shown the advantages of being able to bring 
several sources of support into relationship.  Examples of this were 
coordinating relationships with both State and NGO agencies, and a budget 
advisor and a bank. 
 

Communication and decision making 

 
Clarity, open emotional sharing and collaborative decision-making are key 
features of well-functioning, resilient families, though decision making within 
the sole parent households was, understandably, initiated and led by the 
mothers.  
 
There are numerous examples in the interviews of clear consistent messages 
to children their about the family’s values, household responsibilities and rules 
for behaviour.  This girl’s description of how her mother dealt with 
misbehaviour by any of the children is similar to many: 
 

Well…, if we do something wrong and if it is really bad, we get sent to 

our room to like think about what we’ve done.  If its not that bad, she 

would give us a warning and if we do it again we would go to our 

room.(#17 Girl, 9,) 

 
The involvement of children in decision-making tended to increase with their 
age, but in general, the children indicated that it was mum who decided 
things.  This discussion draws on the interviews with both the mothers and the 
children.  Mothers who spoke about this had clear ideas about their primary 
responsibility in this area, but also the need to prepare their children to take 
responsibility themselves and to encourage honesty. 
 

… number one thing in this house is honesty.  You do not tell lies in this 
house.  And that has stemmed from the kids father being a compulsive 
liar and they have experienced that to know how it feels and to know that 
the truth is the best thing. Umm so that’s number one in this house.  
(Heather) 

 
The common approach of assuming ultimate responsibility for decision 
making, while also fostering their children’s decision making abilities was 
clearly expressed by Gloria: 

 
…what I am trying to do more of now is involve Alexander.  I mean he is 
involved, but involve him a bit more, like, you know, in plans for his 
homework and things like that, I try and involve him…. so he owns it a bit 
more… I think it is important for kids to learn to make decisions, 
otherwise when I’m not here how is he going to make a decision, yeah.  
(Gloria) 
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The children provided some interesting perspectives on how decisions were 
made about different types of things.  For example, it was a common view that 
their mothers made decisions about financial matters, the payment of bills and 
the management of their households, but some matters were likely to be, at 
least partially, jointly decided, particularly for the teenage children who were 
interviewed.  This 13 year old girl’s account conveys well the conditionality 
associated with her involvement in joint decision making. 
 

Well we sometimes might give input, like with the rooms, mum said, well 
guys we’ve got to start doing these rooms, we’ve got the stuff in the 
garage, you know, or like, you know, we don’t have to do our rooms but 
we can if we want to, cause we all want to paint our rooms, yeah, sure.  
Umm, normally they kind of like, we can put our input, sometimes I might 
put my input into something and say, oh no, we’ll do this, or yeah, like I 
broke my curtains, I accidentally sat on them and it broke and we both 
went out and got the curtains, so it was kind of like a joint decision…. 
[S]o yeah, it’s kind of more mum…, but we do have sometimes like a 
voice in it where we can say something and it might change. (#12 Girl, 
13) 

 
One 15 year old boy distinguished between the types of things his mother 
decided alone, and those they decided on together as follows;  his mother 
decided about things like bills: 
 

Well, decisions like what's going to be happening with like, bills and stuff, 
I guess. 
 

While they were likely to decide about optional, discretionary spending 
together: 

 
Yeah, and then stuff like, whether we are going to keep the Sky and 
internet and stuff like that its going to be both of us. (#8 Boy, 15) 

 
Family meetings were not at all common; only two children mentioned having 
them, with one saying that his mother “has kind of gone off it.” (#16 Boy, 9).  
In the only case where such meetings were acknowledged, the nine year old 
girl answered the question about how decisions were made at those meetings 
as follows: 
 

Umm, the whole family does, mum asks us like we have choices, mum 
asks us a choice and we sort of like have a vote, and yeah we do 
whatever gets the most votes. (#17 Girl, 9) 
 

In other cases, where family meetings were not held, the children were 
nonetheless involved in the process by being able to choose between 
alternative activities or things to do, when only one could be afforded, for 
example: 
 



 83 

They’d probably ask me what one I would do. They’d probably just ask 
me which one I would like to do.  (#5 Boy, 8)  (Interviewer) 

 
While cost was usually a consideration in deciding between competing 
activities or things to spend money on, it was not the only consideration in 
discussions between parents and children.  In such situations, parents 
encouraged their children to make decisions themselves, while cost issues 
were discussed jointly.   
 

Umm, I would have made the choice [between badminton and netball], I 
actually did talk to mum about it when I thought I had to,… and asked 
her opinion slightly and you know, … she said… it’s got to come from 
you, what you would like, and I did, I would have chose Badminton 
because I had done Netball for a few years now.  
 
I think we would try and… find a way round [cost problems]….[W]e didn’t 
think we would be about to get my uniform, all of my uniform this year 
and we managed, we got it through because umm, we always find a 
way, we find a way to get things done.  So if the cost was in the way, 
mum or dad or we’d sit there and we’d find a way to get through. (#12 
Girl, 13) 

 
The question of communication and decision making was the one least 
discussed by the mothers.  This was, perhaps not surprising in view of the fact 
that they were sole parents and sole heads of their households.  A study of 
two partner families would more readily yield such information.  In this case, 
the views and experiences of the children were very useful for investigating 
this.  It was clear that the mothers were the leaders of their households and 
the children recognised that.  Management and decision making styles varied, 
but in general, the extent to which children influenced household decision 
making depended on their age.  It should be noted that the children who were 
interviewed were very supportive and protective of their mothers, as will be 
discussed in the next section.  In general, the organisational management 
within the households was cooperative rather than an equal sharing of power 
as you might expect with an all adult household. 
 
Resources  

 

There are some resources that have proved pivotal in helping respondents 
face and meet the many demands that are placed on them. The previous 
sections have made these evident. Sole parents spoke about the importance 
of education (for themselves and their children); healthy and affordable 
housing; employment and childcare that matched their availability; drug and 
alcohol services to assist them and their partners; and support in getting free 
from violent or abusive relationships.  Assistance in overcoming the impact of 
violence and abuse and other difficulties in their families of origin was also 
important for many.  Help with all of these challenges came from family 
members, friends and the State (either directly or through NGOs).  As noted 
above, many respondents were unaware of the range of resources they were 



 84 

entitled to, which meant some were worse off than they needed to be, and 
their children had less as a consequence.  
 
There are often restrictions on the supply of State assistance (childcare, or 
drug and alcohol services may not be available, for example).  But there are 
two areas where it appears there are no State resources available: assistance 
with the cost of further education or training, and assistance with home 
ownership.  Respondents have also asserted that job search assistance is not 
available to them. 
 
The very high proportion of sole parents who have suffered violence and 
abuse while growing up, or at the hands of their former partners suggests that 
more programmes could usefully be offered.  Work and Income currently ask 
all benefit applicants if they are experiencing family violence.  This could 
usefully be widened to include past experiences of family violence. 
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Children’s perspectives 

In this section, the perspectives of the children are discussed in relation to 
their mothers, their fathers, and their perceptions of their material 
circumstances.  The discussion around their mothers includes a son’s account 
of how his mother’s situation has changed since leaving his father and the 
significance of whether their mothers were employed or not. 
 

Mothers 

The children interviewed were very supportive and appreciative of their 
mothers.  They tended to be protective.  When one boy was asked about 
having babysitters if his mother went out at night, he said that sometimes they 
did and sometimes they were on their own.  When asked how often they 
would have been left alone, he sighed, and said “Like it’s only happened four 
or five times” (#4 Boy, 9) and seemed defensive and protective of his mother.  
Another boy was clearly concerned about costs his mother faces when, in the 
middle of a question, he got up to turn something off – perhaps a heater: 
 

[moving from chair] I’m just going to turn this off, so we don’t want to 
waste mum’s power, we don’t want to make mum pay lots of the bills. 
(#5 Boy, 8) 
 

A fifteen year old boy whose father had committed suicide was very 
appreciative of his mother, in the absence of his father, when asked what life 
was like in his family: 
 

Well its not bad… Umm, well there is not that much arguing, its not like 
money isn’t the biggest deal, well it is kind of.  So if I need a uniform and 
stuff, or something like that.  Ummm, mum is always there for us, like if 
we need anything.  Umm, it kind of sucks not having a dad.  You know I 
don’t really know what it is like to have one.  Otherwise she’s done a 
bloody good job. (#10 Boy, 15) 
 

He was very supportive of his mother and thought that he and her other 
children were more supportive than other people she knew, apart from her 
boyfriend. 
 

Moral support yeah, like if mum is not happy, like I won’t do anything bad 
to irritate her at all... (#10 Boy, 15) 
 

His mother had a boyfriend who he liked very much and hoped they would get 
married:  

 
Oh I would be pretty stoked if they got married yeah, he moved in.  He 
was going to like last year and then kind of put it off because he’s still 
doing his own thing, plus he has got his own kids as well, he has to think 
of. (#10 Boy, 15) 
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It is clear from the earlier discussion of the backgrounds of some of the 
mothers that some had been involved in quite abusive situations.  The son of 
one of those mothers gave a graphic, chilling, but compassionate account of 
what he had seen her experience and how she had overcome it and gained 
control of her life.   

 
Mum used to go out with like people that were real bad and they used to 
beat her up and stuff like that. 
 
And you saw this happening? (Interviewer) 
 
Yeah, I was like two once and this guy was beating my mum up when 
my mum asked like, help me, help me, to me and I couldn’t do anything 
because I was too young, she was getting beaten up…. 
 
So what’s caused things to get better? (Interviewer) 
 
Umm, going to church, mum got baptised, I got baptised… 
 
…. she’s getting stronger to tell everyone to leave that she doesn’t like 
and stuff like that, she is trying to live like a Christian and live a better 
life.  So like no fighting or anything, she used to smoke and drink and 
stuff like that, but she quit, yeah, she has gotten better. (#7 Boy, 13) 

 
He was aware that his mother’s circle of friends had changed: 
 

Yeah, she used to hang out with the mongrel mob sisters but now she 
doesn’t….  She went out with one of the mongrel mob and he broke her 
arm and she just like told him to leave and stuff like that, its over, like 
he’s not ever allowed back here, that’s how she’s got out of it, she told 
him to go away. 
 
She’s got strong? (Interviewer) 
 
Yeah. (#7 Boy, 13) 

 
The children of mothers who had jobs were unanimous in their support for 
them being employed because in some cases they knew that it made their 
mothers happy and in others because they were aware that their material 
circumstances were better when their mothers had jobs than when they didn’t.  
One 13 year old girl said this: 
 

I think she is happier being off the benefit.  She didn’t want to stay, I 
know, she always told me she didn’t want to stay on it forever, she … 
wanted to make her own living and I’m actually really proud of my mum 
for carrying on and just keep chugging along and yeah, she’s happy, she 
doesn’t actually have to use it as much, she likes the independence of 
knowing she can go and you know, do it on her own I think. (#12 Girl, 
13) 
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Another boy spoke of the period when his mother did not have a job they had 
to get food grants from Work and Income.  It was a situation he was not happy 
about, but had to put up with: 
 

Yeah, that’s when we didn’t have any money….  Oh, I wasn’t too happy 
about it but, I just dealt with it. (#10 Boy, 15) 

 
A nine year old boy remembered when his mother did not have a job: 

 
Umm, it was really hard for us to get food that we liked, cause there was, 
this was just after my dad left, umm, we didn’t get the food that we liked, 
we only got all the cheap stuff, but we had to eat it otherwise we would 
starve.  And I think for about 3 days we didn’t have the TV because we 
should have paid our bills.  And yeah, that’s what it was like…   Yeah, it 
was really hard.  
 

Against that background he thought it was very important that that his mother 
had a paying job – otherwise they wouldn’t have many of the things they did 
have: 

 
Really important [that mother works] cause dad doesn’t give us much 
money to help with the family, well not that I know of, so if mum didn’t 
work we wouldn’t have light, we wouldn’t have food, or maybe a little bit, 
cause nana will help, we wouldn’t have TV, we wouldn’t have hardly 
anything of the stuff we have in here. (#13 Boy, 9) 

 
 

Fathers 

In most cases the children like to spend time with their fathers, and those who 
did, enjoyed doing so.  But for some relationships with their fathers could be 
difficult or non-existent.  One boy’s father was in prison and he knew very little 
about him: 

 
Ohh, well he goes to church in jail, he’s just trying to be good so he can 
get out.  I really don’t know that much. (#7 Boy, 13) 

 
One had lost his father to suicide: 

 
Umm, it kind of sucks not having a dad.  You know I don’t really know 
what it is like to have one.  (#10 Boy, 15) 

 
Contact is not always positive and some children did not always like to see 
their fathers.  But in most cases children did enjoy time with their fathers and 
having regular contact.  One boy, who spent weekends with his father, 
commented that some of his friends also had separated parents, and they had 
different custody arrangements involving one week with the mother and one 
week with the father.  He thought he would prefer that arrangement as well: 
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… they see their dad for a whole week instead of just every second 
weekend. 
 
And do you think you would prefer that? (Interviewer) 
 
Yeah, cause I would see a lot more of dad, but we would be a bit later 
for school.  (#13 Boy, 9) 

 
However, for one 13 year old girl contact with her father could be problematic 
and because he didn’t treat her very well she was allowed to decide herself 
whether she would see him or not: 
 

He just gets really angry, and like he takes it out on me, but he doesn’t 
actually recognise that he is hurting me and that’s over the phone and on 
the internet, on MSN and so my mum said, that if it was okay with me, I 
wouldn’t talk to him for a while.  And yeah, so the last time I talked to him 
was about 2 months ago maybe, yep.   (#15 Girl, 13) 

 
A nine year old girl was of two minds about her father.  She did not have a lot 
of contact with him and said it didn’t worry her that she did not see him.  But 
then she said: 
 

He’s umm cool in some ways and then he’s like sort of silly 
sometimes….Silly stupid.   (#17 Girl, 9) 

 
 

Material circumstances 

Children’s perceptions of these were gauged by asking about the sorts of 
material possessions they had, such as toys, electronic gadgets and devices, 
and then asking them how they compared with other children they knew.  In 
other words to indicate whether they felt satisfied with what they had, and 
whether they thought they were better off or worse off than other people they 
knew.  Children’s evaluations tended to indicate that they were “in the middle”, 
with some children they knew being worse off than them, and some being 
better off.  While most would have liked some item or other that they did not 
have, they were in general satisfied with what they had. 
 
This 13 year old was quite typical, in thinking that he had the things he 
needed.  Some friends had more things than he did, but he didn’t think it is 
necessarily better to have more than he already had: 
 

No, I’ve got everything I need, like I’ve got an ipod,  I’ve got a phone. 
 

Compared to other people and families that he knew, he thought that some 
were better off than him, materially: 

 
Yep, some of my friends have got like way more stuff than me, they are 
rich and stuff, not like rich, they are like spoilt.   (#7 Boy, 13) 
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At the same time others of his friends were worse off than him, so he thought 
he was about in the middle for material things. 
 
A 13 year old girl had a similar evaluation and was quite comfortable with 
what she did have: 
 

Umm, I’m happy with what I have got, so, I don’t mind that people have 
more than me cause I don’t want anything else.   (#15 Girl, 13) 

 
The perspectives of the children have provided an interesting counterpart to 
those of their mothers.  Perhaps most importantly for the particular focus of 
this study, they illustrate the positions of these children as active members of 
their immediate families, who have affection for their mothers and feel very 
supportive of them.  One son in particular had witnessed terrible things 
happening to his mother in the past.  Overall, they also retained affection for 
their fathers and seemed to share the regrets that most of their mothers 
expressed over their having had to separate.  Their evaluations of their 
material circumstances were interesting and revealing.  For those who had 
mothers in paid employment, they were very supportive and identified the 
benefits to themselves and their mothers.  None of them could have been 
described as affluent, and they were realistic about where they stood in the 
material possession stakes.  Most placed themselves in a “middle” position, 
with some people they knew having more things than they, and others having 
fewer.  While there were things they would have liked to have had if they 
could afford them, they mostly expressed contentment with what they had. 
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Findings 

This section of the sample involved 20 Pakeha/European households, in 
which 20 sole mothers and 13 children aged 7 years or over, and each from 
different households, were interviewed.   Most, though not all, had become 
sole parents as a result of a breakdown in the relationship with the fathers of 
their children.  As the mothers perceived it, a range of negative experiences 
from substance addictions, infidelity, abuse and generally unsupportive 
partnerships led to the break-up of the relationships and their life as sole 
parents.   
 
Physical health problems, meagre financial resources, mental health problems 
as a result of stresses from childhood and from the relationship break-up, and 
bringing children up on their own were seen as major challenges faced by the 
mothers.  Other challenges concerned the relationship with the ex-partners, 
who were fathers to their children, that were often strained and yet they were 
important to the children.  Friendships sometime became stressed with 
previous friends who had different interests from the mothers now that they 
are mothers. About 30 percent stated they had been abused in childhood. 
 
However this was a sample of resilient sole parents and they responded to 
and often overcame many of these challenges through a range of positive 
responses.  Many of the mothers demonstrated a very positive attitude 
towards life that was imbued with particular values and beliefs.  These 
included the values of determination and hope that frequently had their origins 
in their upbringing and extended families.  Almost all of the mothers had 
reflected on the values they grew up with, and had consciously fashioned the 
values of their family now they were parents themselves.  These values and 
rules for behaviour were for the most part clearly and consistently 
communicated to their children. The value of education to help transform their 
circumstances was emphasised for children in most families and further 
education for the mothers to improve their situation in other families.  
Spirituality clearly enhanced meaning and responsibility for some mothers and 
provided a supportive community for them.    
 
The mothers demonstrated positive attitudes despite the hardships they had 
experienced, and a capacity to change and adapt as circumstances arose.  
This was particularly acute in their attitudes to the conflicting pressures of 
employment and their primary role as mothers.  Many mothers participating in 
this study expressed the desire to combine achieving adequate incomes with 
being at home when their children were not at school. A number noted that 
this requires part time work which is usually inadequate to meet all their 
income needs, so it also requires them to be able to continue to access DPB 
payments.  Others expressed the desire to be able to work or study longer 
hours with the availability of quality childcare and adequate study allowances.   
 
Several obstacles were noted to achieving these goals.  Firstly, the availability 
of good quality childcare is variable, and places are not usually available at 
short notice.  Secondly, the needs of employers are frequently not conducive 
to the hours of work that would suit sole parents with children at school.  
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Thirdly, the abatement rates that are applied to the DPB make it difficult for 
sole parents to significantly improve their economic wellbeing by working in 
paid employment while also receiving the DPB.  Fourthly, the tertiary training 
allowance that some of these mothers had accessed has recently been 
withdrawn and been replaced by a lower-value loan. Some mothers also 
identified the on-going stigma of sole parenthood as limiting their opportunities 
economically and socially. 
 
The mothers often strengthened or re-established relationships with their 
family of origin, particularly parents, but also siblings on occasions, ex-
partners or their families and extended families.  These familial relationships 
all added to the strengthening of social networks of support and were added 
to by new non-family friends.  They showed an ability to break with old 
relationships that no longer worked in their current circumstances and to 
recognise opportunities for the establishment of new ones.   
   
The baseline support of the State through the Domestic Purposes Benefit 
(DPB) and free health services, and, the practical support of NGOs 
contributed substantially to the families’ survival and quality of life.  Key 
services like Birthright, budgeting services, the churches and many others 
enabled mothers to access the direct services they needed and broaden their 
networks of support at the same time.     
 
In most households, management and decision making functioned in a 
cooperative manner but with the mothers clearly in charge.  Interviews with 
the children revealed that they tended to be very supportive and protective of 
their mothers.  The extent to which they influenced household decision 
making tended to grow congruently with age. 
 
The interviews with the children were informative and quite moving.  Few 
studies interview children in these circumstances, but their responses add 
important dimensions to this research.  As noted above, the children tended to 
be very protective and supportive of their mothers.  They were often aware of 
the pressures upon their mothers and the social and economic challenges 
they had to face.  Some had witnessed scenes of conflict and others appalling 
abuse.  Most of the children appeared to share the sorrow that most mothers 
expressed over their having had to separate.  Nevertheless, the respect 
indicated, and the cooperative style of most households pointed to the 
capability of the mothers to both love their children and manage their 
households.  In most cases the children liked to spend time with their fathers, 
and those who did, enjoyed doing so.  For some, however, relationships with 
their fathers could be difficult or non-existent.    
 
An interesting finding in this study is that the children of mothers who had jobs 
were unanimous in their support for them being employed.  In some cases 
they believed it made their mothers happy, but in others it was because they 
were aware that their material circumstances were better when their mothers 
had jobs than when they didn’t.  They identified the benefits both to 
themselves and their mothers.   
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While none of the households could be described as affluent, interestingly the 
children were philosophical about where they stood with regard to their 
material possessions in relation to other households.  While most would have 
liked some item or other that they did not have, they were in general satisfied 
with what they had.  Their evaluations tended to indicate that they were “in the 
middle”, with some children they knew being worse off than them, and some 
being better off.   
 
The results from this research highlight the relational nature of the resilience 
achieved by the participating families.  This was revealed in the abilities of the 
mothers to both enable a cooperative and loving organisational structure at 
home and create and maintain effective relationships with families, friends, 
and organisations that were sources of social and economic support beyond 
the home.   
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Appendix 3. Māori Sole Parent Whānau: Results and 
Key Findings 
 

Introduction and summary description of whānau 
 
A total of 28 in-depth interviews were conducted.  The first group of interviews 
were conducted in the Wellington region and the second group of interviews 
were conducted in Picton and Blenheim.  In sum, interviews were conducted 
with: 

- 6 sole parents whose children were aged 7 years or less. 
- 5 sole parent families whose children were aged between 7 -11 years. 

The sole parent and 4 of the children were interviewed. 
- 7 sole parent families whose children were aged between 12-15 years. 

The sole parent and 5 children were interviewed; and 
- 1 non-custodial parent. 

 
Prospective participants were contacted through professional and personal 
networks of the Māori section of the Family Centre. Each of the prospective 
participants was contacted directly by a member of the Māori research team. 
Those who agreed to participate in the study were given full information about 
the study and how the information they provided would be used. All of the 
participants signed a consent form before interviews commenced. The form 
was read carefully to each participant and no interviews commenced until they 
were clear about what they were undertaking.  
 
Most of the respondents had been raised by both their parents, although 5 
grew up with their grandparents for at least most part of their formative years. 
The views and experiences of resilience with these respondents were different 
compared to the rest of the cohort. This is perhaps because those 
respondents who were first raised by their grandparents and then later with 
their parents were endowed with two different sets of values. First the 
traditional values of their grandparents generation and secondly, the 
contemporary values and beliefs of their parents.   
 
Most respondents were non-transient and experienced a relatively settled 
childhood. Those respondents, who settled in the one area, town or city for 
most of their childhood, had strong whānau and social networks.  Many of the 
respondents who left home once they completed school, returned to their 
hometown or whānau house to raise their own children.  
 
Just under half of the respondents lived in a state home throughout their entire 
childhood.  
Drinking/parties and fighting were common features in many households that 
respondents grew up in. The majority of respondents who were raised in 
these households, experienced no issues or problems with drugs or alcohol, 
later in life.  
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Most respondent’s (15) reported that they had good relationships with at least 
one of their parents or caregivers. Other respondents said that they did not 
have good relationships with their parents or caregivers. Crystal never got on 
well with her step father so she continued to live with her grandfather most of 
her childhood. 
 
Sixteen respondents reported that both of their parents worked, despite that  
all of these respondents also reported that there was not always enough 
money to buy basic essentials.  
 
All those respondents who reported that their whānau never had enough 
money for basic essentials also said that their parents or whānau were 
resourceful and good at finding food from natural resources, so they never 
went hungry.   
 
However, going without food was not always due to financial hardship, alcohol 
was a predominant feature in many of the respondent’s homes when they 
were growing up. 
 
The most common social relationships respondents had outside of their 
whānau were with a sports club, a Māori organisation or a church.  
 
The majority of respondents (17) spent 3 or more years at secondary school 
and more than half (11) left school with either School Certificate or University 
Entrance.  
 
Most of the respondents (11) did not experience any major health issues or 
problems during their childhood. The usual health issues were common flu, 
colds, tonsillitis and asthma. Eileen suffered from glue ear when she was 
young and as a result she lost 70% of her hearing in one ear. Brenda’s sister 
and Hemi’s mother both suffered from depression, neither Brenda nor Hemi 
believed that their depression had a negative impact  on them or other 
members of the whānau. Terehia suffered rheumatic fever when she was 16,  
She was told she still has a heart condition which needs to be monitored 
although she has suffered no long-term effects from the illness.  
 
Respondents were very clear about the importance of their whānau values, 
attitudes and beliefs. The most common values mentioned were related to 
whānau, concepts such as manaakitanga (caring), aroha (love), and 
whānautanga (maintaining whānau relationships). Education was considered 
an important value and most respondents believed that their whānau had 
positive attitudes towards life.  
 
Respondents said whānau support and whānau values, beliefs and attitudes 
were the most important things that helped them meet the challenges they 
faced as sole parents. Overwhelmingly most families were able to maintain 
stability in their whānau because of the support they received from immediate 
and extended whānau. Most participants had good relationships with their 
close and extended whānau.  The cultural values beliefs and attitudes they 
experienced during childhood helped them shape constructive relationships 
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and positive outlooks with their whānau. Spiritual beliefs, both religious and 
cultural, also enhanced people’s ability to cope even though few attended 
church regularly.    
 
Most of the respondents (10) believed that they were sheltered from issues or 
problems so they weren’t really aware of how their parents responded to hard 
times or challenges. 
 
Seven respondents could not think of anything significantly positive that 
impacted on their whānau and changed their lives. Three respondents said 
that the best thing that happened when they were growing up was winning a 
colour television and the popularity it brought.  Others referred to happy 
whānau events.  
 
Six respondents stated that the major negative event that changed their lives 
was abuse by a family member, and family violence. Some respondents 
experienced a lot of violence while others were not aware of what was going 
on because they were too young at the time, as Joy explained:  
 
Three respondents said that the loss of a family member was the biggest 
event which impacted negatively on them during their childhood.  
 
Laura explained that there were no specific negative events that had a huge 
impact on her during her childhood but she did talk about how her parent’s low 
expectations influenced her unhelpfully when she got older. 
 
Despite the negative challenges, problems and issues many of the 
respondents faced during their childhood, 11 respondents said that they had 
an awesome childhood, seven respondents said that they had a good 
childhood, three said that they did not have a good childhood and one 
respondent said that their childhood was okay.  
 
The majority of respondents (14) were under the age of 30 when they first 
became a sole parent.  Infidelity, partner violence, alcohol and drugs were the 
named common causes of relationship breakdown and separation.  
 
The most common challenges for the sole parents were financial: being a 
beneficiary; lack of support from another parent; lack of employment skills; 
loneliness; grief; anger; and finding suitable employment for sole parents.  
 
Three respondents have intentions to enrol in tertiary studies in 2011. One 
respondent has recently completed a Bachelor of Early Childhood Education. 
 
Practically all the children felt settled and happy in their home.  All of them 
noted that their custodial parent made the important decisions in their home 
and most had close contact with their extended families.  They saw work in a 
positive light and were happy to see their parents employed, because it 
provided greater income for them and other family members, and added to 
their parent’s wellbeing as they saw it.   
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Some respondents accessed budgeting services to help them manage their 
finances. Generally, respondents did not access outside support services 
because they rely on or are happy with the support they receive from their 
whānau.  However, four respondents are studying degrees and courses in 
order to help them gain more employment opportunities.   
 
The ability to communicate and adapt to changing circumstances were also 
identified as resilient characteristics.  Elders who could calmly lead families 
through difficult times were important as were relationships that were non-
abusive.  The ability to move away from destructive environments and make a 
new start and the associated ability to reflect on circumstances and make 
important choices to improve life chances for themselves and their children 
through education, closer whānau support or resettling away from trouble, 
were also important. 
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Whānau backgrounds 
 
A brief biographical description of each respondent is provided below. Names 
and personal details that may identify respondents have been removed to 
ensure anonymity.  
 
Peter is both a custodial and non-custodial parent but he chose to participate 
in the study as a custodial parent. Peter and his ex-partner were in a 
relationship for twenty years before they separated. They had seven children 
together including a set of twin boys and a whāngai (adopted) son. Peter has 
custody of one child while his ex-partner has the other six children in her care. 
Peter’s daughter Sarah chose to live with her father, she is 8 years of age. 
Peter is hoping that his twin boys will return to live with him in 2011.   
 
Dave is a non-custodial parent, who is nearly 60 years of age and Dave has 
one daughter aged six years. He was in a short-term relationship with his 
daughter’s mother which Dave said ended because he and his ex-partner 
drank too much alcohol. Dave has had very little to do with his daughter as 
she was removed from her mother’s care shortly after the separation. Dave is 
attempting to work with the Family Courts to gain rights to visit his daughter.  
 
Hemi is a non-custodial parent, he is 39 years old and he has a 15 year old 
daughter. He and his ex-partner separated when their daughter was seven 
years old. Hemi attributed the breakdown in their relationship to his ex-
partners alcohol and drug addictions. Hemi has had a lot to do with his 
daughter’s upbringing because his ex-partner has always allowed him to have 
a close relationship with her.   
 
Anaru is a non-custodial parent, he is 44 years old and he has two children 
aged 19 and 20. He and his ex-wife were married for ten years and when they 
separated both of the children went to live with his ex-wife. After a long legal 
battle, he won shared custody of his children. Anaru has always maintained 
his financial responsibilities through parental payments to the Inland Revenue 
Department. Sometimes this has put a strain on his finances as he also 
shared in half the costs associated with his children’s care and upbringing.  
 
Lisa is aged between 30 and 35; she has three children.  Lisa first became a 
sole parent when she was 23. She separated from her children’s father 
because he was violent toward her. Now that her children are getting older, 
she would like to pursue a tertiary education.  
 
Fortune is 46 years old and she has four children. Her first child (Dean) is 25; 
she separated from Dean’s father when Dena was three years old. She met 
Mary’s father (her second child) and was in a long-term relationship with him. 
She separated from Mary’s father because issues with drugs and alcohol had 
affected their relationship. She was in a relationship with the father of her two 
youngest children up until 11 months ago. This was an unhealthy relationship, 
which ended in Fortune losing all her three children to CYFS (Child Youth 
Family Services). She has only recently regained custody of them and they 
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are now trying to rebuild their lives together. A condition of the children’s 
return to her care was that she must not associate with the father of her two 
youngest children.  
 
Lesley is 37 years of age, she has two children aged six and nine. Lesley has 
been a sole parent for two and a half years, she attributed the breakdown in 
her relationship to post natal depression after the birth of her youngest son, 
and communication issues between her and her ex-partner.  
 
Moira has two daughters, Leesa aged 14 and Pearl aged 15. Leesa and Pearl 
have different fathers. Moira was in a relationship with Pearl’s father but that 
relationship ended because of the stress of his job as an arms disposal expert 
in an overseas army. She was married to Leesa’s father, the marriage ended 
because he had an extra marital affair. Leesa lived with Moira until she was 
10 years old, then she went to live with her father. Moira has full custody of 
Pearl, Moira and Pearl have had no contact with Pearl’s father.  
 
Terehia is aged between 41 and 45, she has three children, Tracey is 15, 
Dion is 11 and Roy is 7. Tracey has a different father from Dion and Roy. 
Terehia did not have a stable relationship with any of her children’s father. 
She has been a sole parent since she was 24 years old.  
 
Eileen is aged between 25 and 30, she has one daughter (Tina) aged 7. 
Eileen is currently a non-custodial parent although when she and her ex-
partner first separated Eileen gained full custody of Tina. After a long custody 
battle her ex-partner was given shared custody. Tina has recently gone to live 
with her father; Eileen hopes that when she is more emotionally and 
financially stable that Tina will return to live with her permanently. Tina stays 
with Eileen during the school holidays and they are in contact mostly every 
week. Eileen also helps support Tina financially when she can.  
 
Pauline is aged between 41 and 45, she has 2 daughters aged 7 and 9. 
Pauline first became a sole parent when she was 37. Pauline resents having 
to draw on a benefit to financially support her two children but at the moment 
she is not in a position to work full-time.  
 
Nadine is aged between 31 and 35, she has two children, Terry is 11 years 
old and Henrietta is 10. She has been a sole parent since she was 27. She 
separated from her children’s father because he had an affair with another 
woman. Nadine is working full-time as an administration assistant at an early 
childhood centre.  
 
Laura is aged between 31 and 35, she has three children aged, 14, 8 and 4 
months. Laura was 18 years old when she first became a sole parent. Laura 
would like to study law next year. 
 
Brenda is 22 years old, she has 3 young children, her youngest child was only 
a few days old at the time we interviewed her.  Brenda had been in a 
relationship with her children’s father since she was 15. He was recently made 
redundant and Brenda attributes a lot of the stress associated with his 
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unemployment to the break up of their relationship. Brenda relocated to 
Wellington after the separation to be nearer her whānau. She hopes that she 
will be able to study social work on a part time basis. 
 
Betty is aged between 35 and 40, she has three children, her 15 year old son 
is attending secondary school, her 17 year old daughter has just completed a 
flight attendants course and her youngest son attends intermediate school. 
Betty owns her own home where she lives with her mother, father her 
children. Her ex-partner lives and works overseas, he supports them 
financially but the children have not seen him for more than five years. Betty is 
currently working part-time in hospitality. 
 
Joy is 46 years of age, she has 3 children, her two older children live away 
from home and have children of their own, these two children have the same 
father but he is not the father of Joy’s youngest child, Amy. Joy and Amy, who 
is 15 years of age, live together. Joy separated from Amy’s father after a long-
term relationship because he had an extra-marital affair. 
 
Linda is aged between 22 and 25, she has one child. Linda’s relationship with 
her ex-partner also ended because of his infidelity. Linda is currently 
struggling on her own with a young baby, her baby also suffered from colic 
and other health issues.   
 
Peti has just turned 50; she has one son (Michael) aged 15. Michael was 
whangai(d) at birth, his biological father is Peti’s brother. Michael has never 
had a live-in-dad and he has being raised in an extended whānau 
environment. Peti has never received a domestic purposes benefit for 
Michael, although she does receive a disability allowance for Michael who is 
autistic.   
Marie is a young sole parent who has one child. Marie was not in a serious 
relationship with her son’s father. She is currently working part-time and she 
would like to study interior design.  
 
Whetu is 29 years old; she has a seven year old son. Whetu had been in a 
relationship with her son’s father for ten years, they separated because he 
was unfaithful. Whetu was working full-time before she became a sole parent 
and the company she works for were very helpful in transferring her position 
to another one of their offices so that she could move closer to her whānau 
after the separation. In 2011 she is planning to reduce her hours of work so 
that she can study nursing part time. 
 
Puti is aged between 45 and 50; she has six children. The father to her first 
two children was very violent, but despite this she stayed with him for more 
than 15 years. The relationship ended because her ex-partner almost killed 
her. She had another child to an ex-gang member; this relationship lasted for 
more than 10 years. She then met John who is the father to her youngest 3 
children. Puti and John got married but the relationship ended when her 
youngest child was 3 years old. At one stage, Puti lost custody of all her 
children, her three youngest children have only just returned to her care. Puti 
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is currently doing voluntary work at a women’s refuge, she would like to help 
support other women who are in abusive relationships. 
 
Crystal is 50 years old; she has three children to three different men. Her 
eldest son died when he was very young, another child was adopted out and 
the third child is now 30 years old. Crystal has never been in a long-term 
relationship with any of her children’s fathers. Crystal raised her eldest son on 
her own until shortly before he died and she raised her youngest son on her 
own until he was in his late teens. Crystal was originally selected to participate 
in the study as a non-custodial parent, however the experiences and stories 
she shared with us are the views of a sole parent.  
 
Steven is currently a non-custodial parent; he is aged between 30 and 35, and 
he has two children to two different mothers. Steven had shared custody of 
his first daughter and was heavily involved with her upbringing until she and 
her mother relocated to another city. He did not have as much to do with his 
second daughter’s upbringing. 
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Life history and experiences 
The purpose of this section is to identify key factors that may have shaped or 
determined how respondents deal with the issues or challenges of being a 
sole parent. The life history and experiences relate to the respondents 
childhood upbringing, whānau values, attitudes and beliefs, how whānau 
respond to challenges, schooling and education, health, whānau and social 
relationships and key life changing events.   
 

Childhood upbringing 
Most of the respondents were raised by both their parents, but five were 
raised by their grandparents during the early stages of their lives. When they 
started school they returned to live with their parents. Two respondents, Moira 
and Terehia, lived with their grandparents until they were old enough to leave 
home. This is common practice amongst many Māori whānau; the mokopuna 
(grandchildren) are sometimes raised by their grandparents until they are old 
enough to attend primary school when they are usually returned to their 
parents.  
 

Housing 
Nineteen respondents’ indicated that they did not move around a lot during 
their childhood.  Ten were brought up in a state house or rented homes, eight 
respondents lived in homes their parents owned, and five respondents lived in 
whānau homes8.  Interestingly, all of those who were raised in a state home 
are now renting a state house themselves.  The respondents whose parents 
owned their own homes, also own their own home now. 
 
The average sized house was three bedrooms, while each home housed on 
average five family members. Most respondents indicated that there were 
always extended whānau members at their homes, and some specifically 
noted the warm and loving atmospheres that resulted from that. However, for 
others the experience was not so positive and some recounted that there 
were a lot of parties at their houses and the adults would argue and fight.  
 

Whānau relationships 
 
Seven respondents stated that their parents had separated or divorced. Of 
these respondents, two were raised by their mother only, two were raised by 
their mother and step father, one was raised by her father until he died and 
she went to live with extended whānau, while two respondents were raised by 
extended whānau members.  
 
After Crystal’s parents separated, she and her three siblings went with their 
mother to live with her grandfather. She explained that it was a very difficult 
time for her whānau because there was not a lot of support for sole parents 
during the 1960’s and they depended on her grandfather to support them.  

                                            
8 Homes that belonged to members of the extended family  
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Later Crystal’s mother met her step father and they moved out of her 
grandfather’s house.  
 
Brenda’s parents separated because her father was very violent towards her 
mother. Brenda went to live with her father when her parents separated but he 
died when she was seven years old.  While her father had been violent 
towards her mother and siblings, he had treated her well.  But she supported 
her mother’s decision to leave her father.  
 
Despite the fact that her father drank often, Peti’s parents got on well and her 
father was never violent toward her mother and he brought up her brothers 
never to hit women.  Her parents remained married, ‘through thick and thin’ 
and her mother was of the view that there was only one man for her. 
 
Most of the respondents reported that they had good relationships with at 
least one of their parents or caregivers, but a few said that they did not have 
good relationships with them.  Crystal never got on well with her step father so 
she continued to live with her grandfather most of her childhood: 
 
Although Terehia was raised by her grandparents and she didn’t see her 
mother often, her grandparents ensured that she always had some 
contact with her mother, so she wasn’t totally estranged from her. 
 
Hemi’s parents separated when he was 11 years old, at the time he didn’t 
understand why they separated and he always resented not getting to know 
his father very well.  Hemi did not have a close relationship with his mother, 
and felt that she didn’t support him when he was younger and he was 
disappointed that she never turned up to any of his sporting or school events: 
 
Although Marie got on well with her parents, she also said that they weren’t 
supportive.  They didn’t encourage her to do homework after school and they 
never supported her when she was playing sports:  
 
Eileen was brought up with her grandmother and aunty because after her 
parents separated she didn’t get on with her mother.  She had very little 
contact with her father. 
 
Puti was raised by her grandparents from birth, her grandparents got on very 
well and she spoke fondly of them but at some stage they moved in with a 
grand-aunty who treated her badly when her grandparents were not around. 
 
Moira’s parents got on well and she had a good relationship with her mother 
although she was not very close to her father. Moira said that her relationship 
with her father had a negative impact on her later in life because he was so 
negative towards her and her achievements while at school. 
 
Terehia’s parents got on well, although they didn’t ever marry. 
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How whānau managed financially 
 
Most respondents reported that both of their parents worked but, despite most 
homes having two incomes, these respondents also reported that there was 
not always enough money to buy basic essentials.  However, most who 
reported that their whānau never had enough money for basic essentials also 
said that their parents or whānau were resourceful and good at finding food 
from natural resources by hunting, fishing and gardening, and these whānau 
didn’t go hungry.  
 
But going without food was not always due to shortage of money, and alcohol 
was a predominant feature in many of the respondent’s homes when they 
were growing up. 
 

Social relationships 
 
The most common social relationships respondents had outside of their 
whānau were with a sports club, Māori organisation, marae or a church.   
 

Education 
 
The majority of respondents spent 3 or more years at secondary school and 
more than half left school with either School Certificate or University Entrance. 
Sports, friends and kapa haka (Māori performing arts) were considered the 
most popular aspects of schooling, while teachers were the most disliked 
aspect.   
 

Health 
 
Most of the respondents (11) did not experience any major health issues or 
problems during their childhood. The usual health issues were common flu, 
colds, tonsillitis and asthma. Eileen suffered from glue ear when she was 
young and as a result she lost 70% of her hearing in one ear. Brenda’s sister 
and Hemi’s mother both suffered from depression, but neither Brenda nor 
Hemi believed that their depression impacted negatively on them or other 
members of the whānau.  Terehia suffered rheumatic fever when she was 16, 
and was told she still has a heart condition which needs to be monitored, 
though she has suffered no long-term effects. 
 

Whānau values, attitudes and beliefs. 
 
Respondents were very clear about the importance of their whānau values, 
attitudes and beliefs. The most common values mentioned were related to 
whānau, concepts such as manaakitanga (caring), aroha (love), and 
whānautanga (maintaining whānau relationships).  The need for hard work 
and acceptance of one’s lot in life or humility were also mentioned.  Education 
was considered an important value for respondents, particularly in relation to 
their children, and most believed that their whānau had positive attitudes 
towards life.  
 



 104 

How parents responded to challenges or hard times 
 
When asked how their parents responded to hard times or challenges, most 
respondents thought they had been sheltered from issues or problems so they 
weren’t really aware of how their parents responded to hard times or 
challenges.  They had believed that things just seemed to just work out on 
their own, and it wasn’t until they were much older that they came to realise 
that their parents had consciously responded to their challenges and hard 
times.  This had often been achieved in conjunction with clear communication 
within their whānau which often included grandparents. 
 

Major positive events 
 
Respondents were asked to talk about any major negative and positive events 
during their childhood which may have impacted on them or their whānau and 
changed their lives. Some respondents could not think of anything significantly 
positive that impacted on their whānau and changed their lives. A few 
identified material acquisitions such as winning a colour television.  For 
others, the birth of a new whānau member was the most significant positive 
event that impacted on their whānau and changed their lives, and some of 
these found their wider whānau in general to have been positive, overall, 
despite the negative things they sometimes associated with them.  Several 
respondents identified learning about things Māori as the most positive aspect 
of their upbringing: 
 

Major negative events  
 
Abuse by a family member and family violence were identified by some as the 
major negative event that changed their lives.  Some respondents had 
experienced a lot of violence while others had not been aware of what was 
going on because they were too young at the time, but later realised what had 
been happening.  Two respondents had been raped when they were young 
teenagers and six respondents spoke about the sexual abuse they had 
experienced during their childhood and the impact these events had on them 
later in life.  One said that she was only able to deal with what happened to 
her when she met her children’s father and he supported her.  Another did not 
have a supportive partner to help her deal with the experience and it wasn’t 
until she was in her mid-twenties that she decided she had enough of feeling 
sick about it and that there had to be something better in life.  She was not 
aware of any support services that could help her at the time so she went to 
the local library and researched about sexual abuse.  From her research, she 
learnt more about the issue, and this new knowledge gave her the strength to 
approach her family about the abuse.  The primary impact of family violence 
seemed to be felt through a lack of a sense of belonging and security. 
 

Overall descriptions of childhood 
 
Despite the negative challenges, problems and issues many of the 
respondents faced during their childhood, their overall evaluations of their 
childhoods were positive.  More than half described their childhood as having 
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been “awesome”, others described theirs as “good”.  A small number said that 
they did not have a good childhood.  Most of those who said that they 
experienced some form of family violence or abuse during their childhood, 
believed that overall all the good outweighed the bad.  This ability to make 
meaning from adversity; to find and celebrate what has been good in an often 
difficult life, typifies the resilience of the respondents. 
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Pathways  to sole parenthood.  
 
Pathways to sole parenthood explored the changes in relationships in the 
lives of respondents once they had become a sole parent. Respondents were 
asked to talk about the key events that led to sole parenthood; how sole 
parenthood had affected their educational and employment opportunities; and 
how it affected whānau and social relationships. 
 

Key events that led to sole parenthood 
 
Most of respondents were under the age of 30 when they first became a sole 
parent.  Whetu, Linda, Marie, Lesley, Pauline, Moira and Nadine said that 
infidelity was the key factor that led to their separation.   Puti, Lisa, Crystal and 
Joy separated from their partners because they were in violent relationships. 
Peter and his partner were separated by order of the Family Courts because 
of domestic violence. However, it was stress related to a housing issue, which 
led to the domestic violence.  Fortune left her partner because of their drinking 
and taking drugs. Peti adopted her son and has never been in a relationship 
with her son’s father. Dave and Hemi said that their relationships ended 
because of they had issues with alcohol and drugs and Steven said that he 
was not mature enough to take on the responsibilities of parenthood. Terehia, 
who has children to two different partners said that it was she who did not 
want to enter into a relationship with her children’s father’s because she was 
abused when she was younger and so she did not trust males being around 
her children. Betty and Brenda left their partners because of financial stress. 
Eileen and her partner did not get on and they separated after seven years.  
Three respondents did not talk about the events which led to them becoming 
sole parents.  
 
Linda had no idea that her partner had been unfaithful, and it was a huge 
shock for her as she and her ex-husband had only been married for 5 months.  
When it was obvious that he was not going to stop seeing other women, she 
made the decision to leave him.  Moira left her husband after discovering that 
he had been unfaithful.  She discovered this when she went to their family 
doctor for a regular health check and found out that he was treating her 
husband for an STD.  
 
Nadine had believed that she and her ex-partner had a good relationship and 
there were no signs of breakdown in the relationship. They both decided that it 
would be a good idea if one of them went to university to study. Nadine chose 
to stay home with the children so her ex-partner could move away to study, 
but while he was away he met someone else and left her with the children. 
 
There were a number of factors, which led to Lesley’s break up, although she 
attributed the key reason to her ex-partners infidelity coupled with his constant 
questioning of her fidelity. 
 
Whetu has only recently separated from her partner of 10 years; she was very 
much in love with him so it was a huge shock to her when she discovered that 
he was having an affair. At first she could not tell her parents because she did 
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not want them to judge him or think of him differently, so she denied for a very 
long time that she and her ex-partner had actually separated:  
 
Marie’s relationship with her sons’ father was unstable from the beginning, 
there was some violence and she said he was not prepared to take on his 
parental responsibilities. They tried to make it work over a three-year period 
but there were major trust issues, which they could not overcome, this was the 
major factor which led to their separation:  
 
Pauline first became a sole parent when she was 37. She was living in the UK 
with her children and ex-partner when they decided that they wanted to move 
back to New Zealand. She and her ex-husband bought a house in New 
Zealand. and then Pauline travelled to New Zealand with her daughters to 
settle.  Her husband was supposed to follow a short while later. She had 
money in the bank to cover their living expenses, however her ex-husband 
didn’t ever arrive in New Zealand because he met another woman and 
entered into a relationship with her. Pauline was left with the girls, a mortgage 
and no money as her ex-husband had withdrawn it all from the bank.  
 
Although Puti has children to three different partners, it was her first 
relationship which was particularly violent.  She said that she knew nothing 
else but violence because she was also an abused child. When she met her 
first partner she believed that he loved her and she craved the attention he 
gave her. It was not long into her first relationship that the violence started.  
After 14 years of physical, sexual and psychological abuse, Puti finally left the 
relationship, but only after her ex-partner nearly killed her: 
 
Joy’s two eldest children have a different father from her youngest child, so 
the first time she became a sole parent was because of the violence she 
experienced. She left her second partner was because he was unfaithful:   
 
Lisa found it very difficult to talk about the events that led to her becoming a 
sole parent, except to say that it wasn’t a good relationship.  Despite that she 
didn’t regret having been in the relationship and was still finding it difficult to 
cope with the separation: 
 
Peter and his ex-partner had six children together and also a whangai 
(adopted) son. There were nine of them living in a three-bedroom Housing 
New Zealand home. Eventually, life started to become a bit chaotic so they 
applied to rent a larger Housing New Zealand home as they could not afford 
to rent privately. Housing New Zealand could not offer them a home that could 
house all of them so they were moved into two separate homes and were 
forced to separate. Half went to live with their mother and the other half stayed 
with Peter. One family living in two homes destroyed the cohesion of the 
family unit and eventually led to the overall breakdown of their relationship.  
Peter was too upset to talk about the actual events that led to their separation 
but from what he said, it seemed that his former partner was coping much 
better with the separation than he was. 
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Crystal said that all the relationships she had with her children’s fathers ended 
because of her drinking and taking drugs.  None of her children were removed 
from her care and she had since undertaken alcohol and drug counselling and 
doing training courses.  Fortune, Dave and Hemi also said that issues with 
alcohol and drugs eventually led to the breakdowns in their relationships. 
 
Terehia has never been in a long-term relationship with any of her children’s 
fathers.  She had been told when she was in her teens that she could not 
have children, so she was surprised to become pregnant.  Because of the 
abuse she suffered when she was younger she does not want a partner.  
 
Steven believed that he entered parenthood at a time when he was not 
mature enough to take on the responsibilities of fatherhood. He believed that 
fatherhood put too many pressures on his life that he was too inexperienced 
to deal with.   
 
For two respondents, financial stress was the major factor that led to their 
separations. Betty and her partner separated because he wanted to move 
overseas to work and she wanted to stay in New Zealand and raise their 
children. They have been separated for 10 years but they still communicate 
on a regular basis and her ex-partner provides financial assistance for their 
children:  
 
Niki and her partner separated because of financial stress. Her ex-partner lost 
his job when she was pregnant with their fourth child, their lives became very 
stressful and her ex-partner became violent. Niki decided to move to 
Wellington with her children to be closer to her whānau support: 
 
Anaru did not talk specifically about the events, which led to his separation. 
He has always tried to maintain a close relationship with his children, at one 
stage he won shared custody of his son and daughter but his ex-partner 
moved them away from where he was living which made it difficult for him to 
maintain contact with them: 
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Barriers and challenges of sole parenthood 
 
We asked respondents to talk about the sorts of things that they find to be 
difficult or challenging, since they have became a sole parent, and how these 
challenges affect them and their whānau. The most common challenges 
identified were financial/being a beneficiary; lack of support from another 
parent; lack of employment skills; loneliness; grief; anger; and finding suitable 
employment for sole parents.  Health was discussed, but did not pose a 
particular barrier or challenge for any of those interviewed.    
 

Financial challenges 
 
Moira, Terehia, Eileen, and Laura all stated that income was a major 
challenge for them. While Pauline and Nadine did not talk extensively about 
financial challenges, they did talk about their experiences of being 
beneficiaries.    
 
Moira went to university and although she received the training incentive 
allowance it did not cover all her study expenses and she still had to apply for 
education grants and support from her brother. Moira believes that without the 
training incentive allowance she would not have been able to able to complete 
her degree.  
 
For Terehia, the cost of schooling her children is at times overwhelming and 
she always has to spend money on basic essentials such as shoes and 
clothes, which she often cannot afford.  Terehia’s major enjoyment in life is 
watching her children take part in sports and kapa haka activities.  When we 
asked her what she considered to be the lowest point of being a sole parent, 
she said that it was the stress of not always having enough money to allow 
her children to participate in sports or going away on trips. If there is money 
set aside for an activity and an emergency arises, the priority is always to use 
the savings to deal with the emergency.  
 
Laura also struggles financially to give her children all the opportunities that 
she would like to.  Her benefit was insufficient to cover costs involved with 
children’s sporting activities, for example, and employment did not seem to be 
a viable alternative for her because she could only foresee a dead end job 
with low pay and prospects.  
 
Although Eileen’s daughter is not currently in her care, when she was a sole 
parent she said that the major challenge for her was trying to survive on a 
benefit, which really involved living in sub-standard accommodation, to make 
ends meet.  
 

Lack of support from another parent or adult and loneliness  
 
Moira, Linda, Brenda, Betty and Nadine also stated that lack of support from 
another parent was another challenging factor for them. Although they receive 
a lot of support from their whānau, friends or outside agencies, it is not the 
same as having another adult living with you to help take care for the children. 
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During the interview with Moira it was clearly noticeable that she was tired and 
run down. Shortly after our interview Moira was diagnosed with breast cancer.  
 
Nadine and Linda both missed having another pair of hands around the house 
to take care of the children when they or their children were sick or to help 
with repairs on the house. 
 
Brenda’s ex-partner had always walked her daughter to school every morning, 
but with a new born baby she hasn’t been able to do that herself. She said her 
daughter also misses her morning walks with her dad. Brenda is a new sole 
parent and she is still adjusting to the challenge of being alone. 
 
Although Betty has a lot of whānau around her she misses the intimacy of a 
relationship with an adult. She also feels sad sometimes that her children do 
not have their father around like many of their whānau and friends do. 
 

Lack of employment skills/Suitable employment for sole parents 
 
Lesley and Lisa both believed that a lack of employment skills and suitable 
employment for sole parents with flexible hours so that they could work 
around their children were challenging factors for them. 
 
One of the difficult challenges Lisa has faced as a sole parent is not being 
able to gain employment because of her limited skills and lack of formal 
qualifications. Although she sometimes gets seasonal fruit picking work, the 
income she receives is not enough to live on and work is only available certain 
times of the year. Hence, she has been dependent on the benefit for financial 
income for most of the time she has been a sole parent. When the National 
government introduced new benefit entitlement criteria she said a few of her 
friends who are sole parents were complaining about losing the benefit, but 
Lisa’s attitude was that the benefit was not the only option.  However, she 
realises that financial independence means that she will need to get a job that 
will pay enough to support her and her children.  Now that they are older she 
would like to do a computer or resource management course. Lesley would 
also like to work full-time and someday gain financial independence but she 
cannot find a job that has suitable work hours that fit with her childcare 
responsibilities. 
 
Entitlements to benefits for sole parents and dealing with Work and 
Income 
 
Joy, Lisa, Eileen and Linda considered that Work and Income did not let them 
know their full entitlements as sole parent beneficiaries. Many sole parents 
are often confronted with barriers when dealing with social services or support 
agencies. They are of the view that Work and Income should be proactive in 
telling them what their full entitlements are.  Eileen believed that every time 
she went to Work and Income for assistance they treated her as though she 
was taking advantage of the system.  Joy was of the view that some Work and 
Income staff reinforces negative stereotypes about sole parents through the 
ways that they interact with beneficiaries. Joy only wanted some temporary 
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assistance from Work and Income until she was ready to go back to work. 
Joy’s view was that Work and Income staff should be there to provide a 
service to beneficiaries and if they are not providing assistance then they are 
doing beneficiaries a disservice:   
 

Relationships  
 
Most respondents said that sole parenthood did not affect relationships with 
their friends and whānau. However, two respondents said that they did face 
negativity from some of their friends and whānau. Pauline and her ex-husband 
had socialised in middle-upper class society and she said that people who she 
had thought were her friends treated her very differently after she became a 
sole parent. 
 
When Moira and her first husband separated, her whānau blamed the 
separation on her. They did not know that she left him because he had been 
unfaithful, and she believed that her whānau supported her ex-husband more 
than they supported her.  For her part, Whetu felt a lot of pressure from her 
whānau when she first became a sole parent because they wanted her to go 
back to her partner and sort things out, even though they knew that he had 
been unfaithful to her. 
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Coping: Key resilience factors 
 
The aim of this section is to highlight the key factors of resilience 
demonstrated by the sole parent whānau included in this study.   
 
A key focus of this study is to try and understand how some sole parent 
whānau manage to cope with the demands and challenges of sole 
parenthood.  We refer to these demands and challenges as stressors, that is 
anything that has the potential to threaten the stability of whānau life (Pere 
2007:56). The key stressors identified in this study included, Insufficient 
income, children’s health, housing,  whānau relationships, lack of employment 
skills, lack of suitable employment for sole parents, and lack of partner 
support.  Drugs, alcohol and family violence had been features of many 
relationships.  For the most part the sole parent had left these behind when 
they became a sole parent, but some were still learning to remain free of 
drugs and to limit their alcohol.  
 
The ability of the whānau to cope with the stressor is dependent on a number 
of factors. However McCubbin et al. (1997:8) explain that the most critical 
resources a family needs to counter the threat of a stressor are, economic 
stability, cohesiveness, flexibility, hardiness, shared spiritual beliefs, open 
communication, traditions, celebrations, routines and organisation. With 
reference to resiliency theory, these factors promote positive adaptation when 
families are faced with difficulties (Pere, 2007:19). These resources are critical 
because they function to increase and strengthen the family’s capacity to cope 
with stressors.  
 
Despite the negative challenges, problems and issues many of the 
respondents faced during their childhood, when we asked them to describe 
their childhood overall, more than half the respondents attitudes were 
overwhelmingly positive. Many respondents ascribed the ability to recover 
from the adverse conditions they were exposed to when they were younger to 
the positive traits that are contained within their whānau belief systems. These 
traits include the ability to adapt and change, whānau support, whānau values 
and beliefs such as: family comes first, always help others, be non-
judgemental and work hard and, in some, patterns of open communication, 
albeit from older family members to younger ones. 
 

Whānau belief systems 
 
Belief systems are processes that promote positive adaptation when families 
are faced with difficulties (Pere, 2007:19). The whānau system of beliefs is 
what enables the whānau to respond positively in difficult situations. These 
belief systems are shaped over time by whānau values, convictions and 
beliefs. A whānau belief system is also guided by cultural and spiritual 
worldviews of the family.    
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Spiritual beliefs 
 
Although very few respondents currently attend church regularly most 
respondents had received some form of religious, spiritual or values teaching 
during their childhood. When Peti’s son was diagnosed with autism she said 
she found it very challenging and difficult to find suitable support for her and 
her son. She wanted her son to continue learning in the Māori medium unit at 
his school but there was no support to cater for his learning needs in Māori 
medium. The key factor that maintained Peti’s determination to find a way for 
her son to remain in the Māori medium unit was her ability to maintain hope. 
Her beliefs and faith are key resilience factors which she was exposed to 
during her childhood. When Peti was younger and her whānau experienced 
hard times, she said her mother’s strong faith in God always guided them 
through challenging times. She maintained these beliefs and when she herself 
faces difficult challenges she often draws strength from her mother’s strong 
spiritual beliefs.   
 

My mother was the one that guided us over the hurdles and she 
always pointed us to God and even when she was alive not so long 
ago she used to tell me to instil that in (my son), but she did that, 
she did that for me (Peti).  

 
Steven was also of the view that his parent’s faith in God had a lot to do with 
how they responded to challenges: 
 

I think a lot of that stuff was all to do with God, you know it was 
praying and believing that if something wasn’t available just take it 
before God pretty much (Steven).  

 
Consequently, Steven attributes much of his ability to cope with life’s 
challenges to his spiritual beliefs:  
 

You know I’ve always believed in God and I’ve sort of always 
known he's there and I’ve just attributed that to my conscience 
you know … its led me in the right direction you know and I pretty 
much Identified that as been the voice of God for me anyway.  But 
as I’ve gotten older it’s probably just becoming more aware of it 
(Steven) 

 
He felt it gave him a greater inner peace and had impacted on his 
daughters, too: 

 
Oh massively, they pick up on it aye, they pick up on the vibe they 
just know, when… there’s a true inner joy and they just respond to 
it I can see it on them I know it. And the opposite when I was in 
times of searching for this and that and not really paying attention… 
I wasn’t giving them myself, I knew that they were on to that, they 
could feel it (Steven). 
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Whānau values, attitudes and beliefs 
 
Whānau values, beliefs, attitudes and support can be strong protective 
factors. When Terehia’s sister passed away, her father was unable to cope 
with the loss of his daughter. The longer Terehia’s father grieved, the more 
depressed he became. Terehia’s whānau believed that when her sister 
passed away, their father began to drift away because he no longer felt that 
he had a key role to play in the whānau.  This issue posed a challenge for 
Terehia and her whānau because the loss of their father would threaten the 
cohesion of the entire whānau. The ability of her whānau to identify the 
challenge and deal with it appropriately is a key factor that helped Terehia 
herself cope with the loss of another sister:   
 

…when my sister passed he [her father] thought he was no longer 
needed and the whānau spoke and sat with him, and said look this 
little one really needs you even more so now [because] she’s lost 
her mum and on top of that you’ve got other children and they’ve 
got children, you’re a papa to many so you need to pull it together. 
So he came right and I think with him needing us as well that sort of 
kept us on the straight, it kept us focussed and I think if we were 
weren’t needed so much we would of all just done the same you 
know scattered to the winds (Brenda). 

 
Terehia was a sole parent of two when another of her sisters passed away. 
Her ability to cope with the loss of another sibling was again due to her 
whānau attitude of keeping it together for the sake of the whānau: 
 
Puti’s first two relationships ended because of partner abuse. She endured a 
tremendous amount of physical, emotional and psychological abuse from a 
young age through to her mid-thirties. During the darkest periods of her life it 
was her grandmother’s attitudes to life, her morals, beliefs and values that 
kept her going:  
 

I still have them now all my family values, morals and principles I 
got that from my kuia and koroua the whole lot. You know just 
learning to be humble, just learning to accept things for the way 
they are, don’t change things just go with what you know sort of in 
your life. It was hard with her and I carried everything she taught 
me you know even about being clean and everything you know and 
always find the good thing in people.… She gave me heaps of 
strength (Puti). 

 
Whānau values (or the way they have been interpreted) are not always 
functional. Puti herself says that her grandmother’s teaching to “find the 
good” in the man that was abusing her led her to stay longer in the 
relationship than was healthy: 
 

“Never doubted her values they just got stronger and stronger... 
to be able to stay in that violent relationship when I knew it was 
wrong...” 
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Most respondents who displayed a generally positive attitude towards life 
inherited much of their positive outlook from their childhood upbringing. 
Respondents who had a positive outlook on life appeared to be happy or 
content with their lives. For example, some respondents, despite having 
experienced trauma during their childhood or violence in a relationship, were 
still able to maintain a positive attitude towards their future.  Puti, who is a 
good example of this, has been able to channel her negative experiences and 
use them to empower other women who are currently in violent relationships 
and have lost or are at risk of losing their children to protection services.  She 
encourages them to recognise their own mistakes and to take responsibility 
for protecting the interests and welfare of their children over their own.  She 
also helps them recognise that agencies like CYF’s actually have their 
children’s best interests at heart, even though they might not always be 
likeable: 
 

…and I said, ‘Why were your children put in CYF’s in the first 
place?’. They go… ‘Because I’m still with my man’, and I said ‘There 
you go, and you know what CYF’s look at it as you not being able to 
make a choice not for you but for your children’. So they’ve [the 
mothers] been learning, so when we go to FGC (Family Group 
Conference) you need to put yourself in their shoes, I know they’re 
arseholes no one likes them, but in saying that if we didn’t have 
these associations, organisations to keep kids safe where would 
your kid be today?..(Puti). 

 
Puti’s hopes to instil her positive attitude in the young women who she 
supports. Since being interviewed, she has obtained a small office in a local 
council building where she hopes to set up a support centre for young women 
who are in or have been in violent relationships. Puti’s ability to turn her 
negative experiences into something positive is linked to her maintaining the 
family values, morals and principles that she was taught by her grandparents:  
 

Ability to adapt and adjust to adverse conditions 
 
A key source of resilience comes from experiencing adverse conditions early 
in life.  As noted in the Pakeha section, a few adverse events can strengthen 
resilience, while too many can weaken it.  Brenda believed that being exposed 
to an adverse environment when she was young helped her to develop the 
skills and strength to deal with challenges she faced later in life. When she 
was young she moved to another town which was basically run by a gang.  
She said that being exposed to that environment forced her to develop 
protective strategies:  
 

There’s nobody up there that doesn’t have gang affiliation… and if 
they don’t have gang affiliation they're not considered Māori. Well 
like if you just go to school and you don’t do any of that other stuff 
then oh you're not even Māori, so you get a hiding…. It’s that bad 
you can’t even wear certain colours in certain areas unless they 
know who you are.  It’s sad [because] I went from an area where I 
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could wear what ever I liked to moving up there and got a gang 
bash for wearing the wrong top to the swimming pools. But then 
after that you had to learn to have a shield, you had to learn to get 
hard or you’re gonna get wasted (Brenda).  

 
Peti was able to deal with the challenging circumstances she faced when she 
discovered that her son was autistic because she had been exposed to how 
her parents dealt with her sister’s and brother’s serious health issues when 
they were younger.  Her sister suffered from rheumatism and her brother from 
asthma, and her parents decided to move to a warmer climate to help them.  
This move demonstrated their ability to make adjustments in order to mitigate 
the risk that the condition posed to her sibling’s health and wellbeing.  Peti 
used the knowledge gained from this exposure to deal with the challenges of 
raising her son who has special needs due to his autism.,  
 
Puti developed coping skills through being exposed to family violence, abuse 
and living in adverse conditions when she was a child.  When Puti was in her 
first violent relationship, she had to learn how to cope with financial hardship, 
how to survive the beatings.  Puti believed that living in violence was normal 
because violence was all she knew. She had nothing and was given nothing, 
so she developed ways to survive based on the belief that no one was going 
to help her so she had to find a way to help herself. As she explained: 
 

I learnt to survive on nothing when I was with (ex-partner) ’cos he 
gave me nothing. And I’ve managed to do that all the way up till 
now, as long as all my bills are paid, you know there’s power, and 
the kids, and as long as there’s the food in there for my kids….  sort 
of like rise above things. If its no, its no, you cant have it, make do 
with what you got and that’s sort of how I got along and it’s a good 
thing in a way. [My friend] helps me heaps, but if I had to lose that 
one day it’s okay [because] you know my survival skills kick in, I 
know how to survive on nothing sort of thing, and I’m happy and it 
doesn’t bring me down, it doesn’t stress me… (Puti). 

 
Life experience was also crucial for Fortune, when she lost all of her children 
to child protection services (CYFS). She said that the key factor that helped 
her get through that time in her life and rebuild her life with her children when 
she did not have whānau support:  
 

So total experience has taught me to be more settled, losing my 
kids though like being in that bad relationship and there was no 
family concept there and so I had no support because I had fallen 
out with my family and umm that was my biggest struggle because 
I had no support… (Fortune). 

 
Moira was confronted with a tragedy after a close friend of hers passed away, 
and this key event, forced Moira to reflect on her life up to that point.  She 
assessed her situation and started to make positive changes, including 
deciding to go to university and get a degree.   
 



 117 

I gave up drinking just after he died, it was shocking, I just decided I 
just wanted to become a good mother, things were just going to shit 
and I thought no I’m going down…  (Moira). 

 
She found reflecting on her whānau’s values and attitudes helped her 
cope during those darker periods of her life. 

 
Yeah well those all come into play, well you think about like when 
you’re up there and you got all those things happening and you 
have to ask why and was this the path that my parents chose for 
me [because] it wasn’t, even this getting drunk all the time and it 
wasn’t you know, they taught us better and I just needed to see it 
and like after 3 [tangi] and then went and sat with my grandparents, 
and I thought things have got to change, you know and off I went, 
and it wasn’t long after John died I think I got drunk about once 
after that and okay ready for my next chapter.  (Moira).  
 

Whetu who is a new sole parent is determined to make the most of her current 
situation. She plans to study in 2011 towards a qualification in midwifery.  
Whetu’s determination to adopt a positive view to her new situation is a 
reflection of her ability to adapt and change. Similarly, Laura is currently doing 
a Diploma in Business and when she completes this course she would like to 
study law. Although Laura is not ready to return to work full-time yet, she is 
taking the most of the time she spends at home while her children are young 
to study. When they are old enough she would like to return to work full-time 
but she doesn’t just want any job, she would like to be a lawyer. Both Whetu 
and Laura demonstrated a keen willingness to adapt their current situations to 
improve their future employment opportunities.  
 

Whānau support 
 
In most cases respondents were not able to maintain stability in their 
immediate (nuclear) whānau without the support they received from their 
immediate (non-nuclear) and extended whānau. Brenda was exposed to a 
stressor very early in her life when her father died. The factor that mediated 
between the stressor and a potential threat of crises was her strong whānau 
support.  This could have caused prolonged grief, which could lead to 
depression, withdrawing from family and close friends, and eventually a 
breakdown of other relationships. In Brenda’s case she received a 
tremendous amount of whānau support and this support acted as a protective 
factor so that the potential to experience a negative outcome was mitigated. 
When we asked her how she coped with her dad’s death she said: 
 

My brothers and sisters really because even though see my older 
brother and my older sister they weren’t his kids, they loved him 
just like their father and he treated them just like his own. So when I 
moved back to them (after her father died), they were able to help 
me through everything. Through talking, through being distracted 
by them, like if they saw me upset they’re like ‘Come on lets go and 
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do this, come on we’ll go do something’, so that was cool’… 
(Brenda).  

 
Most respondents had good relationships with their immediate and extended 
whānau and in most cases the respondents depended on these relationships 
for support when they entered into sole parenthood. However, in the 
beginning Fortune believed that she had too much whānau support: 
 

I had so much whānau support, so I was very very lucky. Actually 
it kind of ruined me in a way… because I didn’t have to have any 
responsibility for my boy because everybody took him from me 
because they loved him so much, … so I had all this freedom still, 
like I wasn’t a parent. And so I just carried on partying… (Fortune). 

 
When we asked respondents how they would manage financially if there was 
no domestic purposes benefit, most of them said that they would not be able 
to survive if they were not working and if they did not receive support from 
their whānau.  Fortune’s response is typical:  
 

If I didn’t have the whānau support no, I wouldn’t of made it but 
because I had such good whānau support from both whānau, 
that’s how I made it, cos they’d buy my boy clothes and make sure 
we had food, you know I had so much support so I never felt the 
struggle as a sole parent with [son] (Fortune). 
 

 
When Crystal was pregnant with her first son, there was very little support for 
unmarried or single mothers.  She said that this was also a time when there 
were very negative stereotypes attached to unwed mothers.  Crystal attributed 
her ability to cope at that time to the support she received from her whānau. 
 

My grandfather took me to a lawyer he done all the ground work, 
you did have to go to lawyer to get a benefit, he took me to his 
lawyer in Blenheim. I had him [son] for about 3 years but then I got 
hapu (pregnant) again with and ended up in Invercargill, and the 
whānau came down and got him and that relationship broke up… 
But I was lucky I had whānau down there. [Because] he [partner] 
used to go in the army and I had no money, no income, and they 
came round one day and said “What have you got to eat?” and I 
said “I haven’t got any pots” and she said “Oh na f..k this come on 
we’re gonna take you home” and she said “Are you on the benefit?” 
[because] you used to get your cheques in the mail, nah they said 
“Get back on your f…n benefit” so I had to go on the DPB and stay 
with them for a while (Crystal). 
 
 

Communication  
 
According to McCubbin, et al. (1997:7), the way that a family communicates 
can determine positive or negative patterns of functioning. For example, 



 119 

screaming and yelling can induce a stressful situation; amicable 
communication on the other hand can function as a type of resource for 
whānau. Moira, Linda, Brenda, Betty and Nadine said that lack of support 
from another parent was a challenging factor for them as sole parents. None 
of these respondents had maintained any communication or contact with the 
non-resident parent. On the other hand, Steven maintained good 
communication with his whānau even after he separated from his ex-partners. 
Consequently, if his daughters need any extra financial assistance for school 
trips or extra-curricular activities he is able to provide support thus reducing 
the financial pressure from the custodial parent. 
 
In the case of Terehia, her grandparents’ ability to communicate effectively in 
challenging situations functioned as a key whānau resource. She recalls how 
they would always talk to the whānau when ever they were experiencing hard 
times or if there was some challenging event the whānau had to deal with:  
 

… they were able to talk about anything and everything, they 
always came to a conclusion on how they were going to deal with 
something, cope with something…  And they spoke about it, they 
didn’t bottle it up. We always had like family meetings in the lounge.   
(Terehia). 

 

However, communication about financial difficulties was unusual in the 
families of the respondents when they were growing up: most were unaware 
of the financial strain their parents were under, and many of the child 
respondents today are similarly shielded from difficult financial news 
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Children’s perspectives 
This section reports on the views of the children. Ten children of the adult 
respondents were interviewed and asked about their home life, what 
resources they had access to, what types of supports they receive, their views 
on their parent working; and their social connectedness. 
 
Overall, all but two children said that their home life was good; the major 
issues the two spoke about were sibling rivalry and finances. One child was 
unhappy because she said that she has to go to her grandmother’s house for 
dinner often because there is no food at her house. Another respondent felt as 
though she took on too many responsibilities at home. She would like to 
spend time with friends but she knows that there is huge pressure on her to 
help at home. 
 
Another child said that sometimes there is not enough money for school trips. 
None of the children said that they had to miss any important sports event or 
school trips.  One child was bitter about having to wear the same rugby boots 
for two consecutive seasons. 
 
Family life  
All of the child respondents reported that they were settled at home. Most of 
the children had their set housework to do each day. The older child 
respondents have set homework times, the younger respondents did not often 
have homework.  
 
Although all of the child respondents understood that it was important to sit 
and eat meals with the whānau, most said that they are not always able to sit 
together. One respondent said that there isn’t enough room at their dinner 
table for everyone to sit together: 
 

Whānau sit down and eat meals together, but there isn’t room on 
the table for everyone to sit though, whānau gatherings and meals 
are important to whānau (Child respondent #1). 
 

Respondent #1 enjoys the time she sits and talks to her mum during dinner 
because she knows that this is the time when she can talk to her. Sometimes 
when her whānau are at her house for dinner she knows she has to sit in the 
lounge and she is not always happy about that.   
 
All of the respondents said that their parent (custodial parent) makes all of the 
decisions.  
 

Mum makes all the decisions around the house. If there was 
something I wanted to do and a choice had to be made, mum 
would do best the best she can do, otherwise if the decision is no 
then that’s fine (Child respondent #7).  
 

Two respondents said that sometimes they are able to negotiate with them if 
they wanted something but quite often when mum says no it means no: 
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Yeah na, its straight na, and if you don’t listen the first time then 
she just won’t bother you. She just won’t answer you she’s just told 
you the answer so if you can’t get that through your head well she 
doesn’t give a crap (Child respondent #2). 
 

Role of the non-resident parent 
 
The role of the non-resident parent varies widely, from full custody of one of 
six children, to children spending every second week (and weekend) with 
the non-resident parent, to very little contact at all. A number of children visit 
their “other parent” every holidays”. Six of the child respondents’ non-
resident parents live overseas. Three of these respondents have had no 
contact with their other parent; one respondent has recently returned from 
visiting her father in Australia. She had not seen her father in five years, and 
feels like she hardly knows him.  (Her mother reported in her interview that 
this father regularly rings to check on her progress.) Another respondent 
was also making plans to visit her father in Australia.  One respondent said 
that he didn’t really care about his father because he hasn’t seen him for so 
long. He told us that he doesn’t really “give a shit” about his dad, he’s not 
been part of his life for ages, although he knows his mum still loves him and 
he respects that.   
 
Wider family and social support  
 
The majority of respondents said that they had a lot of contact with their 
immediate and extended whānau.  . It is clear that this happens on a much 
more frequent basis than with the majority of Pakeha respondents.  It was 
also common to have visitors on a regular basis. They mostly all enjoyed 
having people around the house some explained: 
 

Um they just come here to visit us really, just come to see how mums 
doing and whats yeah what’s happening with dad and everything else, 
yeah… And [my mate]  will come around eat, have a feed, do our hair 
(Girl #4).. 
Um well our whānau here yeah we see them like basically 
everyday when they’re off to work and they come over’ (Girl #2). 

 
One respondent said that some of her whānau have been living at her house 
for a few months. She was not entirely happy about this because they upset 
her daily routine: 
 

Had a relative staying with them recently, stayed for 2 months. 
Krystal found that very stressful. Too many people in the house and 
they had different routines (Girl #5). 

 
Four respondents belonged to a kapa haka group (Māori performing arts). 
Two of these respondents travel a lot with their groups and more than half of 
the respondents play rugby or netball.  All of the respondents who are 
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involved in sports or kappa haka said that they had good relationships with 
their coaches and tutors. 
 
Most of the older respondents said that their whānau always helped out with 
baby sitting, though they were all expected to baby sit, and one was used by 
her mother as the primary person looking after the other siblings.   
 
One respondent said that her nan always helps with food. The younger 
respondents were not fully aware of how their whānau or people from their 
social networks (usually mothers networks) helped out.  
 

Mums friends help babysit and sometimes they help out financially, 
help out with fundraising (Girl #1). 

 
I have a good relationship with the kapa haka tutors and I can 
confide in them about personal issues (Girl #3).  

 
One respondent was aware that her mum received a lot of support from their 
kohanga reo whānau:  
 

Oh the whaea’s from the kohanga’s, like they’ve helped out with the 
boys and stuff… Like mum knew she could drop them off and 
they’d be sad and like she made friends with some of the mums 
and stuff, yeah so she can drop the boys off to them when she 
needed to be somewhere else as well. 

 
All but one of the respondents said that they had a lot of friends. The girl who 
did not, said her only friends were from kapa haka.  She believes that she 
doesn’t have many friends because they are too scared of her mother: 
 

I don’t really have mates. They’re scared of mum and mums not 
really inviting … 
 
 

Perceptions of family well being and health 
 
Most of the child respondents believed that their whānau were healthy.  An 
exception was one respondent who said that she has been very ill recently; 
suffering exhaustion, dizziness, spewing blood, and had been admitted to 
hospital twice. She was told to get plenty of bed rest but she felt that she 
could only really rest away from home in the hospital. She attributed her 
illness to tiredness and stress from:  
 

Like going to school and then helping mum, going to bed late trying 
to finish homework and um doing the whole thing all over again. 
And I can’t get out of bed, literally can’t get out of bed. Cos we stay 
out till like one two in the morning.... I’ve been in [hospital] twice I 
think for over exhaustion, I had to get like the drip and everything 
put in. 
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One respondent’s father has recently been very ill; his mother went overseas 
to support him and the respondent took on a large role in supporting his 
grandmother and siblings: 

 
It sort of sort of made us stronger as brothers and sisters I suppose 
when mum was gone. Yeah it sort of made us more independent 
like how we depended on mum all the time you know and mum to 
take us here and there but actually when she was gone we had to 
do it ourselves. Yeah … 
 
 

Neighbourhood. 
 
All of the respondents said that they live in good neighbourhoods, there are 
shops and parks nearby and access to public transport and schools is good.  
 
Access to material resources  
 
All of the children said that they had either a car or access to transport. All of 
the children aged over 12 years had a cell phone. Most of the children had 
access to games, bikes, IPods, etc. although most of them did not seem to 
place a lot of importance on these items.  Books in homes were not a key 
feature and only three children accessed resources from their local library; 
their main resource was the internet.  
 
Perceptions about parent working 
 
All of the child respondents were happy for their parent to go to work even the 
younger respondents were aware that if mum went to work then they might 
have more money to buy things. Two respondents said that their parent 
currently works and they are happy about that:    
 

Glad mum works rather than being on a benefit.  I can’t see her 
stopping work anyway she’d never stop and be on the benefit, yeah 
its just not how she is sorta thing. 

 
Two respondents whose mothers were not currently working believed it would 
be much better if their mothers were working: 
 

Better if she works so she’s not sitting at home thinking about 
everything and getting all stressed out…  Will give her something to 
do, she’s always stuck and always waiting for someone to come 
along with a car and go somewhere.  

 
All of the respondents including the younger respondents were aware of how 
important working is, and many of them were prepared to help look after 
siblings or go to childcare after school if their parent worked: 
 

Oh I’d be actually more than happy for her to go over there [to work 
in Australia]. 
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So you’d be quite prepared? (Interviewer) 
 
Yeah, I’d be quite glad, yep 
 
And capable to like look after the whānau? (Interviewer) 
 
Yep yep, yep 
 
And carry on business as usual? (Interviewer) 
 
Yeah if it’s bringing in more money oh yep 
 
 

Schooling 
 
All of the respondents enjoyed school or thought it was “OK”, and all of the 
older respondents have high aspirations for their futures.  The things they 
liked best about school were seeing their friends, subjects, sports and kapa 
haka.  
 

Um well [my favourite subjects are] Māori and Māori Performing 
Arts because I wanna be fluent in Māori and Māori Performing Arts 
is that’s what I enjoy doing, mmm and um English um I don’t know, 
I, just like English for some reason I like doing the work in there 
cause I’ve got a bigger understanding now 
 

The thing they liked least about school was the teachers. One respondent 
said the only thing he really doesn’t like about school is the racism he has 
encountered. As he explained:  
 

Well … its like its, its racism and, and like discrimination as well 
cause one boy was saying ‘oh look at those blimmin Māori kids 
look they get all their credits from Māori performing arts and Māori’. 
And I said no no you bloody listen hear, I said I’ve worked my ass 
off to be in this classroom, you know I just didn’t, I just accrued my 
credits in Māori and Māori performing arts. I blimmin worked and 
my ass off in every other classroom just to get where I am. Yeah 
yeah…  that’s life basically, but some people just don’t understand I 
suppose, yeah… they get jealous really easy 
 

Experiences of sustained improvements in social engagement and 
inclusion at school. 
 
All except two respondents said that their social lives had improved recently.   
 

Umm, I think things have gotten better over the years, like I’ve 
started to understand what work is and what you need to do, to be 
successful in life I suppose. 
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One respondent did not feel as though there had been any major changes in 
terms of social engagement at school because she had the same friends that 
she had at primary, although she had made new friends at intermediate 
school. In terms of relationships with mates, etc, she doesn’t think that things 
have improved since she’s been at high school.  One respondent said social 
engagement and inclusion had declined: she had been assaulted when 
visiting another suburb some months ago, and still struggled with feeling safe. 
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Findings 
This section of the sample involved 19 Māori households, in which 19 sole 
parents (18 custodial and 1 non-custodial) and 9 children aged 7 years or over 
lived. Four of the parents are fathers.  Most, though not all, had become sole 
parents as a result of a breakdown in the relationship with the other parent of 
their children.  As the respondents perceived it, a range of negative 
experiences from substance addictions, infidelity, abuse and generally 
unsupportive partnerships led to the break-up of the relationships and their life 
as sole parents. A few had never wanted to be in a permanent relationship 
with the other parent.   
 
Limited financial resources, lack of employment skills and suitable 
employment, loneliness, grief, anger, and bringing children up on their own 
were seen as major challenges faced by the parents. A few continued to 
struggle with drugs and alcohol.  Other challenges concerned the relationship 
with ex-partners, which were often difficult to negotiate, but important to the 
children.  In contrast to the Pakeha sample, few respondents reported any 
change in the friendships they had before becoming pregnant. A significant 
proportion stated they had been abused in childhood, with some experiencing 
harsh disciplinary practices. 

The interviews showed there was little commonality in family background, 
age, path to sole parenthood or present family structure (numbers of children 
and number of fathers) across the interview group.  What was common was a 
determination to do well, hope for the future, and aspirations for themselves 
and their children. 

Just under half of the respondents lived in a state home throughout their entire 
childhood. Interestingly, all of the respondents who were raised in a state 
home are now renting a state house themselves.  The respondents whose 
parents owned their own homes, also own their own home now. 

Many of the parents demonstrated a very positive attitude towards life, and 
often described their children as a “blessing”; the greatest pleasure in their 
life, and their source of motivation. Most believed that their whānau (extended 
family) also had positive attitudes towards life.  The values that were most 
frequently mentioned were related to whānau (extended family), concepts 
such as manaakitanga (caring), aroha (love), and whānautanga (maintaining 
whānau relationships). The need for hard work, acceptance of one’s lot in life 
or humility, and respect for others were also mentioned.  Education was 
considered an important value for respondents, particularly in relation to their 
children.   

These values frequently had their origins in their upbringing and whānau.  
Some of the parents had reflected on the values they grew up with, (often only 
after they had found them insufficient for their current circumstances) and had 
consciously fashioned the values of their family now they were parents 
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themselves.  These values and rules for behaviour were for the most part 
communicated to their children through the closeness and consistency of 
contact with whānau. The value of education to help transform their 
circumstances was emphasised for children in most families and further 
parental education (mothers rather than fathers) to improve their situation in 
other families.  Spirituality was important for many, and church communities 
were an important source of support for some.    
 
The parents demonstrated a capacity to change and adapt as circumstances 
arose.  Some had faced cataclysmic events (such as the death of a partner, or 
severe beatings) which had triggered a re-evaluation of their life and direction.  
Others decided that infidelity or violence were not to be tolerated and left.  
Others had to learn to cope with being left.  
 
The majority of parents participating in this study wanted to combine achieving 
adequate incomes, through part-time employment, with being at home when 
their children were not at school. There was, however, a significant minority 
who were not interested in being in paid work at all, and a very few who were 
happiest in full time work.  Whatever employment mix the parents chose, they 
demonstrated a willingness to work hard to achieve their goals for themselves 
and (especially) their children.  The value of hard work was one that had been 
instilled in many in their childhood. 
 
The same difficulties arose in seeking paid work for Māori sole parents as with 
Pakeha: the availability of good quality childcare is variable, and places are 
not usually available at short notice; the hours of work offered by employers 
are frequently not those that would suit sole parents with children at school. 
And the costs of working make it difficult for parents to improve their income 
while remaining on the DPB. (It is not clear from the interviews whether the 
parents were aware of the impact of Working for Families on the income they 
would receive if they were in paid employment). Finally, the tertiary training 
allowance that some of the parents had successfully accessed has recently 
been withdrawn and been replaced by a lower-value loan.  
 
The parents often strengthened or re-established relationships with whānau, 
with a number saying that the birth of their child was a significant positive 
event for the whole whānau.  Whānau were by far the most significant source 
of social and economic support for the parents, (excluding the economic 
contribution of the DPB and free health services) to a much greater extent 
than Pakeha families. Several of the families had a grandmother living with 
them or close by, and other whānau members in easy reach. Nonetheless, 
many of the parents were aware of, and used, a wide range of specific 
support from outside agencies.  Kapa Haka tutors and sports coaches were 
also significant sources of outside support for some parents and children. 
 
In almost every household management and decision making were the 
prerogative of the parent, though children had increasing input into decision-
making as they grew older. Most households had more than one child, and 
the children were easily able to describe their daily routines, and their 
household responsibilities.  
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The interviews with children often revealed the limitations and difficulties the 
children faced because of the families’ low income, with some not having the 
right gear for sports, some unable to participate in school trips, and some 
without  a bike or a car to get around with. All supported their mother being in 
paid work, with most identifying the economic benefits it would bring, and 
several saying it would help their parents if they had “other things to think 
about”. Many children were prepared to help look after siblings or go to 
childcare after school if their parent worked.  Most of the children wanted to 
see their other parent, and most of those who did see them enjoyed the 
contact. But for some of the children there was little or no contact.  
 
Overall the interviews with the Māori sole parents revealed the enduring 
power of whānau connections, and the persistence of values, beliefs and 
patterns of behaviour from one generation to the next.  By far the majority of 
these were a source of strength for the parents, but some had needed to be 
re-evaluated in the light of changing circumstances.  
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Appendix 4. Pacific Sole Parent Families 

 

Introduction 
 

The 20 sole parents interviewed in this Pacific study were identified and 
recruited with the assistance of Family Start, Aoga Amata, Pacific churches, 
and Pacific community networks and organisations. The community 
knowledge of the researchers and these organisations was vital for the 
identification of sole parent families considered to be comparatively resilient. 
Recruitment of Pacific participants took place in the Wellington, Horowhenua 
and Manawatu regions. Nineteen women and one man were interviewed. 
Their ages ranged from 17 to 45. Nine were Samoan, three from Tokelau, 
three from Tonga, two from the Cook Islands, two had Cook Island and Maori 
parents, and one Tokelauan and Samoan. 
 
A significant factor in this group was the connection between the participants 
and their home countries. This factor was of paramount importance in their 
lives, not only because several of them had been born in their countries of 
origin and maintained myriad connections with family in the home islands, 
elsewhere overseas and in New Zealand; but also because of the extent and 
degree of family connectedness, obligation, reciprocity and support between 
them. 
 
Seven of the nine Samoan participants were born in Samoa; three came to 
New Zealand as small children, three as teenagers. Another Samoan 
participant was born in New Zealand but grew up in Samoa and considers 
herself Samoan-born. The three Tongan participants were all born in Tonga; 
one came to New Zealand when she was 12, one when she was 15 and the 
other when she was 29. One of the Cook Island women was born in Mangaia 
in the Cook Islands and came to New Zealand when she was 20. 
 
Sixteen of the participants considered themselves to have grown up in a 
functional family and to have had a positive upbringing. Three of the 
remaining four had witnessed violence, drug abuse, and/or excessive drinking 
as children; the fourth had a chaotic childhood. Many of the participants 
experienced poverty to various degrees, overcrowding and ill health within 
their families. Eleven were also subject to the stress and trauma of 
immigration when they moved to New Zealand, usually with their families and 
sometimes alone, but these factors seem to have had less impact on their 
resilience than love, support, a concept of values and a feeling of 
connectedness. 
 
Without exception, every one of the respondents was part of a complex 
network of relationships, in the majority of cases with extended family, and 
also significantly with other groups such as church communities and sports 
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clubs, and with friends. They all felt they belonged. The connectedness and 
sense of belonging displayed by these sole parents were found to be 
significant contributors to the resilience they and their families had achieved. 
 
This report of the results and findings from interviews with Pacific sole parents 
and their children is structured under the following broad headings: 
Background and Context (including Becoming a Sole Parent, and Facing 
Challenges as a Sole Parent); Coping: Key Resilience Factors (including 
Belief Systems, Organisational Patterns, and Communication and Decision-
making); and The Children’s Perspectives (including The Mothers, The 
Fathers, and Resilience and Prosocial Indicators). 
 
Each parent and child is identified in the text by a pseudonym, and in some 
cases incomplete descriptions of their situations have been reported in order 
to minimise the risk of their being identified by readers who might know them. 
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Becoming a Sole Parent 

The 20 sole parents who participated had followed various pathways to sole 
parenthood, ranging from unintended pregnancy while still at school, to 
widowhood. 
 
Seven of the women became sole parents when their marriages ended. There 
were various reasons for this, including the husbands leaving (two), infidelity 
(one), violence (three), and/or drunkenness and drug abuse (two). Five of 
these women were in their 20s, two in their 30s. 
 
Six of the participants were in de facto (i.e. live-in) relationships when they 
had a child, and the relationship subsequently ended. The reasons for 
relationship breakdown were similar to those for the married respondents. 
Four of them were in their 20s when they became sole parents; five were in 
violent or abusive relationships. 
 
Three of the respondents were in relationships that were not committed or 
long term. Two of the women were in their early 20s and one in her late 30s at 
the time. 
 
Two were still at school and in the seventh form when they became pregnant. 
 
One of the women was widowed at 35 when she had five children. The ex-
partner of another died just after they had reached a custody agreement. 
 
Only one is in a current relationship; and one, by the time her daughter was 
interviewed, was back with her husband who had been forcibly removed from 
the family home several times before. 
 
One has adopted her sister’s two children. 
 
Six of the respondents had children with more than one partner. 
 
Two of the women subsequently met and married their husbands after 
becoming pregnant at 17 and 20 respectively; in one case, the marriage 
lasted 18 years, in the other about three years. 
 
With the exception of the participant who was widowed, most of the parents in 
this study had ended their relationships willingly, and had been the prime 
movers in stopping the relationship. The seven who had been married were, 
in most cases, hurt and shocked by their separation, but still preferred to be 
by themselves rather than having to stay with an uncommitted, unfaithful, 
violent or abusive partner. The two whose husbands were uncommitted were 
able to assess realistically how things were and to bring about the end of the 
relationship. Those in violent or abusive relationships usually needed the 
support of family and/or Women’s Refuge, and were often spurred on to make 
the choice because of their determination to provide a better and safer life for 
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their children. They described the choice as heart-breaking, and in some 
cases as taking them to the depths of despair; they also frequently spoke of 
their sadness for their children, who would be deprived of a close relationship 
with their father. 
 
The two who became pregnant while still at school were able to become 
successful in their own right, and good mothers and satisfactory wage-earners 
with the support of their families. 
 
Two of the older women, 28 and 38 respectively at the time of pregnancy, 
were not prepared to get married just because they were pregnant and chose 
to raise their children alone. 
 
In all these cases, the ways in which the participants handled their sole 
parenthood and the events leading to it are indicative of the resilience 
displayed by them and their families. The path to sole parenthood became, for 
them, a path to achievement (see also ‘Achievement’ in the ‘Coping: Key 
Resilience Factors’ section). 
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Facing Challenges as a Sole Parent 

The respondents faced many challenges in their lives as sole parents. The 
challenges are analysed here under the following headings: health, violence, 
living conditions and income. Challenges in these areas were widespread, 
with 12 of the participants identifying challenges associated with health, nine 
with violence, nine with living conditions and eight with income – with the 
remainder mostly affected by financial matters to varying degrees and having 
to run a strict budget. 

 

Health 

The participants answered questions related to physical and mental health in 
themselves and their families, and also sometimes referred to various impacts 
of substance abuse, especially in their ex-partners, and to behavioural or 
learning difficulties in their children. One made reference to issues of hygiene. 
The information participants provided about their health is consistent with the 
disproportionately serious health problems known to be experienced by 
Pacific people in New Zealand. 
 

Physical Health 

Eight of the respondents said they and their families, including parents and 
children, were usually healthy, apart from a few common ailments such as 
colds and flu. Another healthy parent had a son with only one functioning 
kidney.  
 
The most common medical conditions referred to were heart disease, 
diabetes, high blood pressure, eczema and asthma. The first three conditions 
often appear together in members of the same families; the second two are 
also linked, both being allergic conditions.  There were indications in the 
interviews of an awareness of factors that exacerbate diabetes and high blood 
pressure, and of attempts to prevent, self-medicate and control through diet.  
 
Asthma, eczema and other allergies (such as hayfever and food allergies) 
also often travel together, and can be caused by environmental factors such 
as dust, cigarette smoke, certain foods, airborne particles such as pollen, air 
temperature and conditions, and space and crowding.  
 
Other serious conditions that came up in the interviews were emphysema 
(from which Kayla’s father suffered), severe arthritis (Lima), epilepsy (Rosita’s 
father and brother) and lupus (Kayla). 
 
Congenital conditions mentioned were that Ruta’s son has only one 
functioning kidney; Sarah’s son was born with part of his penis missing and 
with one leg shorter than the other; and Moana has a 14-year-old son with 
Down’s syndrome. Narissa lost two babies, one at full term and one at five 
months in utero. 
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There are several indications in the interviews of an awareness of alternative 
remedies and self-medication. In addition to those already mentioned, Kate’s 
son suffers from apparent hyperactivity and she has been treating him with 
fish oil, with some success. Lima mentions that, faced with a kidney operation 
for an undisclosed condition (but most likely linked to diabetes), her mother 
drank aloe vera cactus juice and no longer needed the operation. 
 
The extent and number of respondents and/or their families with serious or 
debilitating health conditions appear high in such a small group of people. The 
factors they have in common are their Pacific ethnicity, the impacts of 
migration or dislocation, and their sole parenthood.  
 

Health and Hygiene 

Narissa said that when she brought her sister’s two children to live with her, 
they had scabies. She found it hard to manage because, first of all, she didn’t 
know what scabies was, and it was difficult to treat because of beds and bed 
linen carrying the mites and reinfecting the children. Her inability to afford to 
buy them new beds, in conjunction with medical treatment, certainly 
exacerbated the problem. 
 
Lisa described growing up in a chaotic family environment where she and her 
siblings all had nits and they were not taught to brush their teeth. The one 
thing that was enforced was their daily shower. She was the only respondent 
who made reference to this issue.  
 

Dental Problems 

Only one of the respondents to referred to that state of her teeth. Moana said 
her teeth were in poor condition and she needed dental treatment but had 
been unable to afford it. 
 

Behavioural and Learning Difficulties 

Kate’s 11-year-old nephew was described as hyperactive and having learning 
difficulties. He has poor social skills and is having sessions with a 
psychologist. Pou’s son Omar gave the impression of hyperactivity in his 
interview. She attributes some of his difficulties to trauma suffered after he 
was hit by a car. There were no other mentions of behavioural problems or 
learning difficulties. 
 

Mental Health 

The participants were asked whether they or members of their families had 
suffered from any mental illness, and specifically about depression. They were 
reassured by the interviewer that such conditions were not uncommon and 
should have no stigma attached to them 
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There were various reactions to the question about depression. Ruta laughed 
when asked about it, and said, ‘Too many people around to be depressed.’ 
Migi associated depression with poor living conditions but also with unrealistic 
material aspirations.  
 
In answer to a question about depression, Rosita said she thought she was ‘a 
little bit depressed’ after finding out she was pregnant at 17. But the sadness 
and disappointment that she described seemed entirely appropriate to her 
circumstances at the time. Migi’s account was quite similar and did not seem 
to be depression in a clinical sense. 
 
Another condition that is often mentioned by participants is stress, which they 
frequently referred to as if it is a synonym for depression.  Stress is cited as a 
reaction to various life events, such as the sickness of a child (Pam), work 
pressure (Paulette, Pou), finances (Paulette) or bereavement (Pam). Pam 
described her father being stressed or depressed after he lost his two brothers 
within a year of each other. What made him better was ‘Just having his family 
around. And the support.’ 
 
Solutions include prayer (Lima), family (Pam) and management of the issues 
causing stress (Pou): 
 
Vienna’s description of being stressed after the death of her husband and her 
father-in-law within two days of each other is an account of an entirely natural 
reaction to events. Her subsequent fear when her mother wanted to go to the 
doctor or her children sustained small cuts is also understandable in relation 
to the trauma she had experienced. 
 
Generally, in the interviews there is no evidence of clinical or circumstantial 
depression in any of the respondents, which is a remarkable record 
considering the challenges all the participants have faced.  

Violence 

Seven women reported being in relationships with violent men, some with 
more than one; one reported having a verbally abusive partner; and another a 
partner who was physically intimidating and destructive, smashing things 
rather than people. There were also references to two cases of sexual abuse.  
 
In three cases (Lisa, Sarah and Moana), there seems to be a connection 
between childhood experience of violence and/or dysfunction and adult 
experience of violent and abusive relationships. In other cases, there is no 
apparent predisposition or vulnerability other than falling in love with the 
wrong person. 
 
Sarah, who had a very disruptive childhood and was looked after by several 
family members, found her life disintegrating after the death of her 
grandmother when she was 19. She started drinking and didn’t care what 
happened to her. Her boyfriend began hitting her but she couldn’t talk to his 
family about it because she didn’t trust them. 
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Moana had two partners in succession who were violent. She was also taking 
drugs at the time, and life was loose and chaotic. The first partner was an 
alcoholic as well as violent.  She freed herself by going to Women’s Refuge 
and social services, and being put in touch with a social worker through 
Family Start. 
 
Lisa grew up witnessing her father’s extreme violence against her mother and 
she and all her sisters at some stage in their lives suffered from domestic 
violence, which attests to its destructive and self-perpetuating nature: 
 
Paulette was married to a man who wanted to control not only her behaviour 
but also her wants and aspirations. His main method of control was violence. 
Her response was to turn to the Family Court for advice and counselling, and 
then to end the marriage. She grew up in a strong extended family and was 
very close to her father and her grandfather. She also had a firm sense of 
belonging and regarded herself as resilient. It is possible that her background 
helped her deal proactively with the marital violence she was subject to. 
 
Kate’s partner used drugs and alcohol with greater and greater frequency, and 
was imprisoned several times for his destructive behaviour.  Kate’s description 
of his level of dysfunction painted a picture of a man out of touch with himself.  
 
There are two accounts of sexual abuse in the transcripts. One relates to 
Narissa’s niece whom she is parenting, and a history of abuse, dysfunction 
and violence in the part of the extended family where it occurred; the other 
relates to Afi’s youngest son. 
 
Afi’s description of her violent husband is made even more serious by her 
descriptions of changes in her son’s behaviour that led teachers and police to 
suggest he was being sexually abused. Afi was doubly wounded by the fact 
that, despite the abuse and the violence, her own father would have preferred 
her to stay with this man in order to save the marriage.  
 

Living Conditions 

The overall picture of the living conditions that emerges from the interviews is 
of housing that is sometimes adequate but not particularly pleasing, and 
sometimes substandard and crowded. It is also apparent that particular 
needs, especially in cases of medical requirements, are often not met. 
 
Most of the respondents who grew up in their home islands had safe and 
comfortable housing there.  This often contrasted with their housing here. 
When Kate’s family came to New Zealand from Samoa and her father found 
work, the five children and two parents lived in a two-bedroom flat.  The 
crowding she remembers was extreme, but not uncommon. Lisa grew up in 
poor housing, with six sisters sleeping in two sets of bunks. For Moana, the 
overcrowding at her grandmother’s, which meant that she and her sisters had 
to share a bed, was not a disadvantage as ‘we all got on’. Pou remembers 
very crowded conditions when she was a child growing up in Wainuiomata, 
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with some children sleeping in the lounge and clusters of them in each 
bedroom.  
 
Several of the sole parents find themselves in similar conditions now. Some 
treat this as acceptable, although they are clearly living in crowded conditions. 
They are perhaps more likely to accept what they are given than to have 
aspirations for additional space, partly because of their traditionally communal 
lifestyle but also because of their reticence to ask for what they need (see 
also, ‘Mobilising Social and Economic Resources’). Pou has a two-storey 
house with four bedrooms, two upstairs and two downstairs. Her parents live 
downstairs, her teenage son has a room, and she and her two small children 
share a room.  Vienna, her mother and her five children live in a three-
bedroom house, which she finds satisfactory. Pam describes her three-
bedroom house as adequate for six people. She and her son have one room, 
her parents another and her 19-year-old twin sisters the third.  Sarah lives 
with her two children, her cousin and her cousin’s two-year-old son in a two-
bedroom Housing New Zealand (HNZ) house.  Her cousin sleeps on a 
mattress in the lounge and is on a HNZ waiting list.  
 
Sometimes it is the condition of the house rather than its size that is the issue. 
As a sole parent, Moana has gradually been able to take charge of her life, to 
look after her three daughters and to set up a home, but her HNZ house 
needs more heating and is not pleasant to ‘come home to’.  
 
Narissa lives with her father, her brother and her two children in a three-
bedroom house. Her father, her brother and her daughter each have a room 
and she sleeps in the lounge. Her son sometimes sleeps with his grandfather, 
sometimes with Narissa. The house is privately rented and, as well as being 
too small, it is in poor condition. 
 
Some families have found it hard to get the housing they require, and have 
experienced difficulties dealing with Housing New Zealand (see also, 
‘Mobilising Social and Economic Resources’). This is particularly the case 
where there are health issues and medical requirements, or in other words, 
particular and personal requirements that affect the wellbeing of a client who 
is already beset with challenges and may not have the resources to break 
down bureaucratic obstacles.  
 
Kayla and her two children live with an adult relative, and she also looked 
after her mother until her recent death. Fortunately for Kayla, her experience 
with the workings of social services enabled her to be more assertive than 
someone without that knowledge might be. 
 
Sila also had difficulty getting suitable housing when she was looking after her 
sick mother and found HNZ very unhelpful.  Kate rents privately and needs an 
additional room for her dialysis equipment and supplies, and is not in a 
position to pay more rent. She has not felt able to approach Housing New 
Zealand, nor is she optimistic about getting a house if she did: 
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The main criterion that emerges for assessing the acceptability and suitability 
of housing is the amount of space available, and especially the number of 
bedrooms. Other issues are warmth and insulation, infestations, 
neighbourhood, access and the layout of the house (especially in relation to 
single-storey dwellings for those who have difficulty climbing stairs). The nine 
women who were currently experiencing, or in one case had recently 
experienced, housing difficulties had to contend not only with this fundamental 
necessity but also the other challenges of sole parenthood. 
 

Income 

The 20 sole parents interviewed fall into four discernible income groups. Two, 
both of whom work full time, regard themselves as comfortably off (Lupe and 
Tracey). Eleven, whose situations vary from being beneficiaries to being in 
full-time work, consider themselves as having enough (Afi, Kayla, Lisa, 
Marina, Migi, Pam, Paulette, Rosita, Ruta, Samual and Sarah). Five describe 
situations where they do not have enough income to survive and are 
consequently financially challenged (Lima, Moana, Narissa, Sila and Vienna). 
Two of the women see themselves as having recently moved into a position of 
managing and having enough after being in the former group (Kate and Pou). 
 
It is helpful to look first at the large group who consider themselves 
comfortably off in order to understand that subjective assessments of income 
are based on comparisons and understandings that are more likely to relate to 
past experience and expectations than to demographic socioeconomic 
attributes, such as those collected in census surveys. In other words, when 
two people say they are comfortably off, one may be in the highest income 
bracket and the other may be in the lowest. 
 
This point is substantiated by Lisa’s story. At the time of her interview, Lisa 
was in the final year of her degree, and wanted to complete postgraduate 
work in trauma counselling and therapy, and then to do psychology. She has 
had to learn many coping skills throughout her life, from her difficult childhood 
onwards. Before becoming a student she trained and worked as a chef, and 
knows how to work under pressure and to prioritise. She has a full-time job 
and has learnt to budget and save. She currently earns $30,000 before tax 
and qualifies for the family tax credit. She believes she is comfortably off. 
However, results from the 2006 Census show that, compared to other sole 
parent/one-child households, Lisa’s after-tax income would place her in either 
decile 2 or 3, which puts her in the ‘relatively poor’ bracket for income 
decile/household type.9 While Lisa says she manages, this is clearly a relative 
rather than an absolute perception of financial adequacy and security. 
 
There is a sense, reading the transcripts of the seven other respondents who 
work full or part-time time and regard themselves as earning enough to 
support their families that they do so only by the skin of their teeth, through 
careful budgeting and the support of family members.  It seems that these 

                                            
9  See Easton (2010). Deciles 2–3 for sole parents with one child include annual household 
incomes of $18,500–$28,400 after tax, but including social security benefits. 
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respondents who combine a benefit and part-time work and consider 
themselves comfortably off are driven by low expectations and a sense that 
things will change for the better in the future.  
 
Of the five women who say they do not have enough to live on, one works full 
time and four are on benefits. Sila’s situation is typical of these respondents.  
She does full time shift work cleaning in a hospital and also works as a shop 
assistant. The nature of her work almost certainly means that she earns a low 
rate of pay and she finds meeting lunch and bus fare costs difficult.  While she 
says she ‘can survive’ – ‘I got everything’ – she also describes having 
frequently to ask her daughter, a qualified nurse, for money; and having 
borrowed several large amounts of money through her church and from her 
bank. Consequently, she has ‘heaps of things to pay back’. The only way she 
can survive is by going into debt. 
 
The interviews revealed that the Pacific sole parent respondents in this study 
had faced considerable challenges before becoming sole parents and after. 
They displayed a high incidence of serious health problems for themselves 
and other family members. Many had experienced violent relationships that 
were serious and shocking, and frequently linked to alcohol and drug abuse. 
The participants’ descriptions of their living conditions and their incomes 
revealed that, as with health, they are in the lower socioeconomic bands 
within New Zealand society. In many cases they accept this position as 
reasonable and are even comfortable with it. Their ability to face, meet and 
overcome – or accept – these challenges are testament to the resilience they 
display through their ability to cope, which is the subject of the next section of 
this report. 



 140 

 

Coping: Key Resilience Factors 
 
This section focuses on the resilience exhibited by the Pacific sole parents 
included in this study. The discussion is structured according to the three 
components of Walsh’s family resilience framework (Walsh, 2002): early 
patterning of belief systems, organisational patterns, and communication and 
decision-making. Inevitably, there is a degree of overlap between these 
components. 

 

Belief Systems 

A fundamental and inherently qualitative way to ascertain the presence and 
nature of aspects of resilience is the identification of factors that are a 
reflection and/or expression of belief systems. Any belief system provides a 
foundation for a person’s actions and decisions, for the direction they may 
choose to take in their lives, and for their ability to maintain coherence and 
integrity in the face of unexpected and uncontrollable life events. 
 
Belief systems in the Pacific section of this study emerge in three main ways. 
Firstly, they are apparent in the expression of positive personal and individual 
values, which in turn are usually a manifestation of positive family values or, in 
a minority of cases, are a reaction to a particular lack of family values. 
Secondly, they emerge in overtly expressed spiritual values, which have their 
basis in the institutions of various Christian churches and church communities, 
and also in direct relationship with and faith in God. Thirdly, they are present 
in the expression of cultural values, which give authority to moral, ethical and 
behavioural precepts that underpin not only individual identity but also a sense 
of wellbeing and social cohesion. 
 

Positive Values 

Almost without exception, participants in the study referred to their own sense 
of personal values, which had given them the ability to survive and succeed. 
The majority regarded these values as having come from their families, and 
saw their parents and extended families as positive first teachers; most 
regarded their childhoods as positive. Many had encountered people outside 
the family whose belief and faith in them, as well as their modelling of care, 
encouragement and trust, gave them the sorts of positive self-image ideally 
found within family. A few had developed their values in the face of parental 
dysfunction, as a counter to what they had grown up with: in other words, they 
chose values that were contrary to the negative parenting they had 
experienced. 
 
Positive personal values included those to do with the self, such as strength, 
independence, self-reliance, self-motivation and perseverance; those to do 
with success, such as determination to continue their education, determination 
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to gain good employment and a desire for their children to do well; and those 
to do with achievement, such as enjoying freedom from dysfunctional 
relationships and rejoicing in their children. 
 

Personal and Individual Values 

Rosita identified the main factor that helped her succeed as being her family’s 
positive outlook on life, an attitude that made her stay strong and not give up 
easily. Others told the same story; for example Pam said that her parents’ 
positive values ‘Help me out and keep reminding myself that I can do it.’  For 
Samual, his sense of self was completely grounded in family: 
 

The key thing was … knowing my family. Knowing myself. Like my 
grand-aunty and my grandmother used to talk about family stuff, … 
they would tell us stories about our family …. It was just some of 
the stuff I still remember and also the values of being Samoan… 
[to] be grounded. Knowing where I come from, the importance of 
my family, and one of the important ones is just knowing my place. 
My place within the family. (Samual) 

 
In the interviews, it became clear that a strong grounding in positive values 
usually resulted in strong positivity about self: 
 
Kate was clear about the importance of her sense of self, and the strength 
inherent in it: 
 

… a family that eats together stays together. And also respect, self-
value. Don’t let anybody tell you who you can or cannot be …. I 
taught [my children] what my Dad taught us, you know. You can’t 
let anybody tell you who you can and who you cannot be. Yeah, 
and you know you do good for yourself and you always ask for help 
when you need help, swallow your pride – whatever – ask for help  
(Kate) 

 
Others were given the strength to believe in themselves because a particular 
person believed in them. Sometimes this was a minister’s wife, sometimes a 
teacher, at other times a social worker, a tutor, an academic mentor or a boss 
at work. In all these cases, the interview participant was helped towards a 
greater sense of personal strength and perseverance, either as an addition to 
that imbued in them by family and challenged by life events, or as a substitute 
for the learning of self-worth that can occur in childhood and through family 
life.  In Moana’s case this person was a teacher: 
 

I had this wonderful teacher, I would have been in the fourth form, 
… so I ended up doing my School Certificate. … She was a 
beautiful Maori wahine. … Sometimes there are some other people 
you connect with. For me it’s having some people for support. The 
teacher made me feel special, she would ask me to babysit for her. 
(Moana) 
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Later, Moana found a social worker who gave her similar support and belief in 
herself, enabling her to look after herself when she removed herself from a 
situation of family violence. Now she has a strong sense of positive values: ‘I 
would say having whanau is very important, knowing who I am, being strong.’ 
 
On the other hand, Lisa developed her own personal strength because she 
had to look after herself: there was no one else to do it. Counselling has 
clearly helped her to re-parent herself: 
 

I can rely on myself. I am not scared. I can be quite girly but I am 
not soft. I can stand on my own two feet and choose now what 
battles to fight …. I learnt how to advocate for myself. (Lisa) 

 
For some, adversity was turned into a positive lesson, to give a stronger and 
more positive sense of self.  For example, Marina moved from a happy 
childhood in Samoa to a testing time with her aunt’s family in New Zealand: 
 

When I came to New Zealand I thought, oh my God, what am I 
doing here, all in all, but you need to go through stuff …. It’s made 
me a survivor, it made me survive hard times. (Marina) 

 
Lupe also used hardships as a way of challenging herself and finding her 
personal courage and strength: 
 

I don’t agree with people saying that I am like this because of my 
childhood; you don’t use that as an excuse. Once you hit 
adulthood, you’re on your own, you grow up and you think, you 
want to do better than your childhood. It’s up to you to make sure 
you do better.  (Lupe) 

 
Such realism was couched in a context of personal responsibility and self-
reIiance that clearly bred resilience in Lupe as she grew up. 
 
Sarah, who expressed comparatively few values in her interviews, described 
how, at 21, she saw how her life of drinking and going out would appear to her 
grandparents and her aunty who had been her first teachers. The loss of 
these relatives shocked her into remembering the values they had taught her. 
As she expressed it, 
 

Life is too short …. That’s when I decided to change, to put myself 
to work. … I realised if my grandparents could see me as I am … I 
sat there and thought and that’s why I changed my life. (Sarah) 

 

Success and Education 

A second main strand of positive personal values revolves around success, 
since success can be an outward reflection of inner strength and coherence; 
and striving for success can also provide an external self-rewarding stimulus 
that in itself can promote the positivity that comes from goal-setting and goal-
achievement. The questions that address the issue of success in the 
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interviews were specifically about employment, education and the desire for 
children to do well. 
 
One of the strongest values to emerge was a work ethic – the belief that hard 
work is inherently good and leads to its own rewards. In half of the Pacific 
interviews, the work ethic emerges as a value in itself, and in conjunction with 
education as a driver of success and prosperity. In its purest sense, this value 
also supports the notions of personal responsibility and mutuality that have 
already been identified as being characteristic of positive personal and 
individual values. Ruta’s description of the work ethic is typical: 
 

Mum and Dad [taught us] to work hard. Money doesn’t come free, 
you know. You’ve got to work hard at it. … if we wanted something 
… they would say, well, you have to save for it, or go and get a job. 
So we would all go and do paper rounds and save money. … They 
never handed us anything – we had to go out and find the money. 
(Ruta) 

 
For Lupe, hard work was clearly commensurate with improved income and 
living standards: 
 

… going back to work, doing better, you do get more money. You 
do the best that is possible that you can and you will make the 
money. (Lupe) 

 
The value was a self-rewarding one. 
 
Many of the participants saw how, in their own families, their parents worked 
hard to support them, often having two or more jobs. Sometimes this meant 
they shared their family responsibilities on rotation, and sometimes that older 
siblings, other relatives or other people looked after the younger children: 
 

My Dad worked and my Mum worked, so they worked and the older 
kids looked after the rest of us. … they had two jobs. My Dad 
worked for the council and then cleaned in the evening, and my 
mum worked in a hanky factory in Wellington and then cleaned in 
the evening. (Ruta) 

 
Lack of education meant that for many of these parents, work was always 
menial: 
 
Although young at the time, Kate remembered how, in Samoa, her family was 
considered the richest in the village, and how her father worked very hard and 
managed the family income well: 
 

We had everything we wanted, we had more money than any of the 
other families there because my Dad did market gardening and we 
used to go and sell stuff on the street – like, deliver stuff … [and] he 
used to… take [the produce] to the market, and we would consider 
ourselves well off …. We never knew what poor was, not having 
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enough … because my Dad worked hard and my Mum worked 
hard ….(Kate) 

 
Kate’s account is a clear example of a relatively stress-free, semi-subsistence 
life in Samoa, and she described the application of the same work ethic and 
skills in New Zealand. For her and her family, the only way to move up, to 
distance themselves from being poor, was by hard work and education. Kate’s 
father had a strong belief in the efficacy of both values, and passed on these 
values to his children. Kate put it this way: for her father, ‘education was the 
pathway to our future’. 
 
It is not surprising, therefore, that of the 20 adults interviewed for this study, 
only three did not emphasise the importance of education in their families of 
origin. The seventeen who did, recalled how much education was encouraged 
and upheld by their parents and within their extended families. In fact, the 
desire for children to have the best education possible was usually the driving 
force behind the decision to immigrate to New Zealand. 
 
Sarah, one of the participants whose family was not reported as placing value 
on education, turned herself in that direction because of her wish to improve 
her income. She left school with no qualifications because she felt put down 
by one of her teachers.  Lisa, whose family of origin was chaotic and whose 
father was violent, has completed a degree and wants to do postgraduate 
work in trauma therapy. Although she can hardly recall going to school and 
left in the fifth form, she remembers the school motto: ‘You have two primary 
choices: to accept the conditions as they are or accept responsibility for 
changing them’. Now, on her own path, and with her strong positive values, 
she says, ‘Education is huge for me …’. 
 
Becoming a sole parent could be the catalyst for awakening a desire for 
education:  

 
I never thought school was important. But as a single parent, that’s 
probably why I’m so hard on Elle … I wasn’t qualified when I broke 
up with Robert – I was doing menial work – cleaning, waitressing, 
cooking. It freaked me out because I had a child. 
Elle is the reason I persevered. (Kayla) 

 
Respondents whose parents had encouraged them to complete schooling 
often felt that they had still not reached their potential, and were even more 
encouraging of their own children:  

 
I want [my children] to go and listen to the teacher because I don’t 
want them to follow my step [as a cleaner] because it’s too hard 
work for labour – not enough money to survive. And they listen. I 
pay for them to go to a good school. (Sila) 

 
Lupe, whose family of origin was dysfunctional and who has been in violent 
and abusive relationships, was not diligent about her own schooling but is 
strict with her son: 
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I expect my kids to go to university and I know I will be paying for 
that …. Darien very much loves his sport, but he’s not allowed to do 
his sport unless he has done his homework. Homework comes 
first… (Lupe) 

 
Lupe’s determination is a reaction to her own childhood, to having grown up in 
poverty. Her strong spirit is fuelled by this sense of motivation and her vision 
for her children. In her case, deprivation has bred resilience: 
 
Paulette, whose family had espoused education to a degree that made her 
rebel, was turned around by her experience of sole parenthood and began to 
see opportunities: 
 

Finding out about the Training Incentive Allowance, so I took 
advantage of the people who could get me from here to there – 
networking. (Paulette) 

 
In the majority of those families that placed a high value on education, it was 
regarded as the main way out, or the main way up. As Afi said, school was 
her father’s way ‘to train me for life’. Tracey’s father ‘always said education is 
important for opening doors’: 
 
In view of these positive attitudes to education, it is not surprising that of the 
20 sole parents interviewed, eight had completed degrees (predominantly in 
social work, psychology and nursing) at the time of the interviews. 
 
Because of her own determination to go to university, the strong commitment 
to education in her family and the support of her parents, Rosita was able to 
complete her schooling, to have her baby and to go to university. She 
described how going to university made her more independent, and taught her 
things beyond the knowledge-base of her degree in Samoan Studies and 
English literature.  For Ruta, finishing her degree was so important that she 
did so under extraordinary circumstances: 
 

I finished my degree in social work …. I had my son my first year 
[at Whitireia]. But I study right through until I had him. Two days 
later I went back, because I didn’t want to miss out on that because 
that was something that I wanted to do. And I knew if I stopped it 
would be harder to come back. (Ruta) 

 
Seven of her 11 siblings also have degrees, testifying to the high value placed 
on education in her family. Her parents put this achievement down to ‘the 
strong belief in God, and the support of the family’ (see also the following 
section, ‘Spirituality and Spiritual Values’). Ruta at least partly attributed this 
outcome to her parents: ‘They were really supportive parents. They pushed 
them. Yeah, they pushed them a lot.’  Despite difficulties, Ruta was clear 
about what she was trying to achieve.  For example, she decided not to focus 
on the loss of her partner, who left her when they found out that the baby they 
were expecting was going to have serious health issues: 
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I looked at it as … don’t dwell on it, start looking forward and 
planning your future with your son, you know, to make sure that he 
has what you didn’t have. So that was always a factor for me to 
make sure I would be able to get a qualification that would help me 
make sure … that he is okay. (Ruta) 

 
In some of the interviews, it is possible to see a generational progression 
towards resilience and success, where the interviewee has received some of 
the values of their families, such as a belief in the efficacy of education, but 
has nevertheless not realised their own potential. For these sole parents, the 
success of their children has become of paramount importance, and it is as if 
the received value has had to evolve through an additional generation in order 
to be realised. Parents who expressed such a goal and described such a 
dynamic were mostly those whose schooling was interrupted for various 
reasons, such as ‘going off the rails’, experiencing difficulty adjusting to the 
New Zealand setting or becoming pregnant at a young age. Of those whose 
education was interrupted, eight picked up their education again and four of 
the eight succeeded in graduating from university. One chose to be a full-time 
parent, two had health issues that prevented them from completing and 
another was satisfied with her high-level public service job. But in all cases 
there was a degree of determination for their children to approach education 
seriously, and to succeed in their lives. 
 

Capability building 

A third strand of positive personal values is to do with building capability, 
which is most thoroughly outlined in the interviews in response to questions 
about solo parenthood, and the circumstances of this status and/or the 
decision to raise children without the other parent. In addition, participants 
frequently expressed a sense of pride as they talked about their family 
environments, their current living situations and the relationships with their 
children. 
 
The majority of participants have embraced their sole parenthood and focused 
on their children, several even rejecting the possibility of another relationship, 
for example: 
 

[I miss] the companionship, but I am over it, or else I would still be 
with him. There is not a lot I miss. I am a lot happier now. (Marina) 

 
For all these participants, the support of family and/or friends, and a growing 
sense of self have together created resilience, bolstered by personal pride, 
which in turn is reinforced by a commensurate increase in self-esteem. It 
becomes a self-perpetuating system. 
 
Some of the female interviewees experienced violence in their relationships 
with their children’s fathers. Another was verbally abused, and yet another 
had property damaged by an angry and drunken partner. These women all 
talked with clarity about their decision to leave the relationship and the 
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importance of that decision, which was often made in difficult circumstances, 
for example: 
 

I broke up with my partner last year and I got full custody of my 
kids. When I found out he was cheating on me I wanted to get 
away. I wanted to leave it as it is. He wouldn’t let me leave … I told 
him, you should have thought about that before … (Sarah) 

 
In a few cases, the women’s parents believed the relationship should continue 
as ‘men are just like that’ – violent, abusive or unfaithful. Some had to go to 
Women’s Refuge for shelter before they were able to find a viable way to live.  
After leaving her violent relationship, and also with a clear memory of the 
violence she witnessed as a child, one of these mothers, Lisa, found herself 
strong and focused: 
 

I am really good at problem-solving and using my initiative. With 
anything I’ll just do it. If I want something, I know how to get it. I 
know now … how I want to be treated. I know what my daughter 
needs to learn and how I can give that to her. I know how to 
communicate now whereas before I didn’t know how to. (Lisa) 

 
Unable to live with her partner, still loving him and sad that her daughter will 
not have her father around, Lisa is now able to say to him, ‘You’re one of my 
beautiful mistakes that I made in my life’. Without him, she knows she 
wouldn’t have had her daughter, and ‘I wouldn’t be the strong independent 
person that I have become and working within the community with the people 
that I love.’ 
 
Paulette became an advocate for the wellbeing and rights of her friends who 
were unhappy in their relationships, advising caution rather than making a 
hasty decision to end their marriages. Her description of the difficulties of 
being alone is testimony to her personal journey and her courage: 
 

So I told them the truth, this is not what I used to be, this is 10 
years’ of hard work. I said, don’t ever [leave] unless you are sure. I 
said, try everything in your power to try and salvage your marriage. 
Think about the children and how you are going to cope. I said, it 
takes more than courage to become a single parent. Be prepared 
to go back to nothing not being a wife. So some of them are still 
married and some are sole parents. Be prepared to have your self-
esteem down there and there’s a dark hole at the bottom. It’s a 
scary place but you come out, with every effort that means 
something to you. (Paulette) 

 
For some mothers, the decisions to separate were very difficult, but the acts of 
doing so have increased their sense of freedom, strength and resilience, and 
ability to take pleasure in their children and their accomplishments: 
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Me and my girls are like sisters. Now they can tell me anything. The 
boys open up to me. Education is a big thing. They come home and 
we’d have a talk. My son is deputy head boy. (Marina) 

 
They have learnt from experience how to support their children, and 
discovered that in embracing sole parenthood, their sense of purpose and 
drive was enhanced and  that it motivated them to do and be their best: 
 

… the need to care for Elle. I think what kept me going was I had a 
beautiful child and no one will love her the way I will at the end of 
the day. My focus was on her and that she was OK. Elle for me 
was what kept me going. (Kayla) 

 
For some, working hard to support their families by doing unskilled jobs, their 
children’s success is reward enough, such as a daughter becoming a qualified 
nurse, and a second planning to follow in her sister’s footsteps.  One of 
Rosita’s greatest joys is seeing the confidence and opportunities that are 
available to her daughter but that were not available to her because her 
parents were unaware of them.  
 
Others have pursued their own education as well as their children’s.  For 
example, Moana, herself from a difficult and dysfunctional background, has 
now completed a degree and has included her children in her journey through 
tertiary education: 
 

I hope the kids will get used to not having their mother around. I 
want them to become independent. I need them to see. I took them 
to see me receive the scholarships. … I know now, my kids come 
first. (Moana) 

 
Her sense of capability is clear: her strong sense of identity, her pride, her 
goals and her dedication to her children. 
 
The three strands of positive values discernible here are personal and 
individual values, success and education, and building capability, The first is 
especially embedded in a sense of positive individual congruence that is 
ordinarily engendered in children by the parent(s), but can also be 
encouraged later in life by any supportive and nurturing individual who pays 
special attention, who recognises another’s worth and who does what a good 
enough parent normally does: encourages the individual to have a positive 
self-image. The second is particularly expressed through the realisation of 
success in work and education, by which values such as a belief in striving to 
be one’s best, in hard work, in diligence and the worth of education are 
brought to fruition. The third especially exists in a sense of building capability, 
in the recognition by the individual that they have done well and that they have 
realised their goals and their potential, and are able to recognise what they 
have achieved – a sense of congruence between self and values. 
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Spirituality and Spiritual Values 

Spirituality and spiritual values add another dimension to values that are 
based in individual, family and culture; and there are clearly areas of overlap 
between these aspects of life. Spiritual values may give authority and reason 
to personal and family values, and help define a community or culture. 
Because the spiritual values discussed here are in a majority of cases 
associated with a particular church or institution, they also imply the values of 
community and the identity and belonging that the notion of community 
confers. Spiritual communities can create a sense of commonality, a feeling of 
belonging and a belief in rightness that, translated into the context of the 
individual, can uphold and enhance self-esteem, self-worth and personal 
strength. Translated into the context of family or culture, spiritual communities 
can strengthen identity and wellbeing, and engender pride, motivation and 
efforts to behave in prosocial ways. Spirituality is inevitably value-laden. 
 
The Pacific interviews clearly indicate the importance of mechanisms such as 
church attendance and spiritual beliefs that support and sustain values, 
including the upholding of personal and family ethical values; that give 
coherence and a sense of identity to a cultural or other group, including a 
perception of that group’s uniqueness and value. 
 
Anyone from a fractured family background has the potential to find family in 
the church; those from strong and functional families may have their sense of 
family widened and deepened by their participation in a church community.  
 
For 16 of the 20 adult participants in this study, church was a crucial part of 
their lives, and they variously spoke about its benefits to them as well as the 
comforts brought by their beliefs about God and their spirituality. 
 
Participants frequently referred to the Christian values they were taught as 
children and young people, values such as moral correctness, giving, being 
selfless, doing their best and caring for others: 
 

My Dad was a very spiritual man. … and our family do believe in 
Christianity and family … strong belief in Christianity. We try to live 
like how the Bible says how to live. We try but we’re human too, we 
can’t all live perfectly. But we’re still trying …. It only stops when 
you stop breathing … I can only say that we’re still trying. (Kate) 

 
Values learnt at church were often described as personal or family values that 
nevertheless receive their direction and gravitas from the moral authority of 
the church. They include the values of perseverance, setting a good example, 
honesty, humility and trust. Other values cited in the context of church 
teachings were often also cultural values, such as respect for elders, cited 
specifically by eight participants; the importance of family and reciprocity or 
support, cited specifically by many participants but implied in all of the adult 
interviews; and the centrality of alofa and compassion. 
 
For over half of the participants, their personal relationship with God was a 
matter of support and faith.  Pou’s statement is typical: 
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I had no one else to turn to, only God. I just pray. (Pou) 
 

Clearly, such faith also breeds hope, which is crucial in the sustaining of 
values and functionality in the face of such difficulties as marriage breakdown 
and poverty.   
 
Religious values are focused not only on morality and moral behaviour, but 
also on a personal relationship with God. Some participants explained how 
this personal relationship helped them to make better choices, to apply values 
learnt in childhood to their lives: 
 

… because I believe in God, I am going to go to school and not be 
stupid. (Migi) 

 
In some cases this personal relationship with the divine was expressed in 
respect for God and the Sabbath, the day of worship and being available for 
Church on Sunday always took precedence over other activities: 
 

God was always first. God came first no matter what… they have to 
be back on Sunday. ’Cos church was on Sunday … we had to be 
back by eight o’clock in the morning for church on Sunday. (Ruta) 

 
While Lupe does not go to church herself (the experience of childhood turned 
her against it), she makes sure her children go and that they know who God 
is. For her, the value of knowing God and believing in him is important enough 
to be passed on to her children.  For others, the role of church in their lives 
and their personal relationships with God that they maintain through prayer, 
connect them to the past, their families and their cultures and values: 
 
For many who migrated to New Zealand, going to the local Pacific church or 
another church gave them an immediate community here, and this sense has 
continued throughout life, including sole parenthood and other life changes.  
Church was frequently referred to as a source of connectedness and 
friendship, just as school, clubs and sports activities were mentioned. Church 
is a major strand in most participants’ social lives: 
 

I have lots of friends, church friends, sport friends … (Paulette) 
 

Participants often spoke about their ‘church family’, and these families 
frequently acted just like real families do: 
 

… when my sister and brother were born, … Mum didn’t know how 
to drive … so family from church would drive her to the hospitals. 
So they were probably the main support. Because my Dad still 
doesn’t know how to drive till this day. He doesn’t drive. He’s never 
driven.  (Rosita) 

 
It is clear from the interviews that churches have also fulfilled an additional 
role, akin to social agencies, but more accessible than some of those 
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agencies where participants reported being treated rudely or with disrespect 
(such as Housing New Zealand and Work and Income). Churches, being at 
the heart of communities and often being run by people from the same Pacific 
Islands and encapsulating particular cultural styles and values (including 
etiquette, music and language), are in a perfect position to act as social 
agencies. Afi, for example, who was born in Tonga, told how her church 
(Seventh Day Adventist) had taught her ‘how to survive out there’ as well as 
‘discipline and spiritual stuff’. Several of the Samoan participants referred to 
traditional events and ceremonies being supported and run by their churches. 
 
When asked to talk about important things that had taught or helped them to 
survive, most of the participants referred to church, and church and culture, 
expressing the feeling that the two entities co-exist in a symbiotic relationship: 
 

Church is definitely there and has always been there. Going to 
church …. It is the culture …. Culture and church …. When you do 
well and succeed, you’ve been blessed by God. Definitely church 
and culture side by side. (Pou) 

 
For others, it was church and family that provided the strongest support and 
the strongest relationships. 
 
Clearly, spirituality has been a source of strength for the majority of the 
participants, both as a moral authority that upholds and reinforces the values 
of family and culture; and also as a community that is inclusive and provides a 
sense of belonging, that acts also as a template of family and community and, 
in some cases, as a substitute for or extension of family and community. In 
this sense it both encapsulates and models culture, and thus upholds and 
strengthens values. Undoubtedly, spirituality in the sense of the church family, 
and spirituality as expressed in a personal relationship with God, give 
credence and efficacy to values and enhance the resilience that may be the 
outcome of the holding of values. 
 

Cultural Values 

Cultural values that uphold the concepts of obligation, reciprocity, service and 
support are realised in a matrix of personal values such as compassion, 
diligence, doing one’s best, goodness, honesty and humility, and focused in 
the values of alofa and respect. These in turn are upheld by the two major 
ideals of importance of the family and the keeping of traditional values, which 
– united – create a self-sustaining and strengthening system. The espousal of 
ethical, moral, spiritual and cultural values reinforces self, family, community 
and culture, and therefore identity, which together create a mutually 
supportive system for wellbeing. 
 
Scattered throughout the interviews are unselfconscious references to 
obligation, reciprocity, service and support, which together emerge as the 
most powerful and predominant source of resilience, its main actualisation. 
For example, Narissa described growing up in Tokelau thus: 
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Food was everywhere, we didn’t have to buy. … It was an open 
house. … everybody looked after everybody, and if we had the 
next-door child to sleep over, oh we call over, oh we are having 
your son sleep the night, and that was OK. (Narissa) 

 
The matrix of values is cited again and again, as personal or familial values 
expressed in a cultural context. They are values that emphasise respect, 
service, generosity, humility and self-reliance: 
 
 
All of the Samoan participants (nine), representing the largest single Pacific 
group in this study, referred to the significance of Fa’aSamoa in their lives, 
whether they were born in Samoa or New Zealand. Cultural values were 
dependent on people not place, and Samoan families in New Zealand in 
almost all cases chose to live near other family members or near the EFKA 
(Ekalesia Fa'apotopotoga Kerisiano o Samoa) or PIC church (Pacific 
Islanders Congregational Church) (which was often the same thing). This was 
more important than being near places of work. It is likely that this 
concentration increased the salience of cultural values just as linguistic 
enclaves are likely to maintain the richness and complexity of a language 
when it is threatened with degradation or extinction. 
 
And without exception all the participants spoke about their extended families, 
and the support received from family members near or far. In many cases 
family composition was relatively fluid, incorporating extended family 
members, adopting and caring for siblings’ and cousins’ children, and 
embracing grandparents, parents, aunts and uncles in a multi-generational 
mix that altered over time and with the changing of circumstances. Facing 
sole parenthood, the participants all knew that they could rely on their families, 
in some cases particularly a brother, an aunt, a grandparent or a cousin, and 
in many cases a parent. All, except one, said family, sometimes in conjunction 
with God, church or friends, was their main support. In other words, their 
cultural values of obligation, reciprocity, service and support came into play.  
Several participants spoke about the importance of their values being passed 
on to their children – cultural values such as obligation, service and support.   
 
There is an unassailable quality in the cultural values apparent in these 
interviews. This quality is able to be transposed from country of origin to a 
vastly different country with a distinct culture and different languages; and 
different ideas about morality, ethics and spirituality – in fact, with different 
values. This quality is often buffeted by events, challenges and difficulties and 
it, like all things, is subject to change. But in the discussions about values, it 
was clear what was being referred to. Ruta expressed the indefatigable nature 
of these values: 
 

I don’t think [our family values] have changed at all from when we 
were young. I think they have sort of always been the same and the 
new generation that come in are taught the same, so it just rolls 
over and I think, yeah, we all stick to one …. [The values] are still 
the same. (Ruta) 
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One participant was a proponent of the same cultural values but has arrived at 
this place via a different route, without the support of church and spiritual 
beliefs, and more as a reaction against how she was treated herself. Through 
self-learning, determination and an indomitable spirit, she has adopted 
prosocial and positive values based on cultural knowledge and learning. 
Rather than family, she has turned to friends and social agencies to help her 
find her strengths, and is passing them on to her daughter: 
 

I am trying to teach [my daughter] to be a giver. When she doesn’t 
play with her toys, as we stayed in emergency housing, we go and 
take her things up there. We were in Wellington and we saw a 
homeless man, so I said, let’s go give him some McDonalds. I 
explained to her that it’s only when you are with me [an adult]. So 
sharing and giving is definitely OK. Asking for help is OK, but I am 
still learning about that one.   (Lisa) 

 
Moana, daughter of a Cook Island mother and a Maori father, grew up with 
her Cook Island grandmother in Tauranga and felt she had received the best 
of an Island upbringing.  Although there were times of disruption when Moana 
was passed around the family, and although she later lived on the street and 
was in two violent relationships, she survived and has completed a degree. 
She attributed her resilience to values learnt in her childhood: 
 

It’s the support that’s really important to me …. I would like to 
believe we are strong. My uncle told me, women in this family are 
strong, and he said, you are strong. … 
Looking back, we had a fabulous childhood. I think I like structure, 
the importance of having family, being together, having both 
parents, doing what they can. Yet we didn’t have all those [things 
in] those days, [but] we were safe. We had lots of relatives. We 
were a close tight family. (Moana) 
 

As well as being brought up with cultural values, and with the support of her 
family, which was fractured at times, and dysfunctional, Moana was also 
fortunate to meet at least two significant people who believed in her, one a 
high school teacher and the other a social worker. The support they gave 
added weight to her own sense of self and strength, and perhaps made all the 
difference as she fought the pressures of drugs, abusive relationships and 
sole parenting. 
 
There is a symbiotic relationship between cultural values and cultural identity. 
The one upholds the other and they are poles of selfhood, and the self within 
community.  Participants spoke of their own personal journeys towards 
identity: 
 

I reckon culture is good. You learn about your family. … there’s 
different languages [in the Cook Islands], north island speak similar 
to Maori at Aitu, the southern side similar to Tokelau. 
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Learn how to make food from the old days. (Lima) 
 
It was also apparent that several informants were aware of the importance of 
passing on this sense of identity and culture to their children. For example, 
after being prohibited from speaking Samoan at primary school after her 
arrival in New Zealand, Ruta decided that her own son should learn Samoan 
before starting school. He is now very fluent in Samoan, and English is his 
second language. As she put it, ‘I needed to start teaching him how to be 
strong. Stand up for his culture and himself.’  Vienna’s three older children all 
speak Tongan. And Kate has chosen to speak to her children in Samoan.  
Samual felt similarly, and wanted to impart all he knew about his culture and 
his sense of pride in that culture. 
 
For Lisa, from a difficult dysfunctional background, with a Pakeha mother and 
a Samoan/Tokelauan father, it became important for her to claim her identity 
as she grew older. Her violent father left the family when she was young, and 
she met up with him again after her daughter was born: 
 

I told him I wanted my daughter to have a grandfather and to know 
my Pacific side, and sometimes I feel it’s something I lost out on.  
Lisa) 

 
Sadly, Lisa’s father died soon afterwards, but not before he had apologised for 
the harm he had done. Lisa’s claiming of her identity was in many ways akin 
to claiming her cultural values. 
 
Such instances of cultural pride are also instances of cultural identity, the 
upholding of which has clearly emerged for some participants as a point of 
resilience. 
 

Organisational Patterns 

The organisational patterns of the 20 sole parents interviewed in the Pacific 
section of this study are revealed in three main ways. Firstly, several of the 
focus questions elicited responses that showed the degrees to which these 
people were able to organise their lives, deal with challenges and change, and 
to adapt. Secondly, the qualitative data are indicative of the extent to which 
relationship-building is successful, with regard to family, former partners, 
extended families, friends, and people associated with communities such as 
churches, sports groups and other activity-focused social groups. Thirdly, the 
transcripts throw a great deal of light on the extent to which social and 
economic resources are mobilised, including both governmental and non-
governmental social agencies, in the context of societies that tend to rely on 
traditional forms of support and reciprocity. 
 

Capacity to Organise, Deal with Challenges, Change and Adapt 

The 20 interviews revealed a high degree of organisational capacity, with 
frequent examples of the ability to deal with challenges and change, and to be 
adaptable. In all cases, the sole parents were balancing parenthood, family 
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connectedness, social relationships and provision of livelihoods to varying 
degrees, but all with reasonable success. Challenges involving abusive 
partners and poverty were faced by several; in all instances, participants had 
faced the difficulties of cultural difference or displacement; and they all had 
the rigours of sole parenting in common. 
 
Many of the participants spoke about a highly organised early life, where 
chores were shared, for example: 
 

From school I would come home and take on the tasks for the 
family, for example, feeding the pigs, collecting the firewood to 
cook outside, get the breadfruit, bananas, taro and make the umu if 
there are visitors. … It’s almost like you know your role. All the kids 
had a role. It is always seen as a contribution. It’s never forgotten 
by the adults. (Paulette)  

 
In some families, people ate in a certain order, for example, ‘First the eldest 
person, then the next eldest and then the children’ (Samual). In others, people 
ate together.  It is apparent that participants who experienced a high degree of 
organisation as children are more likely to exhibit the ability to organise and to 
respond to challenges throughout their lives: 
 

I was the one who always organised everybody. Even from a young 
age I would organise all the older kids and everybody. And I would 
make sure that everyone was doing what they were meant to be 
doing or else I would tell on them. So I was sort of the organiser, 
and I still am too.  (Ruta) 

 
Strong organisational skills emerge as a precursor to the ability to rise to 
challenges and to adapt to change. Paulette deals with challenges by not 
attaching her emotions to any issue:  
 

I separate my feelings and deal with the situation. … I try to look at 
myself as a problem-solver and not as a parent. (Paulette) 

 
Others talked of having the humility and wisdom to ask for help, especially 
when they had reached the end of their tether with children, for example: 
 

I become independent. I will go for help if I am really desperate. I 
don’t want to rely on anyone else. (Migi) 

 
Being sent to an unkind family in New Zealand after her happy childhood in 
Samoa taught Marina a lot. She says that it was formative: 
 

It gave me more experience, coming to New Zealand. I’ve seen so 
much and leant so much. It’s made me the person who I am. … I 
can handle whatever life has thrown at me.  (Marina) 

 
Lupe uses facing reality as a stimulus and guide to making decisions and 
staying in control. Necessity has meant she is organised: 
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… you know that the food has to last … if you eat it all, it’s gone, 
you’ll have to wait until Mum goes shopping again … we did it. I 
don’t think it’s much different now – you know with the food that’s in 
your cupboard, you have to make it last. … When I was on the 
benefit … you just get by, you learn how to… budget your money, 
you learn how to pay bills, you learn how to put food in your kids’ 
mouths, make sure you got power, your rent is paid – you manage 
– you have to. (Lupe) 

 
One of the informants from a dysfunctional family and with a violent father had 
to look after herself. Another who was adopted did not have a sense of chores 
and job-sharing, which reflected the family chaos. In both cases they have 
struggled to bring order into their current living situations. 
 
In their households now, however, the majority of the participants described 
being well-organised, either with chores being shared, or taking charge of 
their lives and taking care of their children.  Being organised may mean 
having a roster and having meals planned: 
 

The household is quite structured. There’s a roster … there is no 
abuse, no shouting because the kids know what to do. 
We have a menu every week. On Monday it’s toast; Tuesday, roast 
chicken, potato salad; Wednesday, French toast; Thursday, I cook 
something simple. On the weekend I cook. So I save. (Paulette) 

 
One indicator of the ability to rise to challenges and to adapt and change is 
the ease with which these sole parents adjusted to their sole parenthood and 
were able, in the case of young mothers, to continue their education or to find 
satisfactory employment, or in the case of older parents, to return to 
education, to seek additional training or to find satisfactory paid employment. 
 
Of the three participants who became mothers when they were younger than 
20, only one continued with her schooling, went to university and completed a 
degree. In her descriptions of her life at the time, it is clear that she had highly 
developed self-esteem, and a family who strongly valued education and was 
prepared to give her complete support. 
 
The fact that so many of the participants who became parents in their 20s and 
30s were able to complete degrees is testimony to their ability to rise to 
challenges and to be adaptable. Kayla, who finished a degree in social work 
after becoming a sole parent at 28 when her partner moved back to Samoa, 
said: 
 

I was determined to get organised. I went on the benefit at the time. 
I went to look for any part-time job. (Kayla) 

 
Ruta left school halfway through the seventh form because she saw how hard 
her mother was working to help support the family.  Despite this, after 
marrying, Ruta went to Whitireia in 2005, had her son, faced the end of her 
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marriage and successfully finished her degree in social work. Her early 
organisational skills and her ability to adapt were clearly of huge benefit to 
her.  Samual also finished a Bachelor’s degree in social work at the same time 
as he became a sole parent. 
 
Whereas most of the adult participants were on a benefit at some stage, only 
a few of them remained on a benefit and did not find part-time or full-time work 
to support their families. For some, the journey to employment was far from 
smooth, and involved studying for various courses, taking bridging courses 
and constantly having to apply for jobs, often when they were tired and 
stressed, dealing with young children, often looking after parents, and in some 
cases having to move from Women’s Refuges to other housing, and to tackle 
social welfare agencies and deal with widowhood (in one case), violence 
(seven, or nine including verbal abuse and damage to property) and in all 
cases relationship breakdown. 
 
For some, becoming sole parents was simply another challenge for which 
they were already equipped, in some instances because of strong family 
support and in others with the added backup of personal resilience.  In 
Paulette’s case, the challenge helped her to focus on her strengths: 
 

I looked at my own two hands and I knew I had to survive. 
The anger, that I wanted to become somebody and do something. 
To take myself out of this. Then came the fear. … Out of that fear 
came clear thinking … (Paulette) 

 
All of the participants had adapted well to being sole parents, and most had 
found a good balance between work and parenthood. Only one, Marina, in 
full-time work, said she would have preferred to be home with her children: 
 

I wish I could stay home with my kids. I missed out time with my 
kids, but financially I need to be working. (Marina) 

 
Two (Samual and Pou) found half-time work a perfect balance between 
employment and parenting, but the remainder of those in work preferred to be 
at work rather than at home, because they felt in charge of providing for their 
families, and enjoyed their work and the satisfaction it brought, as well as the 
social contact of working outside the home: 
 

I prefer to be the provider through my paid work, and be a mum at 
the same time. I need to have a life outside of being a mum, even 
though that’s the most important thing. To lead by example. You 
work for what you get. (Paulette) 

 

Relationship-building 

All of the sole parents interviewed were in strong active relationships, 
predominantly with immediate and extended family members, and significantly 
with members of church communities or sporting or other groups. Most spoke 
of having friends who were important socially or as additional support, but only 
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five said friends were as supportive as family; only one relied on friends rather 
than family for her significant relationships. 
 
The most extensive relationships were with parents and siblings. Because of 
their time of life, several of the participants had lost grandparents with whom 
they had had close relationships, and some had also lost parents. Other 
family members who were referred to as important were aunts, uncles and 
cousins, and more distant relatives such as great aunts and second cousins.  
 
In the Pacific section of this study, family was of overwhelming significance 
rather than non-related friends, and almost all had grown up in non-nuclear 
family situations, with other important extended family connections beyond the 
household.  Multiple relationships were part of early life for most of the 
participants and they continued to foster and maintain them.  For example, 
Paulette became very close to her mother even though she did not grow up 
with her: ‘I am so glad I had a good relationship with her.’ Paulette was aware 
of a sense of connection with her relatives early on: ‘You know your family 
connection.’ She has continued to make good relationships throughout her 
life, and for her, connectedness has been a key to her success: 
 

Every single person has added something to my journey. Whether 
it’s positive or negative, the negative fuelled the fire … (Paulette) 

 
In the New Zealand setting, families often had the same make-up that 
Paulette described in Samoa. Pou was born in Lower Hutt and recalled the 
structure of her household in Wainuiomata: 
 

… my parents and me. Yes. My two brothers younger than me. I’m 
the only girl. My grandparents – my Mum’s parents – were there for 
a little while. Then through the years randomly cousins coming over 
… (Pou) 
 

Sarah, whose parents had separated and whose family was fragmented, was 
brought up mostly by her half-Maori/half-Irish father. Her primary relationship 
was consequently with him, although she was aware of the support of 
members of her extended family: 
 

I stayed with my Dad who raised me and my older sister. My 
younger brother was with my grandparents. My younger sister was 
with my aunty – they brought them both up. 
… 
Two houses away my grandparents – my father’s parents – and my 
brother lived. … [Dad] had a girlfriend that was living with him …. 
We lived with our grandparents a bit, because we were having a bit 
of a beef with our stepmother.  (Sarah) 

 
But it was to her father that she felt closest: 
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I always say I am who I am because of my Dad. … that’s how I see 
it. He was the one who raised me and he taught me. I am the 
person I am because of my Dad. (Sarah) 

 
Despite the fragmentation, Sarah had extremely close relationships with her 
cousins – ‘we were like sisters and brothers’. And despite her Cook Island 
mother having left the family, Sarah has maintained a relationship with her, 
and also lived with her for two years when she was 16: 
 
Lisa experienced a very unhappy childhood during which her mother was 
constantly beaten by her violent father: ‘I don’t remember one happy moment 
with my father.’ Her mother was a drinker and drug dealer, and the children 
were not well fed or cared for; they were frequently taken into care by CYFS. 
And yet Lisa has managed to arrive at a place of understanding and 
reconciliation, in which she has a relationship with her mother.  She also re-
established a relationship with her father after her daughter was born. As she 
says, ‘I am still learning to communicate with my family without making them 
feel bad.’ Her learning and openness, and her ability to face challenges, have 
helped her not so much to maintain as to re-establish relationships. The focus 
of support for her has been friendships rather than family. 
 
Apart from two respondents who were widowed, when each of the participants 
made the decision to become a sole parent, either as a result of pregnancy at 
a young age and/or outside a partnership, or as a result of a relationship 
breaking down, it was a time when at least 17 of them were given immediate 
support by family, and especially parents. Even though premarital pregnancy 
is frowned upon, and even though marriage vows are not likely to be easily 
overturned and marriages ended, in most families there was acceptance of 
the decision to become a sole parent because family and family relationships 
are generally upheld as of greater significance and value. So it was, then, that 
the majority of the participants found themselves in the position of being 
supported by their families despite stigma, outside judgement or mores. 
 
Approximately half of the participants currently live in households alone with 
their children and sometimes with related children. The remainder live with 
other adults as well, most commonly parents, sometimes siblings. These 
relationships are important and supportive.   
 
Relationships between the participants and members of their extended 
families are rich and multi-layered, and there are constant references in most 
of the interviews to the levels of support received from family, not only those 
living in the same households, but also those nearby, in different cities and 
even in different countries.  As Tracey said, contact with extended family 
outside the household typically occurs every day, and is enjoyable. 
 
Each of the participants had a clear view of the nature of their contact with 
their children’s other parent(s). If it was positive, they managed the 
relationship and placed limits on it; if it was negative, they placed restrictions 
on contact between the estranged parent and children, using the Family Court 
where necessary. The contact between these sole parents and their ex-



 160 

partners showed their ability to assess the relationships and counter potential 
harm. 
 
Among the 19 women and one man who took part in this study, there is a high 
degree of functionality in this particular dynamic that for most of them is one of 
the most difficult relationships they have had to deal with in their lives. Only 
one of these parents has clearly been able to maintain a healthy relationship 
with the father of her child, and to encourage his role as co-parent: 
 

I still invite her Dad to partake in decisions around which school 
she goes to. Her father really loves her. I try and keep him involved 
as much as possible with her …. She is still involved with him. They 
have a good relationship. (Lisa) 

 
Five have maintained contact, but in these cases the father lives overseas 
and there are geographical as well as emotional limitations to contend with. 
Another whose ex-partner lives in Samoa has made a clear decision to sever 
contact. She asked for help once but none came: 
 

He calls about five times in the last ten years. … What a loser. … I 
can’t be bothered, you know, but my son knows and he does not 
want anything to do with him. He’s had his chances. The door was 
always open for him and his family. (Pou) 

 
Three of the women stay in touch with ex-partners who were or are alcohol or 
drug users, but these relationships are consequently very limited, for example: 
 

He rings when he’s drunk. And he asks my son to say ‘I love you’. I 
tell his father off. He used to love his Dad until he lied to him. He 
said he would come, it was supposed to be a surprise, and he did 
not turn up. Carlo was a bit hurt, because he was looking forward to 
his Dad coming. (Migi) 

 
Each of the six women who had stopped the relationship with their ex-partners 
considers that she has done the right thing. Sila has had no support from 
either of the two fathers of her children, and says the children ‘don’t want to 
contact them. They are not good dads …’. In some cases, the women are 
aware that contact will be re-established if the children want it.  The remaining 
women had decided that although there was a degree of contact with ex-
partners, they preferred to support their children themselves.  For Ruta, the 
end of her marriage did not spell the end of her relationship with her ex-
husband, but she describes a situation in which she has been able to learn 
and to forgive, as well as to take responsibility for her own feelings.  However, 
the father of her child lives in Australia and is not involved in parenting. 
Although he did give some financial support, Ruta asked him to stop as she 
can afford to support her son on her own. 
 
The sole father shares parenting with his ex-partner on a weekly basis.  The 
relationship is cooperative and functional but he offered no description as to 
its emotional and communicative quality. 
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Whereas family relationships are clearly those that have sustained and 
supported these sole parents, all of them have additional connections as well. 
Many of the participants spoke warmly about their friendships: 
 

I had some really good friends and I learnt to make friends and they 
support me through anything. … I have heaps of friends. (Lisa) 

 
The other major source of connectedness is church, and as has already been 
stated, most of these participants regularly attend church and are part of 
church communities and a few belong to sports and other groups. 
 
An additional type of relationship that was referred to by many of the 
participants is that formed with a significant other person, such as a teacher, 
tutor, social worker or minister’s wife, whose role was akin to that of a 
supportive family member (see ‘Personal and Individual Values’ in the ‘Belief 
Systems’ section). 
 
All the relationships identified in this study, and the level and nature of their 
health and maintenance, underline the importance of human connectedness, 
and the values of reciprocity and support in Pacific societies. 
 

Mobilising Social and Economic Resources 

As in the Pakeha study, there is a continuum between the relationship-
building that focuses on family, friends and community, and the mobilisation of 
social and economic resources. The degree to which these Pacific sole 
parents have been able to elicit information, pursue leads and establish 
relationships with various agencies outside personal networks is a strong 
indication of resilience in itself. Where a culture places greatest value on 
reciprocity and is based on a system of family and community obligation, it 
might be assumed that accessing agencies that fulfil some of the same 
functions but are outside the relationship network may be difficult. There is 
some indication that participants did not always access the non-relational 
resources available to them because of cultural aversion to doing so, but in 
general the take-up rate and resourcefulness in this group are high. 
 
Most of the participants have had ready access to social support outside their 
extended families, and refer to Citizens’ Advice, early childhood centres, 
health professionals, parents’ groups, skills training, women’s groups and 
Women’s Refuge; for example: 
 

I went to Women’s Refuge … they took me in for two days. … They 
helped to supply me with furniture, looked to see what furniture is 
needed. The ladies down there are awesome. (Marina) 

 
Lisa mentioned Healthline, and Pou was aware of other emergency help lines. 
Rosita noted that having a Pasifika section at her health clinic has been 
enormously helpful to her and to others. 
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Three of the women chose to have counselling and found it helpful (Lisa, 
Paulette and Afi). Four found the support of social workers beneficial, in giving 
them information, helping restore self-esteem and giving them access to 
further agencies and avenues of development and support: 
 

I connected up [through] social services, that social worker is 
unique, who connected with me, she’d direct me but I knew she 
was really genuine. She said, I think you can do a course. In 2008 I 
started and since then I never look back. … she was the engineer. I 
said, you keep things running, she’d direct and it’s up to me to keep 
it up. (Moana) 

 
Moana’s ability to access this support was probably aided by the fact that the 
first person she dealt with when she walked into the agency was a helpful 
Pacific woman. 
 
Lisa is an example of someone who has developed for herself a very strong 
support network. She is one of the participants with the least family support, 
but she has created strong links that provide her with a more than adequate 
substitute for that. These links include friends, a counsellor, a social worker, 
course coordinators and tutors: 
 

When I had Tui I realised I had got to get counselling to get [my 
negativity] out of my thought patterns …. My friends gave me some 
counselling. I can debrief with Lina – if there’s something culturally, 
then I can sound her out, because I feel like I am sort of on the 
outer.  (Lisa) 

 
Government agencies such as Work and Income are variously described as 
helpful, unhelpful and decidedly difficult. The lack of consistency was noted by 
participants – both by professionals such as social workers who refer clients 
to these agencies, and by sole parents who have approached them directly.   
 
Kayla, who has since completed a degree in social work and works part time 
for CYFS, found that her knowledge of the system was invaluable when she 
needed help when her mother was ill and she was still trying to study and to 
look after both her mother and her daughter. It was this inside knowledge, as 
well as other support, that gave her access to the help she needed; but she 
made the point that there are cultural factors that will often scuttle people’s 
access to support and help: 
 

My GP was really good, and we got Care Coordination who paid for 
home help for the care of Mama. I think that because of the work I 
was in, I knew there were services there that could help because of 
who I knew and who I could tap into. Then when we did get there, I 
had to go through this assessment and I had to push. And work 
helped with the process, it was going through the work network. I 
had to go through 1, 2, 3, 4. Because you don’t know what 
information is unless you persist.  (Kayla) 
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For one participant, combining loans with part-time work and Family 
Assistance from IRD has seemed easier to manage than applying for the 
DPB. Sila’s experience was that if she approached Social Welfare with 
receipts to show how she was managing and what she needed help with, 
‘they did not help. They say I have got enough money.’ Instead, she has 
managed her household income by accessing loans via her church and has 
topped up these sums with bank loans.  Her experience of going to Work and 
Income has been a negative one.  Nevertheless, her ability to find help 
through her relationship network has proved beneficial.  It seems very likely 
that some of the participants have not received all of the financial and other 
help to which they are entitled because of difficulties of access. 
 
However, most of the participants have had social welfare support at some 
stage in their lives, many while they were studying, and other for income until 
they found work or as a supplement to part-time employment. A few have 
remained on a benefit and do not work outside the home. One of them is 
planning to return to work when her two children are older, and another is a 
widow taking care of her five children and her mother.  But she also suffers 
from poor health and is not able to work. 
 
Afi describes how being on the DPB helped her: 
 

Money wasn’t part of my thinking at the time I left my husband. 
When I got help, the lawyer wanted me to get everything I needed 
out of my husband. All I wanted was to be free. The DPB helped a 
lot to be on my own two feet.  (Afi) 

 
The agency cited most frequently in this study as being the most helpful is 
Family Start. Family Start is an initiative of the government’s Strengthening 
Families strategies, and is supported by various government agencies. It is an 
early intervention, preventative, home-based service for families facing 
challenges in the areas of health, welfare and education. As the website 
states, ‘Family Start workers provide guidance and advice to families to 
improve overall well-being in the areas of: housing, budgeting, parenting skills, 
accessing support within the local community, relationship conflict and any 
other matters which are important to families.’ Because it is community-based, 
and staffed by people who understand the cultural factors relevant to clients, it 
may be more accessible and acceptable than more mainstream social welfare 
and other agencies: 
 

I reckon Family Start was the critical part of my family’s [support], 
yeah. And also my family, having family close to you …. Family 
Start has been a big help to me – one of the biggest help I had. 
(Kate) 

 
For two of the three participants who have never received a benefit, there 
were cultural factors involved: 
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[It was] the impact of my family values … my family never wanted 
any of us kids to go on any sort of benefit. So I knew that if … I was 
going to parent, then I would also have to work. (Samual) 

 
Ruta, from a family of 12 children, eight of whom have now got degrees, was 
completely supported as a sole parent by her family, and she was also sent 
money by her ex-husband from Australia. All her fees at Whitireia were paid 
by an older brother who lives in the US: 
 

I never had to go on the DPB. Hallelujah for that. [Laughs] Because 
I saw how other people struggled on the DPB and that was just one 
thing I didn’t want. So no way. (Ruta) 

 
The third works full time. 
 
It is possible that others stayed on a benefit for as short a time as they could 
because of a cultural aversion to this type of non-relational support, and may 
have suffered unnecessary financial hardship as a consequence. This cultural 
aversion is expressed by Migi: 
 

Someone told me to apply for the benefit to help me when I study. I 
said, I can’t do that, I was so embarrassed. (Migi) 

 
Only one of the participants mentioned having had a budget advisor, but it is 
questionable whether this has been a fruitful relationship: ‘The budget advisor 
reckons I have enough money.’ When Narissa went on to describe her 
outgoings, it seemed that she had been advised to rent the furniture and 
appliances she needed and, as the interviewer pointed out, that in 12 months 
she had paid $2,600 for three beds and a dryer. Narissa is also in privately 
rented accommodation, which is $330 a week and is sub-standard. In this 
case, access to social and economic resources has not provided her with the 
best information and support. 
 
The only male informant had a different response to the question of 
mobilisation of social and economic resources. Samual was aware that he 
was disadvantaged as a Pacific father, and that if he went to court over 
custody or other issues the court would favour the mother. He felt that the 
justice system is unjust in that it overlooks the Pacific extended family 
dynamic of multiple support people, multiple parents and the breadth of a 
child’s support network. Samual felt sufficiently strongly about this that he 
planned to start a solo fathers’ group in order to discuss these issues and to 
help bring about change. 
 
In the Pacific context, it is apparent that there are many layers and areas of 
overlap in these organisational patterns, with an enormous emphasis on the 
organisational skills learnt in a majority of early family settings, which in the 
bulk of these cases provides a high degree of functionality and resilience in 
the participants. The intergenerational transfer of family values has already 
been shown to be a source of resilience and strength, and since the primary 
values focus on family and support networks, the nature and quality of 
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relationship-building in this context is very important. For similar reasons, the 
uptake and mobilisation of social and economic resources have particular 
characteristics in this setting, and it needs to be determined whether agencies 
outside the family and culture are acceptable and accessible to Pacific people, 
and whether there are cultural reasons for the degree of uptake. 
 

Communication and Decision-making 

Communication and decision-making in sole parent households is clearly 
most likely to be governed by the parent in charge, but whereas in the Pakeha 
study families tended to be nuclear, in the Pacific study at least eight families 
incorporated other adult relations so that a more cooperative organisation was 
likely to exist. There was also a connection between the organisational style of 
their families of origin and the participants’ current living situations. 
 
In all cases where the participants said they had grown up in a positive 
environment (11), they were able to say who had made decisions in their 
families. Ruta grew up with a father who was not communicative but a mother 
who was, and her childhood was positive and happy. Because of their 
personality differences, Ruta’s mother was more likely to make decisions than 
her father, but it was not who was the decision-maker that was important, but 
that decisions were made at all. Now that Ruta is a sole parent, she lives with 
her parents and her child, and the three adults make decisions together. 
 
As children, Pam and her cousins discussed how to organise faalavelave and 
other events ‘instead of having the adults, you know, telling us what to do’. 
Paulette also saw decision-making and discussion modelled when she was a 
child: 
 

My father would make the main decisions and he would ask the 
other adults [in the house]. Especially his sisters, he had respect for 
his sisters. He would often consult his older sisters and he would 
ask for their opinion. Aunty V was the matriarch. He would ask 
them …. These sisters would help him think outside the square. [As 
a kid I realised] you have to ask other people for their views. 
[When my grandfather died] I saw my father move from being 
passive to becoming responsible. … his sisters were his worst 
critics, but they were very supportive … (Paulette) 

 
Where participants felt their childhood had been chaotic or negative in some 
other way, there was less indication of clear decision-making in the family of 
origin. However, even in these cases the sole parents have been able to 
establish a strong sense of decision-making and leadership with their children, 
sometimes as a reaction against their own parents and sometimes because of 
their determination to care well for their children. 
 
Because she was sent to New Zealand from Samoa for her education, Marina 
did not personally have discussion, problem-solving and decision-making 
modelled throughout the majority of her growing up. Nevertheless, her 
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memory of her grandfather’s talks with her became a strong example of how 
she could be with her own children: 
 
About half of the participants described how they managed their families in a 
cooperative manner, according their children a degree of involvement and 
respect rather than relying on authority and control. The subjects for 
discussion ranged from meals and food, to the decision to leave and /or sever 
contact with the other parent, to finances and budgeting: 
 
In the past, Kate discussed with her children how she had repeatedly had to 
kick their father out because of his drunkenness, and revealed both her 
sadness and her reasons to them, while also allowing them to make their own 
decisions about their own relationships with their father. (The interview with 
her daughter Amy revealed that the parents had once more been reconciled, 
with Amy expressing her wish to help keep her parents together.) 
 
Carlo, Migi’s son, when discussing whether or not he would like his mother to 
work full time, indicated his awareness of the family’s financial situation, 
suggesting the extent to which his mother has involved him in discussion 
about financial matters. Asked what families like his might need, he said: 
 

Food and money, like a million dollars would be … helpful. Maybe 
pay the bills and buy a new two-storey house. (Carlo) 

 
For Afi, this sort of democratic relationship broadens out into other sorts of 
decision-making: 
 

We discuss it, I discuss [any important issues] with my kids. 
Everything becomes a family decision. So if something goes wrong, 
we all had a part in the decision, and it’s important that they had 
input into the decision-making. If they feel there are things that are 
important, they have an input.… (Afi) 

 
There is a sense in the interviews with parents that the resilience of these 
children has been enhanced, and that they may have developed a greater 
sense of independence and responsibility than children who are excluded 
from family decision-making. Details from the interviews with children 
substantiate this proposition (see also, ‘The Children’). 
 
Moana described her three children as good negotiators. In her own interview, 
her youngest daughter Tui said that the family talks together, sometimes when 
they eat. And Lisa’s description of her relationship with her daughter 
underlines the values of responsibility and independence: 
 

We are tight. We organise the meals, we negotiate. My daughter 
might say, Mum, can we sit down and compromise and talk about 
it? No, now get in the bath … I am the boss, and she says, Yeah, 
but I am the second boss, Mum.  (Lisa) 
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None of the adult participants said they had family meetings, but this 
descriptor may simply be too formal a way of labelling what is clearly in fact an 
organic and flexible behaviour, based on an attitude of inclusiveness and 
cooperation. In the children’s interviews, while some were clear that they did 
not make democratic decisions in their households, others felt they were 
involved in family matters and that their opinions were heard. In fact, over half 
of them said they had family meetings. For example, Isaac, Afi’s son, said that 
they had family meetings, and his description of communication and decision-
making in the household confirms the democratic relationship his mother 
described earlier. Talking about whether or not he was allowed to go out after 
school, he said: 
 

I made a deal with my Mum, that I would be coming home and do 
some reading, and I only get to go out on Wednesdays. Me and my 
friend, we play soccer. (Isaac) 

 
Ese, Tracey’s daughter, also said they had family meetings: ‘[Mum] will tell us 
it’s meeting time.’ Lina, Marina’s daughter, gave this account: 
 

We have a family meeting. That’s when we get to speak out, to say 
what’s on our mind. We never do, not really, because we don’t 
have that much to talk about. (Lina) 

 
Vienna said they have family talks, but in the case of an impasse, her 
grandmother or her mother would make the decision. Narissa’s adopted 
daughter Lomia was clear that ‘the person in our family that has the biggest 
rights’ would have the power of veto – her grandfather. She said they do not 
have family meetings because an important one that was set up with her birth 
mother was aborted because the woman did not arrive. 
 
The issue of communication and decision-making is revealing in the Pacific 
section of this study because it shows a widespread degree of flexibility and 
adaptability as sole parents have attempted to establish and maintain 
proactive relationships with their children, and to pass on to them the values 
of responsibility and connectedness. It is clear that in sole parent households, 
it would be easier for an autocratic style of parenting to dominate, but in fact 
the majority encourage at least a degree of decision-making involvement in 
their children, depending on age, personal circumstances, and beliefs and 
attitudes. In households where a sole parent lives with other adult relations, it 
is possible for even more democratic and cooperative decisions to be made, 
since decisions can be arrived at in cooperation with another adult; or the 
power of veto can be passed to a senior family member, imbuing the decision 
with a degree of cultural appropriateness, and thus upholding cultural values 
such as respect and acting correctly.  
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The Children’s Perspectives 
 

As part of the research plan, 11 children were interviewed, sons and 
daughters of the adult participants. A twelfth child refused to be recorded. The 
children were divided into two groups: 7–10 year olds, and 11–15 year olds. 
 
They were asked questions in relation to their family situations, their mothers, 
their fathers, and their perceptions of health, schooling, friendships, out-of-
school activities, church and material circumstances. Some of the children 
gave very full and thoughtful answers to questions, and a few were fairly 
monosyllabic. The perceptions of the children are discussed in relation to their 
mothers, their fathers and their perceptions of their material circumstances. In 
addition, the Pacific interviews reveal some significant instances of behaviour 
in the children that is evidence of resilience, self-esteem and prosocial 
attitudes, and which may therefore throw light on some of the factors that 
make the difference between resilience and lack of resilience. 
 

The Mothers 

The children interviewed were generally positive about their mothers, and 
aware of the care-giving role of their mothers as well as their need to support 
their children and to establish rules and therefore enforce discipline. There is 
a sense of their affection for each other and references to the occasions of 
grumpiness or strictness that are an inevitable part of child-rearing. 
 
The children were aware of their mothers being present or not when they got 
up, when they came home from school, and in the evenings and weekends. 
Most of these families were balancing the presence of the mother in the home 
with work commitments that took them away from the children. The children 
usually accepted these absences, sometimes philosophically and sometimes 
with regret and varying levels of anxiety. However, they all knew that the 
absences were necessary for the livelihood of the family. 
 
Tui talks about her mother Moana: ‘Mum’s always up before us.’ Her mother 
helps her with her homework, and they cook meals together. She is the one 
who makes decisions. If things go wrong, Moana sometimes yells at the 
children and hits them, but not hard. Tui is typically supportive of her mother 
and proud of her going to Whitireia Polytechnic: 
 

She’s more active now. She can get a job. 
Do you feel proud of your Mum? 
I always tell her so … 
Do you think things have gotten better since your Mum has gone to 
school? 
Yeah. (Tui, 11 years) 
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Lina, similarly, shows great support for her mother Marina, and admires her 
for going to a gym class every Saturday morning for 3 hours and believes her 
mother is stressed because of their living conditions, and especially because 
of her relationship with Lina’s older sister who lives with them with her partner 
and new baby: 
 

She is always stressed out but she doesn’t show it. I think the gym 
is how she relieves the stress … (Lina, 11–15 year group) 

 
Migi’s son Carlo, on the other hand, did not like his mother’s absence from the 
home and was not looking after himself well. When he wakes she is not there, 
and he gets up too late to eat breakfast. (Note that this contradicts what she 
says about wanting to be at home when he is there in the morning and not 
working for this very reason.) But in their two-person household they ‘always’ 
eat meals together in the evening, and she is usually home when he comes 
back from school: 
 

What time do you get up in the morning? 
About 8 am, but my Mum is not here. 
So what do you eat for breakfast? Do you eat breakfast? 
Not that much because I wake up too late. (Carlo, 7–10 year group) 

 
The older children in particular appreciated the style of discipline used by their 
mothers: 
 

[If I do something wrong] Mum sits me down and she talks to me. If 
it’s a really bad thing [such as not telling her mother about 
something] then I get grounded.  (Elle, 11–15 year group) 
 

The overwhelming themes in the children’s interviews are the presence of 
extended family members as child-minders and as support if a mother is sick 
or is unable to be at home with her children; and the balance the mothers find 
between their parental role and that of being, in most cases, also the principal 
wage-earner.  Those children who live in a household just with their mother 
and siblings are possibly more prone to noticing the absence or unavailability 
of a parent than children who live with more than one adult. But all of them 
had relatives who were referred to as part of their worlds, as part of their 
family. 
 
Carlo, on the other hand, lives with his mother Migi and misses contact with 
his extended family.  No family members live nearby, but teachers from the 
church they attend act like family: 
 

Our visiting teachers will just teach us stuff about how to help us in 
the family. … They are from our church. … They taught us to put 
food in our cupboard, but we already did that. (Carlo) 

 
All of the children had a realistic and supportive attitude towards their mothers 
and their need to work or to study. They grasped the fact that if their mothers 
were feeling contented and doing something worthwhile, all their lives would 
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be enriched. Generally, the children’s attitudes were unselfish and pragmatic, 
but they also appreciated the benefits of a better life–work balance. 
 
As already mentioned in ‘Coping: Key Resilience Factors’ under the heading 
‘Discussion and Decision-making’, some of the children had taken a serious 
interest in the family finances and spoke about money matters with an almost 
adult awareness.  
 

The Fathers 

Two of the children’s fathers had died. Six of the remaining children had no or 
only intermittent contact with their fathers, two kept in regular contact and in 
the ninth case the father was living at home again in an attempt at 
reconciliation. For four children, their fathers were additionally inaccessible 
because they were living in different countries: two in Samoa, two in the USA. 
 
Tui’s father passed away, and she goes for holidays sometimes to his 
mother’s.  Gardenia’s father died five years ago and her memories of him are 
happy and positive.  While Gardenia has almost daily contact with her 
maternal grandmother and other maternal relatives, she sees very little of her 
father’s side of the family, but she says this is only because of travel costs. 
 
Lomia is the only one of these children who knows nothing at all about her 
father, although she ‘heard he was Tokelauan’. She is looked after by Narissa, 
sometimes sees her birth mother and lives with extended family. 
 
Ese does not have a relationship with her father. She says, ‘I don’t know him.’ 
However, her brothers and sisters see him sometimes and have a relationship 
with him. Ese prefers to stay with her mother. 
 
Carlo does not know where his Melanesian father lives and has had no 
contact for a long time: ‘I can’t really remember his phone number.’ Elle told 
much the same story:  
 

[There has been no contact] since 2006. … I don’t know [what he’s 
like] – it’s been a while. … I think we lost his phone number. (Elle) 

 
However, she said that if she went to Samoa, she would like to see him. 
 
Isaac, whose father lives in the USA, has contact with his father’s family, and 
regular contact with his father by telephone. There is clearly some ambiguity 
in his feelings for his father: 
 

I don’t see him, he just calls 
Has he been there a long time? 
Yeah. 
What do you think about your Dad? 
Can I pass on that? 
So would you like to have contact with your father? 
Kind of. (Isaac) 
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At the time of the interview, Isaac was living with his paternal uncle. 
 
Lina’s father, who has regular contact with his daughter, has some 
involvement in parental decision-making: ‘My Dad doesn’t want me to get 
baptised.’ Lina and her father send regular text messages to each other and 
she sees him sometimes: ‘He takes me for McDonalds and wherever I want to 
[go].’ For two years, Lina lived with her paternal aunty, and there are strong 
connections with both sides of her family: 
 

My Dad’s sister kind of brought me up. I consider her my second 
Mum. … I spend my holidays with my cousins on my Dad’s side. 
(Lina) 

 
The interviewer asked Omar if he might ask his father to come and live in New 
Zealand in the future, but his reply was clear: 
 

No. He might say no, no, no, no, Omar, I do not want to come. 
(Omar) 

 
Omar says he hates his father: ‘He is not really my Dad, I hate him, he left us.’ 
But during the interview he checks with his mother whether she is still angry 
with his father, and accepts that she isn’t. Later he says, ‘I don’t know why 
he’s living in America, but he should be living here.’ 
 

Material Circumstances  

The children were asked about things they wanted that they didn’t have or no 
longer had, how their possessions compared with those of other children and 
whether they thought they had enough. They were also asked a more open-
ended question about anything they thought the researchers should know 
about families like theirs, to which the answers variously referred to better jobs 
and better support as well as to improved material circumstances. 
 
Most of the children would have liked particular possessions that were beyond 
the family budget, were considered unnecessary or were regarded as 
something they might have when they are older, such as a cellphone. 
Gardenia really wants a bike: ‘I’ve been wanting one ever since I turned 7.’ 
Kate would have liked a Barbie doll and house, and a toy laptop because she 
often feels the odd one out at home and becomes bored, as her brothers are 
often out playing sport, her sister does her homework and her father watches 
rugby on TV. Isaac would like his own TV because his brother won’t let him 
use Playstation. 
 
Omar’s requirements are slightly unusual, and – predictably – had not been 
realised: 
 

I want millions of McDonalds and millions of cookies. … I want 
golden clothes … and shoes that shine [like Michael Jackson]. 
(Omar) 
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Some had practical reasons for wanting the things they did, such as a 
cellphone to keep in touch and laptops to access the internet for homework. 
Elle would like a new cellphone to replace one that broke, and she thought it 
really necessary ‘because I can’t tell Mum where I am’. A few reported that 
their family laptops had broken or they had been unable to connect them to 
the internet. 
 
Several of the children were aware of the difference between wants and 
needs. Although there were things that Amy would have liked, such as a 
laptop, generally she felt she had the things she needed; and Tui said, ‘I don’t 
really need a cellphone, but I want one.’ 
 
Amy regarded the ownership of certain possessions as a privilege and as a 
matter of responsibility: 
 

Mum’s going to sort out when I am going to have a [cell]phone. … I 
say I shouldn’t have a phone because I’m not that old enough. … 
Mum told [my brother] that he’ll have a phone maybe at college. 
(Amy) 

 
Ese couldn’t think of anything she especially wanted that she didn’t have. Lina 
said, ‘Mum gets me whatever I want. I might have to wait for months.’ She 
also felt she has everything she wants: ‘I have got a lot of things. There are a 
lot of things I don’t have that my friends have …’. Darien, with a cellphone, 
Playstation and, most importantly, a skateboard, felt he had everything he 
wanted. 
 
Despite the fact that there were things some of the children would have liked, 
the majority thought they were reasonably well-off when compared with their 
friends. Lomia does not consider herself particularly deprived but ‘in the 
middle, because there are those homeless kids and there are those spoiled 
brats’. Ese thought she had more than her friends: ‘My Mum says share your 
lunch with your friends …. They just have sandwiches for all day and so 
sometimes I share.’ 
 
Carlo has a slightly different perspective, and a more adult view of success 
and prosperity. When a friend called him rich because he has ‘heaps of toys’, 
he disagreed because he and his mother don’t own a house. 
 
The children’s answers to questions about their material circumstances and 
aspirations indicate that in general they were satisfied with what they had, 
providing testimony to their mothers’ hard work and care, and the realisation 
of at least some of their hopes for their children. Tui said, when asked if her 
family has everything they need, ‘I think we have enough …. What I get is 
enough.’ Elle replied, ‘We struggled a bit but we are alright. I had to go without 
things.’ She considers that her mother has managed money well. Carlo said, 
while wishing they could afford a new house, ‘I kind of got everything I want.’ 
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In response to this open-ended question, the children focused on different 
issues, and showed thoughtfulness and sensitivity to their families’ 
circumstances. None of them focused only on material circumstances. Their 
considerations were broader, for example, when asked what she thought was 
hard for them Tui said: 
 

Getting the things we need for school, and keeping things active …. 
We understand more what parents go through because it’s hard, 
and it’s quite strict because of that. (Tui) 

 
Gardenia said her family needed ‘more things’ –  
 

like food, like clothes and … shoes and … things that they need 
like [mobile] telephones … like a telephone you can call … [in an ] 
emergency. … And … safety equipment, like canned food. … 
Water and batteries … enough meat and food and enough money 
to buy good food and nice clothes, a bike … (Gardenia) 

 
Asked what, in particular, they would like researchers to know, Amy said that 
having only one parent could be a disadvantage because if that parent 
behaved badly, there was not much the children could do. She also thought 
children should be shown greater respect, and be allowed to express 
themselves and have their say. 
 
Isaac said family is the most important thing, with the extended family coming 
together more often; he also wanted more male teachers at school and to feel 
safe at school. 
 

Resilience and Prosocial Indicators 

These 11 children of resilient sole parents all show evidence of 
connectedness to family, with friends, at school, and with organisations such 
as churches (eight attend regularly, two sometimes, one unspecified), kapa 
haka and other cultural groups, and sports clubs. Several revealed behaviour 
and attitudes that show a high degree of values such as alofa, compassion, 
respect and responsibility. 
 
For some, the indicators are straightforward, like high spirits (Omar), 
connectedness with family (Carlo), and looking after her younger brother who 
was being bullied at school: 
 

It’s weird ’cos [the bullies] are his friends. They bully him, make him 
cry and he comes crying to me and I solve the problem and see his 
friends. … the bully is scared of me. (Lomia, 11 years) 

 
Amy shows extraordinary signs of personal strength and resilience, even 
though she was only 9 years old when she was interviewed. She describes 
being highly organised and being aware of her chores and her place in the 
family. The first extensive indicators of resilience in the transcript are her 
descriptions of her involvement with her father and her efforts to reconcile her 
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parents (see ‘The Fathers’). In this regard, she also reveals an ability to think 
clearly about complex issues: 
 

Me and my sister made up our minds that we think he’s [her Dad] 
much better. But my brother, he gets in trouble heaps of the time, 
and he thinks that my Dad doesn’t care about him, and we tell him 
that he does, and I said, he does, you should tell God. … my 
brother came to us, so he decided we were right. (Amy) 

 
She takes responsibility for her health as much as she can: 
 

My Mum tells me to be healthy. … sometimes on Saturday I have 
netball, and so I eat an apple for breakfast, then have a banana …. 
And for tea I don’t have that much because it’s fatness … but if it’s 
cabbage and stuff like that, then I have lots … (Amy) 

 
Her mother Kate is a diabetic and Amy and her siblings know how to look after 
her and to help her: 
 

… when I was bringing them up, they used to bring me up, ’cos … 
they used to look after my diabetes. They would always say, are 
you low Mum? ’Cos they could pick up the signs and they know to 
get me a quick cup of Milo with three sugars and whatever – they 
know all that. You know, I brought them up as well as they have 
brought me up. (Kate) 

 
At school, Amy was a peer mediator, and she continues to notice how her 
peers are feeling, when they are being teased and bullied, and to think about 
what she can do to make things better: 
 

… this boy called Mike, they keep on calling him Fatso and stuff 
like that. But I say nothing because then it just hurts his feelings 
and then when I tell the teacher [what’s happening], she agrees 
with the people who call him [names] because they lie. … I don’t 
like that part and I don’t like the part when she growls at me … 
(Amy) 

 
Elle, in the 11–15 age group, is shown by her mother Kayla, who suffers from 
lupus disease, to have the qualities of empathy, care and responsibility: 
 

I think that Elle know when I’m not feeling 100%. She asks, Mum, 
are you OK? What else do you need? That’s her fear that I might 
end up in hospital. This is what I see Elle do, since I have been 
sick. If I come home and I have the chills, Elle will get me a 
hotwater bottle, or she’ll get me some food. It’s almost like that was 
my role with Mama, and she now is doing it to me. (Kayla) 

 
Ese, whose age is not specified but who is in the 7–10-year-old group, 
describes following her mother Tracey’s advice and sharing her school 
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lunches with her friends. She and her family also belong to what she calls a 
‘hug club’: 
 

We have a hug club and it’s all over the street. We help this old 
lady who lives by the park, and we do our shopping and her 
shopping, and we go there every Wednesday. (Ese) 

 
Vienna’s daughter Gardenia was 11 years old when she was interviewed, and 
revealed in her transcript many instances of resilience in the values she 
upheld and acted upon. She described looking after her mother, her 
grandfather and her grandmother: 
 

What happens when Mum gets sick? 
I’ll look after her. 
… 
I used to nurse my granddad. I used to put on his stockings, these 
hard ones, used to put on his stockings, put on his shoes, brush his 
hair, oh yeah, and his blood pressure thing, and his injection thing. 
… 
And I do the same for my nana as well, I do her blood pressure and 
her hair. (Gardenia) 

 
She was clearly thoroughly immersed in her extended family and 
knowledgeable about her connections and her culture. She can speak Tongan 
and can read it ‘a little bit’. At school, she described changing two of her 
friends because she didn’t like their behaviour: 
 

How come you changed them? 
Like the way they act, because they didn’t use their manners when 
they talk to the teacher, ’cos we’re meant to say, yes matua, and 
they go, yup, yup. I told them how to say yes. (Gardenia) 

 
She also described wanting to help a special needs boy in her class: 
 

I want to teach this guy in the class ’cos he keeps on saying, yup, 
yup, and when we do something he would like, he doesn’t do it, he 
will do the opposite of it. … if we do writing, he would just sit and 
talk. … My teacher says he’s half special needs. … he’s like the 
special people, they need something that’s different. … I used to 
have a special needs person, a friend of mine. I was helping her 
most of the time, when I was living in Korokoro …. I understood her 
language, like when she said my name, it was Gaga. When I went, 
she would watch me for ages, and I was like bye and she would 
like [groan]. … I never got angry with her. (Gardenia) 

 
Isaac revealed himself to be a good negotiator, and obedient. He also 
described prosocial activities that reflect his family values: 
 

And then on Sundays what do you do? 
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We have like this pathways group, and we are fundraising to go to 
Rarotonga. So we have car washes at church in Tasman Street. 
(Isaac) 

 
The children are all from families that show signs of resilience and collectively 
show a high degree of resilience themselves. It is interesting, however, that 
the eight children who showed strongest signs of resilience all have parents 
who specifically spoke about wanting to impart their values to their children, or 
described strong signs of resilience in them. Their support of their parents, 
through acts of kindness, care and practical help, as well as their wider 
prosocial attitudes and behaviour, together combine to show how resilience is 
self-reinforcing and has the potential and ability to break the vicious cycles 
that can otherwise trap those who face such enormous challenges as ill 
health, low incomes, poor housing and social dysfunction as well as, in this 
case, relationship breakdown. 
 
The perspectives of the children give an insight into their particular concerns, 
and also show them as active members of their families whose principle 
identity is through family, which is reliant on their sense of connectedness and 
belonging. They show an ability to put aside their own needs in the interests of 
their mothers, and are aware of the dual role their mothers perform, as parent 
and as family provider. They are relatively selfless about the availability of 
their mothers, and recognise that when they study or work they are doing it 
ultimately for the good of the family, and will be better parents if they feel 
fulfilled by what they do. Several of the children have retained a relationship 
with their fathers, and most have an open and forgiving attitude towards them, 
even those who make infrequent contact. The children’s attitudes to material 
circumstances were realistic, and they mostly regarded themselves as having 
enough, showing an awareness of their parents’ wish to provide for them. The 
degree of resilience and prosocial values they revealed is a reflection of the 
resilience of their mothers, which they have imbibed and in turn express as 
part of the building and sustaining of a resilient family. 
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Findings 
 
This section of the sample involved 20 Pacific sole parent households, in 
which 19 mothers, one father and 11 of their children aged 7 years and over, 
and each from a different household, were interviewed.  Most, though not all, 
had become sole parents as a result of a breakdown in the relationship with 
the other parent of their children.  The father who was interviewed was a non-
custodial parent who had a close involvement with the raising of his children.  
As the sole parents perceived it, a range of negative experiences including 
substance addictions, infidelity, abuse and generally unsupportive 
partnerships led to the break-up of the relationships and their lives as sole 
parents.  Several mothers had chosen not to get married or enter a 
relationship when they became pregnant, and had been sole parents from the 
beginning. 
 
The Pacific sole parent respondents in this study faced a number of 
challenges before becoming sole parents and after. They displayed a 
reasonably high incidence of physical health problems for themselves and 
other family members but almost no mental health problems.  As with the two 
other cultural groups, around a third had experienced violent relationships and 
abusive behaviour.  A number of participants lived in over-crowded housing 
conditions with extended family members, and although most were employed, 
incomes were below average.  The pressures of bringing up children and 
earning a living were considerable.  Their ability to face, meet and overcome – 
or accept – these challenges are testament to the resilience they display 
through their ability to cope with them. 
 
Participants referred to their own sense of personal values, which had given 
them the ability to survive and succeed. Most regarded these values as 
having come from their families, and saw their parents and extended families 
as positive first teachers. Many had encountered people outside the family 
whose belief and faith in them, as well as their modelling of care, 
encouragement and trust, gave them the sorts of positive self-image ideally 
found within family. Some had developed their values in the face of parental 
dysfunction, and these values were contrary to the negative parenting they 
had experienced.   
 
Positive personal values included those to do with the self, such as strength, 
independence, self-reliance, self-motivation and perseverance; those to do 
with success, such as determination to continue their education, determination 
to gain good employment and a desire for their children to do well; and those 
to do with achievement, such as enjoying freedom from dysfunctional 
relationships and rejoicing in their children.  Practically all these parents 
emphasised the importance of education for their families and most displayed 
a commitment to a strong work ethic.  Eight of the 20 members of this group 
had gained university degrees. 
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These positive values were supported by a strong sense of spirituality and 
strongly held cultural values.  Spirituality was a source of strength for the 
majority of the participants, both as a moral authority upholding and 
reinforcing the values of family and culture; and also, through church 
attendance, as a community that is inclusive and provides a sense of 
belonging.  Cultural values underlying the concepts of obligation, reciprocity, 
service and support were realised in the personal values listed above and 
were upheld by the two major ideals of importance of the family and the 
keeping of traditional values, which – united – create a self-sustaining and 
strengthening system. The espousal of ethical, moral, spiritual and cultural 
values reinforces self, family, community and culture, and therefore identity, 
which together create a mutually supportive system for wellbeing. 
 
The participants revealed a high degree of organisational capacity able to deal 
with challenges and change. In all cases, the sole parents were balancing 
parenthood, family connectedness, social relationships and provision of 
livelihoods to varying degrees, but all with reasonable success. Some faced 
challenges involving abusive partners and poverty, and all had faced the 
difficulties of cultural difference or displacement as well as the rigours of sole 
parenting. 
 
All were in strong active relationships, predominantly with immediate and 
extended family members, and also with members of church communities and 
sporting or other groups. Most spoke of having friends who were important 
socially or as additional support, but only a few said friends were as 
supportive as family; and only one relied on friends rather than family for her 
significant relationships. 
 
While most of the parents had been on a benefit at some stage, only a few 
had remained on a benefit without finding part-time or full-time work to support 
their families. Of the three cultural groups in this study, they were the most 
employed.  For some, the journey to employment was far from smooth, and 
involved studying for various courses, taking bridging courses and constantly 
having to apply for jobs.  They were often doing this when they were tired and 
stressed, dealing with young children, frequently looking after their parents as 
well and, in some cases, having to deal with moving from Women’s Refuges 
to other housing, and to tackling social welfare agencies while also dealing 
with separation.  Their employment achievement stood out as a substantial 
accomplishment. 
 
The degree to which these Pacific sole parents have been able to elicit 
information, pursue leads and establish relationships with various agencies 
outside personal networks is a strong indication of resilience in itself.  The 
take-up rate and resourcefulness in this group was, in general, high.  Most of 
the participants have had ready access to social support outside their 
extended families, and refer to Citizens’ Advice, early childhood centres, 
health professionals, parents’ groups, skills training, women’s groups and 
Women’s Refuge; for example.   
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Communication and decision-making in sole parent households is clearly 
most likely to be governed by the parent in charge, but whereas in the Pakeha 
study families tended to be nuclear, in the Pacific study at least eight families 
incorporated other adult relations so that a more cooperative organisation was 
likely to exist. There was also a connection between the organisational style of 
their families of origin and the participants’ current living situations. 
 
The issue of communication and decision-making is revealing in the Pacific 
section of this study because it shows a widespread degree of flexibility and 
adaptability as sole parents have attempted to establish and maintain 
proactive relationships with their children, and to pass on to them the values 
of responsibility and connectedness. It is clear that in sole parent households, 
it would be easier for an autocratic style of parenting to dominate, but in fact 
the majority encourage at least a degree of decision-making involvement in 
their children, depending on age, personal circumstances, and beliefs and 
attitudes. In households where a sole parent lives with other adult relations, it 
is possible for even more democratic and cooperative decisions to be made, 
since decisions can be arrived at in cooperation with another adult; or the 
power of veto can be passed to a senior family member, imbuing the decision 
with a degree of cultural appropriateness, and thus upholding cultural values 
such as respect and acting correctly.  
 
The perspectives of the children give an insight into their particular concerns, 
and also show them as active members of their families whose principle 
identity is through family, which is reliant on their sense of connectedness and 
belonging. They show an ability to put aside their own needs in the interests of 
their mothers, and are aware of the dual role their mothers perform, as parent 
and as family provider. They are relatively selfless about the availability of 
their mothers, and recognise that when they study or work they are doing it 
ultimately for the good of the family, and will be better parents if they feel 
fulfilled by what they do. Several of the children have retained a relationship 
with their fathers, and most have an open and forgiving attitude towards them, 
even those who make infrequent contact. The children’s attitudes to material 
circumstances were realistic, and they mostly regarded themselves as having 
enough, showing an awareness of their parents’ wish to provide for them.  
 
Overall, this research with Pacific sole parents highlights the relational nature 
of the resilience they achieved.  It has done so by identifying the sources of 
strength and support these parents draw upon to meet their challenges, and 
by demonstrating the ways in which they marshal and manage them through 
the networks of intra and extra family relationships they develop and maintain. 
 


