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Abstract Background: Previous studies have
shown an elevated risk with regard to social and
behavioural domains in adolescents of single parents.
However, the diversity of single parent families con-
cerning gender of the resident parent has seldom been
taken into account when investigating the relation
between family structure and children’s negative
outcomes. Thus, the aim of this study was to inves-
tigate risk behaviours, victimisation and mental dis-
tress among adolescents in different family structures
using more detailed sub-groups of single parents (i.e.,
single mother, single father and shared physical cus-
tody). Methods: The sample consisted of 15,428 ninth
graders from all municipal and private schools in the
county of Stockholm (response rate 83.4%). Risk
behaviours included use of alcohol, illicit drugs and
smoking. Victimisation was measured by experiences
of exposure to bullying and physical violence. Mental
distress was assessed with the anxious/depressed and
aggressive behaviour syndrome scales in the Youth
Self Report (YSR). Bivariate and multivariate logistic
regression analyses were used to investigate the
associations between family structure and outcome
variables. Results: Adolescents in single-mother/father
families were at higher risk of risk behaviours, vic-
timisation and mental distress than their counterparts
in two-parent families. However, after control for
possible confounders the associations between vic-
timisation, aggressive behaviour problems and single
motherhood were no longer significant, whereas these
relations remained for children living with single fa-
thers. Adolescents in shared physical custody run no
increased risk of any of the studied outcomes (except
drunkenness) after adjustment for covariates. Post
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hoc analyses revealed that adolescents in single-father
families were at higher risk for use of alcohol, illicit
drugs, drunkenness, and aggressive behaviour as
compared to their peers in single-mother families,
whereas no differences were found between adoles-
cents in single-mother families and those in shared
physical custody. Conclusions: Children of single
parents should not be treated as a homogenous group
when planning prevention and intervention pro-
grammes. Researchers and professionals should be
aware of and consider the specific problems of single
parent children and that their problems may vary
depending on their living arrangements.
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Introduction

Research on the impact of family structure on chil-
dren’s outcome indicates that growing up in a single
parent family is associated with higher risk for sub-
stance abuse, adjustment problems, emotional prob-
lems and delinquent behaviour [3, 6, 20, 23, 28, 34, 43,
49]. However, there seems to be a lack of consistency
in the literature regarding the extent to which lone
parenthood in itself is an unfavourable form of family
structure for children’s development. While some
studies show that lone parenthood per se is detri-
mental to children’s outcomes [16, 19, 37], thus sug-
gesting that the absence of one parent may influence
the children negatively, others have failed to observe
such an association when effects of situations closely
associated with single parent households were taken
into account [18, 29, 40]. For example, low social and
financial status of the household, mental and/or
physical ill-health of the parent are known correlates
of children’s negative outcomes, but are also factors
where single parents are overrepresented [9, 41, 48].



Experiences of socio-economic hardship and/or ill-
health of the resident parent are also recognized as
factors closely related with the quality of parenting [42].
According to Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) “diminished
parenting” may express itself in distant, authoritarian
attitudes toward the child, low emotional availability
and unsupervision [59]. Such parenting practices are in
turn recognised to be greatly influential in predicting
the child’s well-being and development [42, 52].

Another factor warranting attention is experience
of family dissolution. A great majority of children
living with a single parent have experiences of family
dissolution that in many cases were preceded by a
high level of conflict between the two parents. Wit-
nessing marital conflicts appears, probably by mod-
elling aggressive behaviour, to be particularly
important for children’s psychological well-being and
behaviour. After family dissolution the problem of
frequent transitions in the family structure represents
yet another factor that may be unbeneficial for the
well-being of the child [32]. Thus, considering all the
obstacles for gainful development that some children
in single parent families have to cope with, the
problems they express should be regarded as an
adequate rather than deviant behaviour.

Sweden, like many other European countries, has
over the past decades experienced an increase in lone
parent families. According to the Swedish Bureau of
Statistics’ census data in 2004, 25% of children up to
17 years lived in lone parent families, compared with
nearly 13% 20 years ago [53]. However, although lone
mothers constitute the majority of single parents,
recent estimates indicate that the number of single-
father families and shared physical custody arrange-
ments is increasing and accounts in the county of
Stockholm for about 4 and 5% respectively [55].
Therefore, a dichotomous distinction between single-
parent versus two-parent families, as has been used in
some studies, is too simplistic.

Despite the fact that lone families are not homog-
enous concerning, among other things, gender of the
resident parent, the majority of findings pertaining to
child adjustment and family structure rely on data
that are drawn from samples of children resident with
their mothers. Children of lone fathers and children
with dual residence have often been excluded from
the study’s design. On the other hand, existing find-
ings where diversity of family structure has been ta-
ken into account are rather contradictory. While
some studies have found that children in lone father
families reported more problems with regard to social
and behavioural domains when compared to their
counterparts in either lone mother families or shared
physical arrangements [6, 7, 27, 28], others have ob-
served no such differences [26, 47]. In contrast,
McMunn et al. (2001) found that children of lone
fathers, as opposed to those of lone mothers, were not
at higher risk for emotional and behavioural prob-
lems compared to children in two-parent families.
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However, the association between lone motherhood
and negative outcome disappeared when socio-eco-
nomic factors were taken into consideration.

With regard to the effects of shared physical cus-
tody the results are also inconsistent. It is suggested
that children in this kind of living arrangement and
children of lone parents are equally well adjusted [25,
30]. However, other researchers have found that
shared physical custody appears to be superior to one
parent custody with respect to child adjustment [5, 8,
21, 45, 51]. This living arrangement is often associated
with advantages such as maximized father involve-
ment in parenting, as well as task and response
sharing between parents [30].

In summary, the literature suggests that studies
covering more detailed sub-groups of lone parenting
are warranted when investigating if children living in
non-intact families differ in terms of their adjustment
problems from their counterparts in two-parent fami-
lies. The aim of this study was to overcome this limi-
tation by focusing on the diversity among single-parent
families. We also account for the influence of factors
beyond the family structure (e.g., gender, length of
residence in Sweden, number of close friends, ability to
make friendships, school satisfaction and truancy) that
may have an influential role in the outcomes.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 15,428 ninth graders from all municipal
and private schools, in the county of Stockholm. Of the contacted
students, 12,860 (83.4%) in 697 classes participated in the study.
We excluded 162 students because they did not answer the question
about their living arrangements. In addition, 116 foster children/
children living with guardians were also excluded. Thus, the
studied sample consisted of 12,582 children. The proportions of
adolescent in different family structures were as follows: 68.5%
living in a two-parent family, 23.2% in a single-mother family, 4.8%
in a single-father family, and 3.5% in shared physical custody.

Measures

Risk behaviours included use of alcohol, illicit drugs, and smoking.
The alcohol measure included the substantial consumption of
alcohol (i.e., at least 2.5 dl alcohol on the same occasion) and
experience of drunkenness. Illicit drug use was measured by asking
whether the student had ever used any illicit substance (e.g.,
marijuana, amphetamine). Smoking was measured by asking stu-
dents whether they have ever smoked with responses varying from
“never” to “regular use”. Individuals who answered “every/almost
every day” and “at the weekends” were defined as smokers.

Victimisation included experiences of exposure to bullying and
physical violence. Bullying was measured by the following question:
“Have you ever been bullied during the past school year?” Physical
violence was measured by the question: “During this school year
have you ever been hit or kicked by someone so seriously that you
needed to visit a doctor, dentist or nurse?”’

Mental distress was assessed with the anxious/depressed and
aggressive behaviour syndrome scales in the Youth Self Report
(YSR) [1]. The two syndrome scales contain 35 questions. An
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Table 1 School satisfaction, truancy, number of close friends and ability to make friends according to family structure (%)

Two-parent Single-mother Single-father Shared physical p-value
family family family custody
N = 8613 % N = 2920 % N = 606 % N = 443 %
Number of close friends
0 259 3.0 98 35 9 15 5 11 v?=26.8, p < .0001
1-3 2489 29.5 929 328 190 32.3 118 274
>4 5686 67.5 1803 63.7 389 66.2 308 71.5
Ability to make friends
Good 4195 49.7 1414 49.8 3N 527 243 56.3 x2=18.5, p < .005
Neither good nor bad 3470 41.2 1113 393 229 38.8 159 36.8
Poor 770 9.1 308 10.9 50 8.5 30 6.9
School satisfaction
High/very high 6656 773 2055 70.4 425 70.4 323 73.1 x’=66.7, p < .0001
Neither low nor high 1460 17.0 631 21.6 134 221 87 19.7
Low/very low 490 5.7 232 8.0 45 7.5 32 7.2
Truancy
<2 times per month 7451 86.7 2268 77.8 437 72.1 361 81.5 x2=191.3, p < .0001
> times per month 1146 133 647 222 169 279 82 18.5

adolescent selects his or her response from 0 (not true) to 2 (Very
true or often true). The 90th percentile cut-off levels were used to
identify the presence of each of the behaviours. This cut-off point
was chosen on the basis of a previous Swedish study [36] showing
that the both scales had as good psychometric properties for
assessing mental distress in the non-clinical sample of adolescents
as the total Internalizing and Externalizing problems scales, for
which the clinical ranges start at the 90th percentiles [1].

Family structure was determined by asking the question: “Do you live
together with your mother and father?” and was followed by seven
response options: (1) yes, together with both; (2) no, I live only with
my mother; (3) no, Ilive only with my father; (4) I live most of the time
with my mother, sometimes with my father; (5) Ilive an equal amount
of time with each of my parents; (6) I live most of the time with my
father, sometimes with my mother; (7) I live neither with my mother
nor with my father, I'live ..... The alternatives were further grouped
into the following four categories of family structure: (a) intact family
(answer alt. 1); (b) single-mother family (answer alt. 2 and 4); (c)
single-father family (answer alt. 3 and 6); (d) shared physical custody
(answer alt. 5). Children who chose the seventh alternative were de-
fined as foster children/children living with guardians and thus ex-
cluded from the current study.

Other independent variables used in this study were: gender,
length of residency in Sweden, number of close friends, ability to
make friends, school satisfaction and truancy. Length of residency
was measured by asking respondents to specify the number of years
that they had lived in Sweden. Response categories ranged from “my
entire life” to “less than 5 years”. Participants who chose other cat-
egory than the first one were considered to be of foreign background.

Participants were also asked about the number of close friends
(five response options ranged from “none” to “six or more”), their
ability to make friends (five response options ranged from “very
good” to “very poor”), whether they were satisfied with the school
(five response options ranged from “very satisfied “to “very poorly
satisfied”), and whether they played truant (six response options
ranged from “never” to “several times a week”). For the analyses all
answer alternatives (except truancy habits) were trichotomized as
indicated in Table 1. Truancy was dichotomised into “less than two
times per month” and “two times per month or more often”.

The rationale of using these variables was their possible con-
founding influence on the associations between family structure

and outcomes [10, 14, 24, 31, 35, 57]. As we were not aware of the
possible influence of foreign background on the associations be-
tween family structure and outcomes, separate analyses examining
correlations between foreign background and outcome variables
(not shown) were performed. Since all these relationships were
significant (children living in Sweden their entire life were over-
represented in groups reporting substantial use of alcohol and
drunkenness, whereas the opposite was true concerning use of any
illicit substance, victimisation and aggressive behaviour problems)
foreign background was included in the analyses.

Design and procedure

The data for the present study were obtained as a part of the CAN
(Swedish Council for Information on Alcohol and other Drugs)
comprehensive investigation of substance use among primary
school children. The questionnaire with a total of 88 questions was
sent to all ninth graders in Stockholm’s county. Participants were
asked to respond to the questionnaire during a lesson in school.
Anonymity was emphasised.

Statistical analyses

Differences in the independent variables between children living in
various family structures were tested using chi-square. The bivar-
iate and multivariate logistic regression analyses were used in order
to investigate the associations between family structure and out-
come variables. Multivariate analyses were adjusted for the fol-
lowing covariates: gender, length of residency in Sweden, number
of close friends, ability to make friendships, school satisfaction and
truancy. Crude and adjusted odds ratios were determined. Owing to
the large number of participants, and the large number of com-
parisons, the significance level was set at 0.01.

Results

Demographic variables, school satisfaction,
truancy, number of close friends and ability to
make friends

Results of chi-square analyses revealed that living in a
single-father family was more frequent among male
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Table 2 Crude (CR)/adjusted odds ratio (OR) for risk behaviours among adolescence in different family structures

Variable Two-parent  Single-mother family Single-father family Shared physical custody
family

CR a OR a R a OR a CR a OR a

Crude Adjusted Crude Adjusted Crude Adjusted
Substantial use of alcohol® reference 1.3%* 1.1-14 1.1* 1.0-13 1.9%* 1.6-22 159 12-1.8 157 12-18 12 1.0-1.5
Drunkenness reference 1.5%%% 14-1.7 1.4 1.3-15 1.9%* 1.6-23 1.7%* 14-20 1.9%* 15-23 1.6*** 1.3-2.0
Use of any illicit drug reference 1.7%%% 15-1.9 1.5%** 13-1.7 2.6%** 21-33 2.0%* 1.6-25 1.6%* 12-21 13 1.1-1.8
Smoking reference 1.7¥%% 15-1.9 1.4%** 13-1.6 1.9%** 1.6-24 1.5%* 1.2-19 15% 12-19 13 1.0-1.6

*p <.01; ** p < .001; *** p < .0001
Atleast 2.5 dl alcohol on the same occasion

Table 3 Crude (CR)/adjusted odds ratio (OR) for victimisation among adolescence

in different family structures

Variable Two-parent  Single-mother family Single-father family Shared physical custody
family
CR a OR a (R a OR a R d OR a
Crude Adjusted Crude Adjusted Crude Adjusted
Victim of bullying reference 1.2 1.1-13 1.1 1.0-1.2 1.6*** 13-20 1.6*** 1.3-19 08 0.6-1-1 09 0.7-1.2
Victim of physical violence reference 14 11-17 13 1.0-16 22*** 16-3.0 1.7% 12-23 1.1 07-18 1.0 0.6-1.7

*p < 01; *p < .001; **p < 0001

adolescents than among their female counterparts
(5.7% vs. 3.9%), whereas the opposite was true for
living in a singe mother family (21.3% vs. 25.1%)
[£*(3) = 43.6, p < .0001]. A shared physical custody
arrangement was more common among adolescents
who had lived in Sweden their entire life than among
those who had not (3.9% vs. 0.9%) [*(3) = 39.5,
p < .0001].

As shown in Table 1, adolescents in two-parent
families reported less frequently low/very low school
satisfaction and truancy than those in non-intact
families. Compared to other groups, adolescents in
two-parent or single-mother families reported more
often having no friends. In addition, adolescents in
single-mother families were overrepresented among
those having difficulties in making friends.

Risk behaviours

As shown in Table 2, adolescents in non-intact fam-
ilies (i.e., single-mother/single father and shared
physical custody) were at higher risk for use of
alcohol, illicit drugs, drunkenness and smoking than
their counterparts in intact families. After adjusting
for covariates, these differences remained for adoles-
cents in single-mother/single-father families. In
addition, adolescents in shared physical custody were
at higher risk of drunkenness as than youths in two-
parent families.

Victimisation

As shown in Table 3, adolescents in single-mother/
single-father families were at higher risk of being
victims of bullying/physical violence than adolescents
in two-parent families. After control for covariates,

the association between victimisation and coming
from a single-mother family was no longer significant.

Mental distress

As shown in Table 4, adolescents in single-mother/
single-father families were at higher risk of aggressive
behaviour problems than their counterparts in two-
parent families. After adjustment for covariates,
higher risk for expressing aggressive behaviour
problems remained significant only for adolescents in
single-father families. Adolescents in single-mother
families were at higher risk of anxiety/depressive
problems. However, this association was no longer
significant when covariates were taken into account.

Post hoc analyses

Post hoc regression analyses, performed to determine
whether single-parent families differed from each
other in terms of risks for the studied outcomes, re-
vealed that adolescents in single-father families were
at higher risk for use of alcohol (OR = 1.3, p < 0.01),
illicit drugs (OR = 1.4, p <.0.01), drunkenness
(OR =1.4, p<0.001), and aggressive behaviour
(OR = 1.4, p < 0.01) as compared to their counter-
parts in single-mother families. Although not statis-
tically significant (p-value varied between 0.02 and
0.07), there were tendencies to suggest that adoles-
cents in single-father families might be at higher risk
for use of illicit drugs, drunkenness and physical
victimisation than adolescents in shared physical
custody. There were no differences in outcomes be-
tween adolescents in single-mother families and
shared physical custody (results not shown in the
table format).
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Table 4 Crude (CR)/adjusted odds ratio (OR) for mental distress among adolescence in different family structures

Variable Two-parent Single-mother family Single-father family Shared physical custody
family
a OR CR a OR a @R d OR a
Crude Adjusted Crude Adjusted Crude Adjusted

Aggressive behaviour problems reference  1.3*** 1.1-15 1.1 1.0-1.3 2.0%** 1.6-25 1.6** 12-20 1.3 09-1.7 1.2 0.9-1.6
Anxiety/depressive behaviour problems reference  1.3*** 1.1-14 1.0 09-1.2 12 09-15 1.2 09-1.6 13 1.0-1.7 13 1.0-1.8
*0%p < 0001

. . Studies concerning children of single fathers are
Discussion

Overall, the results of this study seem to be in line
with research indicating that children of single par-
ents do not constitute a homogenous population in
terms of different aspects of their psychosocial func-
tioning [28, 44]. Consistent with prior research, chil-
dren of single mothers/fathers were at higher risk of
various behavioural problems than children in two-
parent families [6, 23, 28, 34, 43]. However, after
control for possible confounders the associations
between victimisation, aggressive behaviour problems
and single motherhood were no longer significant,
whereas these relations remained for children living
with single fathers. From our data one could speculate
that, since children of single mothers more often re-
ported having no friends and having difficulties in
making friends than children in other groups, the
bivariate associations between this living arrangement
and victimization/aggressive behaviour problems
may, at least to some degree, be mediated through
problems with social networks. However, further re-
search is needed to support this hypothesis.

The current study indicates that although chil-
dren of single parents fared worse regarding risk
behaviours, victimisation and mental distress than
children in intact families, children of single fathers
fared even worse than those of single mothers.
Several arguments can be offered to explain why
children of single parents may be more likely to
have poorer psychological and/or social adjustment.
First, research shows that single and two-parent
households differ, to the disadvantage of the former,
in standard of living [53], parental health and well-
being [48], amount and quality of parental support
[22], and monitoring [17, 56]. All these factors have
been recognized as contributing to the development
and well-being of children [12, 17]. Second, it has
been argued that the non-resident parent’s degree of
involvement in the child’s life appears to be influ-
ential on psychological and behavioural outcomes
[4]. Third, the majority of children in single
households have experiences of divorce/separation
of their parents. Such experiences and parental
conflicts preceding separation have been reported as
a stressful life transition for most of the children,
with psychosocial repercussions evident even long
after family breakdown [2, 33].

scarce and yield mixed results. Whereas some au-
thors have found that children of single fathers
manifest more psychosocial problems than children
of single mothers [6, 7, 12, 27, 39, 44], others have
not observed such a difference [40] or found the
opposite result [11]. These inconsistent findings
may be, at least partly, attributable to the differ-
ences in design of the studies and sample charac-
teristics. For example, while the parent was the
informant in the study of McMunn and colleagues,
our results rely on self-reports of children. Since
some authors have found parents to underestimate
the extent of the problem behaviours experienced
by their children [50, 58], children’s self-reports
may be a more valid source of information.

A number of factors, beyond the scope of the
current study to investigate, may have contributed to
the present results concerning single-father families.
For example, our findings may be a reflection of a
lower degree of monitoring and control over leisure
activities provided by single fathers as compared with
single mothers [7, 12, 15]. Poor parental monitoring is
likely to lead to increased frequency of antisocial
behaviours (e.g., substance use) [12, 13]. Another
explanation based on prior findings could be that
children of single fathers tend to experience more
family transitions [8] that in turn augment the risk of
negative outcomes [46]. It should be underlined,
however, that as the effects of growing up in single-
father family are still a relatively new area of research,
future studies are needed to verify and explore this
issue.

The bivariate analysis of the associations between
family structure and smoking, illicit substances,
alcohol consumption, and drunkenness showed that
children in shared physical custody were more likely
to participate in these activities than those from two-
parent families. However, in contrast to children liv-
ing solely with mothers or fathers, these associations
(except drunkenness) were no longer significant when
other factors were taken into consideration. Children
in shared physical custody run no increased risk of
victimisation or mental distress. Thus, these results
seem to be in concert with previous studies that found
shared physical custody to be superior to the other
forms of single-parent households with respect to the
children’s well-being and different forms of adjust-
ment [5, 8]. What makes dual residence better than



other living arrangements of children of single par-
ents is not fully investigated. The growing body of
research suggests that parents choosing shared
physical custody often have a lower level of conflict
with each other, a more cooperative relationship, and
are better off financially compared to other single
parents [5, 53]. All these circumstances may be of
importance to the development and well-being of
children. Furthermore, some studies indicate that
shared physical custody may have a beneficial influ-
ence on parental health [26, 40] that in turn pre-
sumably leads to the provision of better care for the
child. However, the post hoc analyses failed to show
any significant differences between shared physical
custody and single-mother families, indicating that
when compared to each other, groups were similar
with respect to the studied outcomes. In addition,
although post hoc analyses suggested that shared
physical custody may be more to the advantage of the
adolescents than the single-father family, this finding
should be interpreted cautiously in light of its statis-
tical tendencies.

Although the current study provides some impor-
tant insights regarding present knowledge about resi-
dence arrangements and psychosocial functioning of
children its shortcomings must be acknowledged. First,
the cross sectional design of the study does not provide
conclusive evidence of causation. Another study design
is required (e.g., longitudinal) to determine whether
residence arrangements have protective/risk-enhanc-
ing effects on children’s psychosocial functioning.
Second, it was not possible to determine to what extent
non-intact mother-/father-headed families contained
parents currently married/cohabiting, and thus not
constituting single-parent households. However, since
our figures concerning the percentages of single-mo-
ther/father families are comparable (slightly lower)
with those presented by Statistics Sweden for the year
2000 [54], it could be assumed that for the majority, the
label “single parent” was sufficient. Finally, not taking
into account the role of economic conditions and
parental mental/physical health as possible confound-
ers between residence arrangements and outcomes is
an obvious limitation. However, since financial strain
seems not to constitute the primary source of concern
for single-father families, there is little reason to believe
that inclusion of economic variables would markedly
weaken the results found for paternal living arrange-
ments. Despite these limitations, the reliability of the
study is to some extent confirmed by the fact that in
many respects results are consistent with previous

findings in the field.

Conclusions

Our study confirmed that children of single mothers/
fathers run an increased risk of poor psychosocial
functioning compared to children in two-parent
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families. These differences persisted in the presence of
such control variables as gender, length of residence
in Sweden, number of close friends, ability to make
friends, school satisfaction and truancy. However, the
increased risk for victimisation and aggressive
behaviour problems among children in lone mother
families was no longer apparent when control vari-
ables were included. Moreover, when compared di-
rectly, single mother and single father families
differed, to the disadvantage of the later, in use of
alcohol, illicit drugs, drunkenness, and aggressive
behaviour. These findings suggest that children of
single parents should not be treated as a homogenous
group when planning prevention and intervention
programmes. Researchers and professionals should
be aware of and consider the specific problems of
single-parent children that apparently may vary
depending on their living arrangements. In view of
the fact that risk behaviours and aggressive behaviour
problems during adolescence have been strongly
linked to serious delinquent behaviours later in life
[38], focusing on the needs of children in single-
parent households, particularly children of single fa-
thers, seems to be essential in preventing problem
behaviours affecting not only a single individual but
also society as a whole. As a relatively recent phe-
nomenon, single fatherhood may also be associated
with specific experiences and needs of the fathers that
are not fully recognized in research and practice.
Thus, in order to develop programmes that effectively
meet the requirements of single-parent families, fu-
ture studies should acknowledge if and in what way
single mothers and single fathers face different chal-
lenges in their parenting role.

Our findings indicate that shared physical custody
was to a lesser extent than other non-traditional
family structures associated with poor psychosocial
functioning of children. However, when compared
directly to other non-intact families shared physical
custody did not emerged as a living arrangement at
significantly lower risk for any of the outcomes
studied. Differences concerning, use of illicit drugs,
drunkenness and physical victimisation observed
between adolescents in shared physical custody and
their counterparts in single-father families, although
not statistically significant, may indicate some supe-
riority of the former family structure. However, as
these analyses were not planned a priori the results
must be regarded as exploratory. Further research is
needed on this subject.
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