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Daughters of Single Fathers: Working as a Team 

 

Heather Currie and Steve Sider 

 

 

Abstract 

 

 

In this paper, we consider the perspectives of daughters of single fathers as 

they reflect on their experiences and relationships with their fathers. The paper 

provides an opportunity to consider an under-represented group in the literature 

on single parent families. Three themes emerge from the qualitative research 

design: parental expectations and involvement, household tasks, and family 

relationships. We consider these themes in light of the work done by Bronte-

Tinkew et al (2010) and Risman (1986) regarding the involvement and support 

of single fathers in the lives of their children. We conclude by providing 

suggestions for teachers and other professionals regarding single fathers and 

their daughters. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

 One particular family type that we have seen greatly increase in Canada is the single 

father family. In this type of family, the children primarily reside with the father and it is the 

father who is responsible for child rearing and providing. Over the past twenty years, single 

fathers in Canada have been greatly outnumbered by single mothers. In 2006, the majority 
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 (80.1%) of the 1,414,100 lone-parent families were comprised of women and their children 

(Statistics Canada, 2006). However, between 2001 and 2006 there was a 14.6% increase in single 

father families in Canada, indicating rapid growth among this family type (Statistics Canada, 

2006).  Although single father families are on the rise, they are under-represented in educational 

research. 

All too often single fathers are put under the umbrella term, single parents. This is 

problematic since single fathers represent a unique group, with experiences and challenges that 

are different from their single mother counterparts. As well, the children of these single fathers, 

and of particular interest to this paper, their daughters, represent a group that has seen only 

limited research. In order for community agencies and professionals such as teachers, judges, 

social workers, and doctors to be successful in providing services for single father families, it is 

critical that they first understand them. The purpose of this paper is to describe the experiences 

of three daughters of single fathers in an urban community. A case study research method 

approach was used to look at the attributes, challenges, and needs facing this unique group of 

females. Data was gathered through in-depth interviews of three female participants, between the 

ages of 15 and 23, whose fathers had been the sole caregiver for a minimum of two years. The 

findings from the research study are presented according to three overarching themes: parental 

expectations and involvement, household tasks, and family relationships.  

 

Literature  

Within the research on single parent families, there has been more extensive attention 

given to mothers who are single parents than to fathers. This body of research has a broad range 

from studies which examine the experiences of single mothers in rural areas compared with 
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urban communities (Brown & Lichter, 2009) to a meta-analysis of studies regarding poverty 

amongst single mothers (Broussard, 2010). Research which has examined issues of gender and 

income in single parent families has not indicated that the gender of the parent significantly 

impacts the psycho-social development of the child. For example, in a meta-analysis of studies 

related to single parent families, Biblarz and Stacey (2010) determined that the gender of the 

parent has little to do with the child’s psychological adjustment and social success. They 

reported that single-fathers enjoy, in general, some significant advantages over single mothers 

including higher income levels and more stable employment (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010). Thus, the 

experiences of single parent families may be as much about income and class as it is about 

gender. 

Research in Canada in the field of single fathers and their children has been limited and 

began in Canada in the 1960’s (Risman, 1986). During this time studies mainly examined 

whether or not fathers were capable of lone parenting and attention was given to the challenges 

they faced in attempting to prove themselves within society as suitable caregivers. More recent 

research has looked at the challenges facing single fathers; in particular, the research focus is 

often on the father’s socioeconomic status and its impact on parenting (Emmers-Sommer, Rhea, 

Triplett & O’Neil, 2003). 

There have been numerous studies which have focused on various development issues of 

children who live with single parents. For example, Weiss (2010) proposes that single parent 

families share management responsibilities between parent and children and that, as a result, the 

children tend to mature more quickly. Other studies have examined issues such as the response 

of children to various forms of parental separation (Amato & Kane, 2011). However, there has 
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been limited attention provided in the research on the lived experiences of single fathers or their 

daughters. 

Three studies are worth noting which have examined single father families with special 

attention to the children within these families. First, Bronte-Tinkew, Scott, and Lilja (2010) used 

data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth to gain an understanding of 3,977 youths 

who lived with their father as their primary caregiver. Bronte-Tinkew et al (2010) focused on the 

relationship between the father and adolescent and how this influenced the children as they 

entered young adulthood. They discovered that single father families have unique characteristics, 

such as parenting style and involvement in their children’s lives, differentiating them from other 

family types. Typically, single fathers seem to employ a permissive parenting style, 

characterized by responsiveness, acceptance, and affirmation (Bronte-Tinkew et al, 2010).   

Lee and Kushner (2008) used national survey data from the United States to investigate 

whether adolescents living with parents of their same gender fare better on academic 

achievement than their peers living with opposite-gender parents. In past research, same-gender 

advantage hypothesis has attempted to support the notion that same-gender parents are better 

equipped to deal with the developmental stages of their same-gender child (Lee & Kushner, 

2008). Results from the Lee and Kushner study indicated that females of single fathers actually 

fare better in academic tasks than all other counterparts.  

A third study, by Greif (1985), examined the topic of children and housework in the 

single father family from a quantitative lens. A total of 1,136 fathers were given surveys 

regarding their experiences. Greif (1985) found that children in single father families were more 

likely to participate in housework than children living in two parent families. Typically, single 
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fathers do not recruit female help from outside of the home; they either complete work 

themselves or in conjunction with their children (Risman, 1986).  

 The literature on single father families is limited in a number of ways. In the work by 

Greif (1985) and Emmers-Sommer et al (2003), the focus is primarily on the father’s context and 

experience. Lee and Kushner’s (2008) work was set in the United States, providing important 

insights but in a different socio-political context nonetheless. The work of Bronte-Tinkew, Scott, 

and Lilja (2010) is valuable due to its scope and focus on the Canadian context but without a 

specific focus on the lived experiences of daughters of single fathers. Other research has focused 

on the father’s experience with raising children (Chang & Deinard, 2010) and the impact which 

fathers have in helping shape their daughters’ occupational choices (Hellerstein & Morrill, 

2011). Again, we see a focus in the literature on the experiences of the father with limited 

consideration for the perspectives of their daughters.  

Since much of the literature which exists on single father families has focused on the 

experience of the father, we have a limited qualitative understanding of the perspectives, 

challenges, and needs which daughters of single fathers encounter. Further, daughters of single 

fathers are not often given a voice in the research. Most of what we know about children living 

with single fathers is derived from secondary sources such as parents and teachers (Supino, 

2002). As a result, there has been a limited descriptive, qualitative examination of the lived 

experience of daughters of single fathers. It is for these reasons that we considered an 

exploratory study to examine the perspectives and insights of daughters of single fathers. This 

paper provides an important contribution to the research on single father families by considering 

the voices of the daughters in these families. 
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Methodology 

 Participants   

 Based on the present gap in the literature around considering a daughter’s perspective on 

being part of a single father family, we invited three females who had lived in single father 

families to participate in this exploratory case study. We chose a case study methodology 

because it provides an opportunity to consider the lived experience of a limited number of 

participants. We wanted to focus on a small group of participants so as to provide as rich and 

informative insight as possible. By narrowing our examination to three cases, we were provided 

with an opportunity to examine a variety of experiences more closely than if we had a larger 

sample size. As well, using a multiple case method allowed for consideration of different 

perspectives and is therefore more robust than a single case (Yin, 2003). Research considerations 

were in line with qualitative research practices: the reporting of qualitative study is descriptive, 

the methodology is emergent and flexible, and the selection of participants is usually non-

random, purposeful, and small (Merriam, 1998). 

We recognize that case study research is limited in its generalizability. However, we 

align our work with Stake’s (2000) suggestion that the purpose of case research is not to 

represent a situation or phenomenon in its entirety, but to represent the case. As an exploratory 

study, we value that the descriptions and interpretations which develop from the data will help 

the participants and others arrive at “high quality understandings” (Stake, 1995, p. 88).  As 

Wallen and Fraenkel (2001) suggest, “The outcome . . .  is not the generalization of results, but 

rather a deeper understanding of what goes on from the perspectives of the participants in the 

study” (p. 433).  Stake (2000) suggests that although case studies are not usually generalizable, 

they can assist people in making naturalistic generalizations; people will make connections 
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between the case studies and their own life experiences, so that “It is the reader of a qualitative 

study, not the researcher conducting the study, who determines the study’s generalizability, if 

such seems appropriate” (Wallen & Fraenkel, 2001, p. 435).  

Participants in this study consisted of three females, ages 15, 21 and 23, all living in an 

urban community in central Canada. We purposefully sought mature female participants so that 

they may thoughtfully reflect on the experience of living in a single father family. A technique 

that assisted in identifying the key cases was snowballing or chain sampling (Isaac & Michael, 

1997). This method aims to identify key informants by asking such questions as “Who do you 

know that is the daughter of a single father?” By doing so, one informant leads to another, until 

significant cases are identified. All three female participants had lived or were currently living 

with their father as the primary caregiver for a minimum of two years. Two of the females lived 

with their father as a result of a parental separation and one of the females lost her mother due to 

illness at a young age (for an overview of the participants, see the Appendix). 

 

 Data Collection  

 The data used in this study was derived through in-depth interviews of participants, in 

addition to field notes. The interview format was semi-structured and the questions were open-

ended.  Probing questions were asked to expand and elaborate on the participants’ responses. Yin 

(2003) suggests that, “One insight into asking good questions is to understand that research is 

about questions and not necessarily about answers” (p. 60). Using this method of open-ended 

questioning we hoped to facilitate a sharing of life experiences (Fontana & Frey, 2000). We 

recognized that each participant had a unique story to tell. As a result, we allowed for significant 

opportunity for the participants to help direct the interviews.   
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Several open-ended questions were developed prior to the interviews as prompts for 

gathering data but participants were encouraged to elaborate and direct the discussion in ways 

they felt comfortable. Thus, in keeping with qualitative research methods, opportunities for 

sharing and dialogue were encouraged (Fontana & Frey, 2000). Participants were asked to 

answer questions based on their comfort level and life experience. All interviews took place in 

the participant's home or other venue in which the participant felt comfortable. The interviews 

were completed privately without fathers or other family members present. Interviews were 

recorded so data could later be transcribed and emerging themes identified. Following the 

interviews, in keeping with typical qualitative research methods, member checking occurred;  

participants were sent transcriptions in order to ensure that data recorded was accurate in 

representation. 

Case studies provide opportunity to interpret and analyze data even as it is being 

collected (Stake, 1995). We saw this as valuable because we were able to regularly validate or 

clarify issues that were raised in the interviews or observations. Although we provided the 

participants with transcripts of interviews, we also frequently confirmed information with them 

as the study progressed. This dialogue allowed for new themes and ideas to be discovered and 

explored.  

As the data was examined, we considered ways to accurately present the individual and 

the collective experiences of the participants. We examined the data for general content and then 

searched for consistency and meaning through the identification of themes and ideas. We used 

the constant comparative method of returning to the data repeatedly in order to develop the 

themes. Through this content analysis, we considered the surface content as well as the 

underlining meaning (Wallen & Fraenkel, 2001). This approach provides opportunity for 
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developing an understanding of the “why” associated with participants’ responses. In the next 

section, we examine three themes which emerged from the case studies: parental expectations 

and involvement, household tasks, and family relationships. The themes are illustrated through 

the voices of Kate, Emily, and Dana (all names are pseudonyms for the participants). 

 

Results  

 Parental Expectations and Involvement 

 All three participants described their father as firm or strict, but also fair. The three 

participants indicated that some rules for the home were obvious and non-negotiable; rules were 

set in place and expected to be followed and respected. Emily described her father as having 

expectations for certain aspects of their relationship but also being flexible. She stated, “There 

were just certain things and that was that and there was no way around that, no bending that and 

then there were other things that were, well whatever.” Kate described her father as, “Strict, but 

strict in a way that sometimes it seemed unfair … but when you look back on it, strict but fair.” 

As all three females got older they reported that their fathers were somewhat 

uncomfortable with them dating and with having boys in the house. For example, in Dana’s 

house, boys were not permitted to come in the house and she stated that her father did not like 

her boyfriends because of the simple fact that they were dating his daughter. Emily shared a 

story about the time she mistakenly thought it would be acceptable to watch a movie with her 

boyfriend, in her bedroom, with the door closed. When her father found her he used a firm tone, 

expressing his anger over her decision, and demanded she come downstairs immediately. When 

Kate brought her first boyfriend home she said her father sat him down at the table and did the 

whole, “what are your intentions with my daughter thing.” She described this as embarrassing, 
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but seemingly expected because of her father’s protective nature. Although all of the fathers 

were presented as strict, the participants still indicated a level of respect for their father and his 

role in the family.  

 Kate, Emily, and Dana all reported that school was of importance to their fathers and 

their fathers were involved in their overall educational experience. Further, all three indicated 

that their father would sit down with them and either help with homework, review tests, read 

agenda books, or help them strengthen their skills in a particular subject area. In Kate’s 

experience, her dad printed off practice math sheets for her younger sister when she was 

struggling. However, she said that he never attended parent-teacher interviews because he 

thought they were “silly and ridiculous.” Kate also shared that her father did not have to worry 

about her achievement level because of her identified giftedness.   

Emily reported that on occasion her father would take her to the library for school 

projects if necessary. She shared that her father was not overly concerned with grades, but rather 

wanted to ensure that she was learning. She commented,  

He wasn’t a very pushy parent for marks and stuff, unless it was below a C. If it 

was below say 60% you were in trouble. But if it was 60% he’d actually sit with 

you and look at your test and say ‘oh okay, this is good you passed’ and 

whatever, ‘but why did you screw up here, and what did you do here. Why 

didn’t you get that?’ 

 

Similarly, Dana shared how her father wanted her to do well in school and make it a priority. He 

supported her in doing this by sitting down with her to help her with homework and ensuring that 

she did not have too much responsibility other than school. Dana reported that living with her 

father actually increased her grades. She attributed this to the stability that her father provided for 

her in addition to the great value he placed on education.  
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 In addition to being involved in the educational experiences of their child, all of the 

fathers were involved in the extracurricular activities that their child participated in. Kate’s dad 

was always sure to be at important events in her life, including sports events. Dana, a music 

student, shared that her father heavily supported her passion for music, coming to all her concerts 

and even helping her fundraise for a high school trip.  

Aside from educational and extracurricular involvement, fathers were somewhat involved 

in their daughter’s personal life. Although all three participants indicated that they did not talk to 

their father about boys, they did report that their fathers were knowledgeable about their friends. 

Kate said that at one point her sister had a friend her father did not like. Kate’s father expressed 

his concern about the friend and her sister was able to understand and respect the concern. Even 

in this situation, Kate’s father expressed his concern about the negative influence of the girl but 

allowed Kate’s sister to make the choice herself as to whether she would continue to hang out 

with her. This balance of being strict, but recognizing the daughter’s independence and ability to 

make her own decision, was an important discussion point for the participants. 

 

 Household Tasks  

 When it came to responsibilities at home there were varied responses in terms of who 

was responsible for household chores. All three participants identified their fathers as very neat 

and clean. In all situations, expectations were set for a clean home. Dana admitted that she did as 

little as possible to contribute to the overall upkeep of the house. Her father did the cooking, 

cleaning, groceries, and laundry. Both Kate and Emily had to help out with basic chores like 

keeping their room clean and doing dishes. Emily said that as she got older it was expected that 

she would take on more responsibility in the home in the form of laundry and cleaning the 
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bathroom. Emily also shared how in the absence of her mother her older sister took on the role of 

being a “mom” occasionally. In Kate’s situation, she described herself as having a fair, but large 

amount of responsibility. She viewed this as more of something that simply kept the family 

running, rather than a frustration. She very much respected her role and contribution to the 

family. She noted that, “It’s more like we were working together … [but] for my friends it was 

just [a] chore [doing household work], whereas for me it was ‘this is how we keep the house 

going.’” Kate was the only participant who was expected to cook meals and babysit her younger 

sister. When she was just 12 years old, her father would leave her for the night to cook dinner, 

watch her sister, and then put her to bed later.  

While none of the participants indicated that assistance was recruited in the form of a 

cleaning service or nanny, all three did share that at one point or another, an aunt would provide 

support to the family. When Kate’s parents first separated the family lived with her aunt, which, 

as a result, meant that Kate did not have many household responsibilities. In Emily’s case, after 

her mother had passed away her aunt would come over to help out and ensure things were 

running smoothly, especially in the mornings. Emily stated, “My aunt would come over for a 

while and help us out; this was my mom’s older sister. So, we had to get ourselves up and [she 

would help with] stuff like that.” A supportive aunt was common to all three participants, 

although the level of their involvement varied for each person. 

  

 Family Relationships 

 The two words that participants used most often to describe their family relationship were 

trust and respect. Kate frequently used the word respect to describe her relationship with her dad 

and made it clear that this was a reciprocal feeling in her house. She indicated that she had to 
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give her dad respect in order to get respect. Kate also used the word trusting to describe her 

relationship with her dad. She trusted the decisions he made and that the advice that he gave her 

was in her best interest. Dana also indicated that her relationship with her dad revolved around 

trust. She shared that although sometimes he had to make difficult decisions for the family, he 

was open and honest with her about why they had to be made. All three participants said that 

they currently have a close relationship with their father and that this relationship only seems to 

grow stronger with time. Dana indicated that, after she became a parent herself, she realized how 

much she relied on her dad and valued his opinion and advice.  

As a young adult, Emily shared how her father still supported her and her sisters. When 

asked about whether or not she and her siblings still rely on her father Emily said, “Oh yeah, we 

all do, we all still rely on him. We will still be like ‘Dad what do we do?’, or ‘Dad can you watch 

her [daughter]? I need a break.’” When Kate was asked about how she sees her relationship in 

the future with her father she indicated that she felt that as she got older they got closer. Kate 

stated, “I require him almost more now, just as I am getting out into the world. I think as I 

become more independent from the house I will still require him a lot just like the rock in my 

life. He’s the rock.” 

 When discussing overall family relations, Kate and Emily both shared how their 

experience living with a single father taught them specific values. Kate discussed the importance 

of sitting down together each night for dinner. Her father instilled this value in her and the idea 

that some families do not take the time to do this each night was surprising and almost appalling 

to her. Through this nightly routine, her family strengthened their overall connection to each 

other. Kate also talked about her dad’s value of hard work and how it resulted in her developing 
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a strong work ethic as well. Kate was expected to initially help at home without being given an 

allowance and when she got older she was expected to get a part-time job outside of the home.  

In Emily’s situation, her older sister stepped in to support the family in many ways after 

her mom passed away. Emily recognized that her sister did not have to stay home and help her 

family, however, she did and Emily learned from this.  Emily stated, “That was kind of 

interesting considering she was in her early twenties and she could go if she wanted to, she didn’t 

have to stay. She didn’t have to do that, but she did it anyways. So that was what I found [that] 

you’re a team, you work together. All for one and one for all, basically.” When Emily talked 

about her mom’s absence she said it was like missing a limb in a sense: When you lose your leg 

everything else on your body needs to work harder and more in sync for success. Without her 

mom, her family needed to work more as a team and consequently she described her family as 

stronger because of it.   

 Although all of the families had apparently strong connections and relationships, 

communication proved to be an area of difficulty for all three females. They all shared that, at 

times, they have had trouble communicating emotions to people. They each stated that they felt 

that they were “more private” than most people. Kate suggested that the difficulty she 

experienced when attempting to talk to other people about emotions or just “things” is because 

she would never talk to her dad about those things.  

Interestingly, all three participants felt that not having a mother at home had made it 

difficult for them in some personal and relational areas. They referred to situations such as 

choosing clothes, dealing with make-up, and responding to some relationship issues which they 

felt they could not talk about with their fathers. With the female parental influence missing, 

Emily and Kate felt as though their fathers were less perceptive to their needs in some ways. For 
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example, Kate shared how her sister seemed to be unaware of hygiene issues. Kate felt that if her 

mom had been present this may have been noticed. Emily shared how when she was in high 

school she struggled with eating healthily and lost a large amount of weight. Her father did not 

notice in the same manner that she felt her mom would have. Emily said, “She would have been 

like, ‘What’s going on?’ I think it would have been different. I could have been like, ‘Mom 

what’s wrong, do I not look right?’” Eventually it was Emily’s friends who noticed her unhealthy 

eating habits and supported her. 

 Both Kate and Emily reported feeling insecure about their family’s financial situation, 

although neither of their fathers ever directly indicated that there was cause for concern. Emily 

recalled some specific experiences that led her to believe they had little money: Her older sister 

got a job and started contributing to household bills, she had to re-use a lot of school supplies, 

and she had to wear lots of hand-me-downs from her cousins. She indicated that whenever her 

older siblings asked for money her father simply replied with lines like, “No, do you think 

money grows on trees?” As a result Emily said she did worry about money: “So you know I 

started thinking about money more and that was really weird for someone who is 9 or 10 years 

old to be doing – ‘I don’t know if I can afford that.’” 

 Kate also viewed specific experiences as indicators that money was tight. Although her 

father ensured there was ample opportunity for involvement in extracurricular activities, Kate 

still sensed that money was a problem. She said that when her family was looking for a new 

home, financial considerations were evident because everything was too expensive for them and 

they ultimately had to get a home that needed a lot of work. Further, she reported that things like 

eating lots of Hamburger Helper and reusing household supplies reaffirmed her feelings of being 

financially insecure. 
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 When the participants considered how living with a single father had influenced who they 

are today, the participants used words like independent, mature, and responsible. These 

descriptors may have been chosen as a result of the parenting expectations of their fathers, the 

types of household tasks they had to do, or due to their fathers’ involvement in their lives. 

Certainly, as will be discussed further in the next section, the three participants felt that these 

characteristics were directly attributable to living in a single father family. 

 

Discussion 

 The three participants indicated that, in some form, their father was strict, yet easygoing 

as a parent. Some rules were nonnegotiable, but in general, all of them shared that they were 

allowed to exercise control over many aspects of their life (friends, extracurricular activities, 

food choices). Bronte-Tinkew et al (2010) found that single fathers, typically, seem to employ a 

permissive parenting style, characterized by responsiveness, acceptance, and affirmation. They 

are willing to let their children explore and engage in activities independently, and are typically 

less controlling and less involved. Perhaps this could explain why participants in this study 

reported a sense of independence and maturity at a young age. Further, in terms of  involvement, 

Bronte-Tinkew et al (2010) suggest that overall levels of involvement (communication and 

closeness) appeared to be lower among single fathers than any other group. This study found this 

to hold true around certain aspects of communication, but not all. For example, participants 

reported that they found it difficult to communicate with their father about emotions, personal 

issues, and boys, but conversations easily flowed around most day-to-day topics and issues. 

However, in no way did participants suggest they felt distant from their father. In fact, all three 

participants held a very strong, close bond with their fathers. 
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In terms of academic involvement, all three participants indicated that school was of 

importance to their fathers. In all instances fathers were described as valuing their daughters’ 

learning experiences and were concerned if they thought their daughters did not understand 

material at school. All of the participants stated that their father would support their learning in 

various ways such as helping them with homework, asking questions, and taking them to the 

library. One of the participants indicated that living with her father actually helped her grades to 

increase and her overall educational experience to become more positive. This supports the 

research conducted by Lee and Kushner (2008), which indicated that daughters living with single 

fathers actually fare better on academic achievement than any other group (e.g. sons living with 

single fathers and sons and daughters living with single mothers).  

Aside from academic involvement, participants were asked about their father’s 

involvement in other areas of their lives. In research conducted by Hawkins, Amato and King 

(2006), it was discovered that single fathers actually have the lowest levels of parental 

engagement in some domains of involvement such as sports and education. However, this did not 

hold true for this study as all three participants shared that their father was also involved in extra-

curricular activities. They attended musical performances, watched their children play sports, and 

could easily identify their child’s group of friends. 

Although fathers were involved outside of the home, this study also aimed at 

understanding how involved they were inside of the home, specifically around housework. Two 

of the three participants indicated that they had a fairly large amount of responsibility in terms of 

helping care for the house and this seemingly increased with age. Greif (1985) reported that 

children in single father families are more likely to participate in housework than children living 

in two parent families. Further, Greif (1985) suggested in some cases that daughters are used as 
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mother substitutes. In general, the female participants in this study seemed to view their 

involvement in household tasks as more of a personal quest or obvious responsibility. The 

impression was not given that they felt as though they were mother replacements. For the most 

part, we found that they took on more chores than perhaps others their age, such as increased 

babysitting, cooking for the whole family, doing laundry independently, and cleaning bathrooms. 

This aligns with the work of Weis (2010) who suggests that the maturity of children in single 

parent families is heightened because of the earlier on-set of family responsibilities. 

 Risman (1986) found that single fathers typically do not recruit female help from an 

outsider for housework and household tasks, but rather complete work themselves or in 

conjunction with children. All of the homes in this study were found to function without the 

involvement of a female in terms of a cleaning agency or nanny; however, in all cases an aunt 

provided increased support to the single father family at some point. This support seemed to be 

most prevalent at the beginning of the new family structure, and less so once the family was 

more stable and accustomed to their new dynamic.   

Risman (1986) reported that, overall, fathers are just as competent in creating strong, 

intimate relationships with their children as mothers are. The experiences of the three female 

participants in this study align with this. They each indicated a relationship built upon trust and 

respect with their father. With time, they all indicated that the relationship grew stronger, and 

they all continued to rely on their father for love, support, and advice. However, the results from 

this study vary slightly from Risman’s findings (1986) in that the three participants felt the 

intimacy component was perhaps missing. All three participants noted their own troubles now 

with communicating emotions and feelings to others and this may be connected to their 

perceived sense of limited intimacy in their relationships with their fathers. Collectively, the 
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participants felt that a mother would have been more in-tune with some important aspects and 

moments of their teenage years which they did not perceive that their fathers were. 

 

Conclusion  

This exploratory examination of the experiences of three mature daughters of single 

fathers provides an opportunity to consider what has been an area of limited research in Canada. 

By delving into the perceptions of these female participants, we have been provided with rich 

insight into their experiences. At the same time, we recognize that there are several limitations to 

this study. First, only three female participants were engaged in the study and they represented a 

fairly significant age spread (eight years). A further study which would incorporate more 

participants, and from a broader range of ages and socio-economic backgrounds, would certainly 

add to the fullness of the data. Further, participants had different backgrounds and their family 

dynamic had shifted for different reasons, such as Emily who lost her mother to illness. 

Consequently, her experience with her father would have been different than that of the other 

two who saw their mothers periodically throughout their teenage years. Controlling for some of 

these factors could provide for a study of the commonalities and differences in their experiences. 

Finally, the limited research in Canada in the area of single father families limits this study for 

comparison and theory-building purposes.  

We recognize that the focus of this research is very specific: We focus on the 

perspectives of three daughters of single fathers. We have not made the fathers the centre of the 

study and we do not examine their perspectives. We do not take into consideration potential 

differences due to income, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, or age. Our desire was to provide insight 

into the everyday, lived experiences of daughters of single fathers and, as a result, the focus of 
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this study was on three such individuals.We provide this descriptive data as a starting point for 

further work to be done in examining the experiences of daughters of single fathers. 

Each year more and more children reside in single father families, however, a great deal 

of research still needs to be conducted around this specific family type. Future research needs to 

consider single fathers’ parenting styles, their involvement in their children’s lives, the division 

of household labor, and family roles for both fathers and children. In addition, hearing about the 

type of influence this family structure has on one’s adult identity would help us to better 

understand children of single fathers and their needs. Further, research to understand how single 

fathers differ from single mothers would be beneficial and perhaps eliminate the frequent 

grouping of the two family types. Lastly, more attention needs to be given to the stories of 

daughters who grow up in these families. By hearing the voices of the daughters of single father 

families, those who work with them in professional capacities will have a better understanding of 

their needs. It is inevitable that children and their single fathers will be increasingly present in 

our community as they interact with institutions and require resources. Thus, it is valuable to 

society as a whole to increase knowledge and understanding around this group. People from 

various community organizations and institutions are going to work with such children at some 

point and will be better prepared to meet their needs and effectively provide support if they 

understand their overall unique dynamic.  

Specifically, it is important for educators to recognize this group of children as having 

perhaps different experiences at home than others and needing different supports within the 

classroom. For example, daughters of single fathers may have increased responsibility at home 

or have different worries and anxieties than other students (money, household tasks that need to 

be completed, hygiene). Educators need to also be cognizant of things like language used in the 
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classroom. For example, teachers should avoid statements like “give this letter to your mom”, or 

“I am going to have to speak to your mom” assuming that every child lives in a home where a 

mother is present. Further, single fathers may appear to be uninterested in school life because 

they do not communicate frequently or attend parent-teacher interviews. However, this study 

indicates that single fathers do in fact care deeply about their child’s academic success and 

overall learning experience. 

Teachers and principals, as well as other professionals, have made great strides in 

supporting children from single parent homes over the past twenty years.  It is our view that this 

awareness needs to be extended to recognize the specific challenges and circumstances that go 

with being a daughter of a single father. The specific suggestions we have provided are a starting 

point to supporting these children. As with all students, the most important way that teachers and 

other professionals can provide support to the daughters of single fathers is by fostering a caring, 

nurturing classroom context. 

In many ways, this study is exploratory. We recognize that by focusing on the 

experiences of three daughters of single fathers, without considering issues such as ethnicity, 

religion, or socio-economic status, nor the perspectives of siblings or fathers, that the paper is 

limited in its scope. However, we see a need for significant Canadian research in this area. 

Further attention should be given to factors such as the broader familial context, parenting styles, 

and income. As educators, we would also encourage further study examining the roles of 

teachers and the impact of school life on the experiences of daughters of single fathers. We 

welcome further research in this area to consider the experiences and insights of daughters of 

single fathers. 
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 The female participants who were involved with this study developed strong relationships 

with their fathers. These relationships can be characterized with words such as admiration, 

respect, and love. Fathers were perceived to be deeply committed to their daughters’ lives. 

Although the female participants in this study appeared to have increased responsibility on some 

level, they did not appear to be resentful of this. Rather, these increased responsibilities were 

viewed as better preparing them for the world and resulted in an overall greater sense of maturity 

and independence. Although challenges existed in the single father families, the daughters who 

participated in this study certainly extolled the merits of working with their fathers as a team. 
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Appendix:  

Overview of Participants 

 Emily  Kate Dana 

Age at time of study  23 15 21 

Languages Spoken 

 (at home)  

English English English  

Family Size 4 – Father, older 

sister, older brother 

3 – Father, younger 

sister 

2 – Father, no siblings  

Highest Level of 

Education obtained  

Secondary School Still enrolled in 

secondary school, in a 

program for gifted 

students 

Grade 11 

Reason for Single 

Father Dynamic 

Mother passed away 

at age 9 

Parents separated Parents were never 

married, moved from 

a single mother home 

in with her father 

Number of years 

living with a single 

father 

Nine Three Five 
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