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Abstract

Single mothers, despite bearing a heavy burden of responsibilities, maintain hope for a
brighter future for themselves and their children. This qualitative study, using thematic
analysis, aimed to identify the adaptive strategies employed by single mothers in
managing multiple roles. Twelve single mothers residing in Tehran were selected based
on specific criteria. Findings revealed five primary strategies: integrated resource
management, self-reliance, spirituality, self-motivation, and activation of support
networks. These women actively sought solutions to improve their lives through a
proactive approach and personal agency. In the context of these strategies, key
dimensions emerged as essential, including social connectedness, boundary setting, and
the activation of external support systems. By strengthening social connections,
establishing clear boundaries, and leveraging available support, single mothers
overcame challenges and enhanced their quality of life. The study revealed that these
resilient women, rather than adopting a victim role, actively sought solutions and
employed innovative strategies to cope with difficulties. The findings can inform the
development of effective intervention programs to empower single mothers.
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Introduction

The family, as the most fundamental social institution, has always undergone
structural and functional changes (Balkin & Kaya, 2016: 343). One of the key
changes is the emergence of single-parent families, arisen due to factors such as
divorce (McCalla, 2023: 1), the death of a spouse (Majid & Akande, 2022;1), or
natural disasters (Morganstein & Ursano, 2020:1). Female heads of households
face numerous challenges beyond economic and social difficulties, particularly
those stemming from managing multiple roles (Gadding, 2019: 145). They must
simultaneously fulfill both domestic and public responsibilities while dealing
with various psychological and social pressures (Pangaribuan, Resdati &
Marneli, 2023: 262).

While previous research has mainly described the challenges faced by this group
(Tabrizi Kahou et al, 2023: 116), the present study, adopting an innovative
approach, examines the adaptive strategies of female-headed households.
Findings indicate that these women cope with challenges through strategies such
as seeking social support (Hinton & Ernst, 2010: 225), maintaining positive
thinking, and utilizing available resources (Karagata, Waters & Cumming,
2021: 5). By focusing on the concepts of resilience and agency, this study
identifies adaptation patterns and emphasizes the importance of adaptability in
maintaining balance and improving the quality of life (QoL) for these women
(Li, Yu, Lu & Ren, 2021: 2).

Methodology

This ttyyy ttilizdd Brnnn ddd Clrrk™’s (2iii ) tiii  ttic alll ysis mttddd to
identify patterns and core concepts in the experiences of female-headed
households residing in Tehran. Data was collected through semi-structured
interviews conducted in person or by phone over a four-month period (June to
September). The study population consisted of 12 women selected based on
inclusion criteria, including at least two years of household headship, having at
least one child, and one year of employment, as well as informed consent. The
analysis process included six steps: listening carefully to interviews,
transcription, coding, grouping similar codes into overarching themes, naming
the themes, and presenting a structured report. To ensure the validity and
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reliability of the findings, validation methods such as participant feedback,
expert reviews, and diverse sampling were employed. Ethical principles,
iccliii gg ffff idttt iality ddd tee aartidinnnt.’ rigtt to witaar,,, wrre fkki
upheld.

Findings

The findings of this study reveal that female heads of households employ
personal, spiritual, managerial, and supportive strategies to adapt to their
multiple roles. One of the main themes of this research is integrated resource
management. This theme refers to the ability of female heads of households to
manage their time, economic resources, and work responsibilities. Through
meticulous planning and optimal use of available resources, they strive to create
harmony among their various roles. This intelligent management helps them
reduce the burden of multiple responsibilities and enhances their effectiveness.
Self-reliance strategies represent another theme, emphasizing individual
capabilities and personal characteristics. Factors such as agency (the ability to
make independent decisions), role boundaries (preventing task overlap),
adaptability, resilience against challenges, continuous skill learning, and
enhancing self-efficacy are among these strategies. Persistence, a positive
outlook, and personal independence play a crucial role in bsss tigg wmni’’ s
self-confidence and personal strength. Spiritually-centered strategies are another
key tool these women use in facing difficulties. Spiritual connection with God,
gratitude, patience, and reliance on spirituality bring psychological peace and
strengthen their mental capacity, highly effective in managing daily challenges.
In addition, wellness-enhancing strategies such as engaging in exercise,
focusing on positive aspects of life, participating in social activities, and
utilizing therapy contribute to improved mental health and QoL for these
women. Finally, support network strategies, such as receiving help from family,
friends, workplace, and charitable organizations, play a vital role in managing
multiple responsibilities. Strengthening mother-child relationships, maintaining
ties with extended family, and even utilizing external assistance, such as hired
help, reduce both psychological and practical pressures. These combined
strategies reflect the ongoing efforts of female-headed households to create
balance, maintain QoL, and empower themselves in complex circumstances.

Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that some female-headed households who
successfully adapt to their multiple roles have overcome their challenges
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through the application of effective strategies. These women, far from being
victims of their circumstances, are active and dynamic agents. By relying on
agency, adaptability, and initiative, they have devised and implemented
effective solutions for managing challenges. Integrated resource management,
enhancing personal skills, and utilizing social and environmental support are
among the strategies that have enabled them to effectively fulfill their diverse
rBBrrrehh’ ritt i s dddrrecrre teeee wmni®’ s aaiiii -ity ddd Aurposeful
efforts in overcoming obstacles and achieving sustainable balance in their
family and social lives.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the participants in reserrch
- Number
Partll\lmpant Age of Reason for Guardianship Occupation
0. .
Children
1 56 3 Divorce Pharmacist
2 a4 1 Divorce Traditional Restaurant
\Warker
3 45 1 Husband's Addiction Security Guard
4 29 1 Husband's Imprisonment Cleaner
5 40 2 Husband's Addiction Cleaner
6 32 1 Husband's Death Clinic Receptionist
7 38 2 Divorce Boutique Owner
8 40 2 Husband's Disability Tailor
9 33 3 Husband's Addiction Cleaner
10 55 4 Husband Left Cleaner
11 48 2 Husband's Addiction Fruit Seller
12 39 2 Divorce Salesperson
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Table 2. Research finding

Subthemes Main Themes Core Theme
Time management Integrated resource
Economic management management Using enrichment strategies

Work management

Agency

Boundary setting

Adjustment

Self-reliance strategies

(personal, spiritual,
managerial, and support
networking) in the
adaptability of female heads
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Resilience

Skill learning

of households to multiple
roles

Sense of self-efficacy
Perseverance

Efficient attitude
Independence

Increase in working time
Connection with God
Gratitude

Patience

Spirituality

Catharsis

Exercise

Focusing on positives
Social interest

Using counseling
Support from family of
origin

Spirituality-based strategies

Mood-Boosting Strategies

Support network activation
strategies

Support in the workplace

Connection with charitable
orgs

Enrichment of mother-child
relationship

Enrichment of family
relationships

Spending time with friends

Use of auxiliary help
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