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Abstract
Family belonging is considered as an important need that affects the individual emotionally, mentally and socially in all family
structures. The aim of this study was to compare the sense of belonging to a family in university students having either single- or
two-biological-parent families.Mixed-method research designwere used, combining qualitative (26 participants) and quantitative (766
participants) methods. Results showed that “family belonging” of subjects from two-biological-parent families was higher than those
from single-parent families. Among the participants having single-parent families a range of factors were significant in affecting the
degree of their sense of family belonging. These included: the type of the single-parent family (either mother-headed or father-headed)
and the reason leading to being a single-parent family. Qualitative analysis revealed that a significant portion of both participant groups
felt part of a nuclear family; felt similarly about the essence, functions and components of family belonging; and reported that their
relationship with their parents influenced their sense of family belonging. Both of the participant groups felt the sense of family
belonging most and least on “special days” and during “difficult times”, respectively. These findings imply that family structure is
critical indicators of family belonging and the relationships with parents related to family belonging. Improving family belonging in
single parent families should be taken into consideration in the area of family welfare.
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Introduction

Throughout their life, a person can feel a sense of belonging to
many different people or things such as family, school, class,
hometown, country, local community, profession or place of
work. However, among all of these, the family is different be-
cause it is the first social institution into which an individual is
born and develops interpersonal relationships to a certain age.
Additionally, many family-related variables directly or indirectly
affect the sense of belonging to family. The family structure is
one of these important variables (King et al. 2018). Looking at
the change and transformation in the structure of family around

the world, many different reasons and dynamics, such as the
growth in divorce rates, increase in the rate of children born out
of wedlock, and legalization of gay marriages in many countries,
show us that family has become a very diverse and dynamic
structure that cannot be considered as the classical family
consisting only of “biological mother, father and child” (Amato
2010; Giddens 2005; Steel et al. 2012). The effect of these dif-
ferent family structures on family belonging is considered as an
important research topic in the literature.When the prevalence of
single-parent families is examined, it is seen that this family
structure has become an increasingly common structure in the
last few decades (Amato 2010; Fields and Casper 2001). Data
from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD 2011) showed that 12.3% of children in
Japan, 13.5% in France, 14.3% in Austria, 15% in Germany,
21.5% in England, 23.7% in New Zealand and 25.8% in the
United States were living with a single parent. In addition,
2025–2030 projections for OECD countries predict that these
countries will show an increasing trend in single-parent family
rates. (OECD 2011). The situation in Turkey is similar though to
a lesser extent than the countries reported by the OECD. The rate
of single-parent family in Turkey was 7.2% in 2006 and this rate
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increased to 8.9% in 2018 (Turkey Statistical Institute 2019).
Although the single-parent family rates in Turkey are generally
lower than that in the other OECD countries, it is noteworthy that
there is an increase in these numbers of Turkey which has a
culture where the traditional family structure is common.

The main feature that distinguishes single-parent families
from other family structures is that there is a change in the struc-
ture of the entire family system (Goldenberg and Goldenberg
2002). When the family is considered as a system, it is seen that
new subsystems have been formed and the family system has
evolved into another structure. This is a structure consisting of
two new subsystems: the subsystem formed by a single-parent
family consisting of a child or children living together with one
of the parents, and the subsystem that includes the relationship
with the parent who does not live with the children and the ex-
spouse (Carter and McGoldrick 2014). In this process, as the
balance in the family system (hemostasis) changes, the family
tries to regain the internal and external balance (Worden 2013).
When the studies about the effect of this change in family struc-
ture on children are examined, it is seen that there are studies
suggesting the thought that the family structure of two-
biological-parent is more advantageous than the other family
structures in terms of the resources it offers to children (Amato
2010; Barrett and Turner 2005; Orgiles and Samper 2011). On
the other hand, there are other studies which found that the dif-
ference in the family structure does not make a significant differ-
ence in children’s perceptions about the quality of life (Sirin
2014), and that the process experienced in the family is more
important than the family structure itself (Lansford et al. 2001).

Having a two-biological-parent family, living in a single-
parent family, or having a step-parent will all affect an indi-
vidual’s sense of belonging to family in various ways (King
and Boyd 2016; King et al. 2018; Leake 2006). Among these
family structures, single-parent families differ from the others
because of the diversity of reasons for being a single-parent
family. Although single-parent family is generally defined as
“the family that the mother or father is the responsible parent
by himself/herself alone for the child-care”, it is considered as
a complex structure that can occur as a result of many different
processes such as divorce, living separately, death, having the
child out of wedlock, one parent living outside the city or
abroad, adoption and being a foster family (Gladding 2011).
Therefore, single-parent families have structural diversity, al-
though they refer to one family structure (Walsh 1991).

When the literature on the subject is analysed, the studies
on the protective effects of belonging and its relation with
other variables were found. It has been reported that having
a greater magnitude sense of belonging is protective against
risk of suicide (Hill 2009; McLaren et al. 2007; Ploskonka and
Servaty-Seib 2015) or depression (Choenarom et al. 2005).
Further studies have investigated the association between
low level sense of belonging and depression (Baskin et al.
2010; Cockshaw et al. 2014), anxiety, stress and depression

(Baumeister and Tice 1990), anti-social behaviour (Twenge
et al. 2001), loneliness, emotional stress and mental disorders
(Sargent et al. 2002). In addition, studies have shown that the
sense of belonging to family is also related to the family struc-
ture experienced by that individual (Brown and Manning
2009; King and Boyd 2016; Leake 2006; McKeown et al.
1997). In these studies, stepfamilies (King and Boyd 2016;
King et al. 2018, 2015), non-resident families (Falci 2006),
and cohabitants (Brown andManning 2009) were focused and
single-parent families were taken as the comparison or control
group. When the studies on family belonging of single-parent
families are evaluated, it can be seen that single-parent fami-
lies are considered as one of the different family structures, or
the reasons for being a single-parent family such as divorce,
living separately, or cohabitation are handled as separate sub-
jects for research. This study aims to fill the literature gap
about the studies that are directly related to the family belong-
ing of single-parent families and will reveal the components of
their family belonging. The research questions that were asked
for answers within the framework of this aim are as follows:

Research Question 1: Is the family belonging of the uni-
versity students with a single-parent family different from
that of the university students with a two-biological-
parent family?
Research Question 2: Does the family belonging of the
university students with a single-parent family show dif-
ference according to the reason for being a single-parent
family (divorce/living separately, death, living abroad or
outside the city, cohabitation) and the type of single-
parent family (mother headed and father headed)?
Research Question 3: For the university students with a
single-parent family and those with a two-biological-
parent family, who are their ideal family and their own
family?
Research Question 4: What is the meaning of family and
family belonging for the university students with a single-
parent family and those with a two-biological-parent fam-
ily? / Why does the individual feel that s/he belongs or
does not belong to his / her family?
Research Question 5: What are the life events that the
university students with a single parent family and those
with a two-biological-parent family felt that they belong
to their families most and least?

With these research questions, it was aimed to examine the
family belonging of single-parent families in comparison with
that of two-biological-parent families, as well as researching
the meaning of family and family belonging among the par-
ticipants and their experiences on family belonging. Thus, the
relationship between the experience of having a single-parent
family and the family belonging was studied using the quan-
titative research method, while the meaning attributed to
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family and family belonging was tried to be deeply analysed
by using qualitative research method.

Background

When considered as a basic human need, belonging has an
important place in an individual’s life. When we look at the
studies on the classification of needs, it is seen that these
studies consider belonging as a need and focus on the impor-
tance of meeting this need in human life. At the explanations
of Rogers about positive regard (1951), of Murray about the
need for affiliation (Burger 2016; Pittman and Zeigler 2007),
of Maslow about the need for belonging and love (1970), of
Alderfer about the need for relatedness (1969), of Deci and
Ryan about need for relatedness (2002; Ryan and Deci 2000),
of Glasser about the need to love and belong (Corey 2008), of
Fromm about the need for relatedness and rootedness (Geçtan
2014), it is seen that they mentioned about the need for be-
longing and the needs that are among the conceptual compo-
nents of belonging, such as establishing relationships, being
part of the whole, and feeling the belonging. In addition to the
theoretical explanations about the needs, there are direct or
indirect explanations about belonging in the theories that
study the relationship of parent-child and focus on close rela-
tionships. It is possible to find traces of belonging in one of
these theories; that is Adler’s explanations on social interest
(Corey 2008; Feist and Feist 2006; Shifron 2010). Taking
social interest as an indicator of psychological health (Feist
and Feist 2006), Adler considers the inability to belong or feel
connected to other people as a pathology (Shifron 2010), and
addresses belonging through the responsibilities towards fam-
ily, friends and job. Sullivan argues in his theory that the
individual is a product of repetitive interpersonal relationships
and ongoing patterns, and states that the concept of “self” only
becomes meaningful with relationships with other individuals
(Burger 2016). Besides, in the attachment theory based on the
idea that individuals have an intrinsic propensity to make
emotional bonds (Bretherton 1992; Bowlby 2012) and as part
of object relations which focus on the nature and importance
of close relation between parents and child (Klein 1948;
Winnicott 1953) it is perceived that they indirectly gave place
to belonging at their explanations.

Belonging, which means “relatedness”, “affinity”, is de-
fined in different words at the literature. In his definition of
belonging as “Personal experience of feeling as an indispens-
able and integral part of a system or environment”, Anant
(1966, p. 21) established his idea on the state of being indis-
pensable and integral. Hagerty and Patusky (1995), who are
often mentioned in the literature with their studies on belong-
ing, reconsidered the concept by adding two more attributes to
Anant’s definition of belonging: “valued involvement” and

“fit”. When the content of these two elements is evaluated, it
is realised that “valued involvement” covers the experiences
of being needed, valued and accepted, and “fit” includes the
perception that the characteristics of individuals are related to
their environment or the system in which they are located. The
researchers conceptualized belonging as “personal experience
of involvement in a system or environment”within the frame-
work of these two basic attributes. Also, the researchers who
identified three premises for the formation of belonging,
namely “a person’s energy for involvement”, “their potential
and desire for meaningful involvement”, and “their potential
for shared or complementary characteristics”, drew attention
to the importance of the existence of these premises to meet
the need for belonging (Hagerty et al. 1992). Furthermore,
Baumeister and Leary (1995) who made important contri-
butions in taking belonging as one of the basic motives of
individuals, also evaluated the need for belonging in their
study based on the characteristics of basic motives. Based
on the empirical data in the literature, the researchers de-
fined “belonging as a need” as an urge of spreading that
individuals need in order to establish and maintain posi-
tive and important inter-individual relations that last at
least at the minimum level, and drew attention to the
psychological satisfaction to the individual after this need
is met.

In the literature, there are studies evaluating family belong-
ing as a sub-dimension of belonging or those focusing directly
on family belonging. There are some studies directly using
family belonging as the concept (King et al. 2018), as pointed
out by King and Boyd (2016); but there are also studies using
family connectedness (Brown and Manning 2009; Cavanagh
2008), positive family environment (Amato and Kane 2011),
family cohesiveness/cohesion (Duncan et al. 1994; McKeown
et al. 1997) family closeness (Falci 2006) as the concept. In
family belonging, there is a sense of belonging to family as a
whole, rather than belonging to individual family members.
Therefore, family is evaluated as a whole. However, at this
point, it should be taken into consideration that the relationships
established with family members or the experiences affect fam-
ily belonging, too (King and Boyd 2016). Conceptually, it de-
scribes the family belonging of emotions such as being togeth-
er, having fun together, being protected, being accepted, partic-
ipation, and feeling that they are part of the family (Goodenow
1993; Leake 2006). In addition, family belonging is a concept
associated with an individual’s perception of their family life. If
the individual feels like part of his family, thinks that he is
protected and accepted, he feels belonging to his family. In this
context, it can be thought that some features arising from the
nature of the single-parent family structure have an impact on
family belonging. The physical absence of one of the parents
for different reasons may have an impact on the perception of
the family, and therefore family belonging.
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Methodology

Design of the Study

This study aims to examine the family belongings of univer-
sity students with a single-parent family in comparison with
those who have a two-biological-parent family, to reveal what
family and family belonging mean for the participants, and to
find out their experiences about family belonging and conse-
quently components of family belonging. For this basic pur-
pose, it was decided to use the mixed research method since it
was thought that a single data source would be insufficient and
the data obtained in the quantitative dimension should be ex-
plained by qualitative analysis. It is aimed to utilize the “bring-
ing deepness” feature of the qualitative method in detailing
and clarifying the quantitative findings by emphasizing the
“complementarity” quality of the mixed research. Among
the mixed methods, “explanatory sequential mixed methods
design” (Creswell and Plano Clark 2011) was used for this
study. For quantitative data, the relational screening model
was used and for the qualitative data, a phenomenological
model was used. Initial data collection compared the sense
of family belonging of university students from single-parent
and two-biological-parent families. After completing the anal-
ysis stage, in-depth interviews were carried out to collect qual-
itative data. The data were analysed and the results were
discussed.

Population and Sample

In the study, “sequential (quantitative-qualitative) sampling
mixed method” was used as the sampling method. This meth-
od involves the sequential use of probabilistic sampling strat-
egies for the quantitative dimension of the study and purpo-
sive sampling strategies for the qualitative dimension
(Creswell and Plano Clark 2011).

The number of students (n) to be included in the sample of
the study’s quantitative part was found to be 381 by using the
simple random sampling formula whose number of universes
is known. In total, 766 university students (383 from single-
parent families and 383 from two-biological-parent families)
were included in the study. Experimental power analysis was
done in PASS 11.0 program regarding the number of samples.
When it was conducted through 383 university students with a
single-parent family and 383 university students with a two-
biological-parent family, the power of the conclusion was
reached to be 96%.

A personal information form and family sense of belonging
scale (Mavili et al. 2014) were completed by all participants,
since at initial recruitment it was unknown which students
were from which of the two family backgrounds.
Participants from single parent backgrounds were chosen
from among all the respondents although those from a

single-parent family for less then a year were excluded. The
comparison group was selected by matching for age, gender
and the education program undertaken. Last of all, a total of
766 university students, 383 from single-parent families and
383 from two-biological-parent families, who were studying
at Anadolu and Osmangazi Universities were recruited for the
quantitative section of the study.

Looking at the demographic characteristics of the partici-
pants in the quantitative section, of the 766 students more than
half were female, 56% from single-parent families and 56.9%
from two-biological-parent families. The majority of the stu-
dents were aged 20 years or older with 84.3% from single-
parent families and 84.1% from two-biological-parent fami-
lies being in this age category. Students from single-parent
families if not living with the parent tended to live with
sibling/s (60.3%) and they generally have nuclear family
structure consisting of biological mother, father and children.
In the two-biological-parent family group, 99% lived with
their mother and father and 78.3% also had one or more sib-
lings in the same house with the norm being a nuclear family
structure. In single parent families mother was head of the
family in 79.4% and 20.6% had father as the head of the
family. When comparing the two participant group according
to the number of siblings, 39.9% of the participants from
single-parent families and 49.35% of the participants from
two-biological-parent families had one sibling.

The sample group formed for the in-depth interviews to be
held in the qualitative dimension of the research was com-
posed of the volunteers among the university students partic-
ipating in the quantitative study. By using the data in the
quantitative findings, the rating was made among the volun-
teer students according to the reasons of having a single-
parent family and this was included in the qualitative research
group through purposive sampling. The in-depth interviews
continued until the satisfaction was achieved. In this group, 26
students were interviewed; 13 university students having
single-parent family and 13 university students having a
two-biological-parent family.

The sample group participating in the qualitative analysis was
composed of 26 students, 13 from single-parent and 13 from
two-biological-parent families, Female participants were the ma-
jority (84.3%) in both groups. The average age was 22 in the
single-parent group and 21 in the two-biological-parent family
group. Considering the reasons why the participants have a
single-parent family, it is identified that 54% of them have a
single-parent family due to divorce, 30% due to death, 8% due
to living separately and 8% due to one of their parents living
abroad. All the students from single-parent families in the qual-
itative analysis reported mother as the head of the family.

This study was granted by Selcuk University Health
Sciences Faculty Non-Interventional Clinical Researches
Ethics Board with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later
amendments or comparable ethical standards. Official
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permission for the study were received from Anadolu and
Osmangazi Universities where the participants were recruited.
Informed consent was obtained from all individual partici-
pants included in the study.

Data Collection Tools

For the quantitative dimension of the study, the Personal
Information Form and the Family Sense of Belonging
Scale were used. The Family Sense of Belonging Scale
(Mavili et al. 2014), the measurement tool improved in
Turkey was especially preferred in order to measure
family belonging, taking into consideration that family
is a sensitive topic in the culture. Semi- structured
Interview Form, generated by the researchers, was used
for the qualitative part of the study.

Personal Information Form The personal information form,
designed by the researchers, collected participants’
socio-demographic and family structure information.
Within the scope of the socio-demographic information
of the participants, four open-ended questions were in-
cluded: “What is your age?”, “What is your gender?”,
“With whom do you live with?”, and “How many sib-
lings do you have”? In the second part of the Personal
Information Form, questions related to family structure
are included in order to identify the participants from
single-parent and two-biological-parent families. First,
the question of “please, mark the one that shows your
family structure” was included with a list of family
structures. As family structures, four groups were given:
two-biological parent family, single-parent family, step-
family and foster family. In order to determine the rea-
sons of having a single-parent family of the participants
from these families, the question of “if you have a
single-parent family, please mark the one that relates
to your family” was asked. This question was prepared
as a categorical question consisting of four choices; my
parents got divorced, my parents are living separately,
one of my parents passed away, one of my parents lives
away (outside the city / abroad / in prison), I was
adopted by a single parent, my parents never married.
In order to determine the duration of having a single-
parent family, the question of “please, mark the appro-
priate one of the following options regarding the period
you have had a single-parent family” was given with
two categories; less than one year and more than one
year. The reason is that the inclusion criterion of the
study was determined as having a single-parent family
for one year and more.

Family Sense of Belonging Scale (FSBS) The FSBS, which was
created to define people’s sense of belonging to their families,

is a tested and validated tool, consists of 17 items, 13 of which
are positive and four of which are negative (Mavili et al.
2014). The scale is a 5-point Likert type. The scale is com-
prised of two sub-dimensions: “sense of self-belonging” and
“family sense of belonging”. The total of the two sub-
dimensions are combined to assess the complete “family
sense of belonging” and a higher score indicates an
increased sense of belonging. The reliability of the scale
was investigated for internal consistency, within the
scope of the study, by calculating the Cronbach alpha
value. This resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.60 for
the family sense of belonging sub-dimension of the
scale and 0.91 for the sense of self-belonging sub-di-
mension with an overall Cronbach’s alpha of 0.90 for
the full FSBS. For the criterion-related validity of the
FSBS, the correlation between the Belonging Scale
(Ersanl ı and Kocyigi t 2013) and the Scale of
Perceived Social Support was observed and a medium
and high level of correlation was found between that
and the other scales.

Interview Form Considering the study’s sample group and the
aims at the qualitative dimension of mixed method research,
the interviews were organized as semi-structured interviews
and a semi-structured interview form was used as a data col-
lection tool.

The initial interview form questions were derived from two
sources. Firstly, the pre-study literature search had suggested
several research questions. Secondly, the results of the quan-
titative investigation of the 766 students were used to reshape
and focus these research questions into an initial in-depth in-
terview form. Subsequently, during the interviews, additions
and deletions were made to the interview forms, and the data
collection tools were shaped by the participants’ views and
experiences and the experience of the researcher in the quali-
tative data collection process. Thus, it was tried to enable that
the nature of the qualitative research pattern, which is flexible
and enriches with life, richened the study.

The semi-structured interview form consists of two main
parts; the first part with questions about family and the second
part with questions about family belonging. The first part has
the questions to see what family means for the participants and
who they mean when they talk about family, such as “What
does family mean to you?”, “How do you express the place
and importance of your family in your life?”, “Who creates
the ideal family for you and who are the members of your
family?”. In the second part of the interview form, there are
questions about the single-parent family experience, such as
“What is it like to have a single-parent family?”, “Would you
share this experience?”. Lastly, the following questions are
included; “Why do you think people feel/do not feel that they
belong to their families?”, “Do you think that the experience
of having a single-parent family that you live affects your
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sense of belonging to your family?”, “Can you share one
experience of yours when you felt you belong to your family
most and least?”

Evaluation of the Data

Quantitative data were analysed using IBM Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 23 program (IBM Inc.,
Armonk, NY, USA). Firstly, data distribution was tested with the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. The following data sets were not nor-
mally distributed for both family types: family sense of belong-
ing scale; family sense of belonging sub-dimension; and sense of
self-belonging sub-dimension. Comparison of two data sets was
performed using Mann-Whitney U test.

Preparation for analysis of qualitative data involved coding
of data sets using the method of “coding within a general
framework” (Yildirim and Simsek 2013, p. 127). Initial cod-
ing was derived from review of relevant literature and the
FSBS. This was then modified following interview due to
additional information and patterns with particular reference
to the meaning of family, the situation of being from a single-
parent family, and sense of belonging to family. Within this
framework, considering that the coding was a recurring pro-
cess (Krysik and Finn 2013), the coding process was reviewed
during the analysis and discussion of the study; some elements
were added or deleted. During the coding of the data set, the
NVivo-11 program was used and the coding process was re-
peated by two different social workers experienced in working
with families during the coding of the texts in order to ensure
the reliability of the study. Afterwards, the coding was com-
pared and a coding list was created with consensus.

Results

The results showed that the participants from two-biological-
parent families have a stronger sense of belonging to family
than the participants from single-parent families. This finding
was found in the FSBS and the two sub-dimensions (see at
Table 1). Regarding the reason for this difference, the data

obtained at the qualitative interviews were analysed and the
participant’s perceptions and experiences relating to family
and the sense of belonging to family were evaluated. It was
found that the participants with single parent family and those
with two-biological-parent family felt the same about their
families being an important part of their lives and generally
mentioned a family structure consisting of “mother, father,
and children” when they were asked about the concept of
family. Additionally, it was observed that only one participant
from each of the two groups indicated an alternative family
structure, the single parent family, when asked to define
“family”.

“Extent of it (family) is not very important; it can be
with mother, father, and a child. Or the family definition
can be a sibling... According to my current thoughts, if
someone said to me ‘Participant 6, draw the family you
think right now’, I would directly and comfortably put
myself and my mother and say ‘this is family, we are so
happy, and this is the family for me’.” (Participant 6,
Having Single-Parent Family, Divorce, Male)

“According to the traditional definition, normally a nu-
clear family is formed after a female and a male get
officially married and have a child afterwards.
However, when we consider the situation according to
the current sociological status, this can mean two same
sex partners or two opposed sex partners, it is not im-
portant. These relations have been made official in some
countries already. I think these kinds of relations can be
accepted as a family, too.” (Participant 26, Having Two-
Biological-Parent Family, Female)

In contrast to the participants from two-biological-parent
families, the participants from single-parent families
stated that the families they have do not correspond
with their ideal family. When asked about their ideal
family, they mentioned the typical nuclear family form,
which contains “mother, father, and children” or a large
family form including some other relatives such as

Table 1 Analyzes differences between family types and family sense of belonging scale and subscales (Mann Whitney U)

n Median Min. Max. U p

Family Sense of Belonging Subscale Single Parents 383 18,00 5,00 25,00 64,562,000 0,004**
Two-Biological Parents 383 19,00 6,00 25,00

Sense of Self-Belonging Subscale Single Parents 383 54,00 15,00 60,00 65,260,500 0,008**
Two-Biological Parents 383 56,00 19,00 60,00

Family Sense of Belonging Scale Total Score Single Parents 383 73,00 21,00 85,00 64,560,000 0,004**
Two-Biological Parents 383 74,00 29,00 85,00

*: p < 0,05 **: p < 0,01 ***: p < 0,001
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“grandparents, uncle, and aunt”. However, the majority
of the participants with single-parent family (11 partici-
pants out of 13) stated that this “unwanted” experience
of theirs does not affect their thoughts on family
composition:

“I cannot definitely affect such a general thing with my
experience. Like I said, there is one ideal and I want to
achieve that ideal. Even if I have a purpose to achieve
that ideal one, this does not blacken the ideal. Of course,
it is what it should be. I have experienced something like
that; it was a thing that should not have been experi-
enced. So, I cannot be offended and get angry because
of it and I cannot say that the family form, my family
means my mother and my sibling, definitely”
(Participant 3, Having Single-Parent Family, Divorce,
Female).

When the participants were asked about the meaning of
family to them, they evaluated it within the framework
of five themes which included “togetherness and shar-
ing”, “sincerity”, “unconditional acceptance and sup-
port”, “love”, and “trust”. Both of the participant groups
emphasised the “togetherness and sharing” aspect of
family most. However, the participants with single-
parent family stated that this aspect of family is more
limited in their families. In addition, it was seen that
while expressing the meaning of family, the participants
used some expressions evoking togetherness and sharing
and which usually involve the whole family together,
such as “dinner table”, “dinner” and, “picnic”. In addi-
tion to this, they defined family as a system based on
love and trust, where there are sincere relations and
family members accept and support each other under
all conditions.

“To me, family means people staying together no matter
what.” (Participant 4, Having Single-Parent Family,
Divorce, Female)

“Family means being together and overcoming difficulties
all the time, to me. Even if they are far from each other,
being family is enough to stay together.” (Participant 18,
Having Two-Biological-Parent Family, Female)

Related to the sharing of roles and responsibilities with-
in family, there are differences between the participants
from a single-parent family and those from a two-
biological-parent family. It is noteworthy that especially
the responsibilities for the children are higher among
the participants with a single parent family and these
responsibilities increase through the process of becom-
ing a single-parent family:

“Especially the situations I live in. So how can I explain
this? Especially those that I experience ... or, for exam-
ple, I do the chores such as shopping for the family, and
as far as I see in many of my friends’ families, none of
my friends is doing such a thing; only I was doing such a
thing.Whenwe look at this from their point of view, this
is a deficiency most of the times, this is not normal
normally. But I do these things.”(Participant 9, Having
Single-Parent Family, Death, Female).

Participant 2 added that their father entrusted his own respon-
sibilities to the older sister after the divorce, therefore the older
sister hadmasculine characteristics and realized her femininity
quite late.

“My father gave my sister really difficult times. He told
her that she would be the head of the family after his
leave. Should my sister try to grow up, be a sister to me,
and take care of my mother just because my father said
so? That is why, my sister was like a man during ado-
lescence; her clothes, attitudes, behaviours. For exam-
ple, she discovered her femininity too late due to my
father's pushing her by saying “you will take care of
your mother and sister from now on”. There was such
a problem with my sister, as he put that role to my sister.
My mother was already able to do all the work herself.
She had some difficulty.” (Participant 2, Having Single-
Parent Family, Divorce, Female).

When participants were asked about what the sense of
belonging means to them and what or who are the subject
they feel this sense of belonging with in their lives, the
participants stated that they feel a sense of belonging to
their families, parents, family members, friends, boy-
friends/girlfriends, some thoughts and ideas, the cities or
countries where they live, their houses, God or religion,
and their schools. It was notable that the general tendency
of the participants was to feature their sense of belonging
to their families and family members. When the partici-
pants were asked about why they feel sense of belonging
to their families a variety of responses were given. The
reasons, which were conceptualized as the components of
a sense of belonging to family, were “spending time to-
gether and sharing”, “right to criticize”, “trust”, “commu-
nication and participation in decisions”, “self-sacrifice”,
“caring”, “love and sincerity”, and “unconditional accep-
tance”. Eight of 13 (61.5%) participants from each group,
single-parent family and two-biological-parent family men-
tioned about “spending time together and sharing” as the
reason behind their sense of belonging to their families at
the high or low level. At this point, it was understood that
they mentioned about share-based spending time together
rather than only being in same physical place.

Curr Psychol



“We preferred to stay together after my father. We have
never been interested with other people, thought of
them; whenever one of us was going somewhere, the
rest went with him/her. We have been tight-knit... For
example, we all try to tour outside of the city together as
family. Whenever we visit our hometown, we go there
together.” (Participant 12, Having Single-Parent Family,
Death, Female)

In order to investigate this finding further and to provide con-
tinuity in the interview, the participants were asked about their
moments when they feel most or least sense of belonging to
their family. Interestingly, this showed that both the strongest
and weakest feelings of sense of belonging to family shared
common themes. These were “special days” and “difficult
times”. Both special days and coping with difficult times
could result in a stronger feeling of belonging or highlight
the absence of a feeling of belonging. The participants cited
examples of special times which included “wedding”, “grad-
uation”, “engagement”, “religious holiday”, “birthday” and
“menarche” whereas their experiences relating to “sickness”,
“loss”, “depression” and “conflicts with friends” were given
as examples of difficult times. It was notable that the partici-
pants from single-parent families exemplified their experi-
ences of sense of belonging to family through their experi-
ences of the process of becoming a single-parent family, rather
than experiences of life in general. This, by definition, was not
found in the participants from two-biological-parent families.

“Especially while we were living with my father, while
my mother was crying due to the things my father did,
we hugged and told each other that we’d support each
other all the time, we’d always stand by each other.
When we held each others’ hands with my mother and
kissed each other, it was a devotion and sense of belong-
ing.” (Participant 6, Having Single-Parent Family,
Divorce, Male)

Single-parent families occur because of divorce, death,
one of the spouses living away from the family home
for reasons including living in another city or abroad or
being in prison. This affects the experience of being a
single-parent family, which can also occur by an adop-
tion of a child by one parent alone. Therefore, it also
affects the sense of belonging to family. When the rea-
sons for the formation of a single-parent family were
analyzed, the participants having single-parent family
due to other reasons (death, living abroad) had a re-
markably stronger sense of self belonging to their fam-
ilies than those from a single-parent family due to di-
vorced and seperated reasons (see at Table 2).

The majority of the participants from single-parent fami-
lies, especially those with a single-parent family due to the

death of a parent, commented that the process of becoming a
single-parent family increased the sense of belonging to fam-
ily and bound family members more closely to each other:

“We held on each other tighter, because we need a pow-
er to stay standing. And we have believed that the power
is devotion; we have believed that it is being together.
So, it has been affected more positively.” (Participant
10, Having Single-Parent Family, Death, Female)

“After my father, I held on my mother more. I was not
like this before my father... After my father, I have al-
ways thought about my mother; even the slightest deci-
sion that I make have led me to think about my mother...
I have felt more devotion, the family bonds have been
united more after my father.” (Participant 12, Having
Single-Parent Family, Death, Female)

At the same time, the participants, who coped with the
process of divorce of their parents by developing closer
relations with the parent s/he lives with, affirmed that
this experience connected the family members to each
other and the meaning of family became more central to
their lives. A notable finding to emerge from this was
that the participants separate the parent s/he lives with
from the other parent s/he does not live with and the
sense of belonging was specifically directed to the par-
ent s/he lives with. However, participants with one par-
ent living abroad or who did not experience a process
of high-conflict divorce, reported that their parents’ and
families’ place and importance in their lives did not
change. Thus the absence of a parent for these reasons
did not affect their sense of belonging to their families
or their attitude toward a single parent family form
evolved positively.

“Nothing has changed, actually. When I say ‘family’,
my mother, father, and sister come to my mind.”
(Participant 4, Having Single-Parent Family, Divorce,
Female)

“Whenwe were little, we used to believe in patterns. For
example, a family should be like this or a father should
do that. Like the families you see around... The correct
one is them, indeed. You felt like something was going
wrong and since you could not understand it... I mean,
when you were a child... I don’t know if everyone felt
like this. When we were children, we wished a more
regular family... The way I think went beyond it now.
To be honest, I went beyond it. I have convinced myself
about the fact that there can be a family form like this,
too.” (Participant 1, Having Single-Parent Family,
Divorce, Female)
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Most of the participants from a single-parent family had
the mother as the head of the family. Thus the absent
parent was usually the father. There are several factors
affecting how often the children meet with the absent
parents and what the contexts of these meetings are.

“Or some of the irresponsibility of my father has never
reduced my love for my father, but my connection to
him has lightened on this matter.” (Participant 1,
Having Single-Parent Family, Divorce, Female)

The sense of belonging differed by the type of single-parent
family depending on whether the mother or father was head.
The participants having single-parent family with mother as
the head of the family reported a stronger sense of belonging
to family than those having single-parent family with father as
the head (see Table 3). When asked the question “who is the
family made of?” the participants’ responded that family com-
position specifically included a “mother” figure and they iden-
tified family with mother. This may be due to the fact that
children feel a stronger sense of belonging to single-parent
family with mother as the head of family.

Discussion

This study shows that, in terms of a sense of belonging to
family, university students from a two-biological-parent fam-
ily have a stronger sense of belonging than those students with

a single-parent family background. This result is similar to
previous studies (Brown and Manning 2009; Cavanagh
2008; Hardway and Fuligni 2006; King et al. 2018) where
different family types were compared in terms of sense of
belonging to family. As part of our study, the reasons behind
this difference were investigated more intensively. This in-
volved in-depth interviews with students from both single
parent and two-biological parent family backgrounds with
an emphasis on what meaning they attribute to family, whom
they are talking about when they use the word “family” and
why or why not an individual feels a sense of belonging to his/
her family. It may be thought that the reason for the family
belonging of the participants with a single-parent family to be
lower than that of the participants with a two-biological-parent
family may be due to the difference in their descriptions about
their ideal family structure and the family structure that they
have. Firstly, an attempt was made to clarify whom the partic-
ipants talked about when they used the word “family”. Today,
with the diversification of family structure in parallel with the
social change, each family has a unique feature and one of the
leading thoughts is that family consists of those whom the
family members define as family. (Moriarty and Wagner
2004). In the semi-structured interviews conducted in this
study, the participants from single-parent families mentioned
a family structure in which “biological mothers, fathers and
children” live together, when they defined the family of their
ideal. Moreover, they defined their own families as a different
or even undesired family structure from this family structure.
The fact that these participants have a family structure that

Table 3 Differences between type of single parents family and family sense of belonging scale and subscales (Mann Whitney U)

n Median Min. Max. U p

Family Sense of Belonging Subscale Mother Headed 304 19,00 7,00 25,00 10,164,500 0,035*
Father Headed 79 18,00 5,00 25,00

Sense of Self-Belonging Subscale Mother Headed 304 55,00 15,00 60,00 9222,500 0,001**
Father Headed 79 52,00 16,00 60,00

Family Sense of Belonging Scale Total Score Mother Headed 304 73,00 25,00 85,00 9417,500 0,003**
Father Headed 79 70,00 21,00 85,00

*: p < 0,05 **: p < 0,01 ***: p < 0,001

Table 2 Analyzes differences between reasons of having single parent family and family sense of belonging scale and subscales (Mann Whitney U)

n Median Min. Max. U p

Family Sense of Belonging Subscale Divorced/Seperated 205 18,00 5,00 25,00 17,717,000 0,624
Other 178 18,50 5,00 25,00

Sense of Self-Belonging Subscale Divorced/Seperated 205 53,00 15,00 60,00 15,961,000 0,033*
Other 178 55,00 18,00 60,00

Family Sense of Belonging Scale Total Score Divorced/Seperated 205 72,00 21,00 85,00 16,442,000 0,095
Other 178 73,50 23,00 85,00

*: p < 0,05 **: p < 0,01 ***: p < 0,001
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does not match their ideal family structure may be related to
the fact that they have lower levels of family belonging than
the participants from a two-biological-parent family do.
Secondly, the participants from a single-parent family stated
that they got new roles and responsibilities after this new
family structure. It is notable that domestic roles are
redistributed through the process of being a single-parent fam-
ily. Although the parent whom the child lives together most of
the time has more roles and responsibilities, it is also observed
that the child now shares some of the family roles and respon-
sibilities that the parents previously had. With the absence of
one of the parents, the roles of “child” in the family change
and s/he has to take the role of “father” or “parent of the
parents”. In addition, given the economically disadvantaged
position of single-parent families (Mather 2010; Parke 2004),
it is realised that some of the children who think that their
families are in need economically support the family by taking
care of their siblings (Cherry 2016). From time to time, par-
ents who experience the process of divorce can show them-
selves more emotionally and develop a more dependent atti-
tude towards their children. On the other hand, children who
experience such a life have to be stronger, take more respon-
sibility and become more “adult” (Afifi 2003). In a qualitative
study with the adolescents who lost one of their parents as a
result of a serious illness, Dehlin and Reg (2009) reported that
the adolescents who had this experience felt more mature than
their peers and preferred to deal with more important things
rather than temporary, casual things that their peers do. These
new roles and responsibilities are thought to be related to the
lower levels of family belonging that the participants with a
single parent family feel, compared to the levels of the com-
parison group.

The making of a definition of conceptualized family forms
(Buehler and Pasley 2000; Carroll et al. 2007) and family
boundary ambiguity (Boss 1992) have been recognized as
some of the most important difficulties faced in family studies.
Our results showed that for the participants with single-parent
family who encounter the discrepancy between the physical
and psychological existence of a family member, typified by
those whose parents are divorced or living apart, there are
times when they feel psychologically distant towards the ab-
sent parents even when the participants are physically with
these parents. In contrast the participants who are from a
single-parent family due to death of a parent feel the presence
of the deceased parent with or they have a tendency to include
the deceased parents in their current family, despite the fact
that they have faced the most definitive absence of a parent. It
was observed that there was an important connection for uni-
versity students between the marital status of their parents and
the definition of the borders of family (Buehler and Pasley
2000). Especially in cases where there is a conflict between
the parents or death of a parent, it was noticeable that the
participants have a tendency to excluding the parents whom

they are not living with, from the family members (Madden-
Derdich et al. 1999).

It was found that individuals have different definitions of
family. The participants’ thoughts concerning the borders of
family change according to which context they use to define
family. Participants felt that family primarily means together-
ness, sharing, love, unconditional acceptance and support for
the children. In the literature, there are research results
supporting the findings of this study. In a study carried out
with the aim of determining the family perceptions of children
of different age groups starting from the age of four, including
university students, the participants’ perceptions about family
were evaluated within the framework of biological bonds,
legal togethernesses, cohabitation, emotional ties, and activi-
ties that are done together, or family roles. It has been ob-
served that the perception towards the emotional meaning of
family, in other words, the perception that family exhibits a
structure consisting of loving individuals, gets deeper with
age. Similarly, it took the attention that within the general
participant group, there is a perception that family means a
community consisting of the highest proportion of emotional
bonds (88%) and family members living together (38%)
(Newman et al. 2007). In another study conducted with 232
adolescents, the participants were seen to define family within
the framework of love-based relationships and emphasize the
emotional aspect of family (Anyan and Pryor 2002).

Also, considering the factors that affect the strength of their
sense of belonging to their parents, it was found that the par-
ticipants prioritize spending time together and sharing in a
way similar to the meaning of family. In contrast, it is worth
noting that their comments about the most extreme depth of
feelings experienced in terms of the sense of belonging to
family were related to how they perceive their families
during difficult times or on special days. At these times,
feeling your family by your side increases both the physical
and emotional sense of belonging to family. Similar results
were reported by Moriarty and Wagner (2004) which found
that family rituals carried out with family has the effect of
promoting the sense of belonging to a family in single-
parent families. Indicating that there are seven types of ritual:
connection, spiritual, love, recreation, ceremony, celebration
and evolving, the researchers stated that the participants men-
tioned about the binding effect of the family rituals and all of
them daily do at least one ritual binding them to their family.
These are listed as eating together, helping the children on
their homework, cooking together, telling stories, going for a
walk together, and singing special songs. The researchers em-
phasized the importance of family rituals in developing family
belonging in single-parent families. In this study, there are
results supporting Moriarty and Wagner’s study. The partici-
pants with a single-parent family considered spending time
together as one of the components of family belonging.
Moreover, they emphasized that eating together and being
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on the same table at the time are important during the time
spent together as a family ritual. This was also reported by
Rivera et al. (2008). Considering that the sense of belonging to
family is defined as a feeling of being involved in the family,
including feelings such as having fun together, being under-
stood, being taken care (Goodenow 1993; Leake 2006), our
findings are in agreement with this in terms of the components
of the sense of belonging to a family defined by the sharing
experienced by the participants.

In the study conducted by Biehal (2014) on revealing the
meaning of family and home for the children who are in long-
term foster family care, it is seen that daily family experiences
are among the factors that make children feel that they belong
to their families. As for the routine family experiences, the
children participating in the study gave examples such as cel-
ebration of special days, birthday celebrations, and holidays
with family. They stated that these activities led them to feel
their families like a normal family. It is grasped that being
attentive to each other especially on special days and during
difficult times has an important role in family belonging.
Similarly, in a study conducted by Hedin (2014) on family
belonging of the children living with a foster family, it was
concluded that family rituals, spending time together, and hav-
ing fun together increase family belonging.

It was noteworthy that the participants having single-parent
family due to death have a stronger sense of belonging to
family. This group also reported that the process (death of a
parent) leading to becoming a single-parent family has the
effect of increasing the sense of belonging to family and con-
nected the family members to each other more closely.
However, the participants whose absent parent lived abroad
or who did not experience a high-conflict divorce process
stated that this situation did not affect their sense of belonging
to their family. In general, it has been previously reported that
children with single parent family due to a death were in a
more advantageous position than the children with single par-
ent family due to divorce (Amato 1993; Biblarz and Gottainer
2000; Borgers et al. 1996). When death is the reason for hav-
ing a single-parent family, there is no possibility to blame
anyone or there is no choice. Therefore, it can be thought that
the family members can adapt to this process more easily
because of these reasons and this can affect the reason why
this group has higher levels of family belonging than that of
the other participants with a single-parent family.

Our results underline the importance of what kind of
single-parent family the individual has. The participants hav-
ing single-parent families with mother as the head were found
to have a stronger sense of belonging to family than those
having single-parent families with father as the head. Single-
parent family structures mostly consist of mother headed
single-parent families (Goldenberg and Goldenberg 2002;
Emery 2013). 82.7% of the single-parent families in Turkey
are mother-headed (Turkey Statistical Institute 2019). This

numerical majority can be addressed in relation to the gender
roles supposing that mothers are the ones often responsible for
the care and upbringing of children. However, the reasons
why the percentage of the women who get married again is
lower than that of the men can be listed as the individual or
social negative perception on step-parents about their effects
on the children, the belief that mothers should devote them-
selves to their children because of the gender roles, the instinct
to protect their children, and having a negative perspective
towards marriage due to the previous experience, etc. This
may be related to the fact that mothers tend to be more em-
bracing and less inclined to discipline than fathers (Gill et al.
2003). In addition, the higher family belonging in the mother-
headed single-parent families can be related to the reasons
such as fathers being the representation of authority and
mothers being more open to communication with children in
terms of traditional family roles and the fact that fathers com-
municate with children via mothers. As a result of the studies,
mother-child relationship was found to be the strongest vari-
able affecting family belonging in children with a two-
biological-parent family. In the group from two-biological-
parent families, mother-father relationships were found to
have less impact on family belonging than mother-child or
father-child relationships. (King and Boyd 2016).

Conclusions

This study found that university students from single-parent
families have less sense of belonging to their families than
those from two-biological-parent families. However, in
single-parent families, it is also seen that those who had a
single-parent family due to other reasons such as death, living
abroad had higher family belonging than those with divorced
and separated. Also mother-headed single-parent families had
higher family belonging than father-headed ones. The quali-
tative sharings from both participant groups were evaluated to
see the reason of this difference at the study. First, the answer
to the question of who family consists of was asked to the
participants with a single-parent family and two-biological-
parent family, so that it was tried to understand that what
family members they include within the boundaries of the
concept of family when they talk about family. Both partici-
pant groups defined the ideal family within the framework of
nuclear family consisting of biological mother and father. On
the other hand, the participants from single-parent families
stated that they experienced an unwanted family process dif-
ferent from the ideal family, and only one participant from
both groups included single-parent families in their family
definitions. For the meaning of being a family, the participants
seem to focus on the emotional meaning of it by taking it with
themes such as togetherness, sharing, unconditional accep-
tance and supporting children. It was noteworthy that the
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participants with a single-parent family, who experienced a
contentious divorce process, especially where there was a con-
flict between the parents, approached their own experiences
differently from these themes. In other words, it was realised
that the participants with a single-parent family expressed the
differences between their ideal family and their family more
often than the participants with a two-biological-parent family.
This suggests that family relationships have an important
place in the perception of family.

Another important result of this study is the conclusion that
the participants with a single-parent family and two-
biological-parent family consider family belonging and family
within the framework of similar themes. Therefore, the mean-
ing that the participants attach to family also appears as ele-
ments of the belonging they feel towards their families. Eight
main themes are conceptualized as components of family be-
longing: spending time together and sharing, support, right to
criticism, sacrifice, trust, care, communication and participa-
tion in decisions, love and sincerity, unconditional positive
acceptance. In order to understand their experiences of family
belonging in the light of their personal experiences, the par-
ticipants were asked about their experiences when they felt
belonging to their families most and least. As a result, it was
understood that the experiences on special days and during
difficult times led the participants to feel belonging to their
families most or least. At this point, it was seen that the par-
ticipants with a single-parent family approached to their expe-
riences in relation to the situations such as conflict of the
parents, absence of a parent, increased family roles and re-
sponsibilities, and the family belonging that they felt on spe-
cial days and during difficult times was shaped in relation to
these experiences.

When the results obtained in the study are evaluated in
general, it is noticed that the family belonging of the partici-
pants who are in an important period of their lives and contin-
ue their university education, which is an important step in
establishing their own life, is directly related to the emotional
meaning attributed to family. At this point, the participants
with a single-parent family have a lower level of family be-
longing. This can be explained by the fact that their experi-
ences related to the meaning of family and family belonging
are mostly about conflicts between the parents, difficulties
during the divorce process, coping with the death of one of
the parents, new roles and responsibilities, difficulty of not
being with the parent who they do not live with on special
days or during difficult times. In order to ensure that children
are protected from these processes, it may be suggested to
include the determinants and the components of family be-
longing in the training process of the consultants who manage
family and marriage counselling programs. It is also thought
that this process will benefit from the development of the
programs to enable the improvement of family belonging,
creating of family rituals that will strengthen the

communication and interaction within the family, and
supporting the single-parent families on the issues such as
spending quality time together or improving the relations with
the parent whom the child(/ren) does not live with after the
divorce or start of living separately.

Limitations and Future Directions

The biggest limitation regarding the study is that the majority
of the participants in the quantitative survey and all of the
participants in the qualitative interviews section of the study
are from single-parent family with the mother as the head.
This may be due to the fact that, following divorce, guardian-
ship of the children is commonly given to mother. In single
parent families which occur after the death of the mother,
fathers whose spouses passed away often get married after a
short time.

Another limitation is that the reason for the occurrence of
the single-parent family was mostly divorce or death. This
meant that the full range of reasons for a single parent family
forming, such as one parent being in prison, abroad and adop-
tion by one person were not represented at the expected rate in
our sample.

It is anticipated that in future studies regarding this subject,
the sense of belonging to family in single-parent families with
father as the head should be studied in more detail. In addition
the inclusion in the university student sample of other reasons
for single parent family which more broadly reflects that
found throughout society would be beneficial, A study of
the sense of belonging to family for different age groups such
as preschool, secondary school and high school together with
the sense of belonging to family with different family forms
including adoption and stepfamily should also be undertaken.
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