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ABSTRACT 

LALITHA NATARAJAN 

A QUALITATIVE STUDY EXAMINING THE EXPERIENCES OF 
 FIRST-GENERATION ASIAN INDIAN DIVORCED  

SINGLE MOTHERS IN THE UNITED STATES 

DECEMBER 2014 

The purpose of this study was to describe, examine, and analyze the life 

experiences of first-generation Asian Indian divorced single mothers in the US in the first 

few years following their separation and divorce. The following three theoretical 

approaches provided a framework for understanding Asian Indian single mother families: 

Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) model, Structural Family Therapy, 

and Theory of Acculturation. The research used a phenomenological approach and used 

semi-structured open-ended interview questions to gain an in-depth knowledge about the 

experiences of the participants from their own perspective. All audio-taped interviews 

were transcribed and coded for common themes using the qualitative data analysis 

software, NVivo. Trustworthiness of the study was ensured through transparency 

throughout the research process, peer reviews, member reviews and thick verbatim 

descriptions. 

The following seven major themes emerged from data analysis: (1) Calm After 

Storm of Divorce, (2) Always the Main Parent: Kids’ Happiness is Mother’s Priority, (3) 

Good Support From Community and Family, (4) Divorced, so What? We Are Happy 
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With Our Life in the US, (5) Tough Times Initially With Financial and Legal Challenges, 

(6) Dating and Remarriage – A Mixed Bag, and (7) Resilience in Moving From Pain to 

Peace. Majority of the participants described their life to be peaceful after the divorce and 

did not report any major restructuring challenges. Most participants stated that their 

parenting dynamics did not change as they were primarily responsible for all childcare 

activities even before the divorce. Mothers reported that they had a good support system 

either through family or through the community. Financial challenges and issues with the 

judicial system were reported by the mothers but they were primarily during the initial 

years. Majority of the mothers were open to dating and remarriage but reported that it 

will be not be at the expense of compromising their children’s needs. Mothers reported 

challenges of single-parenting but also discussed their strengths in overcoming hurdles.  

The researcher observed certain emotional process of the participants that 

surfaced during the interviews. They varied from grief, disappointment, helplessness, 

avoidance, denial, and struggle with loss of self-identity. Though it was an emotionally 

challenging task, it was observed that mothers exhibited a great amount of resiliency and 

used their internal and external resources to make life productive for themselves and their 

children.  
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CHAPTER I 

  INTRODUCTION 

Indian civilization dates back to 6500 B.C., with rich traditional repositories in the 

fields of medicine, astronomy, physical sciences, religion, philosophy, and arts (Almeida, 

2005). By 2500 B.C., successful sea trade had developed between Indian and Persia that 

allowed India’s technical advances to spread to European nations, and made India a target 

for many foreign conquests (Prathikanti, 1997). Strongly surviving many invasions, 

Indian finally became an independent nation obtaining freedom from the British in 1947 

and established the world’s largest democracy (Prathikanti).  

Today, India is the second most populated country in the world with a population 

of 1.2 billion and is the second largest country in Asia (Medora, 2007). Because of many 

invasions, India is very diverse and is also the largest secular society in the world. As a 

nation, India is divided into 28 states and 7 union territories. There are 18 official 

languages spoken in India with Hindi being the national language and English is 

primarily used for communication between states. India is the birth place for four popular 

religions: Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism. Hindus are the largest religious 

group followed by Muslims, Buddhists, Jains, Christians, and the Sikhs. About 70% of 

India’s population lives in the rural area and the rest are populated in large urban cities 

(Medora).  
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Asian Indians first migrated to the United States in the late 1800s but they were 

not welcomed by local American communities and were not allowed to buy property or 

become U.S. citizens (Prathikanti, 1997). Until mid-1900s, it was extremely difficult for 

Indians to settle in the U.S. because of strict federal immigration laws. The Immigration 

and Naturalization Act of 1965 finally allowed Indians to migrate to the U.S. based on 

professional skills that individuals had to offer. This second wave of immigrants, who 

came to the US after 1965, were well-educated physicians, scientists, and engineers. 

Between the years 1980 and 1990, the population of Asian Indians in the US increased 

from 362,000 to 815,000 (Parthikanti).  

The Asian Indian immigrant population in the US grew dramatically and more 

than doubled between the years 1990 to 2000 from 800,000 to 1.6 million (U.S. Census, 

2002). According to the 2010 Census, Asians experienced the fastest growth rate when 

compared to any other racial group and Asian Indians are the third largest Asian group 

with a population of 3.2 million people (U.S. Census, 2012). The Asian Indian population 

is the largest among Asian groups in 23 states, of which 13 were in the South, six in the 

Midwest and four in the Northeast. Also, they are the largest Asian group in the 

following metro cities: Chicago, Washington, Dallas-Fort Worth, Philadelphia, Atlanta, 

and Detroit (U.S. Census, 2012). According to the 2000 Census, there were 285,000 

Asian single-parents in the US and this increased to 292, 000 in the 2010 Census; around 

24% of these families were headed by single-fathers and the remaining 76% by single-

mothers (U.S. Census 2000; U.S. Census, 2010). 
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Statement of the Problem 

During the last three decades of the 20th century, there was a rapid increase in 

single parent families in the United States, as the number of single parents more than 

doubled from 3.8 million in 1970 to 11.4 million in 1994 (U.S. Census Bureau, 1994). 

From 1994 to 2006, there has been little variation in the number of single-parent 

households such that the percentage increase of the decade has maintained at about 9% 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). Currently there are 12.2 million single-parent families, of 

which 10.3 million were headed by mothers and the remaining 1.9 million by fathers 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). As mentioned above, there are nearly 300,000 Asian single-

parents in the US with the majority (76%) of these families headed by women.   

Single-mothers face greater post-divorce financial stress than single fathers which 

appears to interfere with their overall well-being and that of their children (Anderson, 

2012; Everett, & Everett, 2000; Ha, Cancian, & Meyer, 2011, Stirling & Aldrich, 2008). 

Despite a thorough review by this author, no research was available on the financial 

situation of Asian Indian single mothers in the United States. A few studies did point out 

financial challenges that were faced by first-generation Asian Indian women who joined 

their working husbands in the US on an H-4 dependent visa (Mehrotra & Calasanti, 2010; 

Shah, 2004; Tewary, 2005). Immigration laws do not authorize H-4 visa holders to work 

in the US; consequently, these wives were completely dependent on their husbands for 

financial support (Mehrotra & Calasanti; Shah; Tewary). It will be helpful for family 
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professionals to understand financial challenges faced by first-generation Asian Indian 

women in the process of becoming single.   

Children living in a single-parent household are at higher risk for academic, 

emotional and behavioral problems when compared to their peers from intact families 

(Anderson, 2012; Bramlett & Blumberg, 2007; Everett & Everett, 2000; Hemovich & 

Crano, 2009; Langton & Berger, 2011; Sun & Li, 2011). Asian Indians migrate to the US 

mainly to ensure better educational and economic opportunities for their children 

(Mehrothra & Calasanti, 2010). Asian Indian parents place high value on academic 

excellence and expect the same from their children (Baptiste, 2005; Farver, Narang, & 

Badha, 2002; Roysircar, Carey & Koroma, 2010). Researchers need to consider the 

academic performance of children and emotional and behavioral issues in mother- headed 

Asian Indian families.  

In the US, working single mothers are at a higher risk for increased job and family 

stress and have a reduced level of emotional well-being (Burden, 1986; Cunningham & 

Knoester, 2007; Minnote, 2012). Social support plays a key role in helping single 

mothers manage stress associated with childcare and household chores (Burden; 

Cunningham & Knoester; Minnote). Minnote’s study found that having an older adult in 

the household to help with everyday chores significantly reduced work-to-family conflict 

among single mothers. In three qualitative studies involving Asian Indian parents, it was 

found that immigration results in significant loss of family support, environment support 

and cultural continuity (Dasgupta, 1992; Inman, Howard, Beaumont & Walker, 2007; 
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Mehrotra & Calasanti, 2010). Asian Indian fathers play an active role in parenting to help 

mothers in the absence of extended family support. Women mentioned that without the 

help of extended family they are all the more burdened with the responsibility of raising 

children to have traditional values (Dasgupta; Inman et al.; Mehrotra & Calasanti). An in-

depth look at the social support system of Asian Indian single mother families will help 

to understand how single mothers cope in the US when they no longer have the support 

of a partner and extended family.  

In the US, dating is a complicated issue for single mothers as they try to balance 

their need for companionship with the needs of their children (Anderson et al., 2004; 

Trevino, 2010). Dating is not a social concept in India as the society places high 

emphasis on collectivist values and self-expressions of love and romance are considered 

immature (Almeida, 2005; Madathil & Sandhu, 2008; Prathikanti, 1997). Asian Indian 

women living in the US find that they are pulled between their traditional Indian values 

and those of their new culture. In this regard, it will be helpful to explore Asian Indian 

single mothers’ views on dating, whether they are more inclined towards mainstream 

values or towards traditional values.  

Berger (2000) wrote a book chapter on remarriage in the US and stated that 

remarriage is a strenuous task and in the process individuals have to cope with financial 

stressors, address child support payments, deal with emotional issues, cope with changes 

in social relationships and adapt to new environment. Despite a rigorous search by this 

author, no research was available on remarriage in Asian Indian immigrant families. 
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Recent studies from India have noted that remarriages are being welcomed and are 

becoming a common occurrence (Holden, 2008; Ramachandrappa, 2013; Ullrich, 2010). 

Future studies need to examine Asian Indian single mothers’ perception and inclination 

towards remarriage, plus factors associated with this inclination. 

Apart from managing life as a single mother in the US, Asian Indian single 

mothers are also confronted with issues of acculturation. In the process of acculturation, 

immigrant families are confronted with gender and generational dilemmas as they try to 

reconstruct family life in their new environment (Falicov, 2007). Few studies talk about 

gender role conflicts faced by Asian Indian women (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman, 

2012; Mehrotra & Calasanti, 2010; Tewary, 2005). According to the traditional Hindu 

concept of ‘Dharma’, a woman’s identity lies in sacrificing herself to the needs and 

demands of the family. This conflicts with the Western concept of self that places high 

value on individual freedom which leads Asian Indian women to experience significant 

acculturative stress (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman; Mehrotra & Calasanti; Tewary). 

Intergenerational conflicts are common in immigrant families as parents try to 

raise children with traditional values while living in the mainstream culture (Almeida, 

2005; Dasgupta, 1998; Deepak, 2005; Farver, Narang & Badha, 2002; Poulsen, 2009). 

These conflicts are manifested as a clash of cultural values and range from child care to 

parents’ expectations around their child’s career choice, sexuality, dating and marriage. 

These intergenerational conflicts become more severe in adolescence as the teenagers’ 

desire for independence conflicts with their parents’ cultural values (Almeida; Dasgupta; 
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Deepak; Farver et al.; Poulsen). Farver et al. studied 180 Asian Indian adolescents and 

their families and found that higher acculturation differences between parents and 

children resulted in higher levels of family conflicts. 

There have been a few studies that have focused on acculturative stress and 

marriage in Asian Indian families (Dasgupta, 1992; Gupta, 2005; Liao, 2006). Dasgupta’s 

qualitative study of 25 Asian Indian couples found that marital role relationships are 

highly impacted by the extent of the social support system available to the couples. Gupta 

conducted a case study with a 56-year-old Asian Indian woman as she was filing for 

divorce and found that conflict arises when the couples are at different levels of 

acculturation. Liao (2006) points out that those Asian Indian immigrants who come to the 

US through arranged marriages are at high risk of experiencing domestic violence. Liao 

conducted focus group discussions in which the women mentioned that they are expected 

traditionally to make unquestioning sacrifices to the demands of their husbands and this 

led to their tolerance of domestic violence. Also, women were forced to stay in the 

relationship as their visa status left them financially dependent on their husband. This 

financial incapacity led to a perceived fear of losing custody of their children if they left 

the relationship (Liao). 

In India, marriage is an arranged union of two families and is more heavily based 

on a sense of filial commitment than on spousal intimacy (Madathil & Benshoff, 2008; 

Medora, 2007). Marriage is considered a sacred event and the couple is expected to stay 

together until death separated them (Madathil & Benshoff; Medora). Medora states that 
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because of this strong traditional emphasis on marriage, divorce was unthinkable in India 

until recent times. Robinson (2007) wrote an article in the US based Time magazine, 

stating that divorce rates had doubled from the year 2002 to 2007 in urban India. It is 

speculated that the increase was due to changes in the social environment, changes in 

legislation, weakening of tradition, and economic independence of women 

(Ramachandrappa, 2013; Robinson). Divorce continues to be a social stigma in India and 

women experience more shame and guilt as they are blamed for not keeping the family 

together (Amato, 1994; Liao, 2006; Medora, 2007; Rao & Sekhar, 2002).  

In studying living arrangements of divorced and widowed single mothers in India, 

Swain and Pillai (2005) found that close to half of the divorced women were living with 

their parents, or ex-husband’s parents, or a close relative. Single women with young 

children were more likely to live with their parents and benefitted from the childcare help 

provided by them. That study found that about 84% of single women with a child under 

the age of three lived with their parents (Swain and Pillai).  Single men received more 

support as they continued to live in the joint family system, their family of origin, and 

were surrounded by their kin prior to and after the divorce process (Amato, 1994; 

Ramachandrappa, 2013).  Single women initially moved back to their families of origin, 

but even within their own kin, they were considered to be a financial burden and 

perceived as lowering the social status of the family (Amato).  
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Amato (1994) wrote an article comparing divorced individuals in India to their 

American counterparts in terms of social, psychological and emotional adjustment. He 

stated that Indian women have the worst economic situation as they do not have legal 

rights to husband’s property. Indian women have fewer employment opportunities 

compared to American women and community attitudes interfere with their 

independence. They also took the blame for the marital failure, and experienced more 

shame and guilt than American divorcees (Amato).  

Statement of Purpose 

 The purpose of this study was to describe, examine, and analyze the life 

experiences of first-generation Asian Indian divorced single mothers in the US in the first 

few years following their separation and divorce. The study looked at financial and 

immigration changes faced by these women since becoming single. The study focused on 

understanding the social support system of Asian Indian single mothers and looked at 

changes in family roles and parenting dynamics since the divorce. 

In addition, this study helped to gain an insight into academic, emotional and 

behavioral changes in children since the divorce, as reported by their mothers. The study 

helped to understand the acculturation process of divorced Asian Indian single mothers 

and how acculturation impacts parenting. The study also led to understanding single 

mothers’ perceptions and inclinations towards dating and remarriage. As a final goal, the 

study analyzed what factors influenced the mothers to stay in the US and not move back 

home where they, more than likely, would have more family support.  
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This researcher chose to work with first-generation divorced single mothers as the 

following two issues are unique to first-generation Asian Indian women when compared 

to their second-generation counterparts:  a) first-generation Asian Indian women who join 

their working husbands on an H-4 dependent visa face many financial challenges as 

immigration laws prohibit them to work in the US (Shah 2004; Mehrotra & Calasanti, 

2010; Tewary, 2005); and b) first-generation Asian Indians are comparatively more 

traditional and they work hard to recreate their cultural heritage in a foreign land (Farver, 

Narang, & Bhadha, 2002). The study looked at how the above mentioned issues impacted 

first-generation women who become single in a distant land.  

Research Question 

 A single research question guided the interview questions:  How do first-

generation Asian Indian divorced single mothers cope with changes in life in the first few 

years following the divorce?  Semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted 

with 15 participants who were asked the following interview questions: 

Interview Questions (Appendix A) 

 1.     Please talk about your experience as a single mother in the United States. 

2.     Please describe your financial situation following the divorce?  Please talk 

about immigration status change, if any? 

 3     Please talk about your parenting experience as a single parent. How did rules 

and responsibilities change? How did you restructure yourself? 
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 4.     What’s it been like for your child/children since the divorce?  How about 

school life?  How about life at home?  How about interaction with friends? 

 5.   Being a first-generation immigrant, please talk about your acculturation 

experience in the US.  What is your acculturative experience in parenting and in 

single parenting? 

 6.  Please describe your social support system.  

 7.  At any point in time after your divorce, did you think of moving back to India? 

If yes, why? If no, why? 

 8.  What are your thoughts on dating? 

 9.  What are your thoughts on remarriage? 

      10.  What are your strengths and challenges as a single parent in the US? 

Theoretical Framework 

The study used a phenomenological approach and incorporated the assumptions 

and concepts of three theoretical approaches: Family Adjustment and Adaptation 

Response (FAAR) model, Structural Family Therapy, and Theory of Acculturation. The 

Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) model integrates family stress 

theory and family resilience perspective to understand how families adapt in case of 

adversities (Patterson, 2002). The model has four central constructs: family demands, 

family capabilities, family meanings and family adjustment. According to the model, 

when family demands exceed family capabilities, then families are pushed to a state of 

crisis. These demands and capabilities interact with family meanings which form the 
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identity and the worldview shared by the family.  Resilient families decrease demands, 

increase capabilities, and change meaning to restore balance (Patterson). The FAAR 

framework was helpful to understand families going through divorce, and to recognize 

how they balanced their demands and capabilities to arrive at family adjustment.   

 Minuchin’s Structural Family Therapy, with an emphasis on subsystems, 

generational boundaries, and organizational patterns, provides a framework for 

understanding the single-parent family unit (Weltner, 1982). When a family goes through 

divorce, many structural changes arise like the need for the single parent to enter the 

workforce, balance work and family, move into a new community and deal with the 

courts and other social agencies (Everett & Everett, 2000; Minuchin, 1974; Weltner). 

Some families find it difficult to modify their patterned transactions to accommodate the 

change (Minuchin). Enmeshment, parentification, conflict avoidance, and triangulation 

are some consequences of such challenging situation. Structural therapy helps families 

modify their patterned transactions and effectively adapt to the change (Minuchin). This 

model was suitable for observing how single-parent Asian Indian families recognized and 

adapted to changes following divorce.  

Acculturation is the process in which immigrant groups adapt to mainstream 

culture and at the same time maintain an identity within an individual’s culture of origin 

(Almeida, 2005). Almeida states that for Asian Indians, “acculturation varies, depending 

upon education, class, caste, family size, economic support, connections to their 

traditional culture, degree of religiosity, past migration history, and other factors” (p. 
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185). For Asian American families, acculturation involves conflict between traditional 

values and mainstream expectations, often resulting in gender and generational dilemmas 

(Falicov, 2007). This theory was appropriate to understand how mother headed Asian 

Indian families navigated through the acculturation process.  

Definition of Terms 

1. Single Parent: Single parent families can be defined as families where one parent 

lives alone or in a larger household, without a spouse or partner, and has 

dependent children (Feltey, 2003) 

2. Asian Indian: Individuals who have direct ancestry from the sub-continent of 

India that also includes the following countries: Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 

Bhutan, and Bangladesh. 

3. First-generation Immigrant: A foreign born citizen who migrates to another 

country to settle and obtain permanent residence.  Immigration can be due to a 

number of reasons varying from economic, political, social, and environmental or 

for just a change in living environment.  

4. Second-generation Asian Indians: The offspring of a first-generation immigrant 

who are born and raised in the new country. 

5. H-1B visa: It is a non-immigrant visa that allows employers in the US to 

temporarily hire foreign workers with specialized skills sets. If the foreign worker 

is not able to continue employment with sponsoring employer, he has to find 

another sponsoring employer or leave the US.  
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6. H-4 visa: The spouse and qualifying children of an H-1B visa holder in US, may 

apply for an H-4 dependent visa that does not authorize them to work in the US. 

They cannot obtain a social security number but they can obtain a driver’s license, 

open a bank account and get an individual taxpayer identification number.   

7. Green Card Holder: An identification card validating the permanent resident 

status of an immigrant in the US. This card authorizes an individual to work in the 

US on a permanent basis.  

Delimitations 

  The following delimitations applied to the study: 

1. Participants in the study are women who have immigrated to the US from the 

Indian sub-continent including India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, and 

Bangladesh. 

2. Participants are first-generation immigrants who had migrated to the US after 16 

years of age. 

3. Participants have resided for at least two years in the US. 

4. Participants are divorced single mother living without a husband or partner for at 

least for a period of one-year. 

5. Participants have had at least one dependent child under the age of 18 years at the 

time of divorce.  
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Assumptions 

1. All immigrants go through a process of acculturation when they immigrate to the 

United States 

2. Individuals talked openly and honestly about their life experiences about single-

parenting and acculturation 

3. The researcher attempted to bracket any biases and preconceived notions about 

the area of study during the research process 

Summary 

The Asian Indian population is growing rapidly in the United States and with this 

growth the number of single-parents is predicted to increase in the next decade. Many 

studies have focused on the acculturative process of Asian Indians, especially with 

regards to gender and generational dilemmas. Despite a thorough search of the research 

literature, this researcher did not find any study that looked at the experiences of Asian 

Indian single parents in the US.  The purpose of this current study was to describe, 

examine and analyze the life experiences of first-generation Asian Indian divorced single 

mothers in the US in the first few years following their separation and divorce. The three 

theoretical approaches, Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) model, 

Structural Family Therapy, and Theory of Acculturation, provided a framework for 

understanding Asian Indian single mother families. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 This chapter reviews previous research studies that will support and provide 

context for the purpose of the current study. The first section of the chapter reviews 

literature in single-parent families in the US with a focus on mother-headed families. 

Since large amounts of literature are available on this topic, the researcher focused on 

studies that have huge national samples and the results are generalizable. The second 

section reviews research on Asian Indians in the US. Most studies available and reviewed 

here pertain to the acculturation process of Asian Indians with focus on gender dilemmas, 

generational conflicts and marital issues. The third section focuses on Indian marriage 

and reviews studies centering on divorce and remarriage in Indian community.   

Single Parents in the US 

Single-parent families can be defined as families where one parent lives alone or 

in a larger household, without a spouse or partner, and has dependent children (Feltley, 

2003). Single parents head about one third to one quarter of families worldwide and 

among developed countries, the United States has the highest percentage of single-parent 

families (Feltley).  This is attributed to higher divorce rates, with exceptions of 

widowhood and intentional single parenthood (Everett & Everett, 2000, Feltley).  In 

developing countries, divorce is not very common but single-parent households prevail 

because of desertion, death, and imprisonment (Feltley).   
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During the last three decades of the 20th century, there was a rapid increase in 

single parent families in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 1994). The number of 

single-parents more than doubled from 3.8 million in 1970 to 11.4 million in 1994 (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 1994). From 1994 to 2006, there has been little variation in the number 

of single-parent households and the percentage increase was maintained at about 9% 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). Currently there are 12.2 million single-parent families, of 

which 10.3 million were headed by mothers and the remaining 1.9 million by fathers 

(U.S. Census, 2012). The following sections will discuss researches that have examined 

challenges faced by single-parent families.    

Financial Impact 

Single mothers face greater financial stress than single fathers following a loss of 

relationship and this interferes with their overall well-being and that of their children 

(Anderson, 2012; Everett, & Everett, 2000; Ha, Cancian, & Meyer, 2011; Stirling & 

Aldrich, 2008). Ha et al. (2011) studied the regularity of child support and its 

contribution to the total family income among custodial-mothers over a five-year period 

from 2000 to 2005. This longitudinal study used a sample of 10,536 custodial mothers 

from the Wisconsin administrative records. Regression analyses revealed that in the first 

year, 89% of custodial-mothers received some support but only 40% of them received 

consistent support for at least 10 months. The percentage of mothers who received 

consistent support increased over a period of five years to 44%. However, over one third 

of the mothers continued to receive irregular support and 14% received no support in the 
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fifth year.  Ha et al. concluded that child support played a key role in total family income, 

and the absence of it placed some families below the poverty threshold.  

Stirling and Aldrich (2008) studied how child support orders impact the economic 

well-being of residential households compared to nonresidential households. The study 

involved a sample of 2960 families obtained from Washington administrative records 

who received child support orders between October 2000 and March 2001. A main 

criterion for the study was to include more comprehensive accounting of child support 

orders, including time children spend with their fathers and additional childcare expenses. 

Findings indicated that residential mothers and children experienced a much more serious 

decline in their economic well-being than nonresidential fathers, even after adding 

fathers’ additional expenses (Stirling & Aldrich). 

Shah (2004) wrote an article in India’s leading newspaper about the financial 

situation of first-generation Indian women. Shah stated that when Indian women joined 

their working husbands in the US on an H-4 dependent visa, they were dependent on their 

husbands for renewal and maintenance of their status. Immigration laws have prohibited 

H-4 visa holders from getting a Social Security number, and in some states even from 

obtaining a driver’s license (Shah). The United States Citizenship and Immigration 

Services (USCIS) does not authorize spouses on H-4 visa to work which causes these 

individuals to be completely dependent on their husbands for financial support (Mehrotra 

& Calasanti, 2010; Tewary, 2005; Shah).  
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Shah (2004), co-founder of Kiran, a US based domestic violence organization, 

mentioned that women on H-4 visas are more vulnerable to domestic violence. Asian 

domestic violence organizations in the US have revealed that about 20-50% of the shelter 

women are on dependent visa. Most of these women are highly qualified in India but 

arrive in the US without any income source or assets of their own (Shah). No research 

has examined the financial situation of Asian Indian single women in the US. This 

research looked at financial situation of women headed Asian Indian families.  

Impact on Children and Adolescents 

 Children living in single-parent households in the US are at higher risk for 

academic, emotional and behavioral problems compared to their peers from intact 

families (Anderson, 2012; Everett, & Everett, 2000). Sun and Li (2011) studied the 

association between family structure and children’s academic performance in elementary 

school from kindergarten to fifth grade. The study used fives waves of panel data from 

8,008 children in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study- Kindergarten Cohort and 

classified the sample into six family types: nondisrupted two-parent family, nondisrupted 

stepparent, nondisrupted single-parent, disrupted two-biological-parent, disrupted 

alternative (families with one change in study period), and disrupted alternative (families 

with more than one change in the study period). Results indicated that children from 

nondisrupted single-parent families had lower performance slope compared to all family 

types except unstable alternative families with multiple disruptions. The authors 
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mentioned that lack of financial and social resources, and changing romantic partners 

may outweigh the benefits of living in a nondisrupted family (Sun & Li).  

This researcher was not able to identify studies that focused on academic 

performance of children of Asian Indian single-parents. Studies point out that Asian 

Indian parents place high value on academic excellence and expect the same from their 

children (Baptiste, 2005; Farver, Narang & Badha, 2002; Roysircar, Carey & Koroma, 

2010; Saran, 1985). Roysircar et al. (2010) studied Asian Indian immigrant college 

students and their parents to look for cultural influences in choosing their college majors. 

Participants included 139 college students and also included their parents: 137 fathers and 

133 mothers. All parents and 46 students were first-generation immigrants. In the sample, 

73.1% of students had chosen science and math majors and 26.9% chose nonscience 

majors.  ANOVA analyses found that first-generation students had a higher preference 

for science and math majors when compared to second-generation students. Among 

second-generation students, parental inclination toward science and math significantly 

contributed to their children choosing that academic path despite other career interests 

(Roysircar et al.). This study explored the academic performance of children and 

academic expectations of single mothers in Asian Indian families.   

Many studies in the US have looked at the emotional and behavioral issues of 

children in single-parent families in the US (Langton & Berger, 2011; Bramlett & 

Blumberg, 2007). Bramlett and Blumberg (2007) studied the association between family 

structure and the physical and mental well-being of children. Data was obtained from the 
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2003 National Survey of Children’s Health and the study used a sample of 99,890 

children from six different family structures. Results indicated that children in single-

parent families had significantly poorer mental and physical health outcomes than 

children living with two biological parents. This difference reduced but continued to 

remain significant after adjusting for demographics (Bramlett & Blumberg).  

Langton and Berger (2011) studied adolescents to observe the influence of family 

structure on adolescent physical health, behavior and emotional well-being. The study 

used a sample of 13,883 adolescents obtained from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics 

and Child Development Supplements.  Regression models were used to estimate family 

structure associations with parental and adolescent reports of physical health, behavior 

and emotional well-being.  It was found that adolescents living with single-parents have 

poorer outcomes in all three dimensions than those living with two biological parents 

(Langton & Berger). 

Research is not available on emotional and behavioral issues of children in Asian 

Indian single-parent families. Children of immigrant parents face challenges as they try to 

establish an identity that encompasses both mainstream values and traditional beliefs 

(Farver, Narang & Bhadha, 2002; Poulsen, 2009). Farver et al. studied 180 Asian Indian 

adolescents and their families to examine the association between acculturation and 

family conflict. The study found that Asian Indian parents who had either a separated or 

marginalized acculturation style reported higher family conflicts than parents who had an 

integrated or assimilated acculturation style. When parents’ acculturation levels were 
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similar to that of their children, adolescents reported higher self-esteem, lower anxiety 

and lower conflict (Farver et al.). The study also addressed the emotional well-being of 

children in mother headed Asian Indian families and observed the impact of acculturation 

on family functioning. 

Environment and Social Support 

In the US, working single mothers are at a higher risk for increased job and family 

stress and have a reduced level of emotional well-being (Burden, 1986; Minnote, 2012). 

Burden studied the work and family responsibilities of parent, nonparent, single and 

married employees of a large corporation in New England. Of the single parent 

employees, 67.7% were single mothers who had full custody of their children. Results 

indicated that single mothers were at high risk of job-family role stress and decreased 

physical and emotional well-being compared to the rest of the population. The author 

stated that this may be because single mothers spend about 75 hours per week trying to 

balance work and family life with limited financial and emotional assistance (Burden). 

Minnotte (2012) compared work-to-family conflict between single-parent and 

intact households. Data from the 2002 National Study of Changing Workforce were used 

with a sample size of 1325 families. All participants had at least one child under the age 

of 18 years living with them for at least half the year. Results from regression analyses 

indicated that single mothers reported higher work-to-family conflict than other parent 

groups. The study found that having another older adult in the household and having 
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more control over their work hours lessened the impact of work-to-family conflict among 

single mothers (Minnote).  

 Cunningham and Knoester (2007) observed the association between marital 

status, gender and mental health among parents. The study used data from the second 

wave of National Survey of Families and Households and had a sample size of 3,975 

respondents. It was found that single parents exhibited higher rates of alcohol abuse and 

higher depressive symptoms than married parents. This again was mediated by financial 

strain, lack of help with childcare and household chores, and lack of social support and 

religious involvement (Cunningham & Knoester).  

Among Asian Indian parents, social support plays a key role in helping them 

maintain their ethnic identity (Inman, Howard, Beaumont, & Walker, 2007). Inman et al. 

conducted a qualitative study of Asian Indian parents to see how contextual factors 

influenced their cultural identity and parenting practices. Sixteen first-generation Asian 

Indian parents with at least one child under 18 years participated in the study. Participants 

in the study reported that immigration results in significant loss of family support, 

environment support and cultural continuity. To cope with this loss, fathers used 

behavioral strategies like participating in Indian celebrations and traditions while 

“mothers seemed to use cognitive emphasis (i.e., strong faith) that helped ward off 

external pressures that might alter their inner core of being Indian” (p. 98).  It was found 

that although the mother is culturally expected to be the primary caregiver and nurturer, 

fathers play an active role in parenting to help out mothers in the absence of extended 
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family support (Inman et al.). The study examined the social support system of Asian 

Indian single mother families and helped to understand how single parents cope in the US 

without the support of a partner and extended family.  

Dating and Remarriage 

In the US, more often than not, mothers are awarded child custody over father, 

making dating a complicated issue for single mothers as they try to balance their need for 

companionship with the needs of their children (Anderson et al., 2004; Trevino, 2010). 

Anderson et al. (2004) studied how the process of repartnering unfolds in divorcing 

custodial parents. The study used a sample of 78 parents who were divided into two 

groups called the recent filer group and one year post-filer group. The recent filer group 

had 39 participants who had filed for divorce within 60 days prior to the time of the 

study. The remaining 39 participants had filed for divorce at least a year before the time 

of the study. Custodial fathers accounted for only 8% in both groups. Results indicated 

that 50% of parents who had recently filed for divorce had already started to have 

courtship experiences. In the other group, within a year’s time, 79% had dating 

experience, 11% were remarried and children, on average, witnessed 2.5 new relationship 

transitions. The study shows relative fast entry into new relationships for divorcing 

individuals with children witnessing new partners and associated transitions (Anderson et 

al.).  
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Dating is not a social concept in India as the society only promotes the value of 

practical love that happens after a marriage is arranged (Almeida, 2005; Madathil & 

Benshoff, 2008; Prathikanti, 1997). Indian society places high emphasis on collectivist 

values and self-expressions of love and romance are considered immature (Madathil & 

Sandhu, 2008). Love marriages, where partners date and fall in love are discouraged as 

they fear it might threaten family closeness and obligations (Madathil & Sandhu). In this 

regard, the study explored Asian Indian single mothers’ views on dating and whether they 

are more inclined towards mainstream US values or towards traditional Indian values.  

Berger (2000) wrote a book chapter on remarriage in the US which stated that the 

pathway from being in an intact family to one-parent family to remarriage is a strenuous 

task. In this process individuals have to cope with financial stressors, address child 

support and alimony payments, deal with emotional issues from the past marriage, cope 

with changes in social relationships and adapt to a new environment (Berger). Studies 

have found that, economically, women benefit more from remarriage than men (Ozawa & 

Yoon, 2002). 

Ozawa and Yoon (2002) studied a sample of 266 respondents (144 women and 

122 men) to examine the economic benefits of remarriage. Participants in this study were 

divorced and remarried within 24 months. Regression analyses found that women benefit 

economically from remarriage more than men; this was attributed to men having higher 

educational levels and having fewer children. For both men and women, having children 

negatively influenced increased income levels, but a higher education level positively 
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influenced improved financial status (Ozawa & Yoon). Current studies have talked about 

remarriages being welcomed and becoming a common occurrence among widowed and 

divorced women in India (Holden, 2008; Ramachandrappa, 2013; Ullrich, 2010). This 

study looked at Asian Indian single women’s perception towards remarriage and whether 

they are inclined towards remarriage as well as factors associated with this inclination. 

Multicultural Single Parents in the US 

 African-American mothers have had a history of challenges that were unique to 

their culture (Hattery & Smith, 2010). From the era of slavery through the civil rights 

period and the prison epidemic, African-American mothers have been the sole supporter 

of the African-American families (Hattery & Smith). Around 63% of African-American 

families are headed by single mothers compared to 33% in the general population 

(Taylor, Larsen-Rife, Conger, Widaman, & Cutrona, 2010). Most studies on African-

American families have predominantly focused on the disadvantages of single 

motherhood (Cain & Combs-Orme, 2005; Taylor et al.). The following studies focus on 

positive factors that influence family functioning in African-American mother headed 

families.  

 Taylor, Larsen-Rife, Conger, Widaman, & Cutrona (2010) studied whether 

parental dispositional optimism and life stressors are associated with parenting and child 

outcomes. The study used a sample of 394 single mother families obtained from three 

waves of the longitudinal Family and Community Health Study (FACHS). Statistical 

analyses revealed that maternal optimism predicted lower levels of internalizing 
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symptoms and higher levels of effective child management. Maternal optimism also 

moderated the impact of economic stress on maternal internalizing issues. Maternal life 

stressors and present economic pressure were associated with lower levels of child 

management and child school competence (Taylor et al.). 

 Cain and Combs-Orme (2005) looked at single mother African-American families 

to examine family characteristics that influenced parenting of infants. The study used a 

sample of 103 African-American mothers and the sample was obtained from a larger 

longitudinal study of maternal parenting practices with newborns. Analyses revealed that 

mothers’ marital status or family structure did not affect parenting stress. Economic 

status and parenting perceptions of mothers significantly affected parenting stress. The 

authors of the study stated that government policies need to focus on improving 

economic status of these African-American families (Cain & Combs-Orme).    

There also have been few studies that look at the functioning of Hispanic single-

parent families (Wagner et al., 2010; Zeiders, Roosa and Tein, 2011). Zeiders et al. 

studied 738 Mexican-American families and found that early adolescents in single-parent 

families reported greater school misconduct, depressive symptoms, and parent-child 

conflicts than their counterparts in intact families. Single-mothers reported greater 

financial hardship, family stress, and depression (Zeiders et al.). Wagner et al. studied the 

role of family structure in predicting substance use in Hispanic/Latino adolescents. The 

study used a sample of 1433 adolescents in the 9th and 10th grade, of which half were 

female. Data was obtained from a larger longitudinal study that examined acculturation 
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patterns and substance use in Hispanic/Latino families in Southern California. Results 

revealed that single mother and single father headed families were associated with lower 

monitoring rates. Lower rates of monitoring mediated the association between family 

structure and substance abuse. Wagner et al. indicated that there is a need to foster higher 

levels of monitoring in single parent families in order to decrease the incidence of 

substance use.   

There has been an absolute dearth of literature in the area of single-parenting in 

other ethnic minority families in the US, especially among Asian Americans. This 

researcher was not able to locate a study that examined Asian Indian single parents in the 

US.  

Asian Indian Acculturation 

 Acculturation is a process through which members of an immigrant group become 

acclimatized to the host culture, in light of emphasizing their own cultural identity 

(Almeida, 2005). Berry (2005) reported four acculturation strategies that immigrants 

adopt: assimilated families forfeit their cultural identity and integrate with larger society, 

separated families hold on to their traditional values and rejects mainstream values, 

marginalized families do not show interest in embracing either host or mainstream 

values, and integrated families successfully adapt values of both cultures.  

The level of acculturative stress experienced by Asian Indians depend on a 

number of factors like education, employment, class, past migration history, and 

connections to traditional culture (Almeida, 2005). Asian Indian women who stay at 
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home acculturate later than men but as they enter workforce, they acculturate faster than 

men and with greater role flexibility. Men comfortably assimilate into the work 

environment but maintain traditional expectations at home that are honored by the 

women folk at home (Almeida). In the process of acculturation, immigrants often 

experience a clash of traditional values and mainstream values leading to gender and 

generational dilemmas as discussed by the following studies (Falicov, 2007).  

Acculturation and Gender Roles 

Tewary (2005) presented a paper on various psychosocial theories that explain 

mental health issues of Asian Indian immigrant women. According to the traditional 

Hindu concept of ‘Dharma’, a woman’s identity lies in sacrificing herself to the needs 

and demands of the family. From inception women are dependent on men: first on their 

fathers, then on their husbands and finally on their sons. They are expected to be the 

carriers of cultural tradition and instill traditional values in their children. For Asian 

Indian women, self is constructed on the basis of maintaining healthy marital and family 

relationships and in fulfilling family responsibilities and expectations. This conflicts with 

the Western concept of self that places high value on individual freedom leading to 

significant acculturative stress for Indian women in the US (Tewary). 

Kaduvettoor-Davidson and Inman (2012) looked at the relationship between 

family environments, coping styles and internal cultural conflicts among Asian Indian 

immigrant women. A total of 110 Asian Indian women participated in the study, of which 

30 were first generation immigrants and 80 were second-generation Asian Indians.  The 
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Cultural Values Conflict Scale (CVCS) used to measure the dependent variable had two 

subscales: Intimate Relations and Sex Role Expectations. Independent variables were 

measured through the Family Environment Scale-Revised and the COPE inventory for 

coping skills. Four COPE factors were used in the study: emotion-focused, avoidant, 

problem-focused and social support (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman). 

Results found that women who perceived their family environment to be more 

supportive experienced less sex role conflicts (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman, 2012). 

Supportive families were characterized as reassuring of women’s independence that 

reflected less discrepancy with mainstream values. The study also found that women who 

adopted avoidant coping mechanisms exhibited high sex role conflicts. Coming from a 

collectivist society, disengaging from challenging situations helped them to maintain 

family harmony but did not help them with internal sex role expectations conflict. The 

authors found that women who used emotion-focused coping strategies (i.e. religious and 

restraint coping), had higher intimate relations conflict. This is attributed to the difference 

in Indian religious values and mainstream values regarding intimacy and sexual behavior 

(Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman). 

Finally, results indicated that women who adopted social support coping methods 

also exhibited high cultural values conflict (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman, 2012). The 

authors point out that the external social support system does not help deal with internal 

cultural conflicts as Asian Indian women are reluctant to share information that may 

bring shame to the family and endangers family honor (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman). 
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Mehrotra and Calasanti (2010) conducted a qualitative study of 38 first-generation 

Asian Indian immigrants to explore how they manage their gendered ethnic identities in 

the mainstream culture. An important part of maintaining Indian cultural identity is to 

prioritize family responsibilities over individual needs. In India, the men are expected to 

be the breadwinner of the family and take care of their aging parents. Women are 

expected to be homemakers, even if they are employed. In the current study, male 

participants reported that immigration prevents them from successfully fulfilling filial 

responsibilities. Women regretted not being able to offer hands-on care for their in-laws, 

although some women welcomed this change (Mehrotra & Calasanti). 

On the financial front, women participants reported giving up their high paying 

jobs in India and coming here on an H-4 visa and being financially dependent on their 

husbands (Mehrotra & Calasanti, 2010).  Women participants mentioned that though 

childcare and household chores were culturally their responsibilities, lack of extended 

family support obligated their husbands to help with these chores. Women reported that 

they had a huge responsibility in the socialization of their children, ensuring that they 

become “good Indian sons and daughters”. They stated that any perceived inadequacies 

on part of the children, would be blamed on the women while the father takes credit for 

the children’s success. The women mentioned that without the help of extended family, 

they are all the more burdened with the responsibility of raising children with traditional 

values (Mehrotra & Calasanti). 
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Men and women pointed out some differences in Asian Indian family values and 

American values (Mehrotra & Calasanti, 2010). They stated that the high divorce rates 

and the incidence of single-parent families in the American society are because of the 

lack of commitment to family values and high emphasis on individualism. They stated 

that Asian Indians view marriage as a sacred pact that can only be annulled in cases of 

extreme abuse. “They viewed incompatibility, unhappiness, or boredom in the 

relationship as ridiculous reason to end a marriage, especially if children were involved” 

(Mehrotra & Calasanti, 2010, p. 797). Participants stated that Indian marriages survive 

because of the cultural emphasis on tolerance that makes arranged marriages a success 

(Mehrotra & Calasanti).  

Mehrotra and Calasanti (2010) concluded their study by stating that Hindu 

mythology idealizes the ever-sacrificing role of women and this was reported by the 

women interviewed in the study. Women report that they make greater sacrifices in terms 

of giving up their careers: ensuring children grow up with Indian values, and in keeping 

up the family’s honor and pride (Mehrotra & Calasanti).  

Acculturation and Generational Issues 

 Deepak (2005) and Poulsen (2009) wrote an article about parenting in migrating 

Asian Indian families. They stated that intergenerational conflicts are common in 

immigrant families as parents try to raise children with traditional values and at the same 

time help them be successful in the mainstream culture. These conflicts are manifested as 

a clash of cultural values and are experienced from child care to parents’ expectations 
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around career choice, sexuality, dating and marriage. These intergenerational conflicts 

become more severe in adolescence as teenagers’ desire for independence conflict with 

parents’ cultural values (Deepak; Poulsen).  

According to Indian values, children are expected to follow the advice and 

guidance of elders regarding important decisions like career choice and marriage 

(Deepak, 2005). Some Asian Indian parents in the US employ the hierarchical model of 

decision making that involves corporal punishment and strict discipline. Children 

growing in this environment manage their lives differently inside and outside the home. 

They conform to parents’ cultural expectation at home and maintain secrecy about 

outside activities like dating and drinking (Deepak). 

 Children of immigrant parents face challenges as they try to establish an identity 

that encompasses both mainstream values and traditional beliefs (Farver, Xu, Bhadha, 

Narang & Leiber, 2007; Poulsen, 2005). Farver et al. studied how parenting and child-

rearing beliefs influenced psychological well-being in adolescents. The authors compared 

180 Asian Indian adolescents and 180 European American adolescents. All adolescents in 

the study were born in the US and all Asian Indian parents were born in India (first-

generation). Data was collected from adolescents and one of their parents, mostly 

mothers. The following measures were completed by all participants: demographic 

questionnaire, ethnic identity, child rearing beliefs, family conflict, self-esteem and 

anxiety. In addition to this, Asian Indian parents completed the acculturation 
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questionnaire, the Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II (ARMSA-II), 

adapted for Asian Indians (Farver et al.).  

Results from the above study indicated that in the Asian Indian group where 

parents followed training and shaming child-rearing beliefs, family conflicts were higher 

and adolescents showed higher rates of anxiety (Farver et al, 2007). Asian Indian families 

who were more assimilated and followed authoritative parenting were similar to 

European American families’ family conflict ratings and child rearing beliefs (Farver et 

al.). The results were similar to an earlier study by the first author that found that when 

parents’ acculturation levels were similar to that of their children, adolescents reported 

higher self-esteem, lower anxiety and lower conflict (Farver, Narang, & Bhadha, 2002).  

Female Indian children are expected to be the carriers of traditional values and 

have a greater burden than male children in upholding values in addition to being 

professionally successful (Poulsen, 2009). This leads to more restriction on female 

children’s socialization practices and a “good” Indian girl is expected not to date and is 

expected to have an arranged marriage (Dasgupta, 1998; Poulsen). Dasgupta conducted a 

quantitative study and examined attitude toward women and dating in 46 educated, 

middle-class Asian Indian immigrant families. The study found that sons had the most 

positive attitudes towards dating and mothers had the least. Mother’s attitudes 

significantly influenced children’s attitude towards dating and older children were more 

conservative than younger ones. An interesting finding of the study was that fathers’ 
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liberal attitude towards dating seemed to diminish with the increased nontraditional 

outlook of their wives’ (Dasgupta).  

Acculturation and Marriage 

Dasgupta (1992) conducted a qualitative study in the US and interviewed 25 

couples who had children to examine marital role relationships in Asian-Indian 

households. Marital role relationships were highly impacted by the extent of social 

support available to the couples. It was found that there were rigid divisions of traditional 

Indian roles: wives were responsible for housekeeping and child care and husbands were 

primary breadwinners. Also, husbands helped in some household responsibilities in order 

to emotionally support the wife who had no extended family support. Most leisure 

activities were jointly pursued by the couples like going to the movies or dining at a 

friend’s place. They interacted with friends as a unit and did not have a separate network 

of friends. Decision-making was complementary and was similar to the role function of 

the couples: wives made decisions regarding housework and husbands made the financial 

decisions (Dasgupta).  

Gupta (2005) studied acculturation and marital problems by conducting a case 

study of a 56-year-old Asian Indian woman, Mrs. Y, who filed for a divorce after 27 

years of marriage. The following were some of the problems that led to Mrs. Y filing for 

divorce: her loneliness and lack of couple activity, Mr. Y’s enmeshed relationship with 

his parents, and each couple having different levels of acculturation. Being exposed to the 

mainstream culture, Mrs. Y wanted to enjoy the same freedom and independence as 



36 
 

American women. Mr. Y, though he was well-educated and worked in the mainstream 

culture, was very traditional with his expectations about their home (Gupta).  

Abbassi and Singh (2006) studied assertiveness in marital relationships among 

205 Asian Indian couples. The concept of assertiveness was defined through indicators 

that were grouped under three categories: courage, authenticity, and autonomy. The first 

phase of the study was to develop the assertiveness instrument using these indicators and 

getting them evaluated by judges knowledgeable in the field. To ensure reliability and 

validity, the second phase included testing it on a sample of Asian Indian population in 

the southwestern region of US.  Although this data is preliminary, analyses revealed that 

couples who had married based on the traditional arranged marriage system lacked 

assertiveness compared with those who followed lower degrees of traditionalism 

(Abbassi & Singh).  

Liao (2006) pointed out that Asian Indian immigrants, who come to the US 

through arranged marriages, were at high risk of experiencing domestic violence. Liao 

conducted focused group discussions and found that one of the risk factors for domestic 

abuse was culturally prescribed gender and marital roles. When conducting a focus group 

discussion on this topic, women mentioned that they internalized the traditional notion 

that being a good wife calls for unquestioning sacrifices to the demands of their 

husbands. This led to the tolerance of domestic violence as women feared being labeled 

‘westernized’. Women also stated that divorce was not an option as it was against their 
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religion and was also extremely stigmatized. They mentioned that leaving their husbands 

would threaten their existing support system (Liao). 

Some stressful acculturative factors perpetuate domestic violence among couples 

(Liao, 2006). One major factor was the inability of women to secure employment because 

of their visa status and the perceived fear of losing custody of their children. Also, the 

inability of men to find employment suitable to their educational attainment, poor English 

skills, and loss of social status had contributed to men wanting to forcibly maintain power 

status at home. In a violent situation, Asian Indian women viewed seeking help as an act 

of betrayal to her community. Also communication barriers and fear of their husbands 

getting involved in the judicial system hindered their effort to seek help (Liao).  

Single Parents in India 

 In the West, divorce, separation and unwed motherhood are the major causes for 

single-parent families (Bharat, 1986). In India, death of a spouse is the most likely the 

cause of single-parenthood followed by divorce and then separation. A proper estimation 

of single-parent households in India is hard to find due to lack of census data. Based on 

cultural values, the census reports the head of the household as the oldest male member in 

the family. This makes it impossible to know the sex of the member actually earning the 

income for the family. The issues, problems, intensity and implications of single-parent 

families are significantly different in a developed country compared to a developing 

nation (Bharat). To understand this, one needs to understand the traditional values in 

India regarding marriage and family. 
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Marriages and Family Values in India 

“Indian marriage, called Vivah or Anand Karz, is the launching of a network of 

close, sincere long lasting relationships between two families” (Madathil & Sandhu, 

2008, p. 338). India follows the system of arranged marriage and most Indian marriages 

continue to be arranged (Medora, 2007; Prathikanti, 1997).  Marriage is union of two 

families and is arranged depending on religious, social, and economic status of the 

families.  Marital connection is heavily based on a sense of filial commitment more than 

on spousal intimacy (Medora; Prathikanti). Sexual intimacy is for procreation after 

marriage and is not based on emotional love; love marriages, where partners date and fall 

in love are discouraged as families fear it might threaten family closeness and obligations 

(Madathil & Sandhu). 

Indians continue to believe in the traditional joint family system where the family 

is hierarchical with more than three generations living together (Medora, 2007; 

Prathikanti, 1997). In India, men are expected to be the breadwinner of the family and 

women are expected to be homemakers, even if they are employed (Mehrotra & 

Calasanti, 2010). Men are expected to fulfill filial responsibilities and women are 

expected to keep up the pride of the family and ensure that no shame or disgrace is 

brought to the family (Mehrotra & Calasanti). Children are raised jointly by all family 

members; infants are pampered, young children are raised with authoritarian parenting, 

and strategies like guilt and moral obligations are used on young adults to ensure 

conformity (Medora; Prathikanti).  
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According to the Hindu scriptures, marriages are indissoluble (Madathil & 

Sandhu, 2008; Rangarao & Murty, 1990). The ancient Hindu scriptures emphasize the 

concept of reincarnation, and highlights that marriage is a promise forever and cannot be 

terminated by death. Death might separate the bodies, but not the souls that will be 

reunited in the next life (Madathil & Sandhu).    

Divorce in India 

 Gautam (2002) wrote an article in a popular Indian newspaper stating that the 

official divorce rate in India was 8% but suggested that this was not an accurate number. 

At that time in India, it was not possible to obtain an accurate number as most separations 

were not legally documented because divorced individuals were embarrassed to report 

their true status (Amato, 1994; Gautham). Further, in rural areas, marriages were 

dissolved with the help of the village council and no records of these cases were 

maintained. Also, some couples separated permanently and did not file for divorce either 

because of social stigma or being unaware of legal options (Amato; Gautham). Robinson 

(2007) wrote an article in the US based Time magazine, stating that divorce rates have 

doubled from the year 2002 to 2007 in urban India. With education and higher 

employment status, women have more freedom and independence and are no longer 

willing to put up with unhappy marriages (Robinson).  

 Rao and Sekhar (2002) studied 117 women who filed for divorce in the city of 

Visakhapatnam, India, to observe the process and causative factors of divorce. The 

authors state that there have been very few empirical studies on divorce due to unreliable 
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divorce rates and lack of adequate data. The Special Marriage Act of 1954 and Hindu 

marriage Act of 1955 legalized divorce, which prior to that was only a customary 

practice. According to this law, divorce was granted under certain conditions like 

desertion, insanity, infertility, and abuse. The Hindu Marriage Act of 1976 facilitated 

availability of divorce through mutual consent, popularly known as ‘no-fault divorce’ in 

the West. The increase in the number of divorces in India is discussed below (Rao & 

Sekhar).  

 A significant finding in the above study was that 24% of the cases mutually filed 

for divorce indicated a “changing scenario in which an understanding that divorce is a 

social arrangement to end acrimonious marriages is gradually increasing” (Rao & Sekhar, 

2002, p.556). The study found that in a majority of the cases, there were multiple 

separations and repeated reconciliations reflecting the social disapproval associated with 

divorce. Also in cases of multiple separations and reconciliations, men initiated 

separation and women initiated reconciliation. The authors attribute this to the gender 

stereotyping in India society that women are responsible for both holding the family 

together and bringing no shame to the family (Rao & Sekhar). 

 Ramachandrappa (2013) studied the divorcing population in Bangalore, one of the 

major metropolitan cities in India. The author stated that the current divorce rate in 

Bangalore city was 31.9% indicating a 14% increase since 2000. The objective of the 

study was to understand the causes and consequences of divorce in terms of socio-

economic status of the sample population. The author conducted a study of 100 divorcing 
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participants, of which 50 were male and 50 were female and interviewed them using a 

structured questionnaire. A majority of the participants stated that the reason for divorce 

was a lack of understanding and communication between them and their spouse. Working 

through traditional values, the author opined that a marital union should not be shattered 

by such temporary problems and couples need to work harder to strengthen the marital 

bond (Ramachandrappa).   

 Of the 2,493 divorce cases filed in the year 2006, 1,246 cases had at least one 

member working in the Information Technology (IT) sector (Ramachandrappa, 2013). 

The high incidence of divorce in the IT sector was attributed to long hours of work that 

disrupted the work-life balance necessary to maintain healthy marital relationships. The 

author stated that divorce continued to be a social stigma in India as people were 

criticized for opting it, but it was likely to increase due to changes in social environment, 

changes in legislation, weakening of tradition, and economic independence of women. 

The study points out that divorced men faced relatively few problems when compared to 

women. This is because men continued to live in the joint family where childcare is taken 

care of. Remarriages were more common in men, and in the case of women, most had 

custody of their children which made them less likely to remarry (Ramachandrappa).  

 A study conducted by the Young Women Christian Association of India 

examined 200 urban based divorced/separated women in the age group of 20-48 years 

(Bharat, 1986). It was found that a majority of the women were divorced in their first 

three years of marriage. The following causes were given for the divorce:  impotency of 
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the husband, marriage without husband’s consent, and harassment by in-laws. Two-thirds 

of the women stated that they were negatively perceived by the society and had no social 

life following the divorce. Over half of the participants were forced to live in poverty and 

there was a sharp decline in the economic standards of these women. Emotional problems 

manifested in suicidal attempts, hysteria, insomnia, and aggression. Women mentioned 

having guilt feelings regarding suppression of sexual desires (Bharat).  

Impact of Single Motherhood on Indian Children and Adolescents 

 Rao (2006) examined the association between single-parenting and childhood 

environment among 214 single mother headed families in Visakhapatnam, India.  Results 

indicated that most of the families had issues with arranging appropriate childcare for 

their young children and about 19% of them left their children to fend for themselves. 

The financial stress and family stress often led to neglect of the children. In some cases, 

their financial situation forced children to discontinue school. About 97% of the 

respondents reported receiving help from their children for household chores like 

cleaning, washing, and in the preparation of food. Some children started to get into the 

workforce at an early age in order to support their siblings and other family members 

(Rao).   

Parents also reported various behavior problems in children like bed wetting, 

disobedience, truancy, and hyperactivity (Rao, 2006). This was attributed to children’s 

feelings of sadness, regret and anger that were often aggravated by missing the other 

parent. One of the major problems described by the respondents was their fear of getting 
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their daughters married to a good family in the absence of a father figure. Their fear was 

due to lack of financial resources, social stigma and inadequate social contacts. The 

author concluded by stating that children from these households appear to suffer from 

social stigma that could deprive them of opportunities for a better future (Rao).  

 Gill, Sharma, and Verma (2003) studied 93 adolescents living with their single-

mothers in urban middle-class neighborhoods near Chandigarh, India. Results revealed 

that girls perceived their single mothers more positively and experienced a greater sense 

of family cohesion when compared to boys. Adolescents in nuclear single mother 

families perceived their mother with less control, reported less anxiety, and experience 

greater feeling of cohesion and independence when compared to adolescents living in a 

joint family structure (Gill, Sharma & Verma).  

Social Support Following Single Motherhood in India 

Swain and Pillai (2005) studied the living arrangements of divorced and widowed 

Indian single mothers aged 15 to 49 years who were living with one or more dependent 

children. The study used data from the National Family Health Survey of 1998-1999 in 

India. Results revealed that close to half of the single women were living with their 

parents, or parents- in-law, or a close relative. Women with young children were more 

likely to live with their parents. About 84% of women who had a child under the age of 

three lived with their parents. Mothers of young children highly benefited from childcare 

help received by parents (Swain and Pillai).   
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In a study comparing divorced men and women in India and the United States, 

Amato (1994) stated that Indian men and women received emotional support from family 

following a divorce. However, men received more support as they lived in a joint family, 

their family of origin, and were surrounded by their own kin prior to and after the divorce 

process. Since divorce is a rare occurrence in India, women have difficulty finding other 

single women of their own age group in the community, and feel more isolated. Also they 

are reluctant to make male friends because of the fear of friendship being interpreted in 

sexual terms. Traditionally, sexual relations outside marriage are forbidden, so a 

divorcee’s sexual desires largely go unmet (Amato).  

Remarriage in India 

Current studies report that Indian society is becoming more open to remarriage of 

women, as remarriages are being a common occurrence among widowed and divorced 

women (Holden, 2008; Ramachandrappa, 2013; Ullrich, 2010). Holden (2008) wrote a 

book on Hindu divorce based on her anthropological work on customary divorce and 

remarriage of a specific tribe in Central India. Holden gives many case examples to 

describe how customary practices of divorce and remarriage are viewed by the laws of 

the Indian court. She mentions that divorce and remarriage are slowly finding their place 

in the traditional Hindu concept of eternal and sacramental marriage. There is a growing 

acceptance of remarriage and the personal strategies taken by women to secure a happy 

conjugal life and for ensuring safety and financial stability for themselves and their 

children (Holden). 
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 Ullrich (2010) conducted an ethnographic study of widows in a village in north 

western part of Karnataka, South India. The main purpose of this study was to trace the 

changes in the cultural impact of widowhood on mental health and illness from 1964 to 

2010. The author resided in the village at various intervals during the period of the study 

and was also fluent with the native language. In the 1960s, a husband’s death led to the 

loss of ego ideal as a good wife and widow’s attempts to create a positive life was 

criticized and remarriage was condemned. Children growing in this era internalized this 

tradition which contributed to high incidence of mental illness among widows. As a 

cultural group, men became more intolerant of this cruelty, especially when their mothers 

became widowed and denounced traditional practices. Slowly society has started to 

endorse women’s personal accomplishments and has become more open to remarriage 

(Ullrich).  

 Rangarao and Murty (1990) conducted a content analysis of a selected sample of 

matrimonial advertisements for remarriage from a social-demographic perspective. This 

study provided a framework for mate selection in remarriages in South India.  The study 

analyzed matrimonial advertisements published in the most popular newspaper in India, 

The Hindu. Of the 5,785 advertisements, 257 were individuals seeking remarriage. The 

authors state that positive personal characteristics like attractiveness, good heath, higher 

social status, and emotional stability tended to increase the number of potential offers for 

remarriage. Both the presence of a child and age of the person were viewed as limitations 

to seeking remarriage (Rangarao & Murty).  
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 Badami and Patnam (2013) studied 300 postgraduate students in the state of 

Maharashtra, India to examine their views on dowry, divorce, remarriage and singlehood. 

The students were randomly selected from seven colleges in Maharashtra and were 

between the ages 21 and 26 years. Results indicated that a majority of the participants 

expressed favorable views about remarriage of divorced and widowed women. The 

participants stated that remarriage would prevent problems associated with singlehood 

like exploitation and threats to safety (Badami & Patnam). No current research or 

statistics were available at the time of this study to determine remarriage rates in India 

but matrimonial websites had increased in number to target the divorced and single 

population in India, indicating hope and societal acceptance towards remarriage 

(Robinson 2007).  

Comparing Divorced Indian Population to Their American Counterpart 

Amato (1994) wrote an article comparing divorced individuals in India to their 

American counterparts in terms of social, psychological and emotional adjustment. He 

stated that individuals both in India and the United States face economic hardship, lack of 

social support, psychological distress and issues with child rearing. According to this 

author, Indian women have the worst economic situation as they do not inherit property 

from the parents, do not have legal rights to the husband’s property, and also do not have 

access to dowry given by her parents to the husband’s family. Indian women have fewer 

employment opportunities compared to American women and community attitudes 
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interfere with her independence. Also, Indian women take blame for marital failure, and 

experience more shame and guilt than American divorcees (Amato).  

Theoretical Framework 

The foundation and concepts of the following three theoretical models help us 

better understand the functioning of Asian Indian single-parent families: Family 

Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) model, Structural Family Therapy, and 

Theory of Acculturation. 

Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (FAAR) Model 

The theoretical framework that will help understand the stress and coping factors 

of Asian Indian single-parent families is the Family Adjustment and Adaptation 

Response (FAAR) model. Patterson (2002) uses the FAAR model to integrate family 

stress theory and family resilience perspective. The model has four central constructs and 

states that “families engage in active processes to balance family demands with family 

capabilities as these interact with family meanings to arrive at a level of family 

adjustment or adaptation” (p. 350). Family demands refer to family stressors and family 

capabilities refer to the resources and coping behaviors. Demands and capabilities 

interact with family meanings which is the identity and the worldview shared by the 

family.  The way in which the family processes the demands, capabilities and meanings 

will predict the adaptation of the family. This family adaptation is on a continuum: the 

positive end is called bonadaptation and the negative end is called maladaptation. 

Bonadaptation refers to the process where family decreases demands, increases 
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capabilities and/or change meaning to restore balance. On the other end are processes 

leading to maladaptation which is also called vulnerability in stress theory. Patterson 

states that bonadaptation process of the FAAR model is most applicable to defining 

family resilience. The FAAR framework is helpful in studying how families when faced 

with a stressor like divorce, balance their demands and capabilities to arrive at family 

adjustment.   

Structural Family Therapy 

Minuchin’s Structural Family Therapy, with an emphasis on subsystems, 

generational boundaries, and organizational patterns, provides a framework for 

understanding the single-parent family unit (Weltner, 1982). When a family goes through 

divorce, many structural changes arise like the need for the single parent to enter the 

workforce, balance work and family, move into a new community and deal with the 

courts and other social agencies (Everett & Everett, 2000; Minuchin, 1974; Weltner). 

According to Structural Therapy, family is an open system with interdependent members, 

and the system goes through many transformations with each phase of family 

development (Minuchin). Through these developmental phases, all families have patterns 

of transactions that help them maintain homeostasis, or stability in the family. When 

families go through a stressful change, like divorce, it causes a change in those existing 

transactional patterns and dramatically increases the complexity of the system. Families 

might not effectively adapt to the new demand as they refuse to let go of their existing 

patterns, thus exacerbating the dysfunction (Minuchin). 
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Enmeshment, parentification, conflict avoidance, and triangulation are some 

consequences of such stagnation in families (Minuchin, 1974). Structural therapy 

modifies family structure by identifying dysfunctional homeostasis and helping the 

family outgrow stereotyped patterns. This is done by challenging family rules, and 

allowing families to experience a transactional pattern that do not fall under the umbrella 

of the existing homeostatic rules. The therapist needs to find a right balance of 

accommodation and challenge in working with families to restructure faulty patterns. 

This restructuring can be in the form of positional changes, redefining power in the 

family, establishing new rules, and conflict resolution (Minuchin).   

 Ko (1986) wrote an article on using Minuchin’s structural therapy techniques in 

working with Indo-Chinese families. Ko stated that when using structural techniques with 

multicultural families, the therapist must be aware of the differences in culture and values 

between himself/herself, the client and the dominant society. Ko mentioned that 

Minuchin’s therapy focuses on power hierarchy in therapeutic relationships and does not 

over-emphasize humanistic aspects like genuineness and empathy. Therapists working 

with multicultural families should minimize the use of power and should not overlook 

humanistic elements in trying to bring a structural change (Ko).  

Theory of Acculturation 

Acculturation is defined as the process that occurs when two or more cultural 

groups come into contact with each other, resulting in cultural and psychological changes 

for the individuals in both groups (Berry, 2001). At a group level, acculturation involves 
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how communities and organizations negotiate and work together to avoid conflict (Berry, 

2005). At an individual level, it involves psychological and behavioral changes adopted 

by each person to live in harmony with other groups. The acculturation process takes 

place in both dominant and nondominant groups but has a greater impact on the minority 

groups as try to accommodate into mainstream society (Berry 2005).  

 Berry (2005) developed four acculturation strategies that are based on distinction 

between immigrant’s inclination to maintain their cultural heritage and their preference to 

participate in the larger society. The following are the four strategies outlined by Berry: 

1. Assimilation: A strategy adopted by those individuals who do not wish to 

maintain their cultural identity and actively engage in interacting with the larger 

society. 

2. Separation: This strategy is defined when individuals place emphasis on holding 

on to their cultural values and rejecting values of the dominant society. 

3. Integration: A strategy adopted by individuals who integrate aspects of both 

cultures that enhances their self-esteem and self-identity. 

4. Marginalization: In this strategy, individuals have very little interest in 

maintaining their own cultural identity and in assimilating with the culture of the 

larger society.  
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For Asian Indian families the acculturation strategy depends on different factors 

like education, class, income, religion, and degree of traditionalism. In the process of 

acculturation, many immigrant families are confronted with gender and generational 

dilemmas as they try to reconstruct family life in the new environment (Falicov, 2007). 

These dilemmas are witnessed as conflicts between traditionalism and modernism 

(Falicov).  

Summary 

 Empirical studies have validated the financial, emotional, and psychological 

challenges faced by single-parents in the US. There is some literature available on 

multicultural single-parenting, but it mainly focuses on African-American and Hispanic 

families. Literature on Asian Indian families in the US focuses on acculturative 

challenges with respect to family functioning, parenting, and marriage. This researcher 

was not able to identify any study that focused on Asian Indian single-parents. There is 

stigma attached to single-parenting in India especially with single-mothers. Traditionally 

women in India are supposed to unquestioningly devote themselves to their husband. 

Therefore, when a marriage breaks up, women are blamed and this leads to lifelong 

feelings of shame and guilt. The purpose of this study was to describe, examine and 

analyze the life experiences of first-generation Asian Indian divorced single mothers in 

the US in the first few years following their separation and divorce.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to describe, examine and analyze the life 

experiences of first-generation Asian Indian divorced single mothers in the US in the first 

few years following their separation and divorce. This chapter explains the methodology 

of the study including data collection procedures, interview procedures, method of data 

analysis, role of this researcher in the study, and the steps taken for protection of 

participants.  

Research Methodology 

 The qualitative study used phenomenological inquiry in which the researcher 

attempts to study the essence of participants’ experiences regarding the particular 

research problem, as perceived and described by the participants themselves (Creswell, 

2003). Phenomenological research uses a variety of data collection methods like 

interviews, conversations, focus groups, and participant observation (Creswell). The 

current study used semi-structured interviews to get a rich description of the information 

from the perspective of the individual and to gain understanding of their subjective 

experience. While researchers collect planned information through structured interviews, 

semi-structured open-ended questions are used in phenomenological research to gain in-

depth knowledge of experiences of the participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998).  
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Procedures 

Sample 

This researcher recruited a sample of 15 first-generation divorced Asian Indian 

single mothers living in the US. Participants met the criteria for the study that required 

that participants in the study would be at least 21 years old and would have lived in the 

US for at least two years. Participants had at least one or more dependent children under 

the age of 18 years at the time of the divorce. Criteria required that participants had been 

a divorced single parent in the US for at least a period of one year, were first-generation 

immigrants, and had migrated to the US after 16 years of age. All participants were able 

to speak and read English at a minimum of 3rd grade level. The majority of participants 

were recruited mainly through one identified Asian Indian single-parent group called 

iWings in the San Francisco area while three additional participants were from Texas.   

Sample selection 

This researcher talked to the group leader of the Dallas iWings chapter and 

obtained permission (Appendix B) to attend the group to give a brief presentation about 

the research. The researcher gave a presentation (Appendix C) about the study to the 

group members and distributed flyers (Appendix D) to the group. The flyer had 

information about contacting this researcher if members were interested in participating 

in the study. However, recruitment was difficult as not many participants met the 

research criteria. Also, the group was small in number which made the recruitment more 

challenging. Flyers were sent to a few Indian organizations such as CHETNA, a non-
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profit organization for prevention of domestic violence and another cultural organization 

in North Texas to recruit for more participants. These attempts were not successful either.  

The moderator of the Dallas iWings chapter suggested that the researcher recruit 

participants from the San Francisco iWings group as it was a much bigger group and has 

been active for almost two decades. The researcher consulted with her advisor and with 

the approval of the advisor, submitted an addendum (Appendix J) to the IRB committee 

to expand the geographic location of the research. The addendum was approved and the 

researcher contacted the moderator of the iWings San Francisco chapter regarding 

recruitment. The group in San Francisco showed both interest and eagerness to 

participate in the study and an email containing the flyer and study details were sent to 

the group members. 

About six members replied to this researcher stating their interest in participating 

in the study. The researcher then contacted these six mothers and screened (Appendix E) 

them to see if they met the criteria for the study. All six participants met the criteria and 

this researcher then traveled to San Francisco over a weekend to conduct face-to-face 

interviews. The researcher met the group at the moderator’s house and the participants 

picked a time slot for their individual interview. Through snowball sampling, five more 

participants were screened and recruited to be interviewed the same weekend.  Before 

starting the interview, the researcher asked each participant to read and sign the informed 

consent form (Appendix F) and obtained the necessary information for the demographic 

questionnaire (Appendix G). Two participants, one from San Francisco and one from 
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Austin, were interviewed by telephone. The informed consent was mailed to them and 

received with signature. The two interviews in Dallas were conducted in a local library 

that was convenient to the participants.  

Interview process   

Thirteen interviews were held face to face and two interviews were conducted 

over the phone. All interviews were audio taped and the time of each interview lasted for 

about 45-90 minutes. All interviews were transcribed for analysis and interpretation. 

Before starting the interview, this researcher went through the signed consent form and 

made sure the respondent understood the purpose of the research, procedures, potential 

risks and benefits of the study. The researcher also reviewed the demographic 

questionnaire to see if all questions had been answered. The respondents were asked to 

respond to the following open-ended research question with prompts to speak freely.  

Research question: I understand that you are a first-generation Asian Indian 

divorced single mother in the US. How did you cope with changes in life in the 

first few years following the divorce?  

The following semi-structured open-ended interview questions guided the 

interview process and helped to gain a rich understanding of various issues faced by the 

study population.    

      1.     Please talk about your experience as a single mother in the United States. 

2.     Please describe your financial situation following the divorce?  Please talk 

about immigration status change, if any? 
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 3     Please talk about your parenting experience as a single parent. How did rules 

and responsibilities change? How did you restructure yourself? 

 4.     What’s it been like for your child/children since the divorce?  How about 

school life?  How about life at home?  How about interaction with friends? 

 5.   Being a first-generation immigrant, please talk about your acculturation 

experience in the US.  What is your acculturative experience in parenting and in 

single parenting? 

 6.  Please describe your social support system.  

 7.  At any point in time after your divorce, did you think of moving back to India? 

If yes, why? If no, why? 

 8.  What are your thoughts on dating? 

 9.  What are your thoughts on remarriage? 

      10.  What are your strengths and challenges as a single parent in the US? 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Phenomenological research uses the analysis of significant statements and 

generates meaningful themes that lead to a rich description of the participant’s experience 

(Creswell, 2003). For analysis, the researcher used a qualitative data analysis computer 

software package called NVivo. Nvivo is commonly used in the field of social sciences 

and helps researchers organize and analyze non-numerical and unstructured data. NVivo 

accommodates a wide range of research methods including phenomenology and also 

supports data formats such as audio tapes, video, multimedia and text.  



57 
 

The researcher analyzed the transcripts and used coding to generate themes. 

Coding involved taking text data, organizing them into segments, and labeling each 

segment with a term that was usually based on the actual language of the respondent 

(Creswell, 2003). This involved reading the transcript carefully many times and jotting 

down underlying meaning to generate some major topics for the study. The topics were 

abbreviated as codes and the codes were written down next to the appropriate segments 

of text. The researcher followed this process for each of the transcripts and arrived at a 

set of codes common to all or most of the transcripts.  

Triangulation in qualitative research is a way of ensuring validity by employing 

various multiple perspectives for data analyses (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). For this 

purpose, the researcher then recruited her dissertation committee chair to code several of 

the transcripts. The researcher and her committee chair brought their respective codes 

together for analysis. They thoroughly addressed each of their codes, ensured that there 

were no repetitions, and arrived at a consensus on the codes.   

This researcher then recruited a second coder who also completed a qualitative 

study for her doctoral degree in Family Therapy. This second coder was given four 

transcripts and the initial list of codes agreed upon by this researcher and her committee 

chair. The second coder read the transcripts and verified whether the codes appropriately 

reflected the interview transcripts. The second coder got back to this researcher with 

couple of suggestions on the codes. This researcher accommodated the suggestions, 

arriving at a final list of codes (Appendix K) that was approved by all three coders. Once 
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this was achieved, similar codes were grouped into categories and the goal was to reduce 

the number of categories by grouping categories that relate to each other. These 

categories or themes appear as major findings in the study.  

The researcher also ensured transparency throughout the research process and rich 

verbatim descriptions were provided in Chapter IV that provides the reader with more 

clarity regarding interpreted themes. The researcher also included member-checking for 

additional validity in the study. As a part of the member-checking process, all 

participants were sent an email copy of their interview transcript to check if it reflected 

their interview with this researcher. Two of the fifteen participants added about four to 

five lines of additional information to their transcript.  Others approved the transcription 

and a five did not respond to this researcher’s first and second inquiries.  

Protection of Participants 

 To ensure protection of participants’ rights, the researcher sought the approval of 

the Institutional Review Board of Texas Woman’s university prior to starting the 

recruitment process. In this study, potential risk to the participants included loss of 

confidentiality, emotional distress, embarrassment, fatigue and coercion as mentioned in 

the informed consent form (Appendix F). Participants were made aware of the risks and 

asked to sign a consent form before proceeding with the interview. The consent form 

included the purpose of the study, research procedure, potential risks and participation 

benefits. It also included the contact information of the researcher. The researcher 

provided all participants with a list of mental health professionals (Appendix I) 
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specializing in work with single-parent families. Confidentiality was ensured throughout 

the research process. Participants were given number codes to protect their identity in the 

study. All study related material was secured in a place that has two locks, a drawer and a 

door, and was accessible only by the researcher. 

Role of the Researcher 

 An important part of the phenomenological research is the ability of the 

researcher to bracket his or her perceptions of the problem and taken-for-granted 

assumptions in order to be open to the phenomenon as it appears (Creswell, 2003). This 

bracketing is often misunderstood as being an effort to be objective and unbiased. 

Instead, it aims for the researcher to be completely open and see the world from the 

participant’s experiences. Participants’ experiences in qualitative research are very 

descriptive in nature and the researcher’s involvement in the process is intensive and in-

depth. This may lead to strategic and ethical dilemmas in the research process. To counter 

this, the researcher needs to explicitly identify her biases and personal interest about the 

topic under study (Creswell).  

I am a married first-generation Asian Indian immigrant with three children living 

in the US for the past 9 years. I have experienced acculturative stress in adapting to the 

new culture during the first two years in the US. I continue to experience some 

acculturative stress mostly with regard to parenting issues. My aunt is a single-parent in 

the US and lives in Chicago with her two adult daughters. She became a single parent 

four years after she moved to the US when she lost her husband to leukemia in 1991. Her 
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daughters were seven years and 18 months old at that time. My aunt is a very traditional 

Indian woman and, as a single parent in the US, she faced many parenting and 

acculturative challenges. I admire my aunt for her strength in pulling through tough times 

and have wondered about how other Indian single parents cope with their life in the US.  

This study did help me better understand the experiences of single parents from their own 

perspective. I did bracket my personal biases during interaction with my participants by 

listing my biases and consciously setting them aside as I interacted with my participants. 

I believe that my transparency in the research process and peer reviews did help the 

credibility of the study. 

Summary 

 The research used a phenomenological approach and used semi-structured open-

ended interview questions to gain an in-depth knowledge about the experiences of the 

participants from their own perspective. All audio-taped interviews were transcribed and 

coded for common themes using the qualitative data analysis software, NVivo. 

Trustworthiness of the study was ensured through transparency throughout the research 

process, peer reviews, member reviews and thick verbatim descriptions. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

RESULTS 

This qualitative study used a phenomenological approach to describe, examine 

and analyze the life experiences of first-generation Asian Indian divorced single mothers 

in the US in the first few years following their separation and divorce. Fifteen audio-

taped interviews were transcribed and coded for common themes. This chapter describes 

the demographic data of the sample and explains the following seven major themes that 

emerged from analysis: (1) Calm After Storm of Divorce, (2) Always the Main parent: 

Kid’s Happiness is Mothers’ Priority, (3) Good Support From Family and Community (4) 

Divorced, so What? We Are Happy With Our Life in the US, (5) Tough Times Initially 

With Financial and Legal Challenges, (6) Dating and Remarriage – A Mixed Bag, and (7) 

Resilience in Moving From Pain to Peace.  

Sample Description 

 Twelve of the 15 participants were identified through a single parent group called 

iWings which is a social support group for single again Asian Indian parents and their 

children in San Francisco, California.  The remaining three participants were from Texas, 

two were from Dallas and one was from Austin. The following three tables describe the 

demographic data of the participants. 
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Table 1  

Demographic Table I 

 

 

Participant 
Number 

Age Length of 
Divorce 

Length of 
Marriage 

Arranged 
Marriage 
(Y/N) 

No: of 
Children  

Age of 
Children 

1 34 2 8 Yes 1 G 8  

2 49 8 16 Yes 2 G 22 & 19 

3 39 4 10 Yes 1 G 9 

4 39 4 9 Yes 1 G 8 

5 42 7 10 No 1 B & 1 G 12&10 

6 45 10 10 Yes 1 G 22 

7 52 16 8 Yes 1 G 22 

8 46 71/2 15 Yes 1 B 20 

9 39 7 8 Yes 1 G 10 

10 42 3 91/2 No 1 G 11 

11 46 10 7 Yes 2 B 16 & 13 

12 52 12 20 Yes 2 B 26 & 21 

13 42 10 8 No 1 G 12 

14 39 4 10 Yes 1 B 121/2 

15 35 3 11 Yes 1 B & 1 G 7 & 4 



63 
 

The median age of the participants was 42; the range was 34 to 52 years. Five of 

the participants had two children each and the rest of the mothers had only one child. The 

median age of participants’ children was 14 years and the range was 4 to 26 years.  The 

median length of marriage was 10 years; the range was 7 to 20 years. The median year 

since divorce for participants was 7 years; the range was 2 to 16 years. Thirteen 

participants had a traditional arranged marriage and two of the participants chose their 

partners without the marriage being arranged by their family.   

Table 2  
Demographic Table II 
Participant 
Number 

Highest 
Education 

Occupation Major 
Source of 
Income 

Receiving 
Child 
Support 
(Y/N) 

Employed 
Before 
Divorce 
(Y/N) 

1 Master’s Self-employed Occupation 
and child 
support 

Yes No 

2 Master’s Software 
Engineer 

Occupation  Yes until 18 
years 

Yes 

3 Bachelor in 
Engineering 

Software 
Engineer 

Occupation  Yes Yes 

4 Master’s Software Dev. 
Management 

Occupation Yes, not 
constant 

Yes 

5  Master’s Software 
Engineer 

Occupation  Yes Yes 

6 Master’s Education Occupation No Yes 
7 MBA Self-employed Occupation Yes  Yes 
8 Double 

Master’s 
Software 
Development 

Occupation Yes, little Yes 

9 Master’s IT Architect Occupation Yes Yes 
10 Double 

Master’s 
Data scientist Occupation Yes Yes 

11 PhD Optical 
Engineer 

Occupation No Yes 

(Continued) 
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12 Polytechnic  Library 
Assistant 

Occupation 
& Alimony 

Yes until 18 
years 

Not 
consistent 

13 Master’s in 
Engineering 

Software 
Development 

Occupation No Yes 

14 MD Physician Occupation No Yes 
15 Master’s Store 

Employee 
Occupation No Yes 

 

The sample population was highly educated with the highest level of education 

being a Master’s degree for twelve participants. Of the remaining three, one had a 

doctoral degree in Optical engineering, one had a Bachelor’s degree in Computer 

engineering and one had a degree in polytechnic. Of the 15 participants, nine of them had 

a career in software development and two of them were self-employed. The remaining 

four participants included a physician, a teacher, a library assistant, and a store employee.  

 The majority of participants (n=13) received their major source of income from 

their own employment.  Of the remaining two women, one reported that her income was 

sufficient when she received child support and the other reported that she received 

sufficient alimony. Eight participants received child support until their child turned 18. 

Two of them reported that they got very little or inconsistent child support income. The 

remaining five reported that they do not get any child support from their ex-husbands.  
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Table 3 
Demographic Table III 
Participant 
Number 

Country of 
Birth 

Years Since 
Immigration 

Other Family in 
the US 

Age at the Time of 
Immigration to the US 

1 India 12 Brother and 
Sister 

22 

2 India 17 Aunt and 
Cousins 

32 

3 India 14 Brother 26 

4 India 15 Cousins 23 

5 India 19 Cousins 23 

6 India 25 None 20 

7 India 18 Parents and two 
brothers 

35 

8 India 18 Sister 28 

9 India 14 Cousin and 
extended family 

25 

10 India 12 None 28 

11 India 17 Brother 29 

12 India 35 Brothers and 
extended family 

18 

13 India 19 Sister 23 

14 India 15 Sister 24 

15 India 14 Cousin  21 
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All participants were born and raised in India and immigrated to the US after 

eighteen years of age. The median age of immigration among the participants was 24. 

The median length of years lived in the United States for the participants was 17 years. 

Thirteen participants had either siblings or other extended family members in the United 

States while the remaining two had no family members in the US.  

Analysis and Coding 

The researcher audio taped all interviews and transcribed them for coding and 

analysis. Each participant received the complete transcript of their interview for the 

purpose of member-checking, which is to validate that the transcript reflects what they 

intended to share in the interview. Two of the fifteen participants added about four to five 

lines of additional information to their transcript. Five of them did not respond and the 

rest did not have anything to add to the transcript. 

The primary author read the transcripts many times, looking for common 

segments and organizing the segments with an appropriate code. This organizing scheme 

continued until the researcher arrived at code saturation. To ensure validity, this 

researcher recruited the dissertation committee chair to code several of the transcripts. 

Once the researcher and the committee chair arrived at a consensus on the codes, the 

codes were then validated by a peer reader. Similar codes were grouped into categories 

and these categories or themes appear as major findings in the study. 
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Findings 

Through this analysis, the researcher and the co-coders agreed on seven major 

themes that answered the primary research questions and the central questions of the 

study. The seven major themes are as follows: 

1. Calm After Storm of Divorce. 

2. Always the Main Parent: Kids’ Happiness is Mother’s Priority. 

3. Good Support From Community and Family.  

4. Divorced, so What? We Are Happy With Our life in the US. 

5. Tough Times Initially With Financial and Legal Challenges. 

6. Dating and Remarriage – A Mixed Bag. 

7. Resilience in Moving From Pain to Peace. 

Under each theme, a table gives a description of the subthemes and the 

sources for the theme. Subthemes are the codes that correspond to each theme as 

similar codes were combined to generate a major theme. Sources refer to the 

number of participants who shared experiences that reflected and validated that 

particular code.  

Calm After Storm of Divorce 

This theme emerged from participants’ responses to the primary research question 

when they were asked to describe their experiences as an Asian Indian single mother and 

how they coped with life in the first few years following their separation/divorce. This 
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theme also emerged when participants were asked about their restructuring experiences. 

Mothers described their unpleasant experiences before the divorce, their challenges in 

making a decision to divorce and turning point events that finally led to the divorce. 

Participants described their life to be peaceful immediately following the divorce and 

mentioned that restructuring life was not challenging. The subthemes, which are the 

codes that correspond to the main theme, are given in the table below: 

Table 4 

Subthemes for Calm After Storm of Divorce 

Theme Subthemes  Sources  

Calm After 

Storm of 

Divorce 

  

Life before divorce was difficult 13 

Challenges in making a decision to divorce 8 

Life after divorce is peaceful and comfortable 12 

Restructuring was necessary but not challenging  6 

 

Life before divorce was difficult. In describing their life experiences in the first 

few years following separation and divorce, about 86% of mothers talked about how 

challenges in their marriage became so severe that it went beyond their capability to 

manage and hold the family together. Participants’ description of challenges varied from 
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marital incompatibility, neglect, substance abuse, domestic violence and severe emotional 

abuse. 

P 11: So basically he won’t consider woman as equal, they [women] are there to 

basically take care of everything, house, work- and he would just come and sit, 

won’t help out, not support either, basically the women has to do everything-

basically men and women don’t have equal rights, that’s the feeling.  

P 12: Anything I do would make him upset, I tried to do whatever he liked, the 

way he liked food, everything I did for him but somehow he was not happy, he 

would throw stuff, sometime he would punch me on my face and things like that 

and I thought maybe once we settle down-maybe the money issue is bothering 

him, once we have enough money things will get better, but they never did and 

his anger continued. 

P 4: He had lot of issues so-uh-his drugs, his women, things like that and he was 

an alcoholic too at some point- and his family did not support too because they 

thought I was the reason for him to be like that- it was easy for people to blame 

me. 

P 8: Initially [following divorce] there were no friends right and I didn’t have any 

support structure, so it was very isolating and it just got worse and then it got to a 

point where I couldn’t handle it, there was lot of violence too. I couldn’t handle it 

[crying]. 
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Challenges in making a decision to divorce. Even though the divorce was 

evident, about 53% of the mothers talked about the emotional process and the dilemma 

involved in taking the final decision to divorce. Mothers talked about their numerous 

efforts to make the marriage work and turning point events that finally broke the 

marriage. These efforts taken by the mothers reflect their emotional dilemma as they 

were caught between an unhappy marriage and making a decision to go against the 

traditional Indian belief that marriage is eternal.  

P 2: …till then you think I am going to give him a first chance, or second chance, 

third chance or fourth chance, anyway, so I told the family both sides and you 

know everybody is shocked - and we did intervention and he said he will go do 

counseling, we tried that and it didn’t work and at one point I said ok and it was 

getting really bad- even after we separated, it still took me about a year to year 

and a half to file- uh- but I did take the decision. 

P 9: I feel like it is a very tough scenario, in the first phase you are coping with 

the divorce itself, I technically felt like divorce was a big taboo myself, even 

though I initiated it. So it was very hard in the scenario for me to tell myself, 

[mentions her name] its ok, sometimes things dont work out and you have to let it 

go. 

P 4: …in pouring rain we find an ATM we do all this [get money to bail her ex-

husband out] with the child, and in the jail my daughter goes and plays in this 

really stinky place, [I thought] I have come from a small town in India where I 
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worked hard, always topping my class to get scholarships, I go do my Masters in 

computer science engineering, come all by myself [to the US] and worked in 

prestigious companies all my life and  always being respected as a great employee 

in the companies that I worked for and [long pause] this is where I am and this is 

the life I give my child [questioning herself].  

Life after divorce is peaceful and comfortable. In analyzing participants’ 

response to the primary research question, 80% of the participants mentioned that their 

life was peaceful after divorce. Participants talked about immediate relief following the 

divorce and mentioned that life was way simpler and more manageable compared to their 

life before the divorce.  

P 8: You know once the initial trauma passed, I was happier- I was in an unhappy 

marriage, I didn’t know what a day to day peaceful life was- I had never known 

it-so uh-quality of life is very good on day to day basis- I didn’t have anybody to 

worry about and it was just me and my son and it was very liberating, simple, nice 

and I was happy. 

P 5: During the separation it was actually pretty easy because, my ex and I never 

used to get along well, so when he left the house it became very peaceful for me.  

P 9: At that time everything was worth it, I just wanted to get out of that 

emotional stage and want peace in life and nothing else but peace. 

P 12: I think I am independent now you know and I am not controlled by 

somebody and I think I can do it [by] myself, you know, make it. 
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Restructuring life was necessary but not challenging. When participants were 

asked about how they restructured their life following the divorce, 40% of the 

respondents talked about major structural adjustments after the divorce. This group of 

respondents had financial hardships during initial years and some had to relocate. The 

remaining 60% of the respondents only had minor changes and mentioned that life 

became easier and much more convenient following the divorce. 

P 1: …from my aunt I learned this beauty thing, so first I was thinking ok let’s 

start this [a mobile salon] and let me see for one year and if it gives me the proper 

income and if I can feed myself and my daughter, then I thought I will extend 

here [Dallas] - otherwise I will go to my sister's place [someplace in the US] 

P 10: Yes a lot of restructuring happened - so I had to take a setback in my career, 

I had to settle for a lower salary, I had to go and pick up my daughter, or work 

from home because she is sick, if I have a meeting I cannot go, so all these issues 

I had to face.  

Always the Main Parent: Kids’ Happiness is Mother’s Priority 

This theme emerged when parents were asked about how rules and 

responsibilities of parenting change since the divorce and if they saw any changes in their 

children. Most mothers reported that they were the main parent for the child even before 

the divorce and were responsible for all household and child care activities. Almost all 

mothers mentioned that their main priority was to ensure that their children did not have 

to make any sacrifices as a result of the divorce. Mothers reported walking the extra mile 
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to make sure that their children were happy. Despite some adjustment issues observed in 

their children, mothers were proud of their children’s academic achievements. 

Participants also talked about fathers’ involvement in parenting after the divorce and 

some mentioned that it has improved over time. The subthemes that correspond to this 

theme are given in the table below.  

Table 5  

Subthemes for Always the Main Parent: Kids’ Happiness is Mother’s Priority 

Theme Subthemes Sources 

Always the Main Parent:  Kids’ 

Happiness is Mother’s Priority 

  

Parenting dynamics 12 

Father’s involvement in parenting 11 

Mother’s values in parenting  14 

Children’s issues 11 

Children’s accomplishments 9 

 

Parenting dynamics. In response to the question on their parenting experience as 

a single parent, 80% of the respondents mentioned that they had always been the primary 

caretaker of their children. They mentioned that their ex-husband’s role in parenting was 

very minimal even before the divorce and they were primarily responsible for all 
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household chores and child care responsibilities. As a result, they did not see any changes 

in their parenting dynamics following the divorce. 

P 12: ...you won’t believe when my older son was born and I came home from 

hospital, I didn’t have anybody to help me and I was doing everything by myself 

and his parents didn’t come at that time. I was taking care of my son, he [ex-

husband] started sleeping in the living room and I would sleep in the bedroom 

taking care of the baby, breastfeeding, get up many times in night, cooking, 

cleaning and everything- he did not help me at all. 

P 3: ...even though I was married I was raising the kid as a single parent, so now 

whatever he used to spend, that 5% of time with her, that was not there, but as for 

responsibilities I was taking care of all the responsibilities that continued and that 

did not change. 

P 8: ...plus I had to teach him how to raise him because all the raising was done 

by me since he was a baby, he was also a workaholic because he never came 

home and so he had no clue how to raise him, how to take care of him. 

Fathers’ involvement in parenting. In their conversation about parenting 

experience, 73% of the parents talked about father’s involvement in parenting.  Of these 

single mothers, three of them mentioned that the father had taken an effort to be involved 

in their child/children’s life and the quality of involvement has improved over time.  
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P 4: Most of the time, he tries to keep up with visitation and his child support and 

most of the time, he is doing his best and I am giving him credit for that- uh- I 

really respect him for what he is and how far he has come as a father for my child. 

P 2: …but he was you know, a great guy in the sense that he really loved the kids 

and he did everything for the kids. It was just that he had some personality issues 

and I guess where he couldn't deal with me and support me- but kids were his 

focus. 

The remaining 53% of the mothers reported minimal involvement by father and it 

manifested in the following ways: not keeping up with visitation, not being regular with 

child support, not being involved in children’s activities, and not spending quality time 

with children.  

P 3: For example spelling bee is coming let’s say- I am preparing her and I know 

she is really good at it, but if a day or two days continuously she is at the other 

parent's house, she does not do any practice. I know that even though she is 

talented, she has it in her, and she cannot win because she only gets half the 

practice than someone from a two parent family gets. 

P 7: …he had visitations with her and he would take her from our house, but he 

would you know just leave her sitting in front of the TV, very little interaction 

between the two, so much so when she started growing up, she resented going 

there, she didn’t want to go there and then we had to find excuses why she 

wouldn’t go there. 
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Mothers’ value in parenting. In their conversation about parenting, 93% of the 

mothers mentioned that they tried their best to make sure that their children were not 

affected by the divorce. Parents talked about going above and beyond to make sure their 

children did not have to sacrifice their lifestyle following their divorce. Some mothers 

talked about trying to keep the house despite financial challenges, and others talked about 

sacrificing some of their secondary needs to make up for financial deficits.  

P 1: One day she was asking me “Mommy, we were rich in California, we were 

rich in India but not in here"- then I asked her "what do you mean by rich?" [she 

says] “We don’t have sofa, dining table, I want a bed- I want all this”. I asked her 

"If you have all this, you will feel like you are rich?" She said "Yes". Then the 

first thing I did in 2011, I got $2000 [in debt] and spent everything. I don’t want 

to give her that kind of a feeling. 

P 10: …and during that time I struggled a lot and luckily I had my job all the 

time, but I was not able to live the life up to the standards which I deserve or what 

I was used to- because I gave my daughter everything I could- in that case all my 

dreams and wishes were gone. 

P 5: I think it is important for single parents to choose a social setting where kids 

would be like- they are just one of the variations possible and not feel like every 

other family is intact and mine isn’t. 

P 2: Even though Palo Alto is this super expensive place, I wanted to be there 

because I felt that their education there, first of all it was a good school district 
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and the second thing is they have been there and I didn’t want to remove them 

from their friends.  

Children’s issues. When mothers were asked if they saw any changes in their 

children following the divorce, 73% of the parents reported that they observed some 

adjustment issues in their children. The issues ranged from children being upset and 

disappointed by the divorce to feelings of anger, depression and insecurity. Some mothers 

talked about emotional issues in their children that resulted from hostile relationship with 

their father.  

P 10: She loves her dad a lot that is not a problem but she says that her dad is 

never there and only my mom is there, so she is very insecure in that sense- so I 

have to take care of her in a different way. 

P 14: According to the custody issues, he was supposed to take him for alternate 

weekends, one of the days he would not come and my son would wait and wait 

for him, he would be really disappointed in him- and that would take a toll on 

him- my son became little bit of you can say frustrated and disappointed and it 

has hard for him and he would cry and the emotional toll it took... 

P 7: …she is angry with him and uh- she really wants to change her last name, she 

doesn’t want to keep his last name and I actually kind of encouraged her not to 

change it, but she really wanted to change it, she still does. I think it has had an 

impact on her self-esteem, for sure. She is not a very confident person- uh- that is 

something I think might be a direct impact of this. 
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Children’s accomplishments. When mentioning about children’s issues post-

divorce, mothers talked about emotional issues but 60% of the mothers proudly 

mentioned that despite the circumstances at home, their children did well in school and 

they also participated and exceled in extra-curricular activities.  

P 10: She is at competitive level swimming, she goes to competitions, she is in 

intermediate level martial arts, she does gymnastics, she is a great Bollywood 

dancer, she performs on stages and now she wants to go a guitar class and she 

started chess class recently, so I am very proud how I brought her up - she is a 

very healthy child from a mental perspective. 

P 5: ...in academics they are both very bright, they both piano beautifully- my ex-

husband is also into music, I am also into music, so they get that music influence 

a lot and they are both very musically oriented, so that has worked out well- 

academically also they are doing 'knock on wood' both are doing very well, I have 

no complaints. 

P 14: My son was so strong and no one in the school even knew about this- he is 

still a A+ student and no one in the school even realized that he was going 

through this. 

Good Support From Family and Community 

This theme emerged when participants were asked to describe their social support 

system. For all participants, primary source of support was either family support or 

community support.  Participants were thankful for the extensive support provided by 
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their family members and for some, family came from India to offer support. When 

family support was not there, participants noted that they received good support from 

their community, especially from work colleagues and from support groups liked iWings 

in San Francisco. Participants’ Asian Indian friends in the US were listed only as 

secondary source of support. The subthemes that correspond to the following theme are 

described in the table below. 

Table 6 

Subthemes for Good Support From Family and Community 

Theme Subthemes Sources 

Good Support From Family and 

Community 

  

 Family support  9 

 Community and friends 

support 

14 

 

Family support. In participants’ narration about social support, 60% of them 

mentioned about their family being a big source of support during initial periods of 

separation and divorce. For some participants, help was offered by siblings and their 

extended family in the US. For others, their parents came down from India and stayed 

with them for an extended period of time during initial years following the divorce. They 
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primarily took care of the children and were a big source of emotional and physical 

support. Mothers reported feeling grateful to their family who uprooted their base to 

provide support during those initial years.  

P 3: …because I think I am fortunate enough to have the great support of my 

brother, he was always there whenever I needed him, my family as a whole, when 

I was going through the divorce my parents came over even though they are not 

keeping very well health wise but they still came here and they were there with 

me, they held my hand when we were going through the process. 

P 7: ....my parents came here and I called them here to help. I wanted my daughter 

to have as much of a family as possible, so what if the father is not there, I am 

going to her a family environment. 

P 8: …and then my sister had a baby just the year I got divorced, it was great and 

I had a blast, she lived close to me, I had time, weekends I would go- literally 

morning to evening play with the baby- and that baby I never put down. Also one 

of my cousins was a big support. 

P 4: But fortunate thing was my parents though they were old, they came down 

and they lived with me for one year, it was the biggest support system because I 

didn’t have to worry about my child who is only 2 years old- even though they 

were hurting really and their health was deteriorating, they did their best to 

support me.  
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Community and friends support. About 93% of the participants mentioned that 

community and friends were a big source of support to them. All participants either 

mentioned family or community as their primary source of support and their existing 

friends circle were only a secondary source of support. The responses for community 

support varied from help from neighbors, colleagues at work to support groups and larger 

legal and social systems.  

P 11:Through all this I would say the first two years were very hard, I didn’t have 

anybody and I thought I was the only one in the world, I had no idea, finally when 

I found this group [iWings] that’s when I made friends and it was so good. 

P 12: My friends from school [high school where participant worked], they are 

very nice and I still have their support, teachers and staff I made friends with them 

and they were very supportive  

P 4: So she introduced me to the iWings and the moderators sent an email, they 

are such nice people, I took my kid to couple of events- she was playing with the 

other kids and she felt like it was quite normal and she slowly started to 

understand that it is ok to be a single parent kid.  

P 7: …anyway I do believe that there are good people in this world, one of my 

coworkers who also was also new to the country, he helped me a lot, poor guy he 

had very little money, but he helped- because they take a retainer right and you 

need to pay $1000 retainer and he gave that money. I have to tell you, that day 

and today he has never asked for that money and I owe my life to him. 
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Divorced, so What? We are Happy With Our Life in the US 

This theme emerged from participants’ description of their acculturative 

experiences and from their narratives on their decision to stay in the US after their 

divorce. Mothers reported that they are able to effectively blend values of both cultures in 

raising their children. In their conversation about acculturation, they reported 

experiencing a feeling of discomfort in communicating with other Asian Indian families. 

Some talked about stigma and pity showered upon them by some Asian Indians in the US 

and by their community in India. Most mentioned that they felt safe and secure living in 

the US as a single parent. Following table shows corresponding subthemes.  

Table 7 

Subthemes for Divorced, So What? We are Happy With Our Life in the US 

Theme Subthemes Sources 

Divorced, so What? We are 

Happy With Our Life in the US 

 

  

Acculturative experience with kids 11 

Discomfort among Asian Indian 

society in the US 

11 

Pity and stigma among Asian 

Indians in the US and India  

11 

Life in US is welcoming 12 
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Acculturative experience with kids. When asked about their acculturative 

experience as a single parent, 73% of the parents mentioned that they did not adhere to a 

particular culture but blended values and traditions of both cultures in raising their 

children. Mothers also talked about how they are accepting of some of the American 

values that conflict with traditional Indian values as they want to see their child be 

comfortable and happy in the society that they live in. 

P 14: …as an Indian parent if I want him to respect me, or don’t over talk or don’t 

have a girlfriend for example, then I have to be that in my thinking too- but if I 

want my son to be an American kid and learn all those things then I have to open 

up my mind as an American mom too. He is 8th grade he might have a girlfriend 

or he might want to have a girlfriend- I am ok with that 

P 5:...so there are things about this culture that I would be open and accepting and 

there are things that I also want to watch out- like for example kids having sex in 

school during high school years- I think that would distract them and I think I will 

be very comfortable having that conversation but if they did choose to do that you 

know I would give them advice on how to be safe and not contract diseases 

because of lack of having the knowledge.  

P 12: my older son speaks Hindi [native language] and speaks very well and he 

knows our cultural values plus I dont stop them - whatever they want to do here 

for Xmas or thanksgiving holidays- he [older son] is a very good cook and on 

thanksgiving he likes to cook and so we work together and I dont stop them- they 
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put Xams tree- we celebrate all things here and everything we do in India also, 

like rakhi [Indian festival] and things like that. 

Discomfort in Asian Indian society in the US. During their conversation about 

their acculturative experience, the researcher asked participants about their interaction 

with other intact two-parent Asian Indian families. To this question, about 73% of the 

participants mentioned that there was some level of discomfort in interacting with intact 

Asian Indian families. Participants mentioned how interaction with intact couples who 

were common friends with them and their ex-husband changed after the divorce. The 

reason for discomfort ranged from participants’ self-critical attitude as well as societal 

ignorance on how to deal with divorcing couples including societal pity and stigma. 

P 10: …because the friends we had who are still married , they started calling us 

less and less in their parties, because I think their kids were asking questions and 

they were very embarrassed to tell them- so today I don’t think I have any of 

those friends- but luckily during these times I found other friends who are married 

and who are ok with the fact that divorce is natural thing and it might happen to 

anybody and are ok with the kids knowing it, and I have those friends only but the 

percentage of those people is very low. 

P 6: …it’s just the question of having support from friends, from Indian friends 

which was not there- um- like people just wanted to stay out of it. 

P 8: There was a social circle around us and I slowly dropped out of that, just 

didn’t feel comfortable- and in few occasions where who were real friends, they 
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started feeling uncomfortable with having me there, I think they saw me as a bit 

of a threat to their own marriage, because of being single or something, they 

didn’t say anything but I started picking that. 

P 9: Yes I think sometimes [Asian Indian friends] they don’t want to get involved 

in your life when you are divorcing. I don’t have family, friends are my family 

here, so they don’t want to get pulled into it and they may think maybe tomorrow 

what kind of help she may ask- I don’t know what they were thinking but that’s 

what I felt, they just never returned my phone calls.  

Pity and stigma among Asian Indians in the US and India. About 73% of the 

participants talked about negative attitudes they experienced either from Asian Indian 

community in the US or from their community in India. In some cases, this negative 

attitude was a result of stigma and in other cases it was a result of pity shown on 

divorcing mothers.  

P 1: …ok after divorce I went to India one time and I was fine at that time but 

they would say "Oh, don’t feel bad"- all they do was, they poke you. I don’t want 

somebody to show me the sympathy, like you know even the relatives- they 

should appreciate me, instead of that they show me the sympathy and all the tears 

and I don’t want that. 

P 7: …but the minute you are single, you’ve grown horns, you are from a 

different planet, so that brings me to the issue was social isolation… they would 
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say, because divorce is a d word, the dirty word right? They always say "oh I am 

so sorry” and my answer will be I am not, why are you sorry, that’s their attitude. 

P 14: ...but when it comes to the point where some of them made comment on my 

son, believe me, they told their kids not to play with my son, that’s when I got - I 

am very protective when it comes to my son- I can do pretty much anything that 

you can think of, even if that means going out and grabbing someone by the collar 

and say how dare you talk to him- and I did that. 

P 6: At that time I did not have any support from the family, it was very tough, the 

family did not agree with the divorce and did not approve of it, so they wanted to 

be out of it, so instead of supporting me they kind of stayed out- it was also kind 

of humiliation for them with their family.  

Life in US is welcoming. When participants were asked whether at any point in 

time after their divorce, they thought of moving back to India, 80% of the participants 

mentioned that they did not want to move back because they were happy and satisfied 

with their life in the US. Reasons for not wanting to move back ranged from stigma and 

pity in the Indian community to concerns about safety and security for a single mother in 

India.  

P 3: In India divorce is still a taboo, it is still considered it’s a women's fault if 

you are divorced or it is considered something really wrong with you- versus in 

this country there is acceptance here- there is divorce, but nobody tries to judge 

you for that. 
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P 4: It’s not that people [in India] don’t love you, it’s like a very pity state - that 

you are in the lowest state of life - people will feel so sorry, such an emotional 

stress for you and I hear from other friends that divorced women are easily taken 

advantage and very reachable and approachable, even men do here but lot more in 

India. 

P 5: …corruption used to bug me, when all these serial rapes happened, I said- I 

would not want my daughter growing up there, I will not be able to sleep 

peacefully, if she was in school I would be sitting outside school - so I could not 

do that. 

P 7: When I left India, I left as quote on quote an honorable woman, I came back 

to India as a dishonorable woman- and I found a range of reactions from people - 

men who had so far kept their respectable distance to making passes at me which 

I found very offensive. 

Tough Times Initially With Financial and Legal Challenges 

This theme emerged when parents were asked to describe their financial situation 

and immigration changes following the divorce. Parents talked about financial and legal 

challenges and for most of them, these challenges prevailed only during the initial years 

of separation and divorce. They stated that financial challenges during the first few years 

were aggravated by exorbitant legal fees incurred during the divorce process. In the initial 

years, mothers faced financial hitches in trying to live on single income and in making 

sure children’s needs were not compromised. In their conversation about legal issues in 
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the initial years, mothers primarily reported difficulty in getting acclimatized to the 

American judicial system being an Asian Indian immigrant. The subthemes that 

correspond to this theme are listed in the table below. 

Table 8 

Subthemes for Tough Times Initially With Financial and Legal Challenges 

Theme Subthemes Sources 

Tough Times Initially With Financial and 

Legal Challenges 

 

  

Financial stressors 11 

Dealing with legal issues and 

custody battle 

9 

 

Financial stressors. When participants were asked about their financial situation 

following the divorce, about 73% of them mentioned facing some financial stressors. 

Though none of the participants mentioned severe money constraints, financial stress 

ranged from trying to live on single income to entering the workforce after being a stay-

at-home mother for a long time. Some participants mentioned that legal fees were 

extremely high leading to financial challenges. Some mentioned financial struggle in 

trying to maintain the same lifestyle for the children, whether it was their effort not to sell 

the house for kids’ sake or to continue to live in an expensive neighborhood with just one 

income.  
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P 10: At that time recession came again in 2008, and right on time my daughter 

was coming [back from India] and I was out of job and he did not give me any 

money, did not give me a divorce as there was no legal paperwork and then I was 

like in the middle of nowhere. I have to take care of her and it is better to step 

down in your career for a minute and figure out things. 

P 14: Financially I would say because the lawyer fees was too much and I had to 

hire, since I did not know anything about that, so I had to hire the best lawyer and 

although it was from the clinic I was working for, still it was very expensive and 

that was a financial drain. 

P 15: When he left I didn’t have any money or anything, just as I said I used to 

work at Panera bread and I lost my USD job and I was on maternity leave, then I 

used to work at Panera, I used to make $800, $400 for daycare and $400 for my 

expenses. 

P 8: At that point [when participant got divorced] I really put my foot down, I 

don’t want to sell the house, and this is for my son. I didn’t know if I could keep 

the house until you go through one full tax year to see what the tax are, then only 

you know whether you can make it or not.  

Dealing with legal issues and custody battle. About 60% of the participants 

mentioned challenges in dealing with legal issues from the divorce. Mothers’ reported 

that being an immigrant, getting used to the American judicial system was a challenging 

task. Other responses on legal challenges included the following: agreeing on alimony 
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settlements, issues with child support payments, issues with visitation and child custody 

battles. Two mothers in the sample experienced a severe child custody battle and reported 

that it was a traumatizing experience for them and their children.  

P 3: Custody fights, is a big challenge because in general there is one again 

difference between Indian and Americans, among Americans, usually both 

mother and father are equally parents and that’s why the court sets up 50-50 

custody - but in Indian culture, especially for the first-generation ones, the way 

men are raised in Indian and women are raised in India, women take on the 

responsibility all the time, the court system here does not take that, they think 50-

50 is the best, no matter how much problems- they say no its ok 50-50 is a good 

thing and so I think that is the challenge. I still have not figured out what is the 

solution to this problem but I think that is the challenge every single mom that I 

talk to- they have that. 

P 7: … [I was] washing my daughter’s hair the doorbell rang and they opened it 

and two poilceman standing there....and they slammed a paper on me, some right 

of habeas corpus or something...and they took my daughter away... so very very 

traumatic experience, only in the last 4-5 years , I have been able to speak of it 

without breaking down 

P 15: In 2010 June he [son] was not with me and for almost 13 months, I didn’t 

see my son at all. I visited two times to Chicago but no way, cops cannot help 
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because they said I need to find a lawyer and when I went to the lawyer he kept 

sending…notices that he [ex-husband] needed to respond and he didn’t respond. 

Dating and Remarriage – A Mixed Bag 

This theme emerged with participants’ responses to questions on dating and 

remarriage. Most participants were open to seeking a future relationship but their 

responses on their dating experience and their perceptions on remarriage was very varied 

and hence the title for this theme. Participants stated that when looking for a new 

relationship, they would ensure that their children’s needs and parental relationship will 

not be compromised. Some reported that new relationship is more for companionship 

than for financial security. Following table shows corresponding subthemes.  

Table 9 

Subthemes for Dating and Remarriage – A Mixed Bag 

Theme Subthemes Sources 

Dating and Remarriage – A 

Mixed Bag 

Open to dating  13 

 Open to remarriage 10 

 Future relationship more for companionship  7 

 Future relationship maybe but kids still are 

the priority 

9 
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Open to dating. In response to the question about participants’ thoughts on 

dating after divorce, almost 86% of the respondents were open to dating and exploring 

for a future relationship. Participants shared their experiences on dating and although 

they were open to the concept of dating; their experience was very varied and unique to 

each participant. Two of them mentioned that they would be more comfortable in dating 

a person from Asian Indian origin.  

P 1: I don’t want to go with any American- I don’t want to- because I feel comfort 

with Indians only. 

P 3: I am seeing someone- um- and actually that is making my belief more firm 

that it is ok to date and there are actually nice people in the world, very nice. 

P 5: …but still every other weekend that they [children] are gone, I do make time 

to go out, if somebody ask me for dinner, I will say that this is my time constraint 

and I will go out and meet people. I have had several people interested in me but I 

have not felt that connection. 

P 6: .According to me it is ok to date and meet people, I don’t think anybody 

should be living alone. 

Open to remarriage. When asked about participant’s thoughts on remarriage, 

about 66% of them mentioned that they are open to remarriage. Participants mentioned 

that just because they have been in a bad marriage, they did not have any negative 

attitude to the concept of marriage itself. 
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P 13: I think it’s a good thing if it works, marriage is not a bad thing- when I am 

bringing her [daughter] up alone, and I did not want her to have this thought that 

marriage is a horrible thing. 

P 6: I think if you meet somebody good enough, sure you should go ahead with it- 

I don’t see anything negative in it as long as you are not foolish that you make 

one more mistake, that’s the big thing, you don’t want to go through that, you just 

have to be smarter in picking the person next time. 

P 9: I don’t mind to get the right person, I am open to it but to find the right 

person my pool becomes very small- I am open and maybe the right guy will find 

me...I believe in the fact that everybody has somebody. 

Future relationship maybe, but kids still are the priority. Sixty percent of the 

participants mentioned that when they seek a future relationship, their children will 

continue to be their first priority and this will not be sacrificed. Mothers’ responses 

included the following:  making sure that their children are comfortable with the new 

relationship, trusting the person with their children, and waiting until their children go to 

college to start dating.  

P 1:  If I marry someone I have to trust that person with her, you know all the time 

I cannot keep an eye on them right? So I need the trust that I can leave the person 

with my daughter for couple of hours and I can go outside with peaceful mind and 

I need that kind of a trust. 
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P 12: I never thought about it, I thought when second one will go to college, I will 

start dating and I didn’t want to date until then. 

P 5: I have had several people interested in me but I have not felt that connection 

and the challenge is that when I meet someone, I am not just observing them from 

the lens of- you know will this be a good partner for me- but I am also putting 

them through the lens of will this person be a good dad to my kids, would he be a 

good role model for my daughter you know. 

Future relationship more for companionship. In their conversation about future 

relationships, about 46% of the participants mentioned that future relationships would be 

more for companionship rather than for starting a new family or for financial security. 

They also mentioned that they do not want to complicate the peaceful situation they had 

right now.  

P 14: Again I would like to marry a person for the right reason, not for financial 

and emotional security, but I want a person who wants to do nothing but still 

wants to be with me- you want a person to get bored with each other- that 

companionship and partnership. 

P 7: I would certainly like a friend, I am very fond of wildlife, photography, and 

birding and I hang around the ocean- so I am not a social animal contrary to how I 

look, so for me if I can find somebody with like interest, living nearby, be there 

for each other, travel, all the good stuff, except having to live under the same roof 

[laughs]. 
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P 8: But there has to be a reason for remarriage, mainly it’s going to be for 

companionship and I don’t need anyone to support me financially or take care of 

my retirement. I think I can take care of my health and I think I should be able to 

work for a while, so I can take care of those but yeah for companionship- surely. 

Resilience in Moving From Pain to Peace 

This theme emerged when participants talked about their strengths and challenges 

as they moved from a very stressful phase of their lives to finding peace in everyday life. 

Participants reported challenges in single parenting but their narration focused on how 

they utilized their resources and capabilities to overcome the challenges. Although 

mothers felt torn by the traditional Indian values of marriage, they were able to reframe 

those values in search of a better life. It was observed that this group of participants had 

the determination and resources to overcome the divorce hurdle and to continue life with 

a positive outlook.  Following table shows corresponding subthemes.  

Table 10 

Subthemes for Resilience in Moving From Pain to Peace 

Theme Subthemes Sources 

Resilience in Moving From Pain to Peace   

Strengths 14 

Challenges 8 
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Strengths. When asked about their strengths, about 93% of the population talked 

about the positive qualities helped them through their tough times. These positive 

qualities reported by the participants included positive traits, good support system, seeing 

their children as source of strength and gaining strength through spirituality. Also, 

participants reported that their education and career were their major strengths as they 

were able to be financially independent that helped to maintain family stability.  

P 10: My strengths are my will power, I am a very strong person- .if it is 

something I want, I will put my 100% in getting it, that’s really strength, second 

strength person is I am a very blessed person, I believe in God and God has 

always helped me. 

P 12: I never begged anybody for anything, I made sure I can provide for my kids 

and you know- I worked very hard, I still do and kids help me a lot. 

P 14: The way I was raised and born with such a strong, independent, and fight 

for justice mentality you can say, and the unconditional support and love even 

now I can call my mother- that’s my biggest strength. 

P 7: But all these while I was going through the grind of these court cases, just to 

illustrate, so these 8 or 9 odd years, it was hell, I lived in terror of this man [ex-

husband], he terrorized us [participant and daughter] in every way he could- we 

function best when we have our back against the wall, flight or fight; flight has 

never been an option and so I think the spirit and the guts carries you a long way. 
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Challenges. About 53% of the mothers talked about challenges of being a single 

parent. In this group, participants reported that a major challenge of single parenting is 

not having another adult to share parental responsibilities. Other responses on challenges 

included the following:  not having a male role model for their children and feelings of 

loneliness and insecurity.  

P 11: Also this guy, he is a lot into sports and so they can get involved in football 

and things like that, his energy you know it’s an outlet, he plays right now with 

his friends- but still it’s not an older person- not being a role model [male] for the 

kids, that’s kind of I think has been a challenge. 

P 5: …and I think that’s when I feel that having another adult to be able to share 

that responsibility when you have those conversation [difficult] with children will 

be beneficial, um-and I have to think a little more because there is nobody else 

checking what I am saying because it’s just me. 

P 6: Being a single divorced mom is challenging and we try to make the best out 

of it, like we try and be happy whenever we can and have fun whenever we can. 

We always present a happy face, people don’t see what we struggle through on a 

daily basis and what we have struggled through in our lives, people don’t think 

about that. I mean when we go out to dinners and have fun people think we are 

always having fun but that’s just not really the story, we all need to get out and 

have some fun. 
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Emotional Processes Observed During the Interview 

Apart from the seven major themes, the researcher observed certain emotional 

processes of the mothers that surfaced during the interviews. The observed emotional 

processes, to some extent, describe the manner in which participants dealt with the 

divorce and how it impacts their life today.   Two participants were emotionally trapped 

in their failed marriages despite being divorced. One stated that she was still in love with 

her husband and the other one was caught up with the negativity of her ex-husband in 

everyday life and was unable to separate herself from her ex-husband’s pessimistic 

attitude.  

P 10: I think I still love my ex and because I loved him a lot, so I know he didn’t 

return my love the way it should be, but I think I still love him and that’s how it 

is- and I belong to an old thought, so that’s it. 

P 11: ...its not done with, once you get a divorce, you are still having to deal with 

the person, everything negative and giving me a hard time and as he has nothing 

else to do, again all the time going back to why did you file for divorce, all the 

Indian women they put up with husband being abusive and thats ok. 

The researcher observed that three of the participants grieved the loss of marriage 

and exhibited disappointment that their marriage did not work like it was supposed to 

work. These participants appear to have coped well in life post-divorce but there was a 

true concern about the loss of marriage. 
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P 1: I was going back to 2001 emails and just going back in my yahoo and 

suddenly she came and she saw that I was reading my ex's email and what he 

wrote to me and she said "Mommy those are all junk, just trash all those". I was 

telling her suddenly I was feeling bad and I was in tears and she said "ok if you 

can’t keep it to yourself, don’t tell me, I don’t like that part:" She told me that. I 

don’t discuss with her about these things- she does not like me to think about that. 

P 6: [when we were married] I didn’t have to worry about what if my job didn’t 

work, or I was sick because I knew there was the other person, now that is not 

there, so it feels like I have to carry the burden, just the burden of everyday by 

myself- on myself- so you should try and stick it out and try and make it work, as 

much as you can, you should try and make it work and if it doesn’t work, then it is 

the option. 

It was observed that four of the mothers had emotional issues handling the loss of 

their identity as a good Indian woman. It appeared that two mothers continued to have 

feelings of guilt for making a decision that went against the traditional values and also 

against family of origin values.  

P 9: I think, you are kind of grown up with a social pressure that, your little 

upbringing- the part of you tells you about the culture, that once you are married, 

you are married, that’s pretty much it and then something like this, you kind of 

going against that society and you are brought up with all those emotions, and I 
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think it is still a big impact on you- that’s the biggest impact on you- and going 

against the impact is kind of going against you. 

P 15: Even when I went to the lawyer, I didn’t ask for divorce. I just asked for the 

two kids with me, then lawyer said… you are one year separated why don’t you 

file for divorce- then too I said ‘no’ [not wanting divorce], after all these 

situations and when he [ex-husband] keeps sending notices, they gave a divorce. 

One mother reported that she worked hard in the marriage trying to be a good 

wife, good mother, and a good daughter-in-law and in the process lost her identity as an 

individual. She appeared to have a good awareness of her struggle and reported that she 

wants to completely heal before looking for another relationship. Another mother took 

almost 20 years to come out of the marriage because of fear of bringing shame to the 

family. She stated that she would not advise any woman to put up with a bad marriage 

like she did.  

This researcher observed avoidance and denial of emotions in two participants. 

One participant reported being shocked by the incident that led to her divorce but the 

research observed a denial of emotional process like anger and disappointment in the 

participant’s narrative. 

P 13: ….because I am different or my parents or my friends, something is 

different. I was never like depressed or sad, or maybe consciously I felt I should 

not go through the path of giving him the credit for what he had done or 

something like that- yes I moved on, it happened on a Friday and Monday I went 
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back to work, even my manager was shocked and he said why did you come back 

and I felt that kind of distraction really helped me, I would not want to be at home 

and do what. 

Another participant coped very well stating that she was also in another 

relationship but was not comfortable sharing things about her past with this researcher. 

Also her recent co-parenting experiences with her ex-husband was absent from her 

narrative, even though they have 50-50 custody of the child. 

P 3: I would rather not talk about it and I dont want to go back; I would say it was 

an abusive relationship 

Summary 

. This chapter presented the demographic data of the sample and described the 

seven major themes that emerged from the analysis along with their subthemes. Majority 

of the participants described their life to be peaceful after the divorce and did not report 

any major restructuring challenges. Most participants stated that their parenting dynamics 

did not change as they were primarily responsible for all childcare activities even before 

the divorce. Mothers reported that they had a good support system either through family 

or through the community. Financial challenges and issues with the judicial system were 

reported by the mothers but they were primarily during the initial years. Majority of the 

mothers were open to dating and remarriage but reported that it will be never be at the 

expense of compromising their children’s needs. Mothers reported challenges of single-

parenting but also exhibited enormous resiliency in overcoming hurdles.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This qualitative study explored the experiences of first-generation divorced Asian 

Indian single mothers in the first few years following their separation and divorce. In-

depth interviews of 15 participants who met the study criteria were collected, analyzed 

and coded for common themes. Seven themes and numerous sub-themes emerged from 

analysis and were reported in Chapter IV as rich verbatim descriptions of the participants. 

This chapter will discuss the seven major themes that emerged from analysis and explain 

limitations of the study. This chapter will also explore the implications of the study and 

make recommendations for future research in this area.   

Discussion of Themes 

 Qualitative analysis of the 15 transcribed interviews resulted in the following 

seven major themes that appear as findings of the study: 

1. Calm After Storm of Divorce. 

2. Always the Main parent: Kids’ Happiness is Mother’s Priority. 

3. Good Support From Family and Community. 

4. Divorced, so What? We Are Happy With Our Life in the US. 

5. Tough Times Initially With Financial and Legal Challenges. 

6. Dating and Remarriage – A Mixed Bag. 

7. Resilience in Moving From Pain to Peace. 
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Calm After Storm of Divorce 

 In describing their life experiences in the first few years following their separation 

and divorce, a majority of the participants talked about their negative experiences before 

the divorce and stated that their conflicted relationship with their husbands caused their 

lives to be very stressful during that time. This was followed by their narration of how 

peaceful life became immediately after the divorce and their spouses were no longer 

present on a daily basis.  

An explanation for this theme can be found in the family stress model entitled 

Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response (Patterson, 1988). This model talks about 

the ability of the family to balance family stressors with family capabilities enabling the 

family members to achieve a level of optimal family functioning. According to the FAAR 

model, the stress experienced by these participants would be identified as nonnormative 

stress, which is the kind of stress that causes discrete events of change in the family, such 

as divorce (Patterson). In this study, the female participants noted that over a period of 

time, issues in their marriage started to worsen and stated that after a point in time, they 

lost the personal resources and capabilities to handle the ever-increasing stressors as 

social support dwindled and the mothers became isolated. 

According to the FAAR model, when family demands significantly exceeds 

family capabilities, disequilibrium is created which pushes families into state of crisis 

(Patterson, 2002). Most participants stated that in this state of crisis, divorce was obvious 

but the decision was hard to make. They did finally opt for divorce as they felt that they 
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had no choice and needed to protect their children.  A little more than half of the 

participants talked about their numerous efforts to save the marriage and mentioned 

facing challenges in making a decision to divorce. These challenges primarily manifested 

as going against traditional Indian belief that marriage is eternal and sacramental. Tewary 

(2005) mentions that, an Asian Indian woman’s identity lies in maintaining healthy 

marital and family relationships. This was obvious in participant narratives as most talked 

about the family and social pressure to remain in the marriage. This emotional dilemma 

of participants is explained by the concept of family meanings in FAAR model that states 

that families’ ability to balance demands and capabilities is highly influenced by family 

meanings: their identity as a family unit and how they see their family in relationship 

with outside systems (Patterson, 2002). 

According to the FAAR model, the process by which families restore balance by 

reducing demands, increasing capabilities and changing meaning is called the 

regenerative power of the family (Patterson, 2002). This regenerative power is found in 

most of the participants in this study that made the decision to divorce thereby increasing 

their capabilities, reducing demands and changing meaning. These participants 

mentioned that life became peaceful immediately following the divorce “but once I 

separated him from myself, I just had so much peace in my life, I cannot tell you. I didn’t 

have money, I didn’t have anything- I just had peace and that’s all I wanted”.  

According to structural theory framework, transitioning from an intact family to a 

single-parent family system involves changes in subsystems, generational boundaries and 
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organizational patterns (Weltner, 1982). Only less than half of the participants in this 

study talked about having to undergo major structural changes following the divorce as 

most had jobs that brought in enough income for them to raise their children.  Also the 

population was highly educated and had the necessary resources to be financially 

independent.  

The majority of respondents did not mention major changes in caring for their 

children following divorce and this may be because they were always the primary 

caretaker of the children as explained in the next theme. Also participants’ description of 

peace and comfort following the divorce may be attributed to less work for the 

participants following divorce as many reported having more household chores during 

their marriage. One mentioned “when he comes home from work, if I don’t get up to 

make tea, he would get mad, every little thing I do would make him mad”. This reflects 

the traditional Indian belief that wife is primarily responsible for all household chores and 

has to make unquestioning sacrifices to the demands of the husband (Liao, 2006).  This 

also supports Gupta’s (2005) study that states that, although men have integrated 

mainstream values at their workplace, they continue to have traditional expectations at 

home. Participants appear to have been relieved from making such sacrifices following 

divorce. 

Always the Main Parent: Kids’ Happiness is Mothers’ Priority 

This theme emerged when parents were asked to share their parenting experiences 

and children’s well-being following divorce. When asked about their parenting 
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experiences, mothers reported that they had always been the primary caretaker of the 

children and divorce did not change any of their parenting dynamics. Majority of the 

participants stated that they had always been the main parent and their ex-husbands were 

not involved in childcare even when they were married. They mentioned that the 

transition to single-parenting was easy and some mentioned that it was better without 

their ex-husband’s interference on how things should be done. This finding supports the 

traditional Indian belief documented in other studies that men head the household and set 

rules, and women are primarily responsible for childcare and household work (Dasgupta, 

1992; Mehrothra & Calasanti, 2010; Tewary, 2005).  

The majority of participants talked about father involvement in parenting as they   

reported that their ex-husband’s contribution to parenting was very minimal. Participants’ 

responses manifested in the following ways: father not involved in academics, does not 

keep up with visitations, does not help financially and does not spend quality time with 

the kids. A few mentioned that fathers’ involvement in parenting had improved over time 

“he made an effort with my son, I think he realized that he has to make an effort, this is 

the only thing he has”.  

In their conversation about parenting experiences, nearly all mothers stated that 

their kids’ safety and happiness was their top priority. In some cases, the children’s 

happiness primarily influenced their decision to divorce. Many participants mentioned 

that they walked the extra mile to make sure that their kids did not have to sacrifice their 

lifestyle transitioning to a single-parent family. This involved actions like continuing to 
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stay in an expensive neighborhood with a single income, working two jobs, keeping the 

house in spite of financial glitches and choosing a social setting where the child would be 

comfortable. Some mentioned that even though they were not able to afford the house 

initially, they did not want to move as they did not want to remove their children from 

their friends. Mehrothra and Calasanti (2010) mention that Indian women have a huge 

responsibility in child-rearing, ensuring children’s success and any perceived 

inadequacies on part of the children would be blamed on the mother. This is consistent 

with the participants’ narratives of their efforts to safeguard a good life for their children.  

Mothers reported that their children had some adjustment difficulties following 

their parental divorce.  Some mothers reported that their children were not happy with the 

divided time and having to shuttle between two homes. Some mothers mentioned that 

their children had emotional issues as a result of a hostile relationship with their father. 

These emotional issues manifested as anger, depression, and insecurity. These findings 

are consistent with US research on post-divorce emotional well- being of children. 

Studies using huge national sample data in the US have reported that children from 

single-parent families are at higher risk for behavioral and emotional issues than children 

from intact families (Langton & Berger, 2011; Bramlett & Blumberg, 2007).  

Despite adjustment issues among the children, most mothers reported that their 

children achieved academic success, as one participant proudly mentioned “their grades 

didn’t drop, they did fine with their education- from high school he [older son] went to 

UC Davis”. This reflects findings from previous studies that Indian parents place high 
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emphasis on academic excellence and they expect their children to be highly competent 

in school (Baptiste, 2005; Farver, Narang & Badha, 2002; Roysircar, Carey & Korma, 

2010).  

Good Support From Family and Community 

Family support was identified by most participants as their biggest source of 

support during the initial years of separation and divorce.  Family support included help 

from siblings living in the same city, help from cousins and extended family and parents 

moving from India to help their daughters in the US. Many participants were grateful to 

their parents who came from India and stayed with them for an extended period of time to 

provide emotional support and help with childcare. This is consistent with the findings 

from Swain and Pillai’s (2005) study conducted in India, that single mothers were more 

likely to live with their parents, especially if they have younger children. This finding 

also supports Minnote’s (2012) research that having another older adult in the household 

lessened the impact of work-to-family conflicts among single mothers. Patterson (1988) 

stated that resilient families mobilize family resources during crisis, and strengthen 

family’s cohesiveness and adaptability to overcome obstacles (Patterson). This type of 

family resilience is evident in participants’ comments about their family being the 

primary support system.   

Still, most mothers mentioned that community and friends were a huge source of 

support to them. All participants mentioned either community or family as their primary 

source of support and their existing friends circle being only a secondary source of 
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support. Community support responses included help from neighbors, work colleagues, 

support groups and other larger social systems. Many participants talked about support 

they got from people they worked with, “Yes my manager and my colleagues, one of the 

best people, very thankful for my manager”. Participants were also very thankful for the 

help they received from iWings group, a social support group for single again Indians in 

San Francisco, California. They stated that iWings not only helped them but also helped 

to normalize the whole divorce process for their children. 

Patterson (1988) described social support as one that involves “qualitative 

exchange of communication in an atmosphere of trust” (p. 218). Family’s ability to 

access such support in times of stressor is a critical aspect of the adaptation process 

(Patterson). Participants of this study have been very resourceful in accessing such 

community support system and enhancing their capabilities.  

Divorced, so What? We Are Happy With Our Life in the US 

First-generation immigrants undergo a process of acculturation where members of 

one particular cultural group come into contact with another cultural group and undergo 

cultural and psychological changes (Berry, 2001). When participants were asked about 

their acculturation experiences in parenting, most mentioned that they blended both 

cultures (Indian and American) in raising their children. Parents’ reports of blending 

cultures included being open to American cultural values, especially to the concept of 

dating and one participant stated  “they [participant’s daughters] make friends from this 

culture (American), they have Asian friends and they have friends of all types you know, 
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friends who are boys, girls- so both of them have dated American boys”. This is contrary 

to previous research that states that Indian parents favor arranged marriage and may 

exhibit anxiety with regards to daughters’ dating practices, mate selection, and premarital 

sexual activity (Dasgupta, 1998; Medora, 2007; Poulsen, 2005). Mothers’ level of 

comfort about dating practices in this study may be attributed to the fact that most of 

them had arranged marriages that did not work and wish for a better life for their 

daughters.  

Comments from other parents regarding blending culture included celebrating 

both traditions, choosing a community that was more diverse and having open 

conversation about topics like sex education and substance use. Farver et al. (2007) found 

that Asian Indian parents who were more integrated and who followed an authoritative 

parenting style had lower family conflict ratings compared to parents who were not 

assimilated to the host culture and practiced authoritarian parenting. From participant’s 

narratives, it can be concluded that most of them were integrated with the host culture 

and practiced authoritative parenting which will help enhance family functioning.  

In their conversation about acculturation, most mothers mentioned that they 

experienced some level of discomfort in interacting with other intact two-parent Asian 

Indian families. Reasons for their discomfort included mothers’ own self-critical attitude, 

stigma and pity in the Asian Indian society, and ignorance on part of some Asian Indians 

on how to deal with divorcing couples. Some who did not have family here, stated that 

their friends wanted to stay out of it fearing that they may be involved in a long-term 
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support process.  A recent study in the US examined the impact of divorce on friendships 

with couples and individuals in the American population (Greif & Deal, 2012). Using a 

mixed methods approach, the authors found that divorced people maintain or strengthen 

their individual friendships but their friendship with both members of the couple is rarely 

maintained (Greif & Deal).  

Similar to Grief and Deal’s study, participants of this study appeared to be 

uncomfortable interacting with their married friends and stated that their married friends 

also did not seem inclined to spend time with them. In talking about Asian Indian 

friendships, Dasgupta (1992) points out that married Asian Indians interact with friends 

as a unit and do not have individual network of friends. Most participants in the study 

mentioned that while in the marriage, they interacted socially as a couple. This may have 

led to participants’ married friends being all the more careful in not taking sides and 

staying out of the divorce process. 

 Most participants reported experiencing negative attitudes of pity and stigma from 

some Asian Indians in the US and from the community in India. In talking about stigma 

in Indian society, one of them mentioned experiencing negative attitudes from her family 

of origin. She mentioned that it was very humiliating for them, and did not approve of her 

divorce and did not offer any support initially. This supports previous studies that point 

out that divorce continues to be a stigma in the Indian society (Amato, 1992; Gautham, 

2002; Liao, 2006; Ramachandrappa, 2013; Rao & Sekhar, 2002). In a qualitative study 

by Mehrotra and Calasanti (2010), Asian Indians in the US mentioned that higher divorce 



112 
 

rates in the American society were due to lack of commitment to family values and that 

Indian marriages survive because of high emphasis on tolerance. Such strong emphasis 

on traditional family values by Asian Indians in the US may contribute to the prevailing 

stigma.   

Most mothers mentioned that they did not want to move back to India and they 

were comfortable and happy in the US. This decision was influenced primarily due to 

concerns about safety and security of women living alone in India. Participants thought 

that as single mothers in India, they would receive undesired emotional and sexual 

advances from men in the society. Another factor that influenced participants to stay in 

the US was their experience of stigma and pity in the Indian community. Some 

mentioned that their parents and siblings did not approve of their divorce and were 

humiliated by it. Many participants mentioned that the society blamed them for not 

working harder to save their marriage, as one stated “they think that if he doesn’t drink, 

he is not a womanizer everything else you can put up with”.  This finding support 

Amato’s (1994) study that divorced women in the US have more social freedom than 

divorced women in India.  

Patterson (2002) stated that during times of adversity, family’s worldview 

changes, and resilient families will heal and grow by reconstructing new views that allow 

them to make sense of the event. From participants’ narratives, this type of resilience is 

evident, as families have reframed their circumstances and have chosen a social setting 

that will support them to make sense of the event and move forward.  
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Tough Times Initially With Financial and Legal Challenges 

 This theme emerged when participants talked about how they coped with changes 

in the first few years following the divorce and from the description of initial financial 

stressors. Most mothers stated that they faced financial stressors and for some this was 

aggravated by exorbitant legal fees, as one of them stated “the struggle was because I was 

paying through my nose for the attorney, she was charging like close to $300 an hour and 

if I left a voicemail, just to review the voicemail, she would charge me”. Some others 

reported financial struggle in trying to maintain the same lifestyle for the kids. 

Other financial struggles included paying off debt incurred during marriage, 

starting life from scratch, working two jobs, and reducing expenses to just bare 

necessities. Except for one, none of the other participants experienced a huge financial 

decline or had to make a significant compromise to their lifestyle. This is contrary to 

research on financial situation of  US single mothers where it is found that single mothers 

face greatest financial stress than single fathers and with the absence of child support, 

some mothers are at risk of poverty (Anderson, 2012; Everett & Everett, 2000; Ha, 

Cancian & Meyer, 2012). This contradiction may be attributed to the education and 

nature of employment of this study’s population. “The employment and occupational 

status of Indian immigrants is a reflection of the immigration laws which have facilitated 

the migration of skilled and professional people” (Saran, 1985, p. 28). Majority of the 

women in the study were highly educated at the time of marriage and were able to find 

good paying jobs following their migration to the U.S.  
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 More than half of the mothers mentioned challenges with legal system following 

separation and divorce. Comments about legal issues involved disagreements on alimony 

settlements, issues with child support payments, ex-husband not keeping up with 

visitation and child-custody battles. Two participants experienced severe custody fights 

where they had to deal with police and court to get their child back. These two 

participants mentioned that this experience left them and their child traumatized for many 

years, and there is still some residual anxiety from that incident. This reflects some core 

concepts of Minuchin’s theory that the process of transitioning to a single-parent family 

involves certain structural changes that can threaten the existing stability (Minuchin, 

1974; Weltner, 1982). These families will benefit from therapy that will help them 

address the crisis and move forward. 

For some participants in the study, dealing with the judicial system caused a great 

deal of financial stress, as one reported “especially once they know you are qualified and 

you could potentially continue to pay, for the next 10 years, we were dragged through 

therapists, they had an attorney for the child, this that and the other”.  

Dating and Remarriage – A Mixed Bag 

 This theme emerged when participants were asked about their thoughts and 

perceptions of dating and remarriage. When asked about their thoughts on dating after 

divorce, majority of them mentioned that they were open to dating and seeking a new 

relationship. This is consistent with Anderson et al. (2004) research on dating after 

divorce on US single mothers that found that 79% of the participants started dating within 
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a year of filing the divorce. Though the entry into new relationship is not as fast for 

participants in the current study, they were still open to the concept of dating. Previous 

studies on Asian Indian culture have mentioned that dating is not a social concept in India 

and Asian Indian parents do not encourage dating as they believe in the arranged 

marriage system (Dasgupta, 1992; Poulsen, 2005). Majority of participants in this study 

seem to have come out of this belief and this may be attributed to the failure of their 

arranged marriage or to their increased assimilation to the host culture.  

Narrating their thoughts on remarriage, most women stated that they were open to 

remarriage.  However, participant responses about their dating experience and perception 

of remarriage was varied and, hence, the title for the theme. Nearly half of the 

respondents mentioned that future relationship would be more for companionship than 

for starting a new family, or for emotional and financial security, as one states “but since 

there is no need-bound drive, it’s going to be a fun ride and not a stressful end-goaled 

task”. Most mothers mentioned that their children’s needs are their main priority when 

they, the mothers, look for a future relationship. Comments on this involved not having 

time to date because of kids’ activities and waiting until children go to college to start 

dating. Mothers also talked about ensuring that this new person can be trusted to be a part 

of their child/children’s life.  

From the comments, it can be observed that participants were very cautious in 

taking the next step towards a new relationship. They did not want to complicate their 

existing peace that was achieved after a lot of hassle by introducing a new dynamic. From 
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the perspective of FAAR model, resilient families are careful not to pile up additional 

family demands as they may pose a threat to their current demand-capability balance 

(Patterson, 2002). Also the findings supports recent studies in India that have found that 

remarriages are becoming a more common occurrence and are gaining more acceptance 

from the society (Holden, 2008; Ramachandrappa, 2013; Ullrich, 2010). 

Resilience in Moving From Pain to Peace 

 In response to the question of participants’ strengths and challenges in single-

parenting, almost all participants talked about their positive traits that helped them 

overcome tough times. Participants’ responses included inherent positive traits, use of 

good coping skills, being spiritual, having a good support system, and gaining strength 

through children. Talking about inherent traits, one participant mentioned “we function 

best when we have our back against the wall, flight or fight and flight has never been an 

option, so I think the spirit and the guts carries you a long way”. Some participants talked 

about their use of coping skills “so I fully focused on workouts, fully focused on reading 

good spiritual books and my career” and few participants mentioned getting support from 

iWings group.   

Patterson (2002) points out that, resilient families when met with a crisis have the 

capability to discover new strengths and enhance existing ones to overcome crisis, and 

help family members achieve stability. This type of resilience is seen in majority of the 

participants in this study. Through their narratives, one can observe their innate attitude 

of being resistant to failure and strive through the challenge to ensure a meaningful and 
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positive life for themselves.  

 Only about half the mothers reported some challenges in single-parenting. 

Descriptions of these challenges were more objective and included: not having another 

person to share parental responsibilities, not having a male role model for their children, 

not having immediate family nearby and the insecurity of living on a single income.  One 

mother stated “I think it is driving around and sitting in all these parking lots, at least I 

think the girls with husbands can share some driving around”. Another talked about 

insecurity as a challenge but had a positive spin to it, “I think in the absence of that little 

piece of oath, there’s always a little insecurity- maybe that’s a good thing and that’s what 

keeps people wanting to behave well and look good also you know”. From the findings, it 

can be observed that although participants mentioned challenges, they had ample 

strengths and resources that made them resilient to overcome everyday stressors.  

Emotional Processes Observed During the Interview 

 Apart from the seven major themes that emerged during analysis, the researcher 

also observed certain emotional process of the participants during the interview. This 

emotional process, to some extent characterizes the manner in which the participants 

processed the divorce how it influences the person they are today. Few participants were 

still stuck in their failed marriages, unable to move on and form new relationships. One 

reported still being in love with her ex-husband and reported not being able to date 

anyone else.  Another mother was still absorbed in the negative behavior her husband 

exhibited in their everyday life which resulted in a feeling of helplessness to move 
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forward as she said, “obviously physically he can’t do anything, but emotionally- yes all 

the time he keeps harrassing”.  

 Some mothers exhibited signs of grief and disappointment over the loss of their 

marriage, as one stated, “There is a grief that marriage broke”. These mothers mentioned 

that as they were growing up, they did not foresee the possibility of being a single mother 

and expressed disappointment in having to go through divorce. One participant stated 

“Some ways I do agree with that [being married for the kids] in the sense you have to 

make it work; as much as you can because once you get divorced it’s a life long 

situation”. This supports previous studies that have talked about how Indian society 

places a strong emphasis on the traditional value that marriage is eternal (Madathil & 

Sandhu, 2008; Medora, 2007; Segal, 1991).  It appears that although these participants 

expressed signs of sadness, they used healthy coping skills to lead a peaceful life. 

 Most mothers had issues over the loss of their identity as a ‘good Indian woman’, 

and   reported that it was hard for them to go against the traditional Indian belief that 

marriage is eternal and sacramental and had to work hard to come to terms with her 

divorce. During the interview it was observed that some had residual guilt in going 

against traditional beliefs, as one of them stated, “You have a lot of work to undo”. This 

mother talked about constantly having to work on reframing her traditional belief to make 

sense of her divorce. Another mother, still rooted in traditional values mentioned that she 

did not want the divorce in spite of domestic violence, emotional abuse and other 

challenges in her marriage. She reported that she did not ask for a divorce even when her 
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ex-husband kidnapped their son, and the judicial system advised her to file for divorce. 

She stated “after all these situations and when he [ex-husband] keeps sending notices, 

they gave a divorce”. 

. Some had good awareness of their identity struggles which helped them in their 

healing process. They stated that they completely lost their identity in trying to be a good 

wife and mother and their first priority was to regain their individuality, Even as they 

struggled with identity issues because of their strong traditional roots, it was observed 

that they were courageous to make a decision that was best for themselves and their 

children as one said, “I am just saying that women should not wait, not suffer, they 

should make this decision on their own, not thinking about what parents will think, what 

society will think”. This supports Tewary’s (2005) report that a woman’s self is 

constructed on the basis of maintaining healthy marital and family relationships. It can be 

observed that going against this belief can be a challenging emotional process for some 

women.  

 In a few participants, there was avoidance or denial of emotional process like 

anger, sadness and disappointment. One did not want to share her experiences before the 

divorce and she did not discuss her co-parenting experiences with her ex-husband. It may 

be because she did not want any negative emotions to surface during the interview. 

Another mother mentioned that she was shocked by a particular action of her ex-husband 

that made it difficult for her to trust future relationships, “I think the trust has done away 

and I am a changed person, I can say that, it was definitely a big shock”. Though feelings 
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of shock was mentioned, other emotional processes like anger and disappointment were 

lacking “yes I moved on, it happened on a Friday and Monday I went back to work, even 

my manager was shocked and he said why did you come back and I felt that kind of 

distraction really helped me”.  

Theoretical Framework 

Family Adjustment and Adaptation Response Model (FAAR Model) 

 The findings of this study reflect core concepts of the FAAR model that states that 

when resilient families face a crisis situation, they enhance their capabilities to reduce 

demands by reframing family meanings (Patterson, 2002). Such resiliency is observed in 

the participants of this study, who fought their marital and divorce hurdles to construct a 

peaceful life. From the perspective of the mother, issues like substance abuse, domestic 

violence, and emotional neglect perpetuated marital stress to a point where they lacked 

the capability to balance family demands. This pushed the families to a state of crisis, and 

mothers were confronted with the dilemma of divorce. Although they struggled with the 

loss of their identity as a conservative Indian wife, these mothers were able to reframe 

traditional values to make sense of their crisis and make life peaceful for themselves.  By 

augmenting inherent positive traits, constructive family values, and good support system, 

these mothers were able to overcome their stressors and construct a new life. The 

findings depicted the model’s explanation of how resilient families “appear regenerative 

in the face of new demands and recover from crisis-sometimes at a higher level of 

functioning than before the crisis” (Patterson, 1988, p. 227). 
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Structural Family Therapy 

Minuchin’s Structural Family Therapy was also used to guide this research to 

understand how familial structural changes following divorce impacts participants and 

their families. Most participants in this study did not report many structural changes and 

this may be because most participants were already efficient in balancing work and 

family responsibilities. They were well educated and were in good paying jobs before the 

divorce. Also, mothers were primarily responsible for all household chores and childcare 

activities before the divorce. However, a few mothers reported some significant structural 

changes following divorce. They reported having to enter workforce after being a 

homemaker for years and having to start life from scratch.  

According to Structural Family Therapy, generational boundaries between single 

parents and children can start to diffuse, parentification being a consequence of such 

dissolution of boundaries (Minuchin, 1974; Weltner, 1982). Parentification was not 

observed or reported in the narratives of the participants in this study. According to 

traditional Indian values, mothers are expected to prioritize taking care of the household 

and children over her physical and emotional needs (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman, 

2012; Tewary, 2005). Mothers in this study reported prioritizing children’s needs before 

their own and made sure that children’s lives were not compromised in anyway after the 

divorce. Also, the traditional Indian belief of fatalism, allows one to be tolerant and 

accept misfortunes as they experience in their life cycle (Medora, 2007). This fatalistic 

belief coupled with self-sacrificing nature of the mothers, probably minimizes issues of 
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parentification, as children’s needs are met and mothers’ emotional issues are not brought 

to the forefront.   

Theory of Acculturation 

 Another important theory that guided this study was the Theory of Acculturation 

that helps us better understand some of the study’s findings. Berry (2005) mentioned that 

individuals, who adhere to the strategy of integrated acculturation, are able to effectively 

blend values of both cultures to enhance their everyday life. Majority of the participants 

in this study were observed to fall into this category of integrated acculturation. 

Participants were able to reframe some of their traditional beliefs in times of crisis, and 

were able to incorporate values of the mainstream society to lead a fruitful life. 

Participants also mentioned that they were able to effectively blend values of both 

cultures in raising their kids. Not giving up their core traditional values and having the 

capacity to successfully balance both cultures, mothers reported that United States is a 

very safe and secure place for Asian Indian single parents.  

Conclusions 

 The main purpose of the study is to describe the experiences of first-generation 

Asian Indian single mothers in the US. From the findings it can be concluded that for a 

majority of participants’, life was stressful and challenging before the divorce and 

peaceful and comfortable after the divorce. A little more than half of the participants had 

challenges in making a decision to divorce which was primarily influenced by their 

traditional beliefs. Most mothers reported that they were the primary care-taker of the 
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children and the household before the divorce, and therefore did not have to significantly 

restructure their life after the divorce. Majority of the participants experienced some 

financial stress during the first few years following the divorce. A good number of 

mothers had issues dealing with court and custody issues in the initial years, and a few 

underwent highly stressful and emotional child custody battle.  

 Most participants talked about the fathers’ role in parenting, some reported 

minimal involvement by the father and some mentioned that fathers’ contribution had 

improved over time. Majority of the mothers talked about walking the extra mile to 

ensure that their children did not have to make any sacrifices as a result of divorce. About 

three-fourth of the participants, reported adjustment issues in children following the 

divorce but most of them also talked about the accomplishments of their children in spite 

of difficulties at home. Family and community were the primary source of support for all 

participants. Friends were reported only as secondary source of support.  

 In describing their acculturation experiences, majority of the respondents reported 

that life in the US is very conducive for single mothers compared to life in India. Also in 

talking about acculturative experience in parenting, most mothers reported that they blend 

values and traditions of both culture in raising children. Many reported experiencing 

some discomfort in interacting with some Asian Indian intact families in the US. Mothers 

also experienced negative attitudes of stigma and pity from some Asian Indians in the US 

and from community in India. Most mothers were open to the concept of dating and 

remarriage, but mentioned that children are their top priority and their needs will not be 



124 
 

sacrificed in seeking a new relationship. Almost half of the respondents stated that they 

look for companionship in future relationships than for starting a new family or for 

financial security. 

Limitations 

Some limitations were identified in the study. Most participants in the study were 

well-educated and were in high earning jobs. Only two participants did not have a 

Master’s degree, although one of them had a Bachelor degree in engineering. Only one 

reported having a lower paying job, while the rest mentioned having satisfactory income 

levels. Twelve of the 15 participants were from San Francisco, a region very popular for 

being diverse and liberal, and this could possibly have had an influence on some of the 

findings of the study. Most mothers in the study did not have to go through immigration 

hassles to work in the US. Fourteen mothers in the study had their Green Card, proof of 

permanent residency that allowed them to work in the US unconditionally. One mother, 

who was on an H-1 visa status had to go through the trouble of frequent renewal of work 

permit. Also children of the participants were not interviewed, and findings on parenting 

and children issues were only from the perspective of the mothers. Perception of ex-

husbands was not available either. Only one time interviews were used to collect data.  
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Implications 

 As an exploratory study, the findings from this study suggest a number of 

implications that could be the focus of future research into the experience of first-

generation Asian Indian single mothers. 

1. Marital and Family Therapists: This research is helpful for therapists working 

with Asian Indian families going through marital issues. Studies that focus on 

Asian Indian marital issues have been very minimal. Narratives of the participants 

from this study provide an understanding of the various dynamics of the divorce 

process specific to Asian Indian families. This helps therapists to better assist 

families going through marital conflict, separation and divorce. Also Baptiste 

(2005) states that Asian Indians are unfamiliar with psychotherapy because of 

minimum availability of such services in India. Indian families have difficulty in 

trusting the process of psychotherapy, and sharing with other outsiders is viewed 

as bringing shame to the family. Some participants in this study also mentioned 

about their lack of awareness about therapy services. Therefore therapists need to 

assess any inhibitions on part of Asian Indian families as they seek services.  

2. School Counselors: This study is useful for school counselors who work with 

children of Asian Indian parents going through separation and divorce. As 

observed from the findings of the study, children may continue to do well in 

school because of high emphasis placed on academics by their parents. But this 

does not mean that children do not have emotional or behavioral issues. This 
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study found that almost three-fourth of mothers reported adjustment issues in 

children. School counselors and social workers need to take this into 

consideration in helping Asian Indian families in need. 

3. Individuals involved in the judicial system would benefit from understanding the 

various cultural challenges encountered by Asian Indian women when dealing 

with the American judicial system.  

4. Asian Indian families in the US: The findings from this study will help Asian 

Indian families in US learn what the divorce process entails in the American 

society. This awareness may help married Asian Indian couples be more 

supportive to couples going through divorce. Also, there a number of Asian 

Indian domestic violence organizations in the US that will benefit from this study.  

5. Asian Indian single-parents: This study was conducted with single mothers 

identified through a support group called iWings in San Francisco, California. 

Many participants in this study reported how the group helped them to cope with 

the divorce process, assisting them with legal issues and providing emotional 

support.  This study may motivate Asian Indian single parents in other cities to 

form a support group like this and benefit from the same.  

6. For families in India: This study was conducted on first-generation immigrants 

and for thirteen of the 15 participants, their marriage was arranged by their 

families back in India. This research will provide an insight for families in India 

who are in the process of arranging a wedding for their sons and daughters. 
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Studies like this will help families use extra caution in finding the right partner, 

especially when sending their sons or daughters to country miles away from 

home. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Based on the limitations of the study, a few recommendations can be made for 

further research in this area 

1. Future research needs to explore how Asian Indian single mothers who are less 

educated, live outside of California and have a low-income cope with their 

divorce situation.  

2. Further studies can focus on first-generation Asian Indians single-parents who do 

not have Green Card and are on other non-resident visa statuses. Having a Green 

Card enables an individual to permanently work in the US and change jobs as 

needed. Individuals on other temporary visa status like H1 are tied to the 

employer and cannot change jobs when needed. Also women on H4 visa are 

dependent on their husbands and not authorized to work in the US. Further studies 

can explore whether being on non-residential visa statuses causes stress in 

financial, legal and immigration aspects of the divorce process. 

3. Additional research can also look at Asian Indian children’s experience of being 

raised in a single-parent family along with the interviews of Asian Indian single-

parents. This will help gain a holistic perspective on issues faced by Asian Indian 

children from single-parent families. 
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4. Further research can explore the experiences of first-generation Asian Indian 

single fathers and compare with the experiences of single mothers. Also it will be 

helpful to know how the experiences of second generation Asian Indian single 

parents compare with that of first-generation single parents.  

5. Further studies can focus exclusively on how divorce impacts the identity of 

Asian Indian woman and the process involved in healing. Additional studies can 

also look at intact Asian Indian families’ perception of Asian Indian divorce. This 

will help gain an understanding of the extent of stigma and discomfort associated 

with divorce among Asian Indians.  

6. The first-generation Asian Indian mothers in this study talked about their 

experiences with American judicial system through a cultural lens. Further 

research can focus exclusively on judicial aspects of Asian Indian divorce to 

understand how the American judicial system unfolds for immigrant families.  

Summary 

This study described the experience of 15 first-generation divorced Asian Indian 

single mothers, who were interviewed using a semi-structured interview protocol. From 

the analyzed interview transcripts, seven major themes emerged: (1) Calm After Storm of 

Divorce, (2) Always the Main Parent: Kids’ Happiness is Mother’s Priority, (3) Good 

Support From Community and Family, (4) Divorced, so What? We Are Happy With Our 

life in the US, (5) Tough Times Initially With Financial and Legal Challenges, (6) Dating 

and Remarriage – A Mixed Bag, and (7) Resilience in Moving From Pain to Peace. 
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Emotional processes of the participants observed by the researcher during the interviews 

are discussed. Mothers’ exhibited emotions varied from grief, disappointment, 

helplessness, avoidance, denial, and struggle with loss of self-identity. Through this 

emotionally challenging task, it was observed that mothers exhibited a great deal of 

resiliency and used their internal and external resources to make life productive for 

themselves and their children.  
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Qualitative Interview Questionnaire 
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Interview Questions 

1.     Please talk about your experience as a single mother in the United States.  

2.     Please describe your financial situation following the divorce? 

a.     Please talk about immigration status change, if any? 

3.     Please talk about your parenting experience as a single parent. 

a.     How did rules and responsibilities change? 

b.     How did you restructure yourself? 

4.     What’s it been like for your child/children since the divorce? 

a.     How about school life? 

b.     How about life at home? 

c.     How about interaction with friends? 

5.     Being a first-generation immigrant, please talk about your acculturation experience in 

the US.  

a.     What is your acculturative experience in parenting and in single 

parenting? 
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6.     Please describe your social support system.  

7.     At any point in time after your divorce, did you think of moving back to India? If yes, 

why? If no, why? 

8.     What are your thoughts on dating? 

9.     What are your thoughts on remarriage? 

10.     What are your strengths and challenges as a single parent in the US? 

Prompts used during the interview process: 

1. Anything else? 

2. Yes. 

3. Yeah. 

4. Mmhmm. 

5. Nodding 

6. Smiling 

7. Summarizing 

8. Tell me more about that. 

9. Oh 

10. Laughing with interviewee 

11. I see 

12. Silence 

13. So, are you saying….? 

14. And by that you mean…………? 
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15. What was that like? 
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From:          July 25th 2013 
Mr. Mukesh Sayani, 
Moderator, 
iWings- Dallas Chapter, 
www.iwings.org 
Phone Number: 972-821-8995. 
 
 

Dear Lalitha: 

This is Mukesh Sayani, the moderator of the iWings chapter in Dallas, Texas. The 
iWings group is a group for Asian Indian single men and women. We also have many 
single parents in our group. I will be happy to introduce you to the iWings group and let 
you talk about your research. This research will be entirely conducted by you and my 
group and I will not interfere with the research process.  

We do not have a professional letterhead but please feel free to reach us with the contact 
information given above.  

Please let me know if you have any questions. 

 

Thank You, 

Mukesh Sayani 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.iwings.org/
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Appendix C  

Script for Brief Presentation of the Research to the iWings Group  
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Hi Everybody, 

I would like to thank Mr. Sayani for giving me this opportunity to talk you about my 
research. My name is Lalitha Natarajan. I am a doctoral candidate in Family Therapy at 
Texas Woman’s University. For my doctoral dissertation, I want to study the life 
experiences of Asian Indian divorced single mothers in the Unites States. I want to 
understand how they cope with life changes in the first few years following their divorce. 
I understand that there are people in this group who are divorced single mothers. For this 
study, I will need to conduct in-depth interview of at least 15 participants. All interviews 
will be audio-taped and your time commitment will be a total of two hours. The interview 
will be conducted in a convenient place for both you and me, like a local library room.  
All interviews will be confidential and your name and other identifying information will 
not be used in the study. Before beginning the study, you will sign a consent form that 
will inform you about the potential risks and benefits of to the study. Potential risks will 
include loss of confidentiality, loss of time, embarrassment, emotional distress, fatigue, 
and coercion. You will also be asked to fill out a demographic questionnaire.  

All participants will receive a $20 gift card to Target, as a token of appreciation for your 
valuable time. Also, once I complete the study, I will be sending the participants an 
executive summary of the study.  

I will highly appreciate your participation in the study. Your participation will be 
extremely valuable to the field of psychotherapy. This study will be helpful for family 
and marital therapists who work with Asian Indian families going through marital 
conflicts, separation or divorce.  

I am now going to pass out flyers that will have information about the research and my 
contact information. If you are interested in participating, please feel free to contact me 
through phone or email that I have provided in the flyer. If you have any questions, 
please free to ask me.  

(Hand out flyers). 
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Appendix D 

Research Flyer 
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I am conducting a research to gain an in-depth understanding of how first-generation 
Asian Indian divorced single mothers cope with life changes in the first few years 
following their divorce. You are invited to participate in the study if you answer yes to 
the following questions: 

1) Are you over the age of 21 years? 
2) Are you a first-generation immigrant? Were you born in India and did you 

migrate to the US after 18 years of age? 
3) Have you been in the United States for at least two years? 
4) Has it at least been a year since your divorce? Were you divorced in the US? 
5) Do you have any child less than 18 years of age? 

 
Your participation is vital in helping marriage and family therapists who work with Asian 
Indian families going through marital conflict, separation and divorce. You time 
commitment will be a maximum of two hours and you will participate in an audio-taped 
interview in a place that is convenient for you. Your name and other identifying 
information will not be used and will be known only to me. 
 
If you are interested in participating, please contact:  
Research Investigator: Lalitha Natarajan, 972-922-9723, madhunatraj@yahoo.com 

Research Advisor: Dr. Linda Ladd, 940-898-2694, LLadd@twu.edu 

This research study is a continuation of a doctoral study that was done to fulfill the requirements for a 
Ph.D in Family Therapy from Texas Woman’s University (TWU) in Denton, Texas.  This research study 
has been approved by the TWU Institutional Review Board.  This means that the study meets all standard of 
ethical requirements; assure protection of participant’s rights, and right to withdrawal at anytime.  There 
is a potential risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, downloading, and internet transactions.  Thank you 
for your participation. 

 

Your experience as a divorced Asian 
Indian single mother in the United States. 

Please tell me your story 

mailto:madhunatraj@yahoo.com
mailto:LLadd@twu.edu
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Appendix E  

Initial Telephone Call for Screening 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Hello, this is Lalitha Natarajan. How are you doing today? Thank you for responding to 
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my flyer regarding my research. I am a doctoral student in the Family Therapy program 
at Texas Woman’s University where I’m completing this research project as part of my 
degree. The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of first-generation 
Asian Indian divorced single mothers in the US. Before we begin, I want to make 
sure that you meet the criteria to participate in this study.” 
 

1) Are you over the age of 21 years? 
2) Are you a first-generation immigrant? Were you born in India and did you 

migrate to the US after 18 years of age? 
3) Have you been in the United States for at least two years? 
4) Has it at least been a year since your divorce? Were you divorced in the US? 
5) Do you have any child less than 18 years of age? 

 
If the participant does not meet the criteria for the study, she will be made aware of this 
and will be thanked for their time and effort.  

 
 [If the answers are Yes to all screening questions]: "I am pleased to let you know that 
you have met the criteria for the study and I will be very happy to have your participation 
in this study. Let me brief you about the interview process. The interview will be held in 
safe place like a closed room in the library and will last approximately two hours. At the 
time of the interview I will review the consent form and make sure you understand the 
purpose, procedure, potential risks and participation benefits. In the interview portion I 
will be asking you to share your experiences about being a divorced single mother in the 
United States. To help me report your experience more accurately, I will audiotape the 
interview and then transcribe the tape recordings into a written format. I will assign each 
interview a numerical code in order to help protect your confidentiality." 
 
"Your participation is voluntary and potential risks to your participation may include 
emotional distress, embarrassment, coercion and fatigue. You may withdraw from this 
research study at any point without penalty. Do you have any questions?” [Participants 
will be given opportunities to ask questions and will be answered by the researcher.] 
Would you like to participate in this study? [If the potential participant says "No", they 
will be thanked for their time.] 
 
[If the potential participant says, "Yes" to participating, then a time, date and place will 
be scheduled for the interview.] [The researcher will confirm the date and time before 
discontinuing the conversation and thank the potential participant for their time and 
agreeing to participate]. "Thank You again for the time. I will call you to remind you a 
day before the interview. I will look forward to meeting with you, Good Bye". 
 

 
 



151 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix F 

Informed Consent 
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Appendix G 

Demographic Questionnaire 
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Please complete the following information. 

1) Current age of the participant: 

2) How long have you been legally divorced? 

3) How long were you married? 

4) Was it an arranged marriage? 

5) How many children do you have? 

6) How old are your children? 

7) What is your highest level of education? 

8) Are you currently employed?  

i) If yes, what is your current occupation/profession? 

ii) If no, what is your major source of income? 

9) Do you receive child support payments? 

10) Were you employed in the US before the divorce? 

11) What is your country of birth? 

12) How long have you been living in the United States? 

13) Do you have other family members in the United States? 

14) What was your age at the time of immigration to United States?  
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Appendix H 
 

Script for the Reminder Phone Call 
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“Hi, this is Lalitha Natarajan. I had contacted you earlier requesting your participation in 
my research study to which you had agreed. I am now calling you to remind you that we 
had scheduled the interview for tomorrow (day) at (time) in the (venue). I also want to 
remind you that the interview will take a maximum of two hours. I very much look 
forward to meeting with you tomorrow. Do you have any questions?  If you have any 
trouble finding the location or have questions before the interview, please feel free to call 
me at 972-922-9723. Thank You again for agreeing to participate in my study, Bye”. 
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Appendix I 

 List of Referrals 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



160 
 

 
1. Dr. Randi Hennigan, LPC, LMFT 

3500 Oak Lawn Ave #550  Dallas, TX 75219 
(214) 676-5127 

 
2. Lifepath Systems – Mental Health Counseling 

3920 Alma Dr, Plano, TX 75023 
(972) 422-5939 
 

3. American Psychological Association 
750 First St. NE,  
Washington, DC 20002-4242 
(800) 374-2721 
www.apa.org 
 

4. American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy 
112 South Alfred Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314 - 3061 
(703)838-9808 
www.aamft.org/TherapistLocator 
 

5. American Counseling Association 
5999 Stevenson Avenue 
Alexandria, VA 22304 
(800) 347-6647 
www.counseling.org 
 

6. National Board for Certified Counselors 
3 Terrace Way 
Greensboro, NC 27403 
(336) 547-0607 
www.nbcc.org 

 
7. National Mental Health Association (800) 969-6642 

 
8. National Suicide Prevention Lifeline (800) 273-8255 

 
9. Parent Hotline (800) 840-6537 

 
10. 24-Hour Parent Support Line (888) 281-3000 

 

http://www.aamft.org/TherapistLocator
http://www.counseling.org/
http://www.nbcc.org/
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Appendix J 

IRB Approval and IRB Addendum Letters 
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Appendix K 

       Sample Coding Sheet 
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Coding Sheet 
 
Coder:    ___ Natarajan       ___  Hennigan   ____ Ladd Participant Number ____ 

1. Financial 
a. Immigration 
b. Court, Child Custody and Legal issues 
c. No Money issues 

 
2. Parenting 

a. Parenting Values 
b. Father’s involvement 
c. Dealing with ex-husband 

 
3. Children Issues 

a. Relationship with Dad 
b. Parentification 
c. Children Accomplishments 

 
4. Social Support 

a. Family Support with kids 
b. Family support to move on 
c.  Community 

 
5. Single Again!  

a. Life before divorce 
b. Reason to divorce 
c. Efforts to make-up and Decision to divorce  
d. Life after divorce 

 
6. Acculturation 

a. Acculturative experience with kids 
b. Changes in lifestyle and traditional values 
c. Life in US is better compared to life in India 
d. Stigma , Pity and Discomfort 

 
7. Dating and Remarriage  
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8. Strengths 

a. Coping Skills 
b. Religion and Family of Origin Values 

 
9. Challenges 

 
10. Process (emotions observed in the interview data  that reflects where they are in 

the healing process) 
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