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Abstract 

Emotional Intelligence (EI) is imperative in maintaining equipoise between mental health and 

physical health. The EI of single mothers has been understudied for years, especially in low-

and-middle income countries (LMIC) adversely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. In light 

of this background, this study sought to qualitatively explore the EI of single mothers in 

Zimbabwe during the pandemic, with special focus on the urban settlement of Masvingo City. 

The research adopted a phenomenological research design and a total of seven (7) single mothers 

ranging from 35 – 45 years of age were conveniently and purposively selected for in-depth 

interviews. Qualitative data was thematically analysed and the findings revealed that single 

mothers faced a lot of emotional challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic, which affected 

their levels of EI and emotional reactions towards their children. Some of the emotional 

experiences included anger, frustration, sadness and distress. The study also established that 

single mothers were resilient and capable of regulating their emotions within their parenting 

skills. Most participants mentioned that they tend to be optimistic and practice self-control 

when facing an emotionally demanding situation. The study recommends that psychologists 

and social workers do community engagements where they offer knowledge of emotional 

intelligence, stress management, resilience, coping and effective parenting. The government 

must also try to assist single mothers by providing other forms of assistance depending on 

individual needs . 
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Introduction 

The Coronavirus (COVID-19) struck China’s Wuhan City in 2019 and quickly spread 

around the world, engendering a global health crisis of immense proportions. As an 

upshot of the deadly virus, many folks found themselves forced to cope with new 

emotional challenges, particularly feelings of stress, fear and uncertainty. COVID-19 

has become a real living threat to both physical and emotional health (Levkovich, & 

Shinan-Altman, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has affected several families, but a 

greater impact was felt by single parents who have a greater need to manage children 

at home due to closure of leisure centres (Pichdara et al., 2022). As a result of the 

pandemic, the family structure and duties towards parenting have shifted abruptly 

(Li et al., 2021). Universally, a nuclear family is believed to comprise a couple and 

dependent children, and both parents playing very crucial roles and giving relevant 

support in the upbringing of the children (Keller, 2018). The forms of support include 

psychological, social, physical and emotional support to the child. As trajectories of 

human life change, one of the spouses is likely to stand as both the father and the 

mother as a result of death, divorce and other uncertainties. Limited studies have been 

carried on the emotional intelligence of single mothers, especially during the COVID-

19 pandemic.  

EI includes the ability to engage in sophisticated information processing about one’s 

own and others’ emotions and the ability to use this information as a guide to thinking 

and behaviour. This implies that individuals high in emotional intelligence pay 

attention to, use, understand, and manage emotions, and these skills serve adaptive 

functions that potentially benefit themselves and others (Mayor, Salovey & Carusso, 

2008). According to the Terengganu Family Development Foundation (as cited in 

Mohamad et al., 2020), a single mother is defined as: (1) a woman whose husband dies 

and is responsible for the care of the child; (2) a divorced woman who has custody of 

the child; (3) a woman whose husband is not given custody of the financial 

maintenance or child support; and this the definition employed in this research; (4) a 
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woman who is in the process of divorce (which may last up to four years); (5) a woman 

whose husband is ill and requires intensive care, unable to provide financial support.   

However, EI is not limited to one’s gender. The popular belief is that women are not 

more emotionally intelligent than men. However, women are emotionally intelligent 

in their own way which is different from that of man. They are, however, emotionally 

intelligent in different ways. An analysis of EI was found in thousands of men and 

women which showed that, on average, women are more aware of their emotions, 

show more empathy, and are more adept interpersonally (Ahmad et al., 2009). Great 

focus has been placed on mothers for several reasons. According to Bianchi (as cited 

in Meier et al., 2016), mothers are much more often single parents than fathers, and 

there is greater variation in their employment hours, each of which is associated with 

greater demands at home. 

Single mothers have faced a lot of challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

especially in the first phases of lockdowns which negatively and positively affected 

their emotional reactions. According to Matewe (2021), emotional intelligence is not 

limited to the focus of emotions alone and trying to wipe them off in our daily living, 

but rather managing and understanding those emotions. This is done to help 

individuals to balance their emotions and thoughts, thereby thinking rationally 

without making emotionally driven decisions. As a result of COVID-19, most single 

mothers, workmates and others whom we knew as experts in navigating change easily 

and coping with others, found it difficult during this period. Failure to manage 

emotions in periods under lockdown is a part of human nature and a psychological 

normalcy (Matewe, 2021), which one should not worry much about. 

According to Trivedi, Sareen and Dhyani (as cited in Mohamad et al., 2020), the death 

of a spouse and divorce affect men and women differently. According to Bernett, 

Smith and Hughes (as cited in Mohamad et al., 2020), death of a spouse is considered 

an adverse event. After the death of a spouse, childcare work becomes a complex and 
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challenging experience (Glazer, Clark, Thomas & Haxton, 2010). Death of a child or 

spouse is considered an adverse event. According to Sukhsarwala and Mansuri (2015), 

with the cutting of the umbilical cord, physical attachment to our mother ends and 

emotional and psychological attachment begins. Considering both parents, the child 

is closer to her mother. There is an influence of mother’s nature, personality, 

competencies and others.  

As a result of this COVID-19, people found themselves forced to cope with new 

emotional challenges and particularly with feelings of stress, uncertainty and fear. 

COVID-19 poses a real threat to physical and emotional health (Levkovich & Shinan-

Altman, 2021). Good parental emotional intelligence has always been the key to good 

parenting. Alegre (2011) submits that four main dimensions of parenting that are 

relevant to the study of emotional intelligence can be identified as parental 

responsiveness, parental positive demandingness, parental negative demandingness, 

and parental emotion-related coaching. Parental responsiveness, parental emotion-

related coaching, and parental positive demandingness are related to children’s 

higher emotional intelligence, while parental negative demandingness is related to 

children’s lower emotional intelligence. Although it is known that the ‘‘human world 

is constructed and lived through the emotions’’ (Anderson & Smith, 2001, p. 7), this 

emotional component of the space–time path has for the most part remained external 

to time geographical analyses (Kwan, 2007). There is ample evidence that the way 

people feel and anticipate feelings in certain places or situations can assert great 

influence on their behaviour. 

It is likely that single mothers are not inherently inferior parents relative to 

cohabitating mothers, rather their parenting styles are often compromised by a myriad 

of demands and stressors (Daryanani et al., 2016). In their studies McLanahan et al. 

(2013) and Waldfogel et al. (2010) describe the detriments to children associated with 

living with one versus two parents. While little is known about the causal processes 

involved, many studies also show that single parents are less well-off emotionally 
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than married parents; for example, single parents have higher levels of depression 

(Evenson & Simon, 2005; Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003), and very low levels of 

happiness (Margolis & Myrskyla, 2011). In another study, Meier et al. (2016) 

discovered that single mothers report less happiness and more sadness, stress and 

fatigue in parenting than partnered mothers. This study concentrated on those single 

mothers who were not employed. Employed single mothers were said to be happier 

and less stressed than single mothers who were not employed. 

Single mother parenting has never been easy, and this is attributed to a lot of factors, 

all disturbing their emotional wellbeing. Research shows that transitions into and out 

of relationships are associated with increased parenting stress and changes in 

parenting behaviours (Cooper et al., 2009; Beck et al., 2010), and single mothers 

experience more relationship instability than partnered mothers (McLanahan & Beck, 

2010). Less emotional and social support is received by single mothers, with greater 

strain experienced as compared to married others. This undiluted burden may leave 

single mothers with less room to enjoy parenting.  

In their study Meier et al. (2016) discovered that single mothers, especially non-

employed single mothers, experience significant emotional detriments in parenting 

compared to other mothers even after accounting for key socio-demographic 

differences and factors that we posited would be endogenous, such as sleep and 

leisure, solo parenting, and family income. Their study added that, additional analysis 

showed that non-working single mothers are usually in a worse emotional state than 

other mothers; however, in raising children, they feel better emotionally than in other 

activities. 

Objectives  

• To analyse the influence of COVID-19 pandemic on single mothers’ emotional 

reactions towards their children. 
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• To assess single mothers’ understanding of their children’s emotional 

experiences during COVID-19. 

• To suggest emotional regulation strategies to be adopted by single mothers in 

parenting. 

Materials and methods 

Research approach 

The study was informed by a qualitative research methodology. The qualitative 

research paradigm focuses on exploring judgments, perceptions and emotional state 

of participants (Belotto, 2018). Ideally, this paradigm facilitated an understanding of 

emotional intelligence of single mothers parenting during COVID-19 pandemic in 

their specific contexts.  

Research design 

Following some inquiry, the researchers chose phenomenology research design as 

they needed an apt explorative study design that would avert or curb biases. 

Accordingly, phenomenology was favoured because individuals may be sure about 

how facts unfold or present themselves to their awareness (Khan & Khan, 2018). 

Population and sample 

The target population of this research were single mothers who were raising their 

children alone. These single mothers ranged from 35 – 45 years. The target group was 

selected regardless of the circumstances which led to their state. The selection of the 

sample was based on the researchers’ judgement and the purpose of the research 

(Singh et al., 2021). The respondents selected had experience of the phenomenon to be 

studied. The research sample had seven (7) participants, that is, single mothers 

domiciled in Masvingo urban.  

Data collection procedure 

In-depth interviews were used as a data collecting tool. In-depth interviewing is 

identified as a qualitative study technique that requires conducting detailed 
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individual interviews with a small number of respondents to gain insights of a specific 

notion (Mataruse, 2021). Interviewers were chosen because they give an opportunity 

to do follow-up investigations for additional information. The interview guide was 

prepared in English and the researchers employed back-to-back translation of the 

instrument into vernacular. Translation was done to necessitate easy comprehension 

and better expression of views by some participants who lacked proficiency in 

English. The interviews were collected verbatim, some were done physically and 

others were done online. All interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of the 

participants. After data collection, the interview transcripts were transcribed within 

48 hours. 

Data analysis 

This study was informed by thematic analysis to scrutinise data. Ideally, thematic 

analysis is a method used to sift data which involves scanning across a data set to 

establish and assess recurrent patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2019).  The six stages of 

thematic analysis were followed in analysing the data for the study. This included 

familiarisation, coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming 

themes and, lastly, writing up. Ideally, another strength of thematic analysis is more 

noticeable on its hypothetical freedom which can sometimes be inductive or theory-

driven (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In addition to this flexible fashion of thematic analysis, 

the scholars employed methodical and rigorous procedures to attain meaningful and 

valuable results. 

Findings 

Summary of participant profiles 

Seven (7) women living as single mothers were interviewed in this study. The table 

below summarises the participants’ profiles. All the names used and presented are 

pseudonyms.  
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Table 1: Participants’ profiles 

Pseudonym Nature of Single Motherhood Duration as Single Mother (in years) 

Tendai Divorced 5 

Patricia Widowed 12 

Makanaka Divorced 9 

Joanna Abandoned 9 

Tatenda Divorced 10 

Juliet Widowed 7 

Audrey Divorced 6 

 

The study was guided by the research objectives, and three major themes emerged 

from the data analysis. The major themes and sub-themes are summarised in the table 

below: 

Table 1: Major themes, sub-themes and examples of participants’ narratives 

Major Theme Sub-theme Participant Narratives  

Theme 1: The influence of 

COVID-19 pandemic on 

single mothers’ emotional 

reactions towards their 

children 

Anger and 

frustration 

‘The pandemic made me very moody towards 

my children especially when it started. 

Things were not balancing so I would vent 

my anger on my children. Their father who 

used to assist here and there was not co-

operating at all so I was so frustrated’ 

(Tendai) 

Sadness and  

Distress 

‘I was saddened every time I thought of the 

safety of my children’ (Makanaka) 

‘Financial challenges due to restrictions 

made me suffer a lot of stress’ (Patricia) 

Fear ‘I was also afraid of contracting the disease 

but I could not stop my vending activities as 

that was my only source of income. The 

business went down due to movement 

restrictions so I became very harsh towards 

my children’ (Tendai) 

Loving and 

Bonding 

‘I remained the same loving and caring 

mother towards my children’ (Joanna) 
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‘I became closer to my children and felt 

emotionally bonded and attached to them’ 

(Patricia) 

Theme 2: Single mothers’ 

understanding of their 

children’s emotional 

experiences during COVID-

19 

Withdrawal and 

distancing 

‘I became distant and harsh towards them 

which made them distance themselves from 

me’ (Tatenda) 

Loneliness ‘My children seemed distant and lonely. 

Maybe they missed their usual friends and 

play activities’ (Patricia) 

Hostility ‘…they became hostile and unwelcoming 

towards others’ (Juliet) 

Happy and 

balanced 

‘My children did not change emotionally’ 

(Tendai) 

‘My children are mostly in a happy mood. I 

can say they are easy babies’ (Makanaka) 

Theme 3: Emotional 

regulation strategies adopted 

by single mothers in 

parenting 

Religiosity ‘I try to control my negative emotions 

through prayer. I get in my bedroom and 

pray until I feel a bit better to be with my 

children again’ (Joanna) 

Social engagement 

and 

Vacationing 

‘I try to surround myself with positive 

people’ (Joanna) 

‘…visiting my friend so as to move away 

from the precipitating environment’ 

(Tendai) 

‘Sometimes I change environment as a way 

of regulating my emotions’ (Audrey) 

Crying and venting ‘I cry it off, usually in the shower or in bed 

away from my kids’ (Audrey) 

‘Usually I vent my anger by shouting 

towards others when I am under pressure’ 

(Tatenda) 

Optimism ‘Being optimistic and exercising self-control’ 

(Patricia) 
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Discussion of findings 

As portrayed in the previous section, the study yielded several findings that reflected 

how single mothers managed their emotions in relation to parenting during a period 

characterised by a lot of demands. A myriad of emotions was associated with how this 

group of people tried to manage their emotions during a disastrous situation. The 

emotions were both negative and positive however they were not uniform. They 

varied according to individuals. Related to this, Meier et.al. (2016) state that parenting 

can be regarded as a mixed bag of joys and strains though parents’ everyday 

experiences with children has been neglected in research.  

One of the positive findings is that, despite the presence of COVID-19 and its 

restrictions and demands, some single mothers remained loving and bonded to their 

children. The mothers emphasised that such positivity helped in reducing children’s 

anxiety toward the pandemic since they could find comfort in the love of the mothers. 

In relation to this, Senior (2014) notes that parenthood comes with great joy regardless 

of the marital status of the person. Other scholars state that parenting bears potential 

costs and rewards which vary with parents’ characteristics (Aassve et al., 2012; 

Margolis & Myrskyla, 2011). Some study participants claimed that they utilised the 

time they had with their children during COVID-19 lockdowns to strengthen their 

emotional bonds, and this finding is contrary to views from other scholars. For 

instance, in their study Carlson and Berger (2013) found that single mothers’ parenting 

behaviours differ from those of married ones since the former report less parental 

engagement in comparison to the latter.  

The current study found that most of the participants who reflected positive emotions 

towards parenthood were formally and gainfully employed. This variable has been 

noted by other researchers as a determinant of positive emotional wellbeing of single 

mothers when parenting. Meier et.al. (2016) submit that maternal employment 

provides financial security which is crucial in single-mother families. In support of 

this, maternal employment has been regarded as a source of fulfilment that also 
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provides exposure to a social network outside the family (Blair-Loy, 2003), and such 

networks may serve as a source of ideas about parenting and social support 

(Augustine, 2014). Therefore, formally employed single mothers in some instances 

show positive emotions towards their children as the financial burden is lessened.  

The study also found that COVID-19 caused a lot of negative emotions in single 

mothers that further affected their parenting in a negative manner. Some mothers 

reported that the pandemic brewed anger and frustration which they vented on their 

children. Such negative emotions were experienced due to economic and financial 

challenges which came as a result of the COVID-19 restrictions. The travelling 

restrictions adopted as a way of containing the pandemic impacted negatively on 

many people’s economic activities. The majority of the participants relied on non-

formal economic activities for survival hence disruption of those activities also 

affected their emotional well-being.  In their study on economic hardships faced by 

single parents, Stack and Meredith (2017), also found that such hardships contribute 

to emotional instability in some of those individuals. Meier et.al. (2016) also found that 

economic and social disadvantages faced by non-employed single mothers caused 

emotional detriments in their parenting. In this regard, it can be noted that it is not 

just single parenting that affects single mothers in their parenting but the demands 

associated with their marital status. Such women engage in solo parenting which has 

been found to be more stressful and difficult than double parenting (Folbre et al., 

2005). Hence in the face of COVID-19, the emotional wellbeing of single mothers was 

bound to be compromised. 

Other negative emotions that were cited as emanating from demands of the pandemic 

included sadness, distress and fear. These emotions were expressed as the pandemic 

was now a threat to the safety of both the single mothers and their children. There are 

a number of researchers who also associated single mothers with the mentioned 

negative emotions in general without relating to a specific precipitator like COVID-

19. Meier et.al. (2016) mention that single mothers are less happy and sadder, stressed 
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and fatigued than partnered mothers though the scale weighs heavily on non-

employed single mothers. In relation to this, Edin and Kefalas (2005) and Villalobos 

(2014) concur that single parenting is demanding to an extent that it may result in less 

joy and greater strain in time with children; however, if single mothers get much time 

with children, it may provide a great source of intimacy, fulfilment and security. 

Single parents have also been associated with high levels of depression (Evenson & 

Simon, 2005, Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003), and less satisfaction in parenting and lower 

levels of happiness (Margolis & Myrskyla, 2011). Basing on these findings from 

various researchers, it can be noted that the demands of single motherhood, in general, 

make them experience negative emotions mostly and, if they become exposed to 

stressful pandemics like COVID-19, their situation becomes worse. 

The other finding was on the strategies that can be adopted by single mothers in 

regulating their emotions. They pointed out that they find comfort in engaging in 

religious activities, social engagement, vacationing, crying or emotional displacement 

as well as being optimistic in life. Most of the strategies pointed to seeking social 

support when emotionally overwhelmed. Edin and Kefalas (2005) pointed out that 

single mothers receive less social support and experience greater strain than married 

ones. Augustine (2014) states that employed single mothers are less stressed than 

unemployed ones as they have a platform to create social networks at work which can 

offer them the social support they need in raising children alone. Jeanne (2003) 

emphasised that culturally appropriate emotional support offers single mothers an 

opportunity to mobilise their agency and be active in decision making. Hence 

providing psychosocial support for single mothers becomes a priority.  

Conclusions 

The researchers of this study concluded that single parenting is, in general, a 

demanding responsibility which weighs heavily on single mothers as women have 

many roles in parenting even in married couples. Though single mothers are generally 
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emotionally strained with parenting duties, unemployed ones with erratic sources of 

income, experience more emotional instability in their parenting.  Individual 

differences also determine the emotionality of single mothers towards parenting. It 

can also be concluded that the emotions experienced by single mothers are not always 

negative, instead they show a myriad of emotions. The negative ones can be 

exacerbated by unfortunate circumstances like COVID-19. In addition, various factors 

precipitate negative emotions of single mothers in parenting such as economic 

demands, social stigma, unemployment, disasters and lack of parenting skills. 

Recommendations 

Basing on the findings of the study, the researchers proposed the following 

recommendations: 

➢ The government must try to assist single mothers by providing many forms of 

assistance which depend on individual needs. Hence, after conducting needs 

assessment, the government may offer skills training, monthly allowance and 

free legal consultancy to deserving single mothers.  

➢ It is also recommended that psychologists and social workers do community 

engagements where they offer knowledge on topics like emotional intelligence, 

stress management, resilience, coping and effective parenting.   

➢ For future research, it is recommended that large scale quantitative studies be 

conducted in future so that findings can be generalised to many people. Areas 

of interest may include testing levels of emotional intelligence of single mothers 

and emotional intelligence of children raised by single mothers. 
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