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Career Counseling for Single Parents: A Theory-Based Approach
	Career counseling provides support that helps individuals navigate evolving job markets, align their vocational interests with personal values, and manage obstacles to employment (Brown & Lent, 2021). When considering populations facing economic and practical barriers, single parents stand out as needing tailored counseling due to the dual demands of caregiving and economic stability (Chen & Edwards, 2022). By providing single parents with targeted career strategies, interventions can foster greater job stability, long-term career satisfaction, and overall well-being. This paper focuses on single parents, explaining who they are and why career counseling is needed, presenting statistics, discussing an appropriate career theory and associated counseling plan, identifying barriers with interventions, listing local and relevant resources, assessing practical plans, and integrating spirituality into the counseling process.
Single Parents and Career Counseling
	Single parents are individuals raising at least one child without the support of a partner in the home environment (Chen & Edwards, 2022). A majority of this group includes women, though single fathers are increasing in numbers. In the United States, around 80% of single-parent households are run by single mothers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). Single parents must fulfill dual roles, such as caregiver and breadwinner, which can create unique stressors and constraints on both professional development and career progression (Chen & Edwards, 2022).
	Career counseling is important for single parents, as it offers structured guidance to help them navigate challenges, such as limited child-care options, unpredictable schedules, financial burdens, and variability in employment opportunities (Chen & Edwards, 2022). Interventions can assist these individuals in identifying realistic job pathways, balancing work and family responsibilities, and developing strategies to increase financial independence. This type of support is valuable due to the pressures single parents face when attempting to secure stable and meaningful employment. Counselors should be mindful of the emotional toll this responsibility can create by recognizing that feelings of guilt, exhaustion, or inadequacy may be present. Validating these experiences while offering practical solutions can ensure that single parents feel supported. Career interventions that emphasize empowerment, flexible decision-making, and resilience building can strengthen their ability to manage caregiving and professional responsibilities (Brown & Lent, 2021).
Statistics on Single Parents
	Research shows that one in four children under 18 lives in a single-parent household (Parolin & Lee, 2022). Single mothers make up around 80% of single-parent families, and about 77% of single mothers are employed full-time, while 23% are employed part-time (National Women’s Law Center, 2017; U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). This demonstrates that employment rates are high among single parents. However, they also commonly experience underemployment, low wages, and limited career mobility. Single parents report elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms due to socioeconomic pressures, caregiving demands, and limited social support networks (Chen & Edwards, 2022). For example, around 23% of children in the U.S. live with a single parent, and these families face a higher incidence of mental health challenges like depression and anxiety compared to partnered families (Chavda & Nisarga, 2023). The prevalence of mental health concerns among single parents highlights the need for career counseling that addresses emotional resilience and self-efficacy (Chen & Edwards, 2022).
	Studies also demonstrate that children in single-parent homes are more likely to experience poverty and educational disparities compared to peers from two-parent families (Chayda & Nisarga, 2023). Economic instability impacts access to healthcare, extracurricular activities, and higher education opportunities. This highlights how inequities can influence career development and reinforces the importance of providing interventions, access to work development, and counseling services that empower single parents (Chen & Edwards, 2022). 
Minnesota Theory of Work Adjustment
	The Minnesota Theory of Work Adjustment (TWA) emphasizes person and environment compatibility, such as the individual’s abilities meeting job requirements and the individual’s values aligning with work reinforcements (Brown & Lent, 2021). TWA highlights work adjustment as the process of achieving and maintaining a good fit between individual needs and workplace conditions, influencing satisfaction, performance, and job tenure. Considering single parents, TWA can offer insight into the necessity of employment options that accommodate flexible hours for caregiving, reasonable compensation for economic needs, and personal values such as work-family balance (Olaru & Bolger, 2024). While TWA tends to focus on vocational rehabilitation populations or general working populations, the theory’s emphasis on alignment between personal restrictions and workplace structures makes it relevant and applicable to single parents, as their working conditions must align with their caregiving realities (Brown & Lent, 2021). There are limited studies applying TWA to single parents. However, the theory’s foundational and person-environment aspects suggest appropriateness for this population. One of TWA’s strengths for this group is its adaptability, as it encourages exploration of both intrinsic motivators, such as purpose and stability, and extrinsic conditions, such as wages and flexible scheduling. 
TWA Counseling Plan
	A career counseling intervention for single parents, using TWA, may begin with an in-depth interview to explore the client’s vocational history, current skills, caregiving responsibilities, values, and career aspirations (Brown & Lent, 2021). The questions asked would address desired work scheduled, commute constraints, childcare needs, and personal motivations. This information would allow for exploration of the alignment between abilities and job requirements, as well as values and reinforcements through the TWA framework. The second step would be to utilize assessment tools, such as administering validated instruments like the O*NET Interest Profiler or the Strong Interest Inventory, to identify work environments and occupations that align with the client’s skills and values. The Minnesota Importance Questionnaire could help evaluate personality reinforcements like job security, work-life balance, and autonomy (American Psychological Association, n.d.). 
	The third step is to present the TWA model to the client by explaining how ideal careers meet the needs of using their strengths and satisfying their values (Brown & Lent, 2021). Next would be developing goals and an action plan. This includes collaborating on SMART goals, such as completing vocational certification within three months, applying to five jobs offering flexible hours, and arranging a stable childcare plan. Action steps may include updating resumes, employer research, and exploring local resources and services. The final step in the counseling plan would be to schedule regular check-ins to evaluate their progress, reassess fit, and make any adjustments to goals if needed. During this step, it is important to encourage the client to reflect on satisfaction with new roles and modify search strategies if the environment fit happens to fall short.
Environmental and Personal Barriers and Intervention Strategies
	Single parents can face many barriers that may impact their ability to secure and sustain employment (Chen & Edwards, 2022). Environmental barriers can make it difficult for individuals to access and maintain employment. For example, childcare may be inaccessible due to high costs, limited availability, or inflexible hours. Transportation is another challenge when individuals lack a reliable vehicle or access to public transportation. Employers may also enforce rigid schedules that conflict with caregiving responsibilities and workplace bias. Personal barriers also play a major role in limiting opportunities. Mental health challenges, such as depression and anxiety, can reduce motivation or decision-making abilities. Setbacks in the job market may also lower their self-efficacy and negatively impact confidence. Time constraints from caregiving duties can reduce the amount of time available for job searching or even training.
	Intervention strategies may include connecting clients to subsidized or sliding-scale childcare programs through the local DHHS office or community nonprofit organizations (Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services, n.d.). Clients can be assisted in securing reliable transportation through programs such as Chariots4Hope (2024). To reduce barriers to employment, it would be beneficial to identify employers who offer flexible scheduling or remote work options (Chen & Edwards, 2022). Advocacy can be used to educate employers about the value and stability of hiring single parents. Interventions can also incorporate mental health services for stress-management techniques. Lastly, enhancing their self-efficacy can be achieved through experiences, supportive feedback, and potentially peer support groups.
Local and Community Resources
	For single parents in Nebraska, there are many potential resources that are available to provide support. Essential Personnel (2025) offers job readiness training, resume workshops, interview practice, and direct job placement assistance. The Nebraska DHHS (2025) provides employment support services, childcare subsidies, and financial assistance to families who qualify. Community colleges offer flexible certificate or degree programs that take place in the evening or in online formats, which can be paired with financial aid and childcare assistance (Central Community College, 2025). Nonprofits and local charities can also play an important role, such as organizations like Chariots4Hope (2024) assisting with transportation and Compass (2021) offering emergency support for childcare, meals, school supplies, career development, and affordable housing. In counseling, these resources can be incorporated into the client’s action plan by offering referrals, assisting with contacts, and developing strategies for accessing these services, such as completing applications, gathering necessary documentation, or navigating appointments (Brown & Lent, 2021). 
Recommendations and Practical Assessment
	Based on the information and interventions mentioned, the plan seems to be both practical and potentially effective (Brown & Lent, 2021). Using the TWA provides a clear and validated guide to align the client’s skills, values, and working constraints with career opportunities. The plan is also holistic and realistic because it addresses both environmental and personal barriers. Integrating community and state resources contributes to practicability and can create sustainable support systems outside of counseling. Including follow-ups and reflection fosters adaptability and resilience when their circumstances change. However, some challenges may remain present (Radey et al., 2022). This could include potential gaps in resource availability, delays in obtaining subsidies, and the possibility of the client’s mental health interfering with following through. Counselors should maintain partnerships with agencies, provide consistent support, ensure steps are manageable, and encourage the development of support networks (Chen & Edwards, 2022). Another important recommendation involves incorporating advocacy into counseling by working with employers to encourage family-friendly policies. This may involve paid family leave and flexible scheduling. Building stronger relationships with local childcare providers and transportation services can also help to reduce access barriers.
Spirituality in Career Counseling
	Spirituality can be very useful in career counseling, as it provides clients with a sense of purpose, meaning, and alignment between personal values and vocational choices (Lemke, 2020). Counselors can incorporate a client’s spiritual understanding of calling into vocational planning. For example, a Christian single parent may view providing for their children as part of a spiritual mission, which can influence career goals through themes of purpose and stewardship (Brown & Lent, 2021). If the client engages in specific religious practices, the counselors should consider work opportunities that honor these. Counselors can also explore how faith shapes values about work, what qualities of a job would feel spiritually meaningful or aligned with a sense of calling, and whether certain schedules or environments support spiritual practices (Lemke, 2020). Integrating spirituality in this way can enhance motivation and support long-term career goals.
	Integrating spirituality can also be a protective factor to help families cope with stress, grief, or uncertainty (Perez et al., 2025). Spiritual values can guide decision-making during difficult times. By honoring these beliefs, counselors acknowledge the client’s whole identity rather than reducing the process to just economic factors alone. Spirituality can also connect clients with other community support systems and faith-based resources. By respectfully and ethically incorporating spirituality, counselors can foster resilience and provide clients with a stronger sense of meaning.
Conclusion
	Single parents face unique economic, psychological, and social challenges (Chen & Edwards, 2022). The application of TWA allows counselors to assess and align clients’ abilities, values, and environmental needs effectively (Brown & Lent, 2021). When combined with a counseling plan, interventions, and strategic use of local resources, this approach supports single parents in securing meaningful and sustainable employment. Integrating spirituality into career planning enhances motivation and resilience (Lemke, 2020). Though challenges remain, tailored and theory-based interventions can offer a realistic pathway for empowering single parents in their vocational advancement (Chen & Edwards, 2022). In conclusion, single parents’ complex experiences highlight the need for approaches that address financial, emotional, and spiritual well-being. Career counseling is not simply just about placing individuals into jobs but about fostering long-term satisfaction, adaptability, and balance (Brown & Lent, 2021). By utilizing evidence-based theories, advocating for systemic support, and integrating the client’s cultural and spiritual perspectives, counselors can create empowering environments that honor both the individual and their family responsibilities (Chen & Edwards, 2022; cite). 
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