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Foreword

 Some Reflections on the Last 50 Years of Fatherhood 
Research: Progress, Promises, and Challenges

As this volume illustrates so well, as a field we have come a long way in both 
overcoming the idea that fathers are the forgotten parents and in unveiling the 
curtain that shrouded fathers in mystery. They are neither forgotten nor a 
mystery any longer but have assumed their rightful place along with mothers 
as central agents in the socialization of children. It was not always the case 
and with few exceptions such as early studies of wartime absent fathers, it 
was not until the 1960s and 1970s when the modern study of fathers began.

 The Early Descriptive Phase

In the beginning, the goal was a descriptive one with the aim being to dis-
cover how men acted with infants and young children. These early efforts by 
Lamb (1976, 1981), Pederson and Robson (1969), and Parke (1979; Parke & 
Sawin, 1976) suggested that fathers as well as mothers were more capable as 
caregivers than previously imagined. In their role as fathers, men were com-
petent feeding agents and expressed warmth and nurturance just as well as 
mothers even with newborn babies. They were able to read infant signals as 
well as mothers and adjusted their speech when addressing infants just as 
mothers did. And the infants responded accordingly. Infants developed attach-
ments not just to mothers but to fathers as well and even used fathers as social 
referencing agents in stressful situations. These early studies not only con-
firmed that fathers were competent but in many ways were comparable to 
mothers in their ability to be engaged, nurturant, and competent caregivers. 
Consistent with evolutionary design, infants and young children were pro-
tected by a family social system in which redundancy and interchangeability 
between mothers and fathers were key components.

Other work in this early period underscored that a complete portrait of the 
emergence of fathering begins well before birth as studies of fathers during 
pregnancy and childbirth so well documented. Early studies of the couvade 
syndrome (Trethowan & Conolon, 1965) suggested that father’s as well as 
mother’s behaviors and emotions shift across the prenatal period. Moreover, 
the presence or absence of fathers during childbirth (Entwisle & Doering, 
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1981) was identified as a worthwhile topic of investigation – a reminder that 
fathering from the onset of pregnancy is embedded in a family system of 
couple and developing fetus (see Dayton, Malone, & Brown, 2020; Tolman & 
Walsh, 2020).

At the same time, as the overlapping aspects of paternal and maternal par-
enting style were being discovered, the unique features of opposite sex par-
ents’ interactive styles were being documented and described. Mothers and 
fathers differed in several ways. First, as consistent with cultural gender 
norms that guided maternal and paternal roles and responsibilities in this ear-
lier era of the 1960s and 1970s, men in spite of their competence as caregivers 
were largely breadwinners while the major caregiving role fell to mothers. 
Even when adjusting for time available with infants and children, mothers 
spent a larger portion of their time in caregiving than fathers. Fathers, in turn, 
spent a larger proportion of their time with their offspring in playful interac-
tions. Of course, mothers engaged in playful exchanges with their infants and 
young children just as fathers changed diapers and fed their infants but they 
each had specialized parts in the socialization story with mothers as caregiv-
ers and fathers as playmates.

Even the style of play differed across mothers and fathers. Fathers emerged 
as the physical play experts who routinely engage in touch and tickle routines 
and rough and tumble sequences. In contrast, mothers are less physical and 
more verbal and talkative when engaging their infants and are more likely to 
use toys as props in their play bouts, while fathers are less likely to engage in 
toy-mediated play. Mothers are more didactic and more likely to engage in 
teaching the infant and toddler during their playful exchanges. Finally, 
fathers’ physical play is more arousing, stimulating, and exciting as well as 
more unpredictable and erratic. In contrast, maternal play is smoother and 
more predictable and modulated with gradual rather than abrupt changes in 
tempo and excitability. These stylistic differences between parents continue 
to be evident across the preschool period, and some would argue that paternal 
humor and sarcasm replaces physical play style as the child develops (See 
Vallotton, Foster, Harewood, Cook, & Adekoya, 2020).

The looming issue, however, was whether or not fathers make a difference 
in children’s development. Abundant evidence has clearly documented that 
father involvement clearly matters for social as well as cognitive and lan-
guage development. Studies in the decades of the 1980s and 1990s found that 
play and other forms of paternal involvement as well as aspects of interactive 
style such as contingent responsiveness were linked with enhanced social 
development (i.e., higher social acceptance by peers) (see Hennigar, Cabrera, 
& Chan, 2020), less deviant behavior (see Godleski & Eiden, 2020; McMahon, 
2020), as well as academic achievement and linguistic and cognitive compe-
tence (see Panecsofar, 2020; Duursma, Ho, Grenyer, & Herbert, 2020; 
Meuwissen, 2020).

A related issue that was identified early and is of continuing interest is not 
only the effects of fathers on children but the impact of becoming a father on 
men’s own psychological development including their mental health, their 
self-identity, and their occupational success (See Paulson, 2020; Skjøthaug, 
2020; von Klitzing & White, 2020). Early work by Snarey (1993) guided by 
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Erikson’s (1975) concept of generativity was particularly significant in guid-
ing this line of inquiry. Involved fathering was, in turn, linked to societal 
generativity as indicated by caring for other younger adults such as serving as 
a mentor, providing leadership, and contributing to generational continuity. 
As both this work and Bradley (2020) remind us, fathering is best understood 
through an intergenerational and life span lens in which earlier childhood 
alters later adjustment as an adult, including the enactment of the father role 
which, in turn, alters subsequent cohorts of children.

Finally, the effects of the onset of fatherhood on maternal well-being and 
the marital relationship was the focus of studies of the transition to parent-
hood from the 1960s onward (see Palkovitz, 2020; Shears, 2020). Another 
important focus of inquiry from the earliest days of this descriptive era of 
fatherhood research was the documentation of the variability across fathers in 
their enactment of the paternal role. Often cast as the search for the determi-
nants of fathering, this search focused on a variety of factors at several levels 
of analysis including individual characteristics such as paternal attitudes, 
motivation and skills, their quality of relationship with their family of origin, 
men’s mental and physical health, and their age at the time of the onset of 
parenthood (in early adolescence vs on time vs late timed onset). The gender 
and birth order of the child with whom the father was involved were further 
determinants (see Volling, Steinberg, & Kuo, 2020). At the family level, the 
quality of the couple relationship and maternal gatekeeping were discovered 
as determinants of father involvement (see Frascarolo, Favez, Tissot, & Fivaz- 
Despeuringe, 2020). Finally, changing societal trends such as the shifts in 
maternal employment and the work schedules and job characteristics (degree 
of autonomy vs highly controlled; level of stress) of fathers emerged as 
important determinants of both father involvement and the quality of father-
ing behaviors. In sum, in this early descriptive phase, the main outlines of the 
fatherhood agenda were established, but only in the form of preliminary 
sketches and outlines of the contours of the issues. As this volume under-
scores, major advances over the ensuing decades have been made in flushing 
out the details and providing a clearer and more complete picture of the 
father’s role. Moreover, as noted below, in the early stages, less attention was 
devoted to the explanatory processes that account for the effects of fathering 
on children and other players. We turn to the search for processes next.

 From Description to Process

While progress in describing the father’s role in the family was a necessary 
first step, identification of the underlying process that either accounted for 
paternal behavior or for the effects of fathers on their children is a needed 
next step. Several significant process advances are noteworthy. Following the 
work on father as a physical play partner, researchers discovered that infants 
and young children were learning important lessons in the context of play 
that, in turn, could, in part, account for the father’s impact on children’s social 
behavior with peers. First, when fathers were more democratic and less coer-
cive and controlling in their father–child exchanges, children were more 
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popular with their peers, in part, due to their ability to initiate activities and 
their capacity to respond appropriately to the social bids of their partners. 
Second, children learn to read and respond to their father’s emotional signals 
or cues in the course of play bouts. The skill of being able to decipher a play 
partner’s emotional messages is a critical one for maintaining a successful 
social exchange. Third, in the context of play, children learn to use their own 
emotional signals to regulate the interactions of their father playmate. Again, 
this skill of being able to accurately and clearly communicate one’s emotions 
to an interactive partner is valuable and accounts, in part, for children’s suc-
cess in their peer interactions.

In sum, several emotion-related processes are acquired in the context of 
father-child play, which, in turn, transfers to other non-parental social con-
texts. Play between father and child is indeed not idle but a context for learn-
ing transferable skills about how to send and read other people’s emotions in 
the course of social exchanges (see Bergmann & Klein, 2020; Paquette, 
Gagnon, & de Medeiros, 2020).

Closely related to emotional regulatory processes are a distinct but impor-
tant additional mediator between fathering and child outcomes, namely atten-
tion regulatory abilities. These processes include the ability to attend to 
relevant cues, sustain attention, to refocus attention through such processes as 
cognitive distraction and cognitive restructuring, and other efforts to pur-
posely reduce the level of emotional arousal in stressful situations. Attentional 
processes organize experience and play a central role in cognitive and social 
development beginning in early childhood. In summary, the ability to regu-
late attention is a further important mediator through which parental behav-
ior, including paternal behavior, may influence children’s social competence. 
In addition to learning to manage emotions in social encounters, children also 
develop cognitive representations or cognitive scripts that serve as guides to 
social exchanges with other social partners. Attachment theorists offer cogni-
tive working models, whereas social and cognitive psychologists have sug-
gested scripts or cognitive maps as guides for social action. Research within 
the attachment tradition have found support for Bowlby’s argument that rep-
resentations vary as a function of child-parent attachment history (see Brown 
& Aytuglu, 2020).

For example, children who had been securely attached infants were more 
likely to represent their family in their drawings in a coherent manner, with a 
balance between individuality and connection, than children who had been 
insecurely attached. In turn, securely attached children have better peer rela-
tionships. Research in the social interactional tradition as well as the attach-
ment perspective reveals links between parent and child cognitive 
representations of social relationships and, in turn, their peer relationships. 
These include cognitive representations as well as scripts for dealing success-
fully with social partners. Other work suggests that father–child interaction is 
related to children’s “theory of mind” competence, a clear asset for achieving 
social skills.

In addition, a variety of other process avenues have been identified, includ-
ing the father as a manager of children’s social contacts and a coach and 
guide in novel social situations. Clearly significant progress has been made in 
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documenting not only the father’s significant role in children’s development 
but also in delineating a myriad of process pathways through which these 
effects are achieved.

Finally and of major significance as evidence of theoretical progress, there 
have emerged in the last several decades major theoretical models that aim at 
the integration of current knowledge and serve as guides for future work on 
fathering (see Fitzgerald, von Klitzing, Cabrera, Mendonça, & Skjethaug, 
2020). These theoretical models are ambitious in scope and underscore the 
multiple social, demographic, cognitive, and biological/neurological factors 
which function as determinants of father involvement and, in turn, outline the 
processes and pathways which account for the effects of variations in father-
ing on child outcomes. Although single studies seldom encompass the array 
of factors outlined in these models, they serve as valuable heuristic devices 
for organizing current and guiding future work in this area.

 Some Caveats and Challenges

Several more recent advances have challenged this relatively neat package of 
findings and progress and have opened up new avenues of inquiry. Many of 
these new directions are captured in this volume. The first challenge is based 
on the fact that much of the pioneering work was carried out in Western cul-
tures or more accurately with Euro-American and middle class fathers. It was 
assumed that these findings would be universally valid across other cultures 
and generalizable to non-European American groups in North America and in 
Europe (see Rabie, Skeen, & Tomlinson, 2020; de Mendonca & Bussab, 
2020). In the past several decades, these assumptions have been questioned 
on several fronts and have forced us to confront the variability in father 
behaviors across cultures and subcultures but also challenged some of our 
assumptions about the central features of the father role. For example, the 
well-established finding that the physical play style is the hallmark of the 
father’s role has been questioned. Findings from a variety of non-Western 
cultures (Taiwan, India, Africa, Thailand) suggest that fathers rarely engage 
in physical play and few mother–father differences in play style are found 
(Roopnarine, Hooper, Ahmeduzzaman, & Pollack, 1993). These cross- 
cultural observations may lead to a reevaluation of the pathways through 
which fathers influence their children’s development and lead to a rethinking 
of the father’s role in fostering emotional regulation in children at least in 
some cultures (Lamb, 1987; Shwalb, Shwalb, & Lamb, 2013).

A related challenge to the centrality of physical play for fathers not only in 
other cultures but in Western cultures comes from the monitoring of secular 
changes in male and female roles. The movement of women into the work-
force is well documented and the resulting increase in father involvement in 
caregiving is well established. Men and women are becoming increasingly 
similar in their distribution of caregiving responsibilities and their level of 
involvement, although women still engage in more childcare than men. 
However, at the same time there are notable shifts in styles of interaction that 
warrant more attention. The gender-of-parent differences, on average, are 

Foreword



x

relatively small, and there is a good deal of overlap between mothers and 
fathers in both the style of play as well as in the absolute amount of time 
devoted to playful interactions. Fathers do not own the physical play fran-
chise; mothers have a mixed play repertoire too, and can and do bounce and 
tickle as well as read and converse with their children. In the same vein, 
fathers, like mothers, play with toys, read books, and engage in pretend play 
in addition to their supposedly signature style of arousing and stimulating 
physical play. Both mothers and fathers contribute to their children’s develop-
ment in a myriad of playful ways. The stylistic differences in play between 
fathers and mothers became enshrined in our views of mothers and fathers 
based on work conducted 20–30 years ago when traditional conceptions of 
fathers’ role predominated, maternal employment was still relatively uncom-
mon and viewed negatively, and fathers were much less involved in the day- 
to- day care of their infants. As men in contemporary society have expanded 
their range of involvement to include more caregiving and managerial parent-
ing activities, the predominance of play as the distinctive feature of the father 
role has diminished in importance. Play has become merely one of a variety 
of ways that fathers (and mothers) are involved with their children. Some 
leading father scholars (Lamb & Lewis, 2010) have revised their earlier views 
of the uniqueness of father play.

Moreover, demographic shifts in North America away from a predomi-
nantly white Euro-American profile to a more diverse culturally and racially 
complex picture are well documented. These changes have led to an increased 
interest in a range of ethnic and racial groups of fathers, which, in turn, has 
led to a reevaluation of our prior conclusions about paternal roles and behav-
ior. Recent work has not only been devoted to a wide range of racial/ethnic 
groups, including African American, Latino, Asian American, and to a lesser 
extent native American fathers, but this evidence questions many stereotypes 
about the role of these fathers in the lives of their children (see Gadsden & 
Iruka, 2020; Mogro-Wilson, 2020; Allison-Burbank & Collins, 2020). These 
efforts have challenged stereotypes concerning both levels of involvement as 
well as bringing into question assumptions about the hierarchical and authori-
tarian nature of the fathering styles of these men in these racial groups. For 
example, comparisons across ethnic groups (African and European American) 
revealed either few differences in level of father involvement or in some stud-
ies African American fathers are higher in their levels of caregiving and play 
than European American fathers.

Along with a renewed focus on a range of racial and ethnic groups, there 
is increasing recognition that the cultural trends of involved fathers apply 
most clearly to economically and educationally advantaged families and to 
intact two-parent families while they apply less readily to less economically 
well-off and less-educated fathers and families (see Keizer, 2020). Especially 
as economic inequality has increased, it is important to recognize that income 
disparities between fathers have yielded more variability across social classes 
in the patterns of fathering. Most attention in the research literature has been 
devoted to the study of fathers in two-parent intact families. According to a 
recent survey of journal articles from 1930 to 2006, 76% of the fathers were 
from two-parent families and the rest were focused on divorced, single, or 
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nonresident father families (Goldberg, Tan, & Thorsen, 2009). However, 
many fathers cohabit with their partners (rather than marry) while others may 
be divorced or not in residence with their partner but remain involved in the 
lives of their children. There is a renewed interest in documenting patterns of 
fathering among economically disadvantaged fathers who are often not resid-
ing with their offspring. Although these fathers may not be physically pres-
ent, recent work has found these nonresidential fathers often rely on contact 
at a distance and communicate via phone or social media rather than face-to- 
face. Moreover, disadvantaged fathers provide input such as nurturance, play 
and leisure activities, safety, moral guidance, discipline, as well as contact 
through connections with the extended family and community. Studies reveal 
complex patterns of involvement while showing that these alternative involve-
ment strategies are important for children’s development.

It is not merely the disadvantaged, nonresident fathers who have received 
increased attention but other men who “father at a distance” and have limited 
face-to-face contact with their children due to incarceration, military deploy-
ment, or migration patterns (see Bocknek, 2020). Although divorced fathers 
have received plenty of research attention, these other men have remained in 
the research shadows, yet their circumstances are deserving of further scru-
tiny if we wish to understand the full range of fathering. Recent work has 
begun to examine the ways in which these men who are separated from their 
children are able to maintain contact and father from afar and in doing so 
impact their children’s development and adjustment. While the issue of father 
military deployment has a long history, more sophisticated measurement and 
more fully developed theoretical frameworks have given new prominence to 
this topic (see Walsh & Rosenblum, 2020). In view of the high rates of incar-
ceration among men, especially minorities in the USA, the focus on the 
effects of incarceration on men’s fathering roles is a welcome advance. 
Similarly, the current concern about immigration policies and patterns has led 
to a heightened interest in the study of transnational fathering. Together, these 
alternative fathering arrangements across space and time have underscored 
the high degree of variability in fathering profiles and seriously challenged 
our traditional focus on residential fathering.

At the other extreme and in recognition of the plethora of family forms and 
caregiving arrangements in contemporary families there has been increased 
attention given to highly involved fathers such as those in reverse role fami-
lies. In these families, fathers take on major caregiving roles while mothers 
assume the breadwinning role. Although relatively rare several decades ago 
(Russell, 1983), there has been a significant increase in these types of family 
arrangements in recent years (see Lee & Lee, 2020). These arrangements not 
only underscore the malleability of parental roles but provide unique oppor-
tunities to assess the effects of heightened father involvement on children’s 
development and the relative importance of mothers and fathers in the social-
ization process.

Another challenge is the recent work on gay and lesbian families which 
has raised provocative issues for the field of fatherhood research. As the evi-
dence suggests, children in families of same-sex parents develop adequately 
in terms of social-emotional adjustment (Golombok, 2015; Miller, Kors, & 

Foreword



xii

Macfie, 2017; Patterson, 2016). These data help us address the uniqueness of 
fathers’ and mothers’ roles in the family. Moreover, they help provide clarity 
on the important issue of how essential fathers (Silverstein & Auerbach, 
1999) and mothers (Parke, 2002, 2013) are for the successful socialization of 
their children. Moreover, these insights raise the possibility that our focus on 
the gender of the parent may be too narrow. Instead, it could be helpful to 
recast the issue and ask whether it is the extent to which exposure to males 
and/or females is critical or whether it is exposure to the interactive style typi-
cally associated with either mother or father that matters. Perhaps the style of 
parenting and gender of the parent who enacts the style can be viewed as 
partially independent. More attention to the kinds of parenting styles evident 
in same-gendered parental households will help us address the uniqueness of 
father and mother roles in the family and help provide needed clarity on the 
important issue of how essential fathers or mothers are for children’s 
development.

A further challenge/opportunity is the re-biologization of fatherhood. In 
the early years of fatherhood research, much attention was devoted to the 
social, economic, and demographic determinants of fathering. Less emphasis 
was devoted to the biological underpinning of fathering behaviors, in part, 
due to the assumption that the lack of biological preparedness accounted for 
fathers’ limited involvement in caregiving of children. Moreover, direct social 
experience of contact with infants was assumed to be sufficient for the activa-
tion of fathering behaviors as demonstrated in studies of adoption. Fortunately, 
recent evidence has challenged the assumption that fathers are biologically 
unprepared for fatherhood. Studies suggest that fathers experience hormonal 
changes accompanying the birth of an infant, which, in turn, makes them 
more ready for social interaction and more sensitive to infant social signals 
(Storey, Walsh, Quinton, & Wynne-Edwards, 2000; see Gettler, 2020). 
Moreover, some of the most striking evidence that fathers are biologically 
prepared for caregiving come from recent studies of how our brains react 
when we are exposed to babies. From the earliest days of life, fathers (as well 
as mothers) are neurologically primed to respond to infants. Using brain 
imaging techniques such as fMRI, they show more neural activation when 
shown pictures of babies than pictures of animate objects. Fathers and moth-
ers show higher levels of activity in emotional processing areas of the brain 
when exposed to infant cries than nonparents. Other brain imaging studies 
found that men respond neurologically more to the cries of their own infants 
than to the distress signals of unrelated infants (see Grande, Tribble, & Kim, 
2020). In sum, our brains as well as our hormones prepare not just mothers 
but fathers too for the challenges of caregiving. Including biological markers 
in our studies of fathering, along with our more established social and cogni-
tive indices, will yield a fuller understanding of the multiple levels that deter-
mine fathering.

Another significant trend is the increasing interdisciplinarity of fathering 
research. In many ways, a psychological approach to fathering has a unique 
identity with its focus on intra-familial processes, such as actor attitudes, cog-
nitions and beliefs, and the dynamic interchanges between and among family 
members. However, it is unlikely that we can fully understand fathers without 
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recognizing the contributions of other disciplines. Sociologists inform us 
about issues of ethnicity, class, inequality, and demographic shifts while 
anthropologists alert us to cross-cultural variations. Economists document 
shifts in economic opportunities and struggles. Medical professionals provide 
insights about family illness, disease, and wellness-promoting strategies 
while evolutionary theorists clarify the trade-offs between the costs and ben-
efits of father involvement for men. Additionally, legal scholars offer glimpses 
into how families are helped or hindered by laws and social policies that 
directly affect families. Historians remind us that cross time shifts in family 
forms, beliefs, and practices are constantly under revision. Beyond these tra-
ditional contributors to the study of fathers, some disciplines such as architec-
ture and urban design have not received sufficient attention. The effects of 
living in multi-family households or in intergenerational housing on father 
roles are poorly understood. Our challenge is to examine how these innova-
tions in housing arrangements alter various aspects of family life. As scholars 
of fathering, we need to understand better how these cross- disciplinary 
insights modify our process-oriented explanations of father functioning. A 
fuller understanding of fathering requires an interdisciplinary perspective.

Finally, the field has recognized that fathering research has important 
implications for the guidance of social and public policy. In part due to the 
acceptance of fathers as critical socializing agents in the healthy development 
of children, policy makers have increasingly undertaken the development of 
programs and policy guidelines aimed at supporting the father’s role in the 
family (see Osborne, 2020). Public agencies such as state and federal govern-
ments have become active promoters of father involvement through aware-
ness and educational campaigns as well as by recognizing the importance of 
such initiatives as family leave. While these policy efforts lag behind the poli-
cies of many European countries, especially Scandinavian countries, clear 
awareness and some progress is evident. Moreover, government support of 
father-directed intervention programs which are aimed at increasing father 
involvement is a welcome advance. These intervention efforts should be 
lauded not only as policies to strengthen father involvement but as valuable 
opportunities for theory evaluation. For example, these efforts can help estab-
lish direction of causality effects and provide some further evidence that the 
direction of effects flow in part from father to child. (see Pruett & Pruett, 
2020; Fletcher, Macdonald, & St George, 2020; DeGarmo, 2020). Relatedly, 
private organizations such as the National Fatherhood Initiative, the National 
Centre on Fathering, the National At-Home Dad Network, Dad Central 
Canada and Polimundo, represent international efforts on behalf of fathers. In 
summary, policy makers are becoming significant partners in the fatherhood 
enterprise by aiding in translating scholarly advances into social action on 
behalf of fathers.

 Final Thoughts

We have come a long way in the past half century not only in recognizing 
fathers as central players in family life and in the lives of our children but in 

Foreword



xiv

beginning to understand the range of ways in which they alter children’s 
development. We have made significant progress in outlining the pathways 
and processes through which these effects are achieved. Finally, we have 
attracted the attention of policy makers who have joined as active partners in 
promotion of father involvement. At the same time, significant challenges 
await, including broadening our definition of fathering to include a wider 
range of fathers who operate outside the traditional nuclear family model. 
Significant challenges await us about the necessity of fathers in light of the 
emerging work on lesbian parent families. This volume suggests that we are 
making advances on all of these issues, but as is always the case in scientific 
endeavors, this remains a progress report with much future work to be 
accomplished.

University of California, Riverside Ross D. Parke 
Riverside, CA, USA
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Foreword

 The Global Fatherhood Charter

I have a word of caution for all those researching fatherhood: be prepared to 
be frustrated at how your research is ignored. Your time will come, but this 
time is measured in generations, not years! Communicating fatherhood 
research does not just face all the normal barriers that new research faces. It 
challenges deeply held emotions among practitioners and policy makers, 
emotions that cannot easily be admitted by those trading in objectivity. Over 
the last 20 years of trying to communicate fatherhood research into policy 
and practice in order to improve child development, I have had plenty of time 
to reflect on why it is so relentlessly difficult.

Nothing about fatherhood can match the deep emotional appeal of the lov-
ing mother. When resources are tight – as they are everywhere all the time – 
the priority will always be supporting the mother-child bond, even when 
engaging with fathers also improves outcomes. Policies, services, workplaces 
and cultures will favour the mother-child bond for the foreseeable future 
almost everywhere in the world.

Meanwhile, the male provider model still holds tight, however much the 
aspirations of men to be caring grow. In every country in the world, men do less 
care than women, even in the Nordic countries (van der Gaag, Heilman, Gupta, 
Nembhard & Backet (2019)). To this we must add the idea that the role of the 
male is to be strong and to provide support, not to receive support and not to be 
seen as weak and needy. In this world view, fathers should focus on self-reli-
ance, not on being helped by services or policy makers. The best research on 
this phenomenon comes from neonatal care, where fathers face enormous pres-
sures and fears and are most in need of help. Nowhere is the demand to be “the 
strong one” stronger than in such extremities (Fisher et al., 2018).

Closely linked to this is the idea that fathers are powerful and have agency. 
If they are not doing the “right things”, the solution is not help but for them 
to man-up and take responsibility. The entire narrative in UK around parental 
leave, for example, is “why don’t fathers take leave?” rather than focusing on 
policy and institutional barriers that might be limiting their ability to take it.

Finally, all the research about the value of collaborative parenting for child 
development faces the challenge of the idea that men and women live in fun-
damental competition with each other. Won’t men use co-parenting to “take 
over”? In my early years of advocacy, I was described as a “wolf in sheep’s 
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clothing” by a senior UK politician: all talk of love and care on the outside, 
but with a hidden agenda to dominate.

This is a gloomy outlook, to be sure, but for researchers who are patient, 
there is an end in sight. Human parenting has been shown by anthropologists 
to be enormously flexible in response to context (Hrdy, 2009) and the modern 
economy is driving change towards much more sharing of roles. Millennial 
parents have a very different outlook from the older generations that still hold 
the power to shape policy and practice. If you want to see this, just take a trip 
into the social media world, where the celebration of loving fatherhood is in 
full swing. I recently assembled 11 viral videos about father-child bonding, 
with 0.4 billion views between them (familyincluded.com/viral-videos-
fathers-bonding). When this generation are decision-makers in the global 
field of child development, the time for fatherhood research to become main-
stream will come. In the meantime, our job is to lay foundations and hasten 
the progress of the incoming tide.

The traditional approach to fatherhood support is to work with services to 
deliver programs to support fathers. But these are proving to be remarkably 
unsustainable – in most cases, the programs fizzle out as soon as the desig-
nated pilot funding runs out  – however good the child outcomes prove to 
be – or as soon as the sole advocate within the service moves on. The prevail-
ing culture reasserts itself, focusing exclusively on mother-child bond. And 
yet, in every community in the world there are fathers discovering the joy of 
loving care of their infants, succumbing to human biology and psychology, 
and acting as early adopters of changing gender roles. These people are the 
future and the foundation for change. In my view, the focus should be on sup-
porting fathers and their partners as advocates in their communities to support 
other parents. The appeal is to the most basic instinct of all: “experience the 
love of your child”. And this is where the research comes in.

Throughout the time I was involved in raising my children, I had privi-
leged access to the research on fathers and child development, which was 
entirely unavailable to any of my peers through “parenting” channels. I 
devoured the findings about the benefits to children of co-parenting. I fol-
lowed and still follow every new discovery about the biology and neurobiol-
ogy of fatherhood. Since 2015, I have charted all new developments in the 
field of fathers and maternal and newborn health – nearly 300 reports since 
2015 on FamilyIncluded.com. I edit ChildandFamilyBlog.com, working 
closely with Michael Lamb (1987, 2004; Shwalb, Shwalb, & Lamb, 2013; 
Lewis & Lamb, 2007), and this is a platform that reports on important father-
hood research when it emerges. Earlier this year, I called on leading father-
hood researchers to define the fatherhood agenda on the basis of accumulated 
knowledge to date, which resulted in the Fatherhood Charter, reproduced 
below.

This knowledge is immensely empowering. It makes sense of something 
that contradicts prevailing culture. It supports the transition from private 
experience to public engagement. And yet, hardly any fathers (or mothers) 
see it.

So what can fatherhood researchers do now, beyond doing more research 
and advancing knowledge? My invitation is to organize to communicate 
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research globally to fathers and to the mothers who are their partners and co- 
parents. I am inviting fatherhood researchers and advocates to come together 
globally to support particularly those fathers who are taking the additional 
step of publicly advocating change towards more support for father-child 
relationships in society. These fathers need inspiration, they need evidence 
and they need strength. Knowledge is power and we can give this to them.

 The Global Fatherhood Charter

 1. The loving care of a father is a foundation for his child’s wellbeing and 
creates a life-long relationship.

 2. The loving care of father can be as powerful and important as that of a 
mother.

 3. All fathers, both biological and non-biological, have an innate ability to 
bond with their babies from the first days. A father’s brain changes when 
he actively cares for his child, generating enhanced capacity for care and 
empathy.

 4. Loving care takes many forms. Each family and each father-child rela-
tionship is unique.

 5. Fathers are family, and family caregivers are among the most important 
influences on children’s development, wellbeing and health. This is so 
even when fathers do not live permanently with their children.

 6. A harmonious community of care around a child, with parents and care-
givers supporting each other, is a foundation for the child’s healthy 
development.

 7. Fatherhood, like motherhood, is a journey. Fathers need time and prac-
tice – to care for, nurture, play with, and teach their children.

 8. Loving fatherhood means respect for and collaboration with the mother 
and the absence of violence.

 9. To provide the care and form the relationships that children need, fathers 
need support and validation from their partners, families, communities 
and society.

 10. Maternal and newborn health services, early years services, and eco-
nomic self-sufficiency services should offer, and encourage the use of, 
support for fathers and other family caregivers in ways that engage cre-
atively with the local culture and socioeconomic conditions. They should 
provide information and help about how to support maternal and child 
health and child development. They should support family caregivers’ 
relationships with their children and a harmonious community of care for 
children within families. They should offer support for all caregivers to 
meet their children’s financial needs. This support should be accessible to 
fathers even if they live apart from the mother.

 11. Workplaces and employment laws should honour and support the caring 
responsibilities of both fathers and mothers.

 12. Fathers’ involvement in the first 1000 days of their children’s life should 
be a focus of international early childhood development strategies.
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 13. Promotion of gender equality needs to include support for fatherhood. 
Equal economic opportunities for women and men must include the 
opportunity to share the care of their children.

 14. Men are inherently loving and caring beings. Men’s caring instincts and 
emotional life should be celebrated as part of what it is to be a man in 
today’s cultures.

 15. Loving fatherhood and men’s caregiving of all kinds should be recog-
nised and celebrated as an inspiration to other fathers, mothers, grandpar-
ents and caregivers, in this generation and the next.

 Relevant Web Pages

Child and Family Blog, ChildandFamilyBlog.com
Family Included, FamilyIncluded.com

Child and Family Blog Duncan Fisher, OBE 
Crickhowell, UK
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Preface

Thirty-eight years ago, the senior editor for this volume published a revision 
of his book on infancy and early childhood. Seven pages in the chapter on 
socialization were devoted to the father’s role as caregiver. That may not 
sound like much today, but back then that much attention given to father as 
caregiver was relatively unique, especially with respect to the period of 
human development spanning conception to preschool. The theoretical 
framework throughout the book stressed that a baby is a system embedded in 
a more complex family system that, in turn, is part of an increasing number 
of adjunctive systems that directly and/or indirectly influence the family, and 
therefore the infant. Unfortunately, at the time, the developmental sciences 
did not reflect well the role of the father in the infant’s emergent world beyond 
his sperm-producing role in conception. That was soon to change.

General research on infant development literally exploded during the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century spurred on by Bowlby’s attachment theory, 
Piaget’s theory of genetic epistemology, and various forms of evolutionary 
theory. Researchers such as Ross Parke, Michael Lamb, and countless others 
tackled a wide variety of issues related to the role of the father in early child 
development, including capturing the diversity of fathering across many of 
the world’s cultures.

In the early part of this century, a team of investigators led by Natasha 
Cabrera began to focus on efforts to create a conceptual model to give an 
organizational framework to guide research on fathers and assess their influ-
ence on early child development. This volume is a continuation of the early 
conception of father as part of a dynamic family system, combined with a 
more contemporary bio-ecological view of father within a dynamic systems 
framework.

We chose to focus on the prenatal to preschool age period specifically to 
capture the father’s influence on child development within the concept of a 
family as a dynamic system of interacting personalities, which collectively 
affect the biopsychosocial organization of the infant and young child. 
Fortunately, we found many colleagues who share the same interest and the 
book dreamed about so long ago is now a reality.

According to the U. S. Census Bureau, there were 6,475,000 single parent 
father families in the USA in 2018, 86.6% of whom worked full- or part-time. 
Many infants and young children in father-only household families receive 
supplemental care from someone else and/or at some other place. We believe 
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these numbers alone support a more active and robust research agenda 
focused on fathers as caregivers and the father caregiving environment.

We deeply appreciate the commitment of the authors who contributed to 
this volume. They have played a key role in helping us bring attention to con-
temporary knowledge of the diverse ways that fathers influence early devel-
opment and how they are influenced themselves by the dynamics of family 
life and the adjunctive systems that they encounter.

Not surprisingly, we have used the Cabrera team’s most recent model to 
guide the organization of this volume, address core areas of early develop-
ment, and provide diverse theoretical perspectives and ecological contexts. 
An underlying theme is that early human development is the time when each 
individual’s biopsychosocial organization is shaping the foundation of a life 
course pathway that is positioned somewhere on the risk to resilience con-
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moments have a profound negative effect (trauma, adverse childhood experi-
ences) and others have positive effects (secure attachment, nurturing father), 
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Overview to Part I: Fathers, 
Developmental Systems, 
and Relationships

1

Hiram E. Fitzgerald

H. E. Fitzgerald (*) 
Department of Psychology, Michigan State 
University, East Lansing, MI, USA
e-mail: fitzger9@msu.edu

Before there were humans there were no fathers. 
(Kraemer, 1991, p. 377)

In his fascinating historical account on the 
“Origins of Fatherhood,” Kraemer (1991, p. 377) 
asserts that “Fatherhood is a human social inven-
tion and patriarchy, the rule of the father” 
emerged from recognition that males played an 
essential role in procreation. While patriarchy 
rapidly, in historical time, replaced matriarchy 
and men created male gods to rule over all of the 
dominions, child rearing during infancy and early 
childhood became the sole responsibility of 
women. Therefore, in a more contemporary 
world it should not be surprising that most theo-
ries of early human development  were devel-
oped by men, they gave special importance to the 
quality of the mother-child relationship with 
respect to child outcomes, particularly the nega-
tive ones as implied by the concept of “mother 
blame.” Kraemer references Goodall’s work with 
Chimpanzee’s, with whom humans share about 
99% of their DNA, to illustrate that for non- 
human primates there is no such concept as 
“father.” What a difference 1% makes for human 
primates, who socially constructed the concept of 
father. Alas, the social construction of fatherhood 
that humans (men) created did not include having 

males play any major role in child rearing during 
the early years of their life. As Kraemer notes, 
“within a space of a few thousand years, the idea 
of male parent became the divine leader who 
could do his own creating by inventing things and 
controlling people” (p. 390).

Today there is a different story evolving, one 
that evolutionary psychologists may or may not 
be able to count as an adaptation, but clearly it 
reflects a change in relationships, a key compo-
nent of adaptation (Tooby & Cosmides, 2005). 
The change concerns the role of fathers in child 
development, beyond economic provider and 
power-broker, to one involving his contribution 
to child development through caregiving and his 
relationships with his children. The central theme 
of the opening section of the volume, then, is 
relationships. Infant research over the past 
50 years has documented the extraordinary early 
organization and development of neurobiological 
brain networks; hormonal, emotional, and behav-
ioral regulatory systems; and the systemic 
embodiment of experience into the child’s mental 
representations of self, others, and self-other 
relationships. How fathers contribute to the 
development of the children they conceive is par-
tially determined at conception. The conceptus 
incorporates the evolutionary history contained 
in the ovum and sperm that create the new cell. 
How that cell evolves when interacting with its 
environments will depend on a host of factors, 
not the least of which is the environment it expe-
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riences prenatally and throughout its postnatal 
life. This volume attends to questions related to 
how fathers (social or biological) contribute to 
the systemic organization of the newly conceived 
and developing conceptus through birth and the 
first 5 postnatal years.

In Chap. 2 the editors focus on two core themes 
to provide a foundational framework for the vol-
ume. The first theme is that fathers’ contributions 
to child development are best informed by sys-
tems theories. System theories are not specific to 
fathers, they are specific to examining how the 
component parts of organized systems are related 
to one another and are expressed within the 
dynamic processes that regulate system functions. 
Second, those processes critical to system compo-
nents are relationships. In a family system, they 
are the reciprocal relationships among family 
members, broader kinships, and all of the adjunc-
tive systems that influence the family.

In Chap. 3, Palkovitz discusses the interde-
pendent relational aspects of fathering and of 
being fathered that have life-altering, develop-
mental consequences for both fathers and their 
children. He focuses on how father-child rela-
tionships bring developmental benefits and out-
comes of interdependent meanings and processes 
in the context of everyday intergenerational 
father-child relationships. A key aspect of inter-
generational transmission of fathering involves a 
broader ecological scan of adjunctive system 
influences on family dynamics and parenting. In 
Chap. 4, Keizer asserts that much about fathers’ 
role in the intergenerational transmission of (dis)
advantages can be revealed by linking sociologi-
cal stratification questions to developmental psy-
chology research on father involvement. In Chap. 
5, Shears and his colleagues focus specifically on 
the father-child relationship. There is a growing 
research literature examining the father-child 
relationship, specifically within the context of 
low-income communities. Using narratives gen-
erated by men discussing their remembrances of 
their fathers, Sears et  al. explore through text 
mining how these retrospective stories provide 
insight into how becoming a father has influenced 
their lives across generations.

One of the family relationships that affect chil-
dren are those between parents. In Chap. 6, 
Frascarola and colleagues focus on the quality of 
the co-parenting, the quality of the marital rela-
tionship, the father’s interest in being involved, 
and maternal gatekeeping with respect to parent-
ing and child care. The diversity of families is 
enormous, and the concept of a nuclear family no 
longer captures the contexts within which many 
children are reared. Bocknek follows, in Chap. 7, 
with a review of the effects of father presence and 
absence in the family on child development out-
comes. She refers to literature indicating that 
fathers contribute in consistent and meaningful 
ways to their children’s development across resi-
dential patterns. The discussion derives concep-
tual meaning based on boundary clarity/ambiguity 
in families, especially within families dealing 
with psychological/sociological issues that impact 
family separation including mental health prob-
lems, substance use, trauma, and incarceration.

Studying the early influences of parenting 
practices advances understanding of critical fac-
tors that influence the biopsychosocial develop-
ment of children. When translated into 
non-scientific language, it also can inform par-
ents about successful ways to raise their children. 
But unless scientific knowledge leads to positive 
social policies, the weight of factors external to 
the family often create barriers to effective par-
enting practices. In the final chapter in Part I, 
Osborne describes current policies designed to 
support fathers and evidence indicating whether 
such policies lead to positive outcomes, relative 
to those designed to support mother and child 
well-being. She offers recommendations for 
enhancing policy practices in support of fathers 
and child well-being.
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2Fathers and Very Young Children: 
A Developmental Systems 
Perspective

Hiram E. Fitzgerald, Kai von Klitzing, 
Natasha J. Cabrera, Júlia Scarano de Mendonça, 
and Thomas Skjøthaug

Research in human development has expanded 
knowledge about the period of infancy and early 
childhood. The majority of this work related to 
parenting has focused on the importance of the 
mother-infant attachment relationship for posi-
tive social-emotional development. In 1965, 
Nash challenged researchers to go beyond the 
mother-child dyad by directing more attention 
to the role of the father in child development. 
Nash posited that the “relative lack of the father 
[in child development research] may have dis-
torted our understanding of the dynamics of 
development, and …adversely affected the rear-
ing of males” (p.  261). Within a decade, 

responses to Nash’s challenge were evident as 
researchers demonstrated fathers’ competence 
in performing routine caregiving tasks (Parke, 
1979; Parke & Sawin, 1976), and generated the-
ories about fathers’ role and/or involvement in 
child development (Biller, 1971; Lamb, 1976; 
Lamb & Lamb, 1976; Pleck, 1981), including 
mother-father- newborn interactions (Parke & 
O’Leary, 1976), and attachment relationships 
(Clarke-Stewart, 1978; Cohen & Campos, 
1974). Ten years after Nash’s article, Lamb 
(1975) followed with a catalyzing article about 
“forgotten fathers” shortly followed by Hagstad 
and Speicher (1981) who referred to grandfa-
thers as “forgotten men” (McGreal, 1994). The 
race to discover what role and/or impact fathers 
have on child development was officially 
launched! Literature reviews spanning 1964–
1980 evidence at least 1292 published articles 
on fathers, with the primary foci on fathers and 
their children (172 articles), father absence 
(154), fathers and pregnancy (146), and fathers 
and sons (118) (Price-Bonham, 1976; Price-
Bonham, Pittman, & Welch, 1981). Based on 
Lewis’ (2012) estimate of the annual rate of 
publications concerning fathers and child devel-
opment since 1965, there would be nearly 
32,000 studies in the literature (Fitzgerald, 
2014). Yet, Lewis queried, “Why do we know so 
little about fathers, when there is so much 
research on them” (Lewis, 2012, p. 229).

H. E. Fitzgerald (*) 
Department of Psychology, Michigan State 
University, East Lansing, MI, USA
e-mail: fitzger9@msu.edu 

K. von Klitzing 
Department of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 
University of Leipzig, Leipzig, Germany 

N. J. Cabrera 
Department of Human Development and Quantitative 
Methodology, University of Maryland,  
College Park, MD, USA 

J. S. de Mendonça 
Graduate Program in Educational Psychology, Centro 
Universitário FIEO, Osasco, Sao Paulo, Brazil 

T. Skjøthaug 
Division of Mental Health, Grorud DPS, Akershus 
University Hospital, Lørenskog, Norway

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020 
H. E. Fitzgerald et al. (eds.), Handbook of Fathers and Child Development, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_2

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_2&domain=pdf
mailto:fitzger9@msu.edu
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_2#DOI


6

 Fathers

While it may be the case that “Before there were 
humans there were no fathers (Kraemer, 1991, 
p. 377),” and that “Fatherhood is a human social 
invention and patriarchy, the rule of the father,” it 
is not true that paternal (male) caring behavior is 
unique to human primates (Huck & Fernandez- 
Duque, 2013; Snowdon & Suomi, 1982). Geary 
(2005) posits that adult primate males benefit 
from participating in infant care, including assist-
ing in the infant’s survival, sharing the female’s 
reproductive burden, and enhancing chances of 
future mating. However, the extent to which non- 
human primate males are involved in infant care 
varies greatly. For example, Huck and Fernandez- 
Duque (2013) summarize evidence indicating 
that Strepsirrhine males (lemurs, tarsiers, lan-
gurs) are rarely involved, but black-and-white 
snub-nosed monkeys are moderately so. 
Cercopithecine (Old World Monkeys) monkeys 
range from low to moderate involvement, 
whereas Platyrrhines (New World Monkeys, titi 
monkeys, and owl monkeys) have high levels of 
involvement, primarily involving carrying behav-
ior. Snowdon and Suomi’s (1982) review of 
paternal behavior in non-human primates sug-
gests the variation of male involvement depends 
on the extent to which adult males have early 
experiences with infants, or when infants achieve 
an older age and emit behaviors that trigger adult 
male involvement. For example, they note that 
marmost and golden lion tamarin mothers carry 
their newborns more than fathers do, but after 
several postnatal weeks, father and brothers 
become principal caretakers of golden lion tama-
rin infants. Cotton tamain and pygmy marmoset 
males, however, engage in carrying behavior 
from birth. Interestingly, although rhesus mon-
key males rarely interact with infants, they 
engage in some caretaking behaviors when the 
mother becomes impaired, similar to some 
human fathers (de Mendonça, Vera, Bussab, 
Rodriguez, & Cossette, 2013; Hops et al., 1987).

At the beginning of the 1970s decade of the 
discovery of father, Barry and Paxton (1971) 
published findings about father involvement from 

their survey of 186 societies. They listed 10 pre-
dictors of increased paternal involvement:

 1. The line of descent is bilateral or matrilineal 
rather than patrilineal.

 2. Monogamy or limited polygyny is 
practiced.

 3. A high male god does not rule.
 4. Males are not circumcised.
 5. Games of physical skill, rather than games of 

strategy are played.
 6. Birds or small animals, rather than large 

game, are hunted.
 7. Animal husbandry is nonexistent or 

unimportant.
 8. Land transport is human rather than by pack 

animals.
 9. Adolescent males are not segregated.
 10. The training of children is responsibility and 

obedient is relatively lenient.

Studies reported in Shwalb, Shwalb, and Lamb 
(2013) evidence considerable within culture and 
cross-cultural variation in father involvement in 
countries spanning six continents, somewhat mir-
roring the variation among nonhuman primates, 
with cultural practices playing a major role in 
such variation. On the other hand, some paternal 
behaviors seem more alike than different across 
cultures. For example, MacKey’s (1996) multi-
cultural study indicated when father, mother, and 
infant are together, fathers typically yield caregiv-
ing to the mother, even though they competently 
provide such care when she is absent.

In the United States, there are 70  million 
fathers, nearly 25 million of whom are in a mari-
tal relationship that includes children under 
18 years of age. According to Livingston (2013), 
there are at least 2.6 million single father house-
holds, a nine-fold increase since 1960 (see 
Table 2.1). In addition, there are 214,000 stay-at- 
home fathers, and fathers caring for 18% of all 
preschoolers during times when the mother is at 
work. Research on fathers since Nash’s challenge 
and Lamb’s lament clearly indicates that fathers 
contribute broadly to child development (Cabrera, 
Fitzgerald & Shannon, 2007; Diamond, 2007; 

H. E. Fitzgerald et al.
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Table 2.1 Children in Single-Parent Families by Race. National Kids Count data

Location Race Date Type 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
United 
States

American Indian Number 350,000 355,000 345,000 329,000 341,000
Percent 52% 53% 53% 52% 53%

Asian & Pacific 
Islander

Number 539,000 559,000 579,000 557,000 578,000
Percent 16% 17% 17% 16% 17%

Black or African 
American

Number 6,533,000 6,509,000 6,493,000 6,427,000 6,382,000
Percent 66% 67% 67% 67% 66%

Hispanic or Latino Number 6,674,000 6,890,000 7,008,000 7,044,000 7,190,000
Percent 41% 42% 42% 42% 42%

Non-Hispanic White Number 9,329,000 9,466,000 9,358,000 9,289,000 9,181,000
Percent 24% 25% 25% 25% 25%

Two or more Races Number 1,586,000 1,655,000 1,703,000 1,758,000 1,797,000
Percent 42% 42% 43% 43% 42%

Total Number 24,297,000 24,718,000 24,725,000 24,647,000 24,689,000
Percent 34% 35% 35% 35% 35%

Definitions: Children under age 18 who live with their own single parent either in a family or subfamily. In this defini-
tion, single-parent families may include cohabitating couples but do not include children living with married steppar-
ents. Children who live in group quarters (e.g., institutions, dormitories, or group homes) are not included in this 
calculation. © 2016 The Annie E. Casey Foundation. With permission according to web-based use description

Fitzgerald, Mann, Cabrera, Sarche, & Qin, 2010; 
Fitzgerald, & Bradley, 2012; Palkovitz, 1980; 
Tamis-LaMonda & Cabrera, 2002). Indeed, as 
von Klitzing (2011) observed, there is a sense 
that “Fathers have to be different from mothers, 
to help children orient themselves in multi- 
dimensional developmental space” (p.  157). 
Although there are direct effects, fathers also 
influence children indirectly via mediation 
through the child’s mother, or by influences that 
are exogenous to the family. Yet, there are many 
unanswered questions related to what fathers do 
that contribute to their influence on child 
development.

Their visibility as unique contributors to child 
development continues to be questioned, espe-
cially with respect to the earliest years of human 
development. In this volume, we set the stage for 
a comprehensive review of fathers’ involvement 
in child development from the prenatal years to 
preschool, a period of human development 
marked by the early organization of neurobio-
logical networks, hormonal, emotional, and 
behavioral regulatory systems, and the systemic 
embodiment of experience into the child’s men-
tal models of self, others, and self-other 
relationships.

Although fathers are no longer forgotten or 
invisible parents (Saracho & Spokek, 2008).

 Fathers and Early Childhood 
Development

Developmental scientists have long viewed infant 
care as an outgrowth of the mother’s biological 
relationship to her conceptus and newborn. At the 
extreme was Margaret Mead’s comment that the 
father is “a biological necessity but a social acci-
dent.” Thus, the father’s role was conceptualized 
as that of family provider and companion to his 
wife, rather than as caregiver to his infant and 
young child. Moreover, fathers have generally 
been perceived as being uninterested and less 
nurturant toward infants, less competent to care 
for them, and more interested in non-caregiving 
roles. Parke and Sawin (1976) dispelled these 
views in their observational studies of fathers and 
their newborns that demonstrated precisely the 
opposite of these erroneous perceptions of 
fathers’ interests and competencies. Fathers 
apparently already agreed with their findings. In 
1943, Gardner asked fathers to describe their 
roles with respect to child rearing. They talked 
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about providing guidance related to economic, 
social, and educational issues and noted they 
spent time disciplining, teaching words, answer-
ing questions, and playing with children under 
six. Pederson and Robson (1969) found similar 
descriptions 26 years later, albeit from mothers 
reporting about their husband’s involvement with 
infants and toddlers. Regardless of the source or 
when the data were collected, by the 1970s 
researchers began to think differently about the 
ecological validity of parenting research 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1974; McGreal, 1981), noting 
that few infants and young children are socialized 
within the bounded context of a mother-child 
dyad. Infants and very young children interact 
with a considerable number of socializing influ-
ences, not just those provided by father and 
mother, and not just in the home.

The strongest evidence of father effects 
involves negative outcomes, particularly with 
respect to fathers and sons. Much of this evidence 
derives from studies of father absence. Although 
the father presence does not assure that he will be 
a positive influence on child development any 
more than mother presence does, it is highly cor-
related with positive child outcomes (Table 2.1). 
Unfortunately, we know more about fathers in the 
context of child abuse (Lee, Bellamy, & Guteman, 
2019; Guterman and Lee (2005), substance use 
disorders (Fitzgerald & Bockneck, 2013; Zucker, 
Wong, Puttler, & Fitzgerald, 2003), neighbor-
hood violence (Fitzgerald, McKelvey, Schiffman, 
& Montanez, 2006), marital conflict (Cummings, 
Goeke-Morey, & Raymond, 2004), and divorce 
(Amato & Sobolewski, 2004), than we know 
about their positive influences on very young 
children’s cognitive development (Cabrera, 
Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Roggman, 2007; Cook, 
Roggman & Boyce, 2011), social competence 
(Colonnesi, Zeegers, Majdandzic, van Steensel, 
& Bogels, 2019), self-efficacy, self-identity, 
behavior and emotion regulation, and positive 
peer relationships (Bockneck, Brophy-Herb, 
Fitzgerald, Schiffman, & Vogel, 2014; Bocknek, 
Dayton, Brophy-Herb, Raveau, & Fitzgerald, 
2017; Cabrera & Tamis-LaMonda, 2013; Volling 
& Cabrera, 2019). In addition, we need to learn 

more about cultural influences that affect father- 
child relationships (Lamb, 1987; Mackay, 1996; 
Shwalb et al., 2013), as well as their relationships 
within single families (Brott, 1999), biracial fam-
ilies and families of color (Fitzgerald, Johnson, 
Qin, Villarruel, & Norder, 2019), families with 
same-sex caregivers (Bos, Knox, vanRijn-van 
Gelderen, & Gartrell, 2016; Crowl, Ahn, & 
Baker, 2007), or any other type of family (Parke, 
2013).

Cabrera and Tamis-LeMonda (2013) empha-
sized two core themes to guide efforts to under-
stand father involvement in child development; 
identifying positive and negative factors that 
influence involvement, and assessing within and 
between culture variations. Other investigators 
suggest that the study of paternal parenting 
needs to focus on (1) the direct assessment of 
fathers, (2) assessing their presence rather than 
their absence, (3) recognizing that father effects 
on child development and presence in the home 
are not necessarily the same, (4) determining his 
influence on children’s gender role differentia-
tion, (5) involving him in family interventions, 
and (6) understanding father and mother as com-
ponents of a dynamic system of interacting per-
sonalities (Fitzgerald, Mann, & Barrett, 1999; 
Loukas, Twitchell, Piejak, Fitzgerald, & Zucker, 
1998). More recently, Cabrera and Volling 
(2019) recommended that researchers explicitly 
attune to four core issues related to future 
research on fathers and child development 
(Table 2.2).

Core Issue 1: Emphasize that fathers are impor-
tant to children’s development and researchers 
need to know they matter to children.

Core Issue 2: Use an ecological systems approach 
and family focus for understanding fathering, 
mothering, and co-parenting.

Core Issue 3: Understand that fathers (and moth-
ers) are part of diverse family and social 
systems.

Core Issue 4: Consider that the study of fathers 
may uncover “new” parenting constructs that 
predict children’s development 
(pp. 112–113).
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Table 2.2 Correlates of Negative and Positive 
Involvement on Child Development

Negative Father Involvement with Child Development 
(includes father absence)
Cognitive Development
  Lower: scores on intelligence tests, grade point 

averages, advanced education attainment
  Trouble with mathematical and puzzle tasks
  Difficulty paying attention
  Higher likelihood of being expelled or dropping out 

of school
  Poor school achievement
Social, Emotional, and Moral Development
  Poor social and emotional regulation
  Difficulty delaying gratification
  More impulsive
  A weaker sense of right and wrong
Developmental Psychopathology
  Higher rates of suicide, aggression, bullying, 

antisocial behavior, physical and sexual abuse, 
alcohol use disorders, illicit drug use, possession of 
weapons, conduct and anxiety disorders, 
involvement with crimination justice system

  Deviant peer group selections
  Earlier onset of sexual intercourse, smoking, 

alcohol abuse
Positive Father Involvement with their Children
Cognitive and Language Development
  More use of 5-W questions in language interactions
  Higher school attendance and less problems
  More likely to enjoy school
  Higher academic achievement, GPA, test scores
  Better problem solving skills
  More self-direction and initiative
Social, Emotional & Moral Development
  High life satisfaction
  More playful, socially competent, socially mature, 

tolerant, and understanding
  Better capacity for relatedness, sibling relationships
  Stronger moral values
Developmental Psychopathology
  Less depression, stress, frustration, antisocial 

behavior, bullying, involvement with criminal 
justice system

  Fewer behavior problems

Adapted from Fitzgerald (2017)

The direction of effects for these recom-
mended guidelines focuses on explanatory and 
predictive approaches to study fathers and child 
development (Barlas & Carpenter, 1990), per-
haps because there is no overarching theory driv-
ing research involving father-infant/child 

relationships (Kotelchuck, 1976, Pederson, 2002, 
Yogman, 1982) such as there is with attachment- 
driven studies of mother-child relationships. For 
fathers, investigators have used social relational 
theory (Kuczynski & Parkin, 2007) and self- 
determination theory (LaGuardia & Patrick, 
2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000), and others draw 
attention to social capital theories, ecological 
models, and essential father theory (Pleck, 2007) 
as well as attachment theory, particularly with 
respect to infancy and early childhood (Brown, 
Mangelsdorf, Shigeto, & Wong, 2018). Paquette’s 
activation relationship theory shows promise for 
understanding fathers’ influence on the organiza-
tion of children’s behavioral regulation skills, 
especially for boys (Paquette, 2004). Using the 
risky situation procedure, Paquette and his col-
leagues found that fathers’ activation relation-
ships with their sons were different than their 
attachment relationships and provided their sons 
with support for risk taking and behavioral con-
trol (Paquette & Bigras, 2010; Paquette & 
Dumont, 2013). Fletcher, StGeorge, & Freeman, 
2013) proposed that rough and tumble play pro-
vides another context wherein fathers facilitate 
organization of self-control and reduction of 
aggressive behavior in boys.

While there is no agreement on one overarch-
ing theory driving research on father’s parenting 
behaviors, there is consensus that father research 
must address a wide range of methodological 
issues to augment measurement tools and 
research methods primarily developed for 
research with mothers rather than research with 
fathers (Roggman, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Raikes, 
2002; Volling & Cabrera, 2019).

 Father Roles

The shift from emphasis on mother-child rela-
tionships to one that stresses broader influences 
on child development especially affected research 
with fathers (Pleck, 2007; Roggman, Bradley, & 
Raikes, 2013). While there is no single definition 
of father involvement, studies of fathers now 
span diverse ways that societies or cultures define 
family and assign roles and responsibilities, 
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oftentimes regardless of their biological connec-
tion to the child (Lamb, 1987; Shwalb et  al., 
2013). Even with the rapidly changing family 
configurations, including diminution of the 
nuclear family, most children are reared in a con-
text that includes an adult male, who may or may 
not be in residence, or who may or may not be 
their biological parent. These conditions, and 
others like them, suggest evolving roles for men 
in children’s lives and the likelihood of diverse, 
rather than single, pathways through which they 
influence children’s development.

Atran, Medin, and Ross (2005) view culture 
as consisting of networks or patterns of publicly 
shared mental representations, and behaviors in 
ecological context. Thus, culture attitudes and 
stereotypes are social constructions expressed in 
the scripts and social mores that define parents 
and other caregivers. “Beliefs are constructed 
through the exchange of social meanings among 
peoples as individuals integrate personal experi-
ences with their participating in the parenting 
role suggested by the culture at a particular point 
in history” (McGillicuddy-DeLisi & 
Subramanian, 1996, p. 147). Lamb et al. (1987) 
identified four historical set points that augured 
changes in cultural stereotypes about the role of 
fathers in family life and child rearing. According 
to Lamb et  al. (1987), during Colonial Times, 
fathers were perceived to be disciplinarians. 
When the Industrial Revolution moved fathers’ 
work space outside of the home, his role shifted 
to greater involvement in active play. Following 
World War II his role shifted again to parenting 
that focused on sex-role differentiation, particu-
larly with respect to gender stereotypes (see 
Biller, 1971). Finally, in contemporary Western 
societies the father’s role expectations now focus 
more on being an active caregiver and sharing 
parenting with his partner (Cabrera, Tamis- 
LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 2000).

Cultural mental representations and broad cat-
egorizations of father’s role are useful in histori-
cal context, but in reality, fathers have always 
been involved with more activities that affect 
children than might be implied by such broad 
cultural characterizations. As indicated in 
Table 2.3, Lamb concluded that fathers perhaps 

should be studied by what they actually do to 
engage children, be available to them, and 
responsible for the provision of resources to 
them. Palkovitz (2002b) identified 14 activities 
that could influence fathers’ involvement in chil-
dren’s cognitive, affective, and behavioral devel-
opment. Snarey’s (1993) study of fathers’ 
parental generativity involved interviews when 
the fathers were 25, 31, and 47  years of age. 
Fathers reported the extent to which they sup-
ported their children (birth to age 10) and then 
their adolescents (11–21  years old) in social- 
emotional development, intellectual-academic 
development, and physical-athletic development. 
There were 12 activities in each content domain 
at each age level. The average number of activi-
ties was 9.3, although there was considerable 
variation when fathers were divided into three 
groups: low (35%, 0 to 6 activities), average 
(41%, 7–12 activities), and high involvement 
(24%, 13–24 activities). The mean number of 
activities they participated in during childhood 
(5.04) was significantly greater than during ado-
lescence. (4.24). Fathers were more involved 
with more social-emotional and physical athletic 
activities during childhood, and more intellectual- 
achievement activities during adolescence. There 
was more continuity for engaging in social- 
emotional activities across age periods than was 
the case for the other two content domains. 
Interestingly, the three types of activities were 
not significantly correlated in childhood.

In Bretherton, Lambert, and Golby’s (2006) 
study of fathers of preschool children, fathers 
commented on the lack of affection, support, and 
engaged relationships, and degree of authoritar-
ian parenting they received from their own 
fathers. The number of fathers who perceived 
themselves as similar to their own fathers was 
considerable, but many fathers also worked to 
change the paternal role to one that reworked the 
role they remembered from their own past. 
Sharabany, Seher, and Gal-Kraaz (2006) noted 
that fathers who perceived that their fathers were 
more accepting tended to have a strong interest in 
behavioral regulation, which mothers reported as 
contributing to their children’s better positive 
behaviors. Shears, Robinson, and Emde (2002) 
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Table 2.3 Dimensions of father involvement in child development

Source
Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, 
and Levine (1987)

Dimensions

Engagement
Availability
Responsibility

Direct contact & shared 
interactions
Presence and accessibility
Resource availability to child

Palkovitz (2002a) Domains Simultaneously occurring 
continua

Possible actions

Cognitive
Affective
Behavioral

Time invested
Degree of involvement
Observability
Salience of involvement
Directedness
Proximity

Communicating
Teaching
Monitoring
Engaging in thought processes
Providing
Showing affection
Protecting
Supporting emotionally
Running errands
Caregiving
Engaging in child-related 
maintenance
Sharing interests
Being available
Planning
Sharing activities

Adapted from Cabrera et al. (2007)

found that low-income fathers who reported a 
positive relationship with their own fathers 
viewed themselves as better fathers than fathers 
who did not report positive relationships with 
their fathers.

Atran et al.’s (2005) concept of cultural prac-
tices as mindsets within ecological context 
demands that research on fathers’ role in child 
rearing must extend beyond parenting research in 
Western cultures. Valaiquette-Trssier, Vosselin, 
Young, and Thomassin (2019) conducted a sys-
tematic review of studies published between 
2005 and 2016 that focused on parenting stereo-
types in cultures/countries outside of North 
America. Five stereotypes were identified, with 
considerable variation within and across groups. 
All groups seemed to agree that financial pro-
vider was a father role. All groups also agreed 
that fathers should be role models, guides, and 
moral teachers, with the exception of non- 
residential fathers in Russia. Fathers in Ethiopia, 
Kenya, and Mexico did not agree that being an 
educator was part of fathers’ role. Nearly all stud-
ies agreed with fathers as protectors, but there 

was the least support for fathers as disciplinari-
ans. Descriptions of fathers’ roles in countries 
around the world document considerable varia-
tion (Bornstein, 2010; Lamb, 1987; Shwalb et al., 
2013). Indeed, Werner (1988) pointed out that 
Western theories of socialization fail to recognize 
that the exclusive care of infants by their mothers 
is the exception rather than the rule when consid-
ered from cross-cultural perspectives.

Clearly, gaining a deeper understanding of the 
father’s role within family systems will enable a 
broad range of researchers, practitioners, and 
policy makers to address family systems perspec-
tives, but only if they avoid decoupling fathers 
from the multiple relationships and sets of condi-
tions that define family and within which chil-
dren develop (Loukas et al., 1998). Kaplan and 
Garner’s (2017) Dynamic Systems Model of 
Role Identity, developed to re-conceptualize 
identity formation during adolescence, has rele-
vance for re-conceptualizing father’s role identity 
as well. From a dynamic systems perspective, 
fathers’ role identity becomes more contextually 
diverse, encompassing multiple actions that may 
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vary as a function of culture, family dynamics, 
marital quality, child gender, child age, and the 
impact of exogenous systems on the father and/or 
the family system. Currently, we know little 
about these processes, particularly from the 
father’s point of view.

Infancy and early childhood provide numer-
ous occasions for children to model sex-role 
behavior and to construct their initial working 
models of what it is to be a father, mother, spouse, 
or parent. These mental representations incorpo-
rate adult behavior and interpersonal dynamics, 
including such behaviors as drinking and smok-
ing, and such dynamics as marital conflict. 
Children remember events that are consistent 
with gender-role stereotypes better than events 
that are inconsistent, and, remarkably, when 
events are not consistent with stereotypes, pre-
school age children distort the information to 
make it consistent (Davidson, 1996). Like father, 
like son is driven by the son’s identification pro-
cesses as it is by the father’s modeled behavior, 
although father’s differential interactions with 
sons and daughters play a key role in the son’s 
identification with the father (Lytton & Romney, 
1991), although his behavior may vary as a func-
tion of child age. For example, Cannon, Schoppe- 
Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, Brown, and Sokolowski 
(2008) observed that middle-class American 
mothers’ behaviors were more influential in tri-
adic interactions with 3-month-old infants than 
were fathers, whereas de Mendonça, Bussab, and 
Kärtner (2019) found that Brazilian fathers were 
more influential in triadic interactions with 
3-year-old children especially positive interac-
tions involving daughters. de Mendonca et  al. 
suggest that less interactional synchrony between 
father-son dyadic interactions and father-mother- 
son triadic interactions may reflect the father’s 
stronger adherence to traditional gender role 
behavior with its emphasis on autonomy and 
independence for boys, and compliance and 
dependence for girls.

According to Lorber and Egeland (2009, 
p. 912), “Infancy is characterized by rapid devel-
opment of emotion regulatory capacity, patterns 
of relating to others, and internal representations 
of relationships; each is surmised to be important 

to the development of externalizing problems. 
Maladaptive infancy parenting may negatively 
impact these capacities and behaviors during a 
period in which they are thought to be highly sen-
sitive to environmental input, thus setting the 
stage for the development of persistent external-
izing psychopathology.”

Diamond (2007) notes that fathers play a key 
role in helping their preschool sons to establish a 
sense of their categorical self (What am I), but 
their role changes when helping their adolescent 
sons to develop a sense of identity that spans the 
boundaries of “me” and “not me” as they strive to 
understand their identity and answer the ques-
tion, “Who am I?” (also see, Fitzgerald, Wong, & 
Zucker, 2013).

 Fathers, Family Systems, 
and Relational Developmental 
Science

In 2006, researchers gathered at the University of 
Maryland to discuss a proposed heuristic model 
to guide research on father influences on child 
development. The discussions were intensive and 
lead to a special journal issue focused on model-
ing approaches to research on fathers and child 
development (Cabrera et  al., 2007). Six years 
later Cabrera and her colleagues offered a revised 
model, incorporating the complexity and extent 
to which that literature had grown. They shifted 
their focus from questions related to how fathers 
are involved in child development, to more 
pointed questions concerning what it is that 
fathers do that contributes to child development 
across the broad issues that comprise develop-
ment (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Roggman, 
2014a). In one sense, they needed a model that 
would represent “the link between the culture of 
fatherhood, the norms, values and beliefs sur-
rounding men’s behavior, and the conduct of 
fatherhood, what fathers do, their parental behav-
ior” (LaRossa, 1997, p. 117).

Cabrera et al. shifted to a systems approach to 
guide research on fathers, focusing on  organismic 
explanatory/predictive models of father involve-
ment rather than mechanistic models (Barlas & 
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Carpenter, 1990; Yu, 2006). They aligned with 
developmental history theory with its roots in 
Schneirla’s (1957) emphasis on the study of 
“….progressive changes in the organization of an 
individual considered as a functional adaptive 
systems through its life history” (p.  79), and 
Werner’s (1957) orthogenetic principle, which 
asserted that development “proceeds from a state 
of relative globality and lack of differentiation to 
a state of increasing differentiation, articulation, 
and hierarchic integration.” (p.  126). Today 
developmental science focuses on organizational 
models of development (Yates, Egeland, & 
Sroufe, 2003) that adaptive behavior and function 
are emergent, epigenetic, relational, systemic, 
organized, constructive, and hierarchically inte-
grated (Ford & Lerner, 1992; Laszlo, 1972, 1996; 
Miller, 1976; Sameroff, 1983; von Bertalanffly, 
1968) and sometimes chaotic (Levine & 
Fitzgerald, 1992). Furthermore, these dynamic 
and organizing processes begin at conception and 
affect “the emergence of new structural and func-
tional properties and competences at all levels of 
analysis…as a consequence of horizontal and 
vertical coactions among the organism’s parts 

including organism-environmental coaction” 
(Gottlieb, 1991, p. 7) (Table 2.4).

The purpose of heuristic models is to generate 
a map or flow-chart to guide examination of path-
ways in space and time that may explain or pre-
dict the effect of prior occurring events on some 
outcome of interest. With heuristic models in 
hand, one can generate research models designed 
to assess the influence of specific aspects of the 
model that may explain or predict positive or 
negative correlates on the outcome. The model 
developed by Cabrera et al. was intended to:

 (a) Organize systematically the study of fathers 
in relation to their children’s well-being and 
development within a transactional dynamic 
systems framework,

 (b) To take into account the factors that affect 
fathers’ involvement with their children,

 (c) To consider the factors that mediate or mod-
erate the pathways from father involvement 
to child outcomes, and

 (d) To consider fathers’ characteristics and par-
enting as mediators and moderators of other 
influences on their children’s development 
(p. 348).

From a dynamic relational perspective, the 
individual is always contextually embedded in 
subsystems (biological, intraindividual, interindi-
vidual, social, emotional, cognitive, and cultural) 
that may or may not have meaningful influences 
at the moment (proximal), or over the life course. 
Because individual development is unique, prob-
abilistic, and changing through life course transi-
tions, determinants predicting outcomes can 
change over time. Such changes are captured by 
the developmental principles of multifinality 
(there are multiple ways to reach the same out-
come) and equifinality (the same developmental 
pathway can predict different outcomes) 
(Cicchetti & Rogosch, 1996), which describe the 
diversity of developmental pathways within open 
systems (Fig. 2.1).

Diverse developmental pathways are pro-
duced in part by genetic and epigenetic (gene–
environment interplay) factors and by the host of 
life course experiences that impact the individual 

Table 2.4 Contrasting Paradigms of Science

Mechanistic Paradigm Organismic Paradigm
Reactive organism
Basic metaphor: 
Machine
Elementaristic: The 
whole is predictable 
from the parts
Mechanistic
Behavioral change: 
Determined by 
efficient and 
material causes
Continuity: Present 
behavior is 
predictable from 
early behavior in an 
additive sense
Causation: Material, 
efficient
Unidirectional, 
sequential

Active organism
Basic metaphor: Living 
organism
Holistic: Parts derive their 
meaning from the whole
Teleological (purposive)
Behavioral change: Structures 
and functions change during 
development (epigenetic)
Discontinuity: Changes in the 
parts or in the organization of 
the parts result in a whole with 
new systemic properties; 
properties are emergent in the 
sense that they cannot be 
predicted from the sum of the 
parts.
Causation: Material, efficient, 
final, formal
Reciprocal, transactional, 
synergistic

Adapted from Fitzgerald, Strommen, and McKinney 
(1982), p. 19
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Fig. 2.1 Heuristic model to guide research on fathers and child development. (Reprinted from: Cabrera, Fitzgerald, 
Bradley, and Roggman (2014b). With permission: © John Wiley & Sons)

through family and broader system transactions. 
Both risk and resilience factors can accumulate 
or change over the life course, and with respect to 
the infancy and early childhood period, greater 
attention has been given to risk factors than to 
those that promote resilience. For example, the 
concept of cumulative risk through adverse child-
hood experience has drawn considerably more 
attention (Felitti et  al., 1998; Rutter, 1979; 
Sameroff, Seifer, Zax, & Barocas, 1987) than has 
literature on cumulative resilience (Masten, 
2014; Hays-Grudo & Morris, 2020), particularly 
with respect to mother-child transactions and 
bioecological variables that affect the family 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Little atten-
tion has been given to father effects within either 
the risk or resilience literatures, with the excep-

tions of paternal substance abuse (Fitzgerald & 
Eiden, 2007), antisocial behavior and violence 
(Golding & Fitzgerald, 2019), marital conflict 
(Cummings et  al., 2004), and absence from the 
home. Cummings et  al. suggest that study of 
father effects on child development would be 
enhanced by emphasizing three research path-
ways focused on (a) parenting and father-child 
relationships, (b) children’s exposure to father 
marital conflict, and (c) father’s overall and spe-
cific psychological functioning (Feinberg et al. 
2011). For example, questions of interest may 
concern the effects of fathers’ antisocial behavior 
(Loukas, Fitzgerald, Zucker, & Von Eye, 2001) or 
depression (de Mendonça et al., 2013) on father-
child relationships or marital conflict. Figure 2.2 
illustrates major transitional periods during the 
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first 25 years of life and known sources of risk 
and resilience promoting experiences (Fitzgerald 
et al. 2013). The following are descriptive of 
major aspects of each of these transitional 
periods:

• Prenatal through Early Childhood (Conception 
to 5 years)
 – Rapid physical, cognitive, and social emo-

tional development
 – Organization of neurobiological, behav-

ioral, and mental networks
 – Foundation established for transition from 

home school
• Middle Childhood/Early Adolescence 

(6–15 years)
 – More autonomy and skill development but 

increased exposure to risk
 – Cultural and family identity sets trajectory 

for success in school
 – Increased exposure to peers and broader 

community networks
 – Rapid neurobiological and psychological 

changes through puberty
• Late Adolescence/Early Adulthood 

(16–25 years)

 – Establishing identity as knower and foster-
ing a growth mindset

 – Transitioning from home and school to 
post-secondary education/training, 
employment, and self-sufficiency

 – Acquiring skills and attitudes to be suc-
cessful in a rapidly changing workplace 
(adapted from Fitzgerald et  al. (2019), 
pp. 4–5.

The statistical risk for psychopathology or 
life-course outcomes does not indicate a general 
vulnerability for psychopathology (Richters & 
Weintraub, 1990). Because contextual events 
play a pivotal role in the organization, disorgani-
zation, and reorganization of developmental 
pathways, neither resilience nor vulnerability is a 
fixed attribute of the individual (Rutter, 1990). 
The challenge is to identify the critical variables 
that guide individuals onto developmental path-
ways, that shift them to other pathways, and that 
predict the life course at various time periods 
over the life span considering both distal and 
proximal events.

In the study of human development, the shift 
to an expanded view of the child’s multi- 
dimensional space occurred when investigators 
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brought fathers, father-mother relationships, 
gene-environment interplay, and co-parenting 
into their efforts to understand child development 
(Cabrera et  al., 2014a). From a developmental 
systems perspective, the search for causal deter-
minants of behavior must consider intraindivid-
ual (within the individual), interindividual 
(between individuals), contextual (social- 
historical- temporal events or situations), and 
organismic-environmental transactional (ecolog-
ical, bidirectional) sources of variance, rather 
than relying on simple main effects models 
(Fitzgerald, Davies, Zucker, & Klinger, 1994; 
Fitzgerald, Zucker, & Yang, 1995). Because 
development is dynamic and transactional, things 
are always subject to change as family dynamics 
shift, children and caregivers become older, 
adjunctive systems influencing individuals and 
families change, and developmental transitions 
are negotiated. For example, during the prenatal 
period many expectant fathers provide positive 
support to their partner and think about their 
future interactions with the child to be (Dayton 
et  al., 2016), in ways that are reminiscent of 
Lebovici’s (1988) concepts of the imaginary and 
fantasized infant that are aspects of the pregnant 
women’s perceptions of her infant and mother-
hood. However, other expectant fathers show 
increases in psychological distress, alcohol use 
and abuse, sexually deviant behaviors, extramari-
tal affairs, spousal interpersonal violence, neu-
roticism, and immature ego defenses (Boyce, 
Condon, Barton & Corkindale, 2007; Curtis, 
Blume, & Blume, 1997). Others may gain weight, 
have sleep difficulties, increased restlessness, 
and minor health problems (Connor & Denson, 
1990), characteristic of couvade syndrome 
(Trethowan & Conlon, 1965). First time parents 
often doubt their abilities to be adequate parents, 
with feelings of inadequacy tied to conscious or 
unconscious negative experiences in their own 
childhoods. Such “ghosts in the nursery” have 
been described for mothers (Fraiberg, Adelson, 
& Shapiro, 1975) and fathers (Barrows, 2004) 
and can challenge parental relations with infants 
as well as behavioral interactions. For example, 
typical maternal left side-holding preferences are 
disrupted resulting in more right-side holding for 

mothers who are stressed or otherwise troubled 
by events characterized their own early child-
hood relations with their parents (deChateau, 
1991). Trevathan (1987) found that mothers who 
held their newborns on the left side immediately 
after birth initiated breastfeeding earlier than did 
mothers who had a right-side holding preference, 
perhaps because newborns tend to more quickly 
turn to the right when in a left-side hold, than to 
turn to the left when in a right-side hold. Thus, 
they more quickly contact the breast for feeding. 
In addition, feeding on the left breast positions 
the infant to see the left side of the mother’s face, 
the more emotionally expressive side. The orga-
nizational dynamics of these initial dyadic trans-
actions are disrupted by maternal depression, the 
infant’s delivery position, and other organizers 
related to the development of lateralized behav-
iors during infancy and early childhood 
(Fitzgerald, et  al., 1991). Fathers in contrast do 
not have strong left-side holding preferences, nor 
do they tend to hold infants as much as mothers 
do, but no equivalent research has been con-
ducted to determine whether or how father behav-
ior relates to the early organization of the infant’s 
neurobiological networks. Studies of neurobio-
logical and hormonal influences in infant-parent 
interactions show similarities and differences in 
mothers and fathers (Atzil, Henaler, Sagoory- 
Sharon, Weintroub, & Feldman, 2012; Feldman, 
Gordon, Schneiderman, Weisman, & Zaggory- 
Sharon, 2010; Swain et al., 2014), and it is rea-
sonable to hypothesize that male and female 
infants respond differentially as well.

Much more needs to be learned about the 
extent to which fathers’ own childhood experi-
ences impact his parenting attitudes, beliefs, and 
attitudes. Curtis et al. (1997) found that fathers’ 
prenatal perceptions of the marital relationship, 
and his postnatal perceptions of his partners’ 
ability to put herself in his place were related to 
his problem behaviors. Snarey’s (1993) study of 
the extent of father involvement in childhood and 
adolescence also examined aspects of fathers’ 
own childhoods in relation to their involvement 
with their own children. Fathers reported on 10 
characteristics of their own parenting: father’s 
and mother’s relationship quality, unsuitable 
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supervisory styles, use of physical punishment, 
education level, and occupational levels. In addi-
tion, they reported on a variety of family charac-
teristics: child age and sex, number of children, 
generativity chill (a measure of the extent to 
which there was ever a threat to children’s death 
or illness), the wife’s work outside the home and 
her education, the father’s education, and the 
father’s marital affinity (whether he ever consid-
ered divorce). Predictors of the fathers’ total 
quantity of parental generativity from his past 
were their fathers’ IQ and their mothers’ educa-
tion (5% of variance). Concurrent predictors of 
their parental generativity were in order: their 
own marital affinity, wife’s employment, genera-
tivity chill, and wife’s education, which com-
bined accounted for an additional 22% of the 
variance related to parental generativity.

Table 2.5 summarizes which variable for the 
fathers’ boyhood and current family were predic-
tive of content domains at each age level. Note 
that concurrent factors explain more of the vari-
ance in predicting relationships than do boyhood 
factors.

Heuristic models conceptualizing causal path-
ways can capture explanatory events in the 
moment (Overton, 2013, 2015), but when applied 
to longitudinal designs with person-oriented 

analyses, they can also describe changes in life- 
course trajectories. Cabrera et al.’s (2014a) heu-
ristic model begins with the father’s biological, 
cultural, and rearing history as the set points for 
the study of his involvement in child rearing. 
They then entered various adjunctive influences 
that may mediate or moderate father’s parenting 
behaviors over time, including all of the dynam-
ics of his relationships with family members as 
well as influences from other exogenous adjunc-
tive systems. In infancy, influences begin with the 
transition to fatherhood. Greenberg and Morris 
(1974) captured fathers’ reactions at the birth of 
their firstborn child, labeling their sense of 
absorption, preoccupation, and interest in all fac-
ets of the newborn as engrossment. If the birth is 
not of a firstborn, the pressures on daily activi-
ties, family conflicts, and routines are not just 
additive, but involve adjustments for all relational 
dynamics within the family system (Volling 
et al., 2019; Volling & Elins, 1998). Using a per-
son-centered approach, Volling et al. (2019) stud-
ied maternal and paternal depressive symptoms 
during the pregnancy of a second child and at 1, 
4, 8, and 12 postnatal months. They identified 
four types of families distinguished by the level 
of parental depressive symptoms [high (H) and 
low (L)]: mother and father H, mother H and 

Table 2.5 Predictors of Fathers Childrearing Support with Assessment Domains: Significant findings only. S (social- 
emotional), I-A (intellectual-achievement, P-A (physical-athletic)

Father Involvement Childhood Father Involvement Adolescence Fathers Global
Fathers Boyhood & Home S-E I-A P-A S-E I-A P-A
Father IQ X X X X
Father-son relation quality
Unsuitable supervision style X
Use of physical punishment X
Father education X
Father occupation X
Mother unsuitable supervision X X
Mother education X X X X
Fathers Current Family
Child age X X X X X X
Generativity chill X X X X
Wife’s working X X X
Wife’s education X X X X
Father’s education X
Father’s marital affinity X X X X

Adapted from Snarey (1993)
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father L, mother L and father H, and mother and 
father L.  In families where mothers and fathers 
were high in depressive symptoms, there was 
high marital negativity, parenting stress, and low 
parental efficacy. Their children scored high on 
both externalizing and internalizing behavior 
problems. Family and child problems were higher 
when fathers had more depressive symptoms 
than mothers.

Zucker et  al. (2003) also used a person- 
centered approach to track the effect of family 
adversity on child externalizing behavior over 
four waves of the Michigan Longitudinal Study 
(MLS), from ages 3 to 14. Families in the MLS 
were recruited to the study based on father char-
acteristics (alcoholism and antisocial behavior), 
family presence of a 3–5 year old son, and two 
biological parents. All other family members 
were also recruited but their characteristics were 
not part of the selection process. Community 
comparison families were recruited with the 
same criteria, with the exception that fathers did 
not have a diagnosis of alcoholism (Zucker et al., 
2000). Family adversity (FA) was defined as high 
or low on the basis of family psychopathology. 
Child (boys) psychopathology (CP) was classi-
fied based on ratings of externalizing and inter-
nalizing behavior (high or low). Assessment 
during the preschool period revealed four devel-
opmental pathways which were labeled nonchal-
lenged (FA and CP low), troubled (FA low, CP 
high), resilient (FA high, CP low), and vulnerable 
(FA and CP high). Parents in the high FA group 
had high rating in marital negativity and parent-
ing stress and low rating in parental efficacy. 
Their preschool age children (vulnerable group) 
scored highest in both externalizing and internal-
izing behavior, a pattern that continued across the 
4 waves of the study, closely followed by chil-
dren in the troubled group. Parents of the pre-
school boys who were reactive, hyperactive, and 
had short attention spans were more likely to be 
spanked and treated negatively and to score 
higher on externalizing behaviors (Wong, Zucker, 
Puttler, & Fitzgerald, 1999). Resilience and non-
challenged children scored lower in externalizing 
and internalizing behavior, and higher in mea-
sures of achievement skills. However, in early 

adolescence (12–14) resilient children scored 
higher in internalizing problems than nonchal-
lenged children. Each of these longitudinal stud-
ies provides evidence that negative aspects of 
father behavior influence family and child func-
tioning, whereas positive father behavior is asso-
ciated with less family stress and child behavior 
problems.

A family changes when additional siblings 
come into the system, or when any change affects 
the initial composition of the family unit (e.g., 
death or divorce of a parent, presence of a grand-
parent or a partner, loss of family income). But 
individuals from conception onward are increas-
ingly embedded in more complex systems. The 
infant’s primary system includes the caregiving 
setting and the individual(s) involved in provid-
ing care. The primary system could consist of the 
home environment and include parents, siblings, 
grandparents, or other kin. Or, the primary sys-
tem could consist of non-biological parents, a 
single parent, or an institution (orphanage, sup-
plemental child care setting). All other systems 
affecting the primary system are adjunctive to the 
primary system. Adjunctive systems include the 
work environment, supplementary care settings, 
religious institutions, or neighborhood peer 
groups. Insofar as biological fathers are con-
cerned, their connection to the family system 
ranges from core, to various degrees of connec-
tivity ranging from membership in a nuclear fam-
ily, to various forms of distal connectivity, or 
none at all (Fig. 2.3).

Thus to understand father effects on child 
development one must also understand the 
degree to which he is physically present in the 
family system, or, if not, the extent to which he 
has access to his children or to their mother 
(Schermerhorn & Cummings, 2008). This mul-
tifactorial approach suggests five major sources 
of analyses relevant to the structure and function 
of any family system. First, the subsystems or 
individual components of the system must be 
identified and described, e.g., accessing the pre-
senting state characteristics of individual family 
members, including genetic differences that 
may ultimately trigger different behavioral pro-
pensities or sensitivities (Belsky, 1984). Second, 
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Fig. 2.3 Possible transactional linkages in a primary 
family system (1) consisting of or mother, father, and their 
children, (2) in which there is a single parent, with or 
without contact with an adult partner, and (3) or two 
same-sex parents with or without contact with children’s 

biological father. Other configurations are possible 
depending upon the structure of the primary family sys-
tem and the exogenous adjective systems that interact 
with the family system

the structural and functional connections of sub-
units must be identified and described (e.g., 
assessing spousal, parent-child, sibling, and kin 
relationships). Third, one must identify and 
describe the properties that emerge when this 
collection of components is joined together into 
a specific dynamic structure (e.g., assessing 
family traditions, values, beliefs, resources, and 
cohesiveness) (Sameroff, 2003). Fourth, one 
must identify adjunctive systems that may have 
direct effects on the family unit or that affect the 
family indirectly via individual members, that 
is, describing and assessing the impact of 
adjunctive systems or environtype (Sameroff, 

2003) that affect individual and family function-
ing. This includes evaluating the well-being of 
the community and neighborhood, and the 
social-historical events that contribute to cul-
tural values. Finally, one must describe, and 
eventually test, predictive models of change in 
the individual, the family, and the ecosystem 
over time (e.g., assessing models of system 
organization, as well as bifurcations that lead to 
system disorganization and reorganization) 
(Fitzgerald et al., 1995).

The Cabrera et  al. model is informed by 
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model, which 
views the individual as embedded within a fam-
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ily system (microsystem), which in turn is 
embedded in increasingly broader exogenous 
mesosystems (school, work, religious institu-
tions, organizations), which in turn are nested in 
exosystems (to which the individual child is not 
directly connected), nested in macrosystems 
(cultural, political, economic and geographic), 
all of which are embedded in time, space, and 
place (chronosystems) (Bronfenbrenner, 1974; 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). However, the 
model goes beyond nested sources of variance, 
positing a fully recursive dynamic relational 
approach, wherein parts and wholes are always 
dialectic, synergistic, and transactional (Overton, 
2013, 2015; Sameroff, 1982, 1995; 
Whitherington, 2015). Note that even within the 
family microsystem and its myriad dyadic, tri-
adic, and more complex transactions, children 
are exposed to the family histories that mother 
and father recount through what Sameroff (2003) 
refers to as family codes, rituals, stories, myths, 
and roles, which provide varying degrees of reg-
ulation that define the family system. Codes pro-
vide the glue that forms a family system or unit, 
relative to broader society. Rituals refer to fam-
ily activities that assign roles and meaning to 
family practices, such as the way that families 
celebrate occasions (birthdays, anniversaries, 
successes) that provide children with a sense of 
regularity and connectivity. Stories are about 
inter-generativity: parents repeating stories 
about their parents and relatives, their lives prior 
to having children, and other family issues that 
give children a sense of continuity and family 
meaning. Myths are those beliefs within families 
that are not totally believed in, not fully con-
tested, but form part of the intergenerational 
glue, whether they are true or not. All of these 
form aspects of what Sameroff (1995) asserts 
when he notes that an individual “cannot exist 
separated from its environment and an environ-
ment cannot exist separated from the perspec-
tives of an organism [individual]” (p.  677). 
Studies of the influence of such family dynamics 
have not been sufficiently studied with respect to 
such issues as intergenerational transmission of 
either fathers or mothers’ individual personal 
histories.

 Fathers and Policy

Fein (1978) viewed parenting as an androgynous 
activity equally performed by men and women, 
with the exceptions of gestation and lactation. He 
recommended active research on fathering in sev-
eral key areas, including (a) prenatal and perinatal 
experiences, (b) father-infant interactions, includ-
ing the development of social-emotional relation-
ships, (c) fathers in non-traditional care settings, 
and (d) the effects of parenting on fathers them-
selves. Equally important to his self- described 
“emergent perspective” was a focus on changes in 
social policy to enable implementation of greater 
father involvement in child rearing, including pro-
vision for parental leave for both mothers and 
fathers. His proposed inclusion of fathers is as rel-
evant today as it was four decades ago. When 
Hellman, Levtov, van der Gaag, Hassick, and 
Barker (2017) published the State of the World’s 
Fathers, 92 of the world’s 195 countries recog-
nized by the United Nations offered some form of 
paternal leave. A follow-up study focused specifi-
cally on changes in social and economic policies 
needed to enhance father involvement in child-
care, including policies to change social and gen-
der norms across all sectors of society, to increase 
the economic and physical security of families, to 
assist couples and parents abilities to thrive 
together, and to put individual father’s care activi-
ties into action (Van de Gaag, Helman, Gupta, 
Normbhard & Barker, 2019). These will not be 
easy tasks. For example, studies continue to indi-
cate that most men define their social roles and 
role identities as family providers. Conversely, 
other studies indicate that nearly 85% of fathers 
agree that they should participate in childcare, 
including with their infants and very young 
children.

Drawing upon developmental systems the-
ory, Yoshikawa and Hsuch (2001) suggest 
approaches to policy change may be more effec-
tive if they were based on the actual realities of 
human development, rather than politically 
expedient non-science informed perspectives. 
Relational dynamic systems theory in all of its 
forms aligns with the importance of transitional 
periods in human development and the rich 
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diversity in life course pathways. Constructing 
policy issues related to such diversity may lead 
to more efficient and effective support for fami-
lies than broad-based infusion of resources that 
are not linked to the developmental needs of 
families at the moment. McKinney, Fitzgerald, 
Winn, and Babcock (2017) note that “Just as 
children, families, schools, neighborhoods, and 
communities change over time, so too, must 
policies change to assure the provision of ser-
vices that were intended when the policies were 
first established.” This would include policies 
aligned with the risk to resilience concept, so 
that fathers were able to secure work and re-
connect with their families following incarcera-
tion, military service, or severe economic 
downturns. Or, qualify for paternal leave fol-
lowing the birth of their baby in order to develop 
a relationship with the baby, and to provide 
relief and support for the mother. Research with 
fathers and families guided by Bronfenbrenner’s 
model positing the interaction of multiple levels 
of adjunctive influences on the family is well 
suited for assessing the impact of macrosystem 
laws and policies on family functioning as well 
as monitoring changes in such policies to assess 
whether they achieve their intended outcomes. 
As Huston (2005) notes, “Any research may 
generate information that informs policy.” 
However, “Researchers and practitioners are 
trained in their respective fields, usually not 
social policy” (McKinney et al. p. 173) and are 
not especially skilled at translating their research 
findings to practice or to policy. Clearly, stron-
ger transdisciplinary bridges must link behav-
ioral and life science research with policy 
makers in order to translate research into effec-
tive practice guided by the sciences of diffusion 
and dissemination, and on-going program eval-
uation. Evidence points to the importance of 
father involvement in the lives of children, in 
their own personal growth, and in enhanced 
quality of relationships with their parent part-
ners. Tracking these changes over time and 
determining, “What works, under when circum-
stances, and how?” (Office of Planning Research 
and Evaluation, 2016, p. 1) should inform social 
policies and assure efficient and effective 

resources are allocated to strengthen successful 
programs to enhance fathers’ involvement in the 
lives of their children.

 Summary and Key Points

Sixty years of intensive scientific study of infancy 
and early childhood across broad developmental 
disciplines have produced, arguably, more infor-
mation about the earliest period of human devel-
opment than any other period. The origins of 
human development at the individual level begin 
at conception, as the conceptus starts on its 
unique life course pathway organizing, develop-
ing, and adapting to experience. The interplay of 
genetic, epigenetic processes, and lived experi-
ence positions each individual along the risk to 
resilience continuum throughout the life course. 
During the conception to age five years of human 
development all of the individual’s component 
neurobiological, hormonal, behavioral, and men-
tal subsystems organize and integrate to prepare 
the individual for adapting to increasingly com-
plex systemic influences over the life course. 
Most parents play a key role during the earliest 
years providing nearly all of the ingredients 
needed for infants to transition through the earli-
est years secure, nourished, safe, supported, and 
positioned on the resilience side of the risk to 
resilience continuum. Other parents do not or 
cannot provide such support and infants proceed 
through development adapting to or negotiating a 
variety of risks.

The vast amount of behavioral and social sci-
ence studies of early development have focused 
on maternal contributions to infant development, 
guided by attachment theory and its focus on the 
provision of security and emotional development. 
In the 1960s and 70s, researchers began to turn 
attention to the role that fathers play in child 
development, focusing first on their competence 
to perform routine caregiving tasks. Gradually, 
broader questions within the context of a disci-
plinary shift from the emphasis on cause-effect 
and dyadic relationships to one emphasizing the 
dynamic reciprocal relationships among family 
members were asked. At the beginning of the cur-
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rent century, the Zeitgeist was set and theories and 
models specific to fathers and child development 
began to emerge and guide broad inquiry regard-
ing what fathers do, and how they influence child 
development. In addition, by embracing systems 
approaches to research, father researchers focused 
on relational dynamics in an effort to identify 
direct, indirect or no effect of father contributions 
to children’s development. Their efforts provide 
ample qualitative and quantitative evidence that 
fathers contribute independently as well as indi-
rectly to the quality of children’s development 
during infancy and early childhood. As cultural 
mores change and family structures and functions 
continue to diversity, researchers are now well-
positioned to advance substantive inquiry con-
cerning the role that men play in the early 
development of children.

Fathers are part of a family system that tradi-
tionally has been studied within the context of 
nuclear families, or families where the father is 
physically absent. The increase in single parent 
father families, gay families, and adoptive families 
and families where the father may be psychologi-
cally present, though physically absent has received 
a commensurate increase in research interest with 
respect to fathers and child development.

Fathers influence children’s cognitive devel-
opment and behavioral regulation in ways that 
are not yet clearly understood, although evidence 
suggests that encouragement of rough and tum-
ble play and risk taking is related to decreases in 
son’s aggression and externalizing behaviors. 
Evidence suggests that fathers play a key role in 
sex role differentiation, emphasizing social and 
emotional support and protection of their daugh-
ters and encouraging risk taking and autonomy in 
their sons.

Role expectations for fathers as parents vary 
greatly across cultures and within multi-cultural 
societies. Moreover, across cultures and societ-
ies, overarching descriptors of father’s roles 
within families do not reflect the diverse activi-
ties they engage in, nor the transitions in activi-
ties over the life span.

Fathers’ involvement in parenting is influ-
enced by their perceptions of the quality of the 
marital relationship; the poorer the perceived (or 

actual) quality, the less they are involved in child-
care, or engage in more harsh parenting. Little is 
known about the impact of the quality of partner 
relationship among gay parents with respect to 
caregiving behaviors.

Cultural context influences father involvement 
in caregiving particularly during infancy and 
very early childhood. In most cultures, mothers 
are perceived to be the lead parent with respect to 
very early childcare, although fathers express 
interest in being more involved in childcare and 
often do share in care for their infants and young 
children.

Social policies, developed primarily to sup-
port mother-led families and dual-parent hetero-
sexual families, create barriers for alternative 
family structures and for fathers who are non- 
residential. Parental leave policies specific to 
fathers promote active involvement in caregiving 
and shared parenting with mothers and/or part-
ners. Policies related to providing more support 
for fathers as parents, including their involve-
ment in parent improvement programs or care-
giving skills development, are underfunded and/
or under-utilized.
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3Fathering and Being Fathered: 
Developmental Interdependence

Rob Palkovitz

Fathering entails relationships, and relationships 
are fundamentally important to the people 
engaged in them. Yet, this obvious truth is some-
times forgotten or obscured by efforts to objec-
tively study and analyze the key components of 
father-child relationships and their developmen-
tal consequences for men and their children. 
When we focus on devising precise measures of 
fathering behaviors or developmental outcomes, 
we can lose sight of the fact that father-child rela-
tionships are a complex, interactive system that 
we are attempting to characterize with our pre-
cise measures. Both the scholarly literature and 
casual conversations with our friends indicate 
that it is no overstatement to declare that father- 
child relationships are truly life-transformative 
for men and their children. Specifically, fathering 
and being fathered have consequences that are 
long-lasting and have important and salient 
implications that provide an affective, behavioral, 
and cognitive overlay for all other aspects of life, 
both for fathers and for their children.

The goal of this chapter is to present a rela-
tional understanding of fathering and being 
fathered. The developmental and theoretical 

 literature reviewed will establish that fathering 
and being fathered represent interdependent 
experiences that have life-altering consequences 
for both fathers and their children. A central 
focus of the chapter is to elaborate how father-
child relationships are conducted and experi-
enced across life to bring developmental benefits 
and outcomes of the interdependent meanings 
and processes that occur in the context of inter-
generational father-child relationships.

Considerations of Father Absence
It is important to recognize at the outset of this 

discussion that not all families are characterized 
by the existence of positive father-child relation-
ships. And, in the overall view of family func-
tioning, when it comes to consistent, positive 
father engagement, the unfortunate reality is that 
there truly are “haves” and “have nots.” Further, 
although the focus of this chapter is on the mutual 
benefits of positive father engagement for both 
fathers and their children, the reality is that virtu-
ally all father-child relationships could be “bet-
ter” in some regards. What the theoretical and 
empirical literature well establishes is that fami-
lies benefit when they are characterized by pri-
marily positive paternal engagement. Consistently 
positive father-child relationship quality is more 
likely to be associated with fathers and children 
who share attributes of developmental optimiza-
tion, reaching their potential, and experiencing 
fulfilling contexts of life.
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 Father Absence in Contrast 
to Fatherlessness

The word, father, designates at least one biologi-
cal relationship, and subsequently, one, or a small 
number of specific and unique persons who fill 
socially constructed roles in the life of their chil-
dren. Despite widespread contemporary usage of 
the term, there is, in fact, no such thing as a 
fatherless child.

Children who do not perceive that a father is 
materially involved in a significant way in their 
lives, eventually come to know, in ways that are 
hurtful to their wellbeing, that though they may 
not currently experience the presence of a father 
in their lives, that their very existence depended 
on a father. That discrepancy denotes a loss and 
that loss is typically associated with uncomfort-
able realities. Their father may be negligent, 
absent, deceased, or incarcerated, but children 
are not fatherless.

Although there is immense variability in the 
level of ongoing engagement and relationship 
quality with their child across their lifetime, the 
fact remains that no children exist without the 
participation of a biological father to achieve 
their conception, even if his role is limited to a 
sperm donor. Their relationship to their biologi-
cal father forms a foundational part of the child’s 
emerging identity and gives anchor to their origin 
story. Recent general commercial availability of 
genetic analysis has resulted in people reporting 
the unsettling disruption of identity that occurs 
when their origin story is contradicted by genetic 
results that stand in contrast to their longstanding 
understanding of who their biological father is. 
Knowing your father is foundational to self- 
understanding, a basis for the way we conduct 
many aspects of our life and relationships.

The father absence literature has been right-
fully criticized on the basis of numerous structural 
differences that tend to get overlooked in many of 
the simplistic correlational summaries of its find-
ings. However, there is a basic truth that still per-
meates—father absence is often associated with a 
deficit in emotions and behavioral competence in 
children—issues that manifest in both internaliz-
ing and externalizing problems. Though not truly 

fatherless, father absent or father-deficient chil-
dren suffer developmental consequences across 
all domains of development.

 Fathering and Being Fathered

It is in the context of father-child relationships 
that some of the biggest issues of life get 
addressed. For involved fathers, by their own 
reports, fathering has been found to be among, if 
not the most, central determiner of life satisfac-
tion, meaningfulness, or purpose (Palkovitz, 
2002).

In various ways, father-child relationships 
address one’s sense of origin, identity, trajectory, 
and possibilities and purposes in life. Both fathers 
and their children, in parallel, interdependent, yet 
unique manners consider questions such as, 
“where did I come from?”, “why am I here?”, 
“where am I going in life?” As elaborated in 
detail below, these identity and purpose issues are 
grounded in everyday components of father-child 
relationships and behavioral interactions. It is in 
commonplace encounters that the answers to 
these big questions of life get anticipated and 
adjusted offering both glimpses of hope and 
looming threats to fulfillment.

It is not the purpose of this chapter to present 
a comprehensive review of the fathering litera-
ture in regard to broad domains of developmental 
outcomes for fathers and their young children—
rather, that is the focus of multiple content chap-
ters that follow in subsequent sections in this 
volume. The primary focus of this chapter is to 
present an accessible understanding of how 
father-child relationships come to take on such 
central meanings through ongoing processes of 
relational interaction. In doing so, we will focus 
together on both theoretical underpinnings of 
development and relationships, and briefly sum-
marize central conclusions of the selected empir-
ical literature. This is done in an effort to establish 
a clear understanding of how father-child rela-
tionship quality shapes both fathers’ and young 
children’s wellbeing and developmental out-
comes through the context of ordinary 
 interactions, that, over time, constitute a rela-
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tional history with associated meanings, expecta-
tions, and evaluations of self and other. In order 
to articulate how such meanings and processes 
yield outcomes, it is necessary to first think about 
the nature of close relationships and how they are 
experienced by their participants.

 Framing the Characteristics of Close 
Relationships and Scientific Inquiry

Families are groups of people who have close 
interpersonal relationships that evolve across time. 
Amato and Gilbreth (1999, p.  558) summarize 
Berscheid and Peplau’s (1983) characterization of 
close relationships as those involving a high degree 
of interdependence, reflected in four attributes: 
“(a) the individuals have frequent contact, (b) the 
relationship is of long duration, (c) the degree of 
mutual impact is strong, and (d) the relationship 
involves diverse kinds of activities.” Although not 
all father-child relationships are characterized by 
all four of these elements, it is still the case that 
many father-child relationships are appropriately 
portrayed as close relationships.

Despite the fact that close interpersonal rela-
tionships are often numericized and quantita-
tively analyzed by social scientists, father-child 
relationships are not built on or experienced 
through numeric algorithms. Rather, fathers and 
children interact in contexts where their behav-
iors toward one another have associated affect 
and cognitions through which the quality of the 
relationship is perceived. Important qualities and 
components of relationships, such as emotional 
and cognitive features, are conceptualized and 
inferred from the events and behaviors that peo-
ple share together. As such, relationships are 
multidimensional and challenging to objectively 
characterize.

Stated another way, interpersonal relation-
ships are organic, moving, growing, and chang-
ing experiences shared by two or more people. As 
active co-participants, fathers and their children 
are characterized by agency, choices, discrepant 
developmental capacities, understandings, and 
motives. Clearly, father-child relationships have 
many subjective elements.

In contrast, research studies are intended to bring 
objective, standardized ways of observing, measur-
ing, and analyzing phenomena. By nature, research 
brings a purposeful and reductionistic focus on par-
ticular elements of a relationship, unable to capture 
all components of relationships in real time, or to 
represent their multitudinous changes across time. 
As such, scientific studies offer a partial, incomplete 
lens to the experiences, processes, and meanings of 
father-child relationships.

In actuality, key elements of relationships can-
not be directly observed; they consist of both cog-
nitive and affective elements that defy overt 
recording, and they have characteristics that have 
multiple interactive layers of structure and func-
tion. They have many elusive qualities; qualities 
that matter to both fathers and their children, quali-
ties that shape the affect, behaviors, and cognitions 
of everyday encounters. If that were not complex 
enough, the interdependent feelings, behaviors, 
and thoughts of relationships change rapidly and 
exert influence across the relational history of 
fathers and children. The net result is that it is chal-
lenging to adequately scientifically encompass, 
operationalize, and measure father- child relation-
ships in a manner that captures anything beyond 
their most central, basic, or important elements.

It is also the case that father-child relationships 
do not exist in a social or environmental vacuum. 
They are situated in a complex array of diverse 
demographic, cultural, and environmental con-
texts that mediate and moderate their unfolding 
across time (see, e.g., Marsiglio, Roy, & Fox, 
2005). Another significant challenge to studying 
and understanding patterns of father- child rela-
tionships lies in the increasing diversity of fathers 
across myriad dimensions beyond SES, ethnicity, 
age, and living arrangements, who are situated in 
seemingly countless contexts of fathering rela-
tionships across time (Marsiglio et  al., 2005). 
Residential status, marital or relational status, 
health, mental health, employment status, and 
spirituality represent a limited sampling of factors 
that converge to contribute to fathering diversity. 
Each father’s constellation of diversity factors 
positions him with different resources and chal-
lenges to bring to the contexts of father-child 
interactions (Palkovitz & Hull, 2018).

3 Fathering and Being Fathered: Developmental Interdependence
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 Father-Child Relationships Develop 
Asynchronously across Time

Scientific advancements in the field of human 
development and family sciences have yielded an 
expanding appreciation for the complexity of 
relationships between developing individuals 
whose maturational outcomes are multiply deter-
mined, dynamic, and systemically embedded 
(Baltes, Staudinger, & Lindenberger, 1999). A 
central understanding is that all individuals 
(including both fathers and children) continually 
develop. That is, they manifest changes that are 
functionally significant and relatively permanent 
across biological, psychological, social, and spir-
itual domains of development. Fathers and their 
children often are developing in different devel-
opmental domains in different ways, rates, and 
directions at the same time (Palkovitz, 2007).

The implication is that fathers and children 
have different developmental capacities to plan, 
engage in, represent, comprehend, and regulate 
relationships. As a result, every shared father- 
child interaction is perceived differently by each 
participant (Dyer, Day, & Harper, 2014). 
Although fathers and their children experience 
discrepant perceptions, and have asynchronous 
developmental abilities and life course trajecto-
ries, many father-child dyads maintain meaning-
ful connections and relationship quality across 
the first 5  years of the child’s life, and well 
beyond.

Juxtaposed with the conceptual richness and 
understanding held by developmentalists and 
family scientists regarding the complexity and 
dynamic contexts of father-child relationships 
and their development, the current empirical lit-
erature on fathering is characterized by relatively 
narrow and static assessments of father involve-
ment in child rearing. It is common for research-
ers to record the frequency of selected father 
behaviors toward children, a thin proxy of father- 
child relationship quality. A focus on fathers’ 
behavior typically ignores the bidirectional, con-
ditional, and transactional nature of relationships. 
In fact, scholars have long been reporting that 

mere behavioral frequencies of fathers toward 
their children do not predict important character-
istics of child wellbeing or of father-child rela-
tionship quality (see, e.g., Amato & Gilbreth, 
1999).

Palkovitz (2019) suggests that if we want to 
better represent the meanings and processes of 
father-child relationships and how they change 
over time, it is crucial for fathering scholarship to 
move beyond reductionistic foci on behavioral 
components of father involvement toward chil-
dren and to more fully embrace the multiple char-
acterizations of fathers’ relationships with their 
children (Palm, 2014). Specifically, broader con-
ceptualizations of father-child relationships have 
the potential to simultaneously honor the sub-
stantive contributions of fathering research that 
has focused on father involvement with children, 
while expanding the empirical focus of fathering 
to include multifaceted relational qualities of 
father-child relationships rather than specific 
behavioral quantities.

The professional literature has begun to make 
the shift from a nearly singular focus on father 
involvement toward children to a broader con-
ceptualization of father-child relationship qual-
ity. As early as 1997, I began to write concerning 
the limitations of focusing primarily on fathers’ 
behaviors toward their children while failing to 
meaningfully measure fathers’ affect and cogni-
tions as well. Current understandings of father- 
child relationship quality have placed a focus on 
the interdependence of fathers’ and children’s 
affect, behavior, and cognitions to more fully rep-
resent the lived experiences of fathers and chil-
dren (Palkovitz, 2019). While we have known for 
years that paternal warmth, positive attachments, 
positive father engagement, closeness, and a 
sense of care make positive contributions to chil-
dren’s wellbeing, it is only recently that studies 
of positive father engagement have been 
expanded to focus beyond behavior to a more 
encompassing sense of father-child relationship 
quality. The interdependent processes and mean-
ings in the child are equally important to articu-
late and support.

R. Palkovitz
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 View 1: Interpersonal Relationships 
Are Complex

From one vantage point, father-child relation-
ships are very complex. They consist of a system 
of countless interdependent feelings, behaviors, 
and thoughts toward one another and in response 
to one another. Figure 3.1 presents a graphic rep-
resentation of the systemic nature of fathers’ and 
children’s feelings, behaviors, and thoughts in 
any given interaction.

In essence, Fig. 3.1 represents what is a “snap-
shot” in time of a specific father-child relation-
ship. In contrast, Sameroff (2009) has established 
that development takes place through an unfold-
ing of sequentially interdependent transactional 
interactions between a person and their environ-
ment. Applying Sameroff’s reasoning and 
extending his transactional model to father-child 
relationships, the implication is that the interde-
pendent affect, behaviors, and emotions of fathers 
and their children sequentially influence one 
another across time. That is, subsequent interac-
tions are causally altered by the history of key 
interactional elements in the father-child rela-
tionship. Any time we have the opportunity to 
observe a father and child interacting, the interac-
tion we observe is dependent on previous 

thoughts, behaviors, and feelings that they each 
brought into their previous interactions. In addi-
tion, future relational interactions will be influ-
enced by current interactions. Figure 3.2 presents 
an elaboration of Sameroff’s (2009) transactional 
model as it applies to the systemic interactions of 
the affect, behavior, and cognitions of father- 
child relationships. Fathers’ and children’s rela-
tional history, the match or discrepancy between 
the expectations, experiences, and evaluations 
sets both fathers’ and children’s expectations for 
and appraisals of future interactions.

Figure 3.2 is an adaption of Sameroff’s (2009) 
model of the transactional nature of development 
created to represent fathers’ and children’s affect, 
behavior, and cognitions at times 1, 2, 3, & 4. The 
figure is intended to illustrate that fathers’ affect, 
behaviors, and cognitions at time 1 are simulta-
neously and interdependently linked to the child’s 
affect, behaviors, and cognitions at time 1. In 
addition, the figure represents that fathers’ and 
children’s relational characteristics at time 1 
influence their own attributes at time 2. Further, 
each participant’s characteristics at time 1 influ-
ences the other’s at time 2. The framed section of 
Fig. 3.2, focusing attention on relational qualities 
between time 1 and time 2, shows the time frame 
represented in Fig.  3.3, where interdependent 

Fig. 3.1 Inter-
dependence of fathers’ 
and children’s affect, 
behavior, and cognitions
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Fig. 3.2 The Transactional nature 
of father-child relationships across 
time. F father, C child, A affect, B 
behavior, C cognition. Numerals 
1–4 represent time 1, time 2, time 
3 & time 4

Fig. 3.3 Inter-
dependence of fathers’ 
and children’s affect, 
behavior, and cognition 
from time 1 to time 2

relationships from each relational attribute in 
time 1 exert unidirectional influence on each 
relational attribute at time 2. In addition, at time 
1 and at time 2, there is complete interdepen-
dence between fathers’ and children’s affect, 
behavior, and cognitions. The density of the rep-
resented relationships illustrates the complexity 
of father- child relationships either when snap-
shots of interactive qualities are represented in a 
single time or when they are viewed across an 
expanse of time.

The boxed area of Fig. 3.2 is, in reality, a sim-
plification of the interdependent influences of 
fathers and their children in a number of regards. 
First, although the figure represents fathers’ and 
children’s feelings, behaviors, and thoughts, it 
does not represent other variables, factors, or 
contexts that influence father-child relationship 
quality. Specifically, it does not reflect variables 
such as physical and mental health, developmen-
tal abilities or disabilities, motivations, social 
support networks, or any other contextual 
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 elements demonstrated by a rich and varied 
 literature to mediate and moderate father-child 
relationships (Palkovitz, 2019). Second, the high-
lighted area does not elaborate in detail the actual 
transactional nature of father’s and children’s 
affect, behavior, and cognitions. Specifically, 
each partner’s feelings, behaviors, and thoughts 
reciprocally influence the other’s at each time. 
Equally important, and missing from Fig. 3.2, is 
a representation of the unidirectional influences 
exerted by each factor (e.g., fathers’ behavior at 
time 1) on all subsequent elements (father’s 
affect, behavior, and cognitions, child’s affect, 
behavior, and cognitions at time 2). Figure  3.3 
provides a representation of both interdependent 
(within time) and unidirectional (across time) 
influences of fathers’ and children’s feelings, 
behaviors, and thoughts. Clearly, there are many 
interdependent forces at work in each father- 
child interaction, and their influences persist in 
complex relationships across time.

A further limitation of Figs. 3.2 and 3.3 in rep-
resenting the lived experience of fathers’ and 
children’s relationship quality has to do with the 
representation of time in the figures. Specifically, 
the lapse from time one (T1) to time two (T2) 
could represent the minimal elapsed time, as in 
observing the interdependent nature of parents’ 
and children’s behavior within moments of a 
brief interaction (see, e.g., Tronick et al., 1998). 
Alternatively, the lapse between T1 and T2 could 
represent months, years, or decades, as is often 
the case in between waves of data collected in 
longitudinal studies.

A final observation in regard to the complexity 
of father-child relationships is that even limiting 
variables of interest to affect, behavior and cogni-
tions, attempting to gather data in a manner that 
is representative of the myriad interactive trans-
actions that children experience with their 
engaged fathers over the period of an hour, day, 
week, or year, presents extreme challenges to 
researchers. Having a sample large enough to 
allow analyses of even a handful of variables over 
time represents a significant challenge to 
researchers who want to capture meaningful ele-
ments of father-child relationship quality and to 
conduct robust statistical analyses.

 View 2: Interpersonal Relationships 
Are Simple

From an alternative perspective, father-child rela-
tionships are fairly simple. If we can disregard 
mediating and moderating influences of other 
pertinent variables (e.g., hormones, neural net-
works, representations, social scripts), and focus 
on just the feelings, behaviors, and thoughts that 
fathers and their children direct toward each 
other, those are the main components that deter-
mine both father-child relationship quality and 
the developmental outcomes for both fathers and 
their children (Palkovitz, 1997). In essence, those 
three foci, affect, behavior, and cognition are the 
three things that always matter in father-child- 
relationship quality. These are the characteristics 
that influence fathers’ and children’s experiences 
and expectations of one another as well as their 
appraisals of their relationship quality and their 
individual roles in contributing toward relational 
quality.

Further, expanding to simultaneously and 
interactively consider just those three factors, 
affect, behavior, and cognitions, represents a con-
ceptually rich advancement over studies with a 
singular focus on fathers’ behavior toward chil-
dren (i.e., involvement). Detailed interviews with 
fathers indicate that they are aware of and able to 
articulate their feelings, behaviors, and thoughts 
toward their children during open-ended conver-
sations (Palkovitz, 2002). In fact, these are com-
ponents that are frequently represented in the 
lived experiences of everyday dads and their 
children.

 Reconciling the Two Views

Though we know that the development of father- 
child relationships is interdependent, multi- 
directional, multiply determined, asynchronous, 
contextually embedded, and transactionally 
dynamic, it is possible to identify a few central 
components that explain large degrees of vari-
ability in perceived relationship quality. In con-
versations with fathers and children concerning 
their daily experiences, both fathers and their 
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children find ways to discuss or represent the 
affect, behaviors, and cognitions that character-
ize the quality of their relationships. Simply 
stated, fathers and children are aware of these 
components of their relationship and focus on 
them when representing their interactions with 
others. The implication is that, as fathers or their 
children improve the affect, behavior, or cogni-
tions that they contribute to the father-child rela-
tionship, they have the realistic potential to 
precipitate subsequent positive developmental 
cascades (Masten, 2014) into the system of 
father-child relationship quality.

 Theoretical Foundations of Father- 
Child Relationship Quality

Numerous theoretical approaches and their asso-
ciated empirical bases establish the importance 
of different components of father-child relation-
ships in influencing the lived experiences and 
developmental outcomes of fathers and their chil-
dren. Specifically, attachment, father-child close-
ness, parenting styles, identity theory, father 
presence, mutual regulation models, resource 
theory, and paternal sensitivity and relational 
synchrony have each been elaborated, to varying 
degrees, to bring important understandings to the 
experiences and outcomes of fathering and being 
fathered.

 Attachment

When considering the developmental compo-
nents of children’s experiences of father-child 
relational quality, a logical place to begin is with 
children’s attachment toward their fathers. 
Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969) advances that 
parent-child relationships are the foundation for 
children’s social relationships and sense of self. 
Specifically, it is the nature and quality of inter-
actions an infant has with parents and others that 
help them to learn about themselves, others, and 
how to relate. As early as 1964, Schaffer and 
Emerson conducted ground-breaking work in 
father-infant attachment, finding that most of 

infants formed an attachment to their fathers by 
the second year of life. Subsequent systematic 
analyses of empirical studies have identified 
paternal warmth and sensitivity as formative fea-
tures father-infant attachment (Cox, Owen, 
Henderson, & Margand, 1992; Van Ijzendoorn & 
De Wolff, 1997).

Bowlby (1969) elaborated attachment theory 
to explain that infants construct internal working 
models (IWMs), expectations about relationships, 
based on their ongoing history of experience with 
attachment figures, and reflecting the quality of 
relationship with those figures (Peluso, Peluso, 
White, & Kern, 2004). As such, IWMs can be 
thought of as a child’s cognitive frameworks for 
understanding the self, the world, and relation-
ships with others. Solomon and George (1996) 
write about IWMs serving as the source of the 
child’s self-appraisal and confidence regarding 
their acceptableness and worthiness of care and 
protection, and of the attachment figure’s avail-
ability, desire, and capability to provide care and 
protection. Clearly, IWMs reflect father-child 
relationship quality to influence children’s sense 
of self-worth and their sense of trustworthiness of 
others and their circumstances in life. Bretherton 
and Munholland (1999) articulated that, through-
out life, a person’s interactions with others are 
shaped by components of their IWMs; memories, 
expectations, and representations of others as 
trustworthy (or not), the self as valuable (or not), 
and the self as effective when interacting with oth-
ers (or not). As such, internal working models can 
be understood as a cognitive prototype that helps 
one to formulate sense of self, expectations of, 
and responses to others. As articulated, and con-
sistent with Figs. 3.1 and 3.2, IWMs have affec-
tive, behavioral, and cognitive components and 
implications for approaching, experiencing, and 
evaluating all future interpersonal interactions.

 Father-Child Closeness

Bronfenbrenner (1994) articulated that parents’ 
mental representations of attachment are formed 
in proximal processes, which require direct con-
tact between parents and children. In a manner 
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similar to children’s formation of IWMs, parental 
IWMs would include associated affective com-
ponents. The implication is that proximal pro-
cesses, direct behavioral interactions, can yield 
feelings of emotional closeness (or distance). In 
elaborating key attributes of father presence (see 
below) Krampe (2009, p. 883) states,

The core of the offspring’s feelings about the father 
is whether or not the child feels close to him. 
Conceptually, emotional closeness or distance rep-
resents the coming together of a number of other 
interpersonal elements: a sense of trust, the feeling 
of being accepted, favorably received, and wel-
comed; the experience of intimacy and sense of 
knowing and being known by the other; the recog-
nition that one has a (psychological) place with the 
other (i.e., father), and is important to him. Despite 
the significance of each of these factors in adult 
relationships, there is relatively little work on this 
aspect of the parent–child bond, particularly 
between children and their fathers.

 Parenting Styles

Baumrind’s (1971) classic work identified paren-
tal warmth and control as central components of 
parenting style. Contemporary scholarship on 
paternal style continues to highlight paternal 
warmth and control, along with other relationship 
quality attributes. A wide variety of research stud-
ies have documented that parenting styles predict 
child well-being in the domains of academic per-
formance, problem behaviors, prosocial develop-
ment, and social competence (see, e.g., Adamsons 
& Johnson, 2013; Anderson, Kaplan, & Lancaster, 
1999; Conger & Elder, 1994; Gavin et al., 2002; 
McBride & Rane, 1997).

It has been well established that paternal styles 
tend to systematically differ from mothers’ 
(Palkovitz, Trask, & Adamsons, 2014), and vari-
ous components of fathers’ style have been linked 
to child wellbeing and developmental outcomes. 
A detailed body of literature verifies that fathers’ 
play styles (see, e.g. Vollotton, Foster, Harewood, 
Cook, & Adekoya, 2020) can facilitate children’s 
social and emotional regulation, provided that 
fathers are sensitively attentive to their children’s 
signals during play.

The style of father-child interactions interde-
pendently affects fathers’ and children’s cognitive 
functioning. Specifically, Slade (2005) detailed 
the relationships between parents’ reflective func-
tioning (RF), the capacity of a parent to hold their 
child’s mental state in mind as it relates to affect 
regulation, and productive social relationships. 
Slade describes RF at the interface between psy-
choanalytic theories and attachment, current 
thinking in neuroscience, and social psychologi-
cal understandings of self-regulation. Slade 
advances that it is parent’s capacity to reflect upon 
the child’s internal cognitive and affective experi-
ence that is key to the facilitation of a secure 
attachment and to an array of other developmental 
outcomes. Slade has further articulated that non-
reflective and dysregulated caregiving profoundly 
disrupts self-development in children.

Fonagy et al. (2002, p. 6) describe RF as the 
ability of a person to give meaning and organiza-
tion to internal states so that they can be “com-
municated to others and interpreted in others to 
guide collaboration in work, love, and play.” This 
variety of mentalization integrates affective and 
cognitive ways of knowing to think about feeling 
and to feel about thinking. These functions have 
both been previously identified as metacognitive 
processes related to perspective taking and meta-
cognitive monitoring (Main, 1991). These pro-
cesses are held to be at the heart of sensitive 
caregiving, which, in turn, gives rise to children’s 
capacity to develop mentalizing competence of 
their own. Viewed integratively, this body of lit-
erature indicates that incomplete perspectives of 
father-child relationship quality are afforded by 
looking at father-child relationships in isolation 
from parenting style.

 Identity Theory

A vital construct of identity theory is that fathers 
have an internalized standard of performance 
(e.g., cognitive expectations) yoked with being a 
father, and that fathers regularly engage in 
reflected appraisals (Maurer, Pleck, & Rane, 
2001) by utilizing their executive functions of 
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monitoring and evaluating their performance 
against their role prescriptions (Dyer, Kauffman, 
Fagan, Pearson, & Cabrera, 2018). When there is 
a match between their cognitive standards and 
their perceived role performance, fathers tend to 
feel validated (Burke, 1991). In contrast, if they 
perceive that they fall short of their standard, 
feelings of inadequacy, accompanied by negative 
affect, result from the dissonance experienced. 
Fathers’ personal identity is validated by father- 
child closeness because closeness indicates that 
the father is meeting his internalized standard. In 
contrast, father-child conflict more frequently 
yields feelings of inadequacy, because their stan-
dard is not being attained or surpassed.

Fathering role centrality, another aspect of 
paternal identity has been positively associated 
with levels of father involvement in both home- 
based observational studies (Palkovitz, 1984) and 
large longitudinal data sets (Adamsons & Pasley, 
2016; Pasley, Futris, & Skinner, 2002). 
Additionally, role occupancy perspectives of 
father identity (Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 
1998) link paternal engagement in various father-
ing roles with changes in behavior and cognitions 
over time (Palkovitz, 2002). Data interpreted 
from the role occupancy perspective supports the 
contention that the effects of fatherhood roles on 
men’s lives are moderated by the degree to which 
men affectively, behaviorally, and cognitively 
embrace and engage in fathering roles.

 Father Presence

Krampe (2009) advanced the construct of father 
presence, expanding on Lamb’s prior (e.g., 1997) 
ideas regarding father’s accessibility to children. 
Father presence is conceptualized to have several 
components that represent affective, behavioral, 
and cognitive domains. Krampe (p. 875) describes 
the primary elements of father presence to include:

(a) an inner sense of father in the child that orients 
him or her to the father; (b) the child’s relationship 
with the personal father; (c) other family influ-
ences on father presence in the child; and (d) cul-
tural and religious beliefs about the father found in 
the larger societal context, which are transmitted to 
the child in the family and other primary groups.

Krampe identifies emotional accessibility within 
father-child relationships as a central component 
of the expressive dimension. An additional, instru-
mental, dimension includes the child’s perception 
of father involvement, principally represented 
through behavioral interactions and related com-
ponents that foster the child’s development.

Krampe and Newton (2006, p. 162) articulate 
that father presence encompasses “affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive/perceptual elements 
that we operationalize as the son’s or daughter’s 
feelings about the father, his/her physical relation-
ship with the father, and the adult child’s percep-
tion of the father’s involvement with him/her.”

 Mutual Regulation Model 
and Dyadically Expanded States 
of Consciousness

Tronick (1989) and his colleagues (1998) 
advanced models of infant self-regulation where 
infants seek states of emotional connectedness 
with caregivers in order to achieve dyadic states 
of consciousness, or shared meaning. The basic 
idea is that infants observe the affect and behav-
ior of caregivers, facilitated through processes of 
caregivers’ emotional scaffolding, in order to 
enter into a dyadic state of organization with the 
caregiver. In essence, the infant seeks mutual 
regulation (i.e., to be “in synch”) with the affect 
and behaviors of the caregiver to experience a 
joint state of consciousness. The processes, 
which are viewed to be inherent in humans, 
require a mutual mapping of elements of each 
partner’s affective, behavioral, and cognitive 
states of consciousness into the other partner’s 
brain. These assertions are consistent with the 
recent scholarly emphasis on shared perspective 
taking, theory of mind, and associated develop-
mental outcomes (see, e.g., Decety & 
Sommerville, 2003).

In multiple experiments, researchers have had 
adults practice “still face” responses during inter-
actions with infants, resulting in emotional dis-
tress, behavioral dysregulation, and general 
breakdown of behavioral organization (see, 
Adamson & Frick, 2003 for a historical review). 
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This scholarship establishes that in the first 
months of life, infants engage in interactions with 
others that require mutual regulation of affect, 
behavior, and cognitions. Achievement of mutual 
regulation and synchrony potentially leads to 
dyadic expanded states of consciousness and 
generally positive outcomes. Lack of mutual reg-
ulation leads to affective, cognitive, and behav-
ioral dysregulation and general distress. In 
summary, very early in life, infants appear to be 
highly motivated and capable of processing and 
making meaning of complex dyadic interactions 
that reflect affective, behavioral, and cognitive 
components of relationship quality.

 Resource Theory of Fathering

Palkovitz and Hull (2018) focus on the intersec-
tionality of fathers’ affect, behaviors, and cogni-
tions in utilizing executive functions such as 
monitoring, planning, and evaluating their per-
sonal, interpersonal, and contextual resources to 
facilitate the quality of their relationships with 
their children. Resource theory is father-centric, 
and emphasizes the interdependence of fathers’ 
affect, behavior, and cognitions in fathers’ 
resource management, lived experiences, and 
father-child relationships. A limitation is that 
resource theory does not centrally articulate chil-
dren’s affect, behavior, and cognitions or the spe-
cifics of interdependent father-child interactions 
into the theory. Nonetheless, it offers an elabo-
rated view of central aspects of fathers’ affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive characteristics and how 
they intersectionally influence father-child rela-
tionship quality.

 Paternal Sensitivity and Relational 
Synchrony

Lamb and Lewis (2013) affirm that paternal sen-
sitivity is instrumentally shaped by fathers’ expe-
riences of their own childhood relationships. This 
view is consistent with the construct of internal 

working models, briefly discussed above. Several 
researchers have found that men who had loving 
and secure relationships with their caregivers are 
more sensitive, attentive, and involved than 
fathers who recounted poor caregiving relation-
ships as children (Bretherton, Lambert, & Golby, 
2006; Cowan, Cohn, Cowan, & Pearson, 1996; 
Shannon, Tamis-LeMonda, & Cabrera, 2006). 
Fathers’ sensitivity to infant signals (Lamb, 
2010) as well as their warmth, responsiveness, 
and consistency of responding to children 
(Carson & Parke, 1996; Fagan & Iglesias, 1999; 
Ninio & Rinott, 1988) have been documented as 
important factors in influencing father-child rela-
tionship quality.

Brown et al. (2007, p. 213) analyzed various 
empirical studies conducted across different ages 
of children and focusing on different domains of 
child outcomes, concluding that it appears that 
fathers’ positive affect, warmth, and emotional 
support “load onto the same dimension,” best 
described as positive emotions. Multiple studies 
support the importance of positive emotional 
expression between fathers and their children 
(see, e.g., Cox et  al., 1992; Frosch, Cox, & 
Goldman, 2001; Volling, McElwain, Notaro, & 
Herrera, 2002).

 Creating Interdependent 
Understandings of Fathering 
and Being Fathered

When considering the convergence of these 
theoretical and empirical findings, it has been 
widely recognized that “the amount of time 
that fathers and children spend together is 
probably much less important than what they 
do with that time” (Lamb & Tamis-LeMonda, 
2004, p. 10). Brown et al. (2007, p. 215) con-
clude that their results “speak to the impor-
tance of considering qualitative dimensions of 
fathers’ parenting—in addition to father 
involvement—in research on fathering and 
child outcomes in general, and father-child 
attachment security in particular.”
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 ABCs of Father-Child Relationship 
Quality

Macon, Tamis-LeMonda, Cabrera, and 
McFadden (2017) elaborate that psychology 
entails the study of persons’ affect, behaviors, 
and cognitions, concluding that the work of 
applied researchers and interventionists should 
address fathers’ “affective values (parenting 
beliefs), their behaviors (teaching targeted skills, 
such as how to read to children), and their cogni-
tions (knowledge about child development and 
best practices in parenting)” (Macon et al., 2017, 
p. 2658).

Viewed as a whole, the reviewed scholarship 
supports the conviction that father-child relation-
ship quality hinges on the interdependence of 
both fathers’ and children’s affective, behavioral 
and cognitive processes as opposed to placing 
primary focus on fathers’ behavior toward chil-
dren. As clearly supported by theoretical and 
empirical literature, father-child relationships 
consist of a series of behavioral interactions that 
have associated thoughts and feelings. The pro-
cesses and meanings of relationships as well as 
the quality of those relationships are manifested 
in the transactionally unfolding behaviors, 
thoughts, and feelings of father-child interactions 
over time. The way that we come to represent our 
relationship with our father is that we call to mind 
(i.e., bring into consciousness or think about) a 
sense of who he is toward us—our representation 
of our interaction history with him, and those 
cognitions have associated feelings. In describing 
father presence, Krampe (2009, p. 882) concurs:

Analytically, there appears to be three broad 
dimensions where individuals may directly bond 
or connect with their male parent. One is affective, 
based on feelings for him. The second is cognitive 
or perceptual, and includes the child’s view of the 
father’s involvement with him or her. The third is 
physical, and consists of direct body-based 
encounters and interaction with the father.

Palkovitz (2007, 2018) has reviewed and sum-
marized these considerations by stating that in 
terms of father-child relationship quality, three 
things always matter: the affective climate of the 
relationship, the behavioral style, and relational 

synchrony (connection). He designated these fac-
tors as the ABCs of father-child relationship 
quality, and articulated that the ABCs work 
together systemically. Positive attributes in each 
factor transactionally result in positive develop-
mental cascades into the larger system of father- 
child relationship quality, and negativity or 
deficits are associated with decrements in father- 
child relationship quality and well-being for both 
fathers and children.

Briefly summarized, Palkovitz (2018) posits 
that the affective (A) factor is the foundational 
lynchpin of fathering and being fathered. It com-
prises the sense of closeness, love, warmth, car-
ing, and attachment. Across the life of father-child 
relationships, it is expressed in “being there” for 
one another, relational security, or having one 
another’s back. It yields a sense of relational 
security, an abiding sense that things are good 
between fathers and children. The B factor refers 
to the behavioral components of father-child 
interaction, encompassing the mutuality of 
behavioral engagement and behavioral style. The 
B factor is manifested in countless everyday 
encounters, engaging in the behaviors associated 
with doing things together. As stated previously, 
the vast majority of fathering research has 
focused on the behavioral involvement of fathers 
toward their children. The third element of cen-
tral importance, C, represents the connections 
between fathers and their children’s affective, 
behavioral, and cognitive components of relating 
to one another. It is manifested in constructs such 
as goodness of fit, relational synchrony, mutual 
regulation, and sensitivity to one another’s sig-
nals. Father-child connections are facilitated by 
behaving (B) in a manner that builds the sense of 
closeness and love (A) by doing the right things, 
in the right time, in the right way to facilitate the 
mutuality of the relationship.

In the absence of an adequate base in the 
affective foundations of the relationship, both 
fathers and children tend to manifest internaliz-
ing problems along with low self-esteem, confi-
dence, and competence. Conversely, when the A 
factor is primarily positive and consistently man-
ifested over time, fathers and children are charac-
terized by well-being in their sense of self, 
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including self-worth, self-confidence, self- 
competence, and a sense of belonging.

When father-child relationship quality is char-
acterized by positive behavioral qualities associ-
ated with the B factor, both fathers and children 
tend to manifest fewer externalizing problems. In 
addition, they are characterized by positive devel-
opmental outcomes in both cognitive skills such 
as executive function and theory of mind, with 
spillover into positive social development, such 
as positive peer relationships and social cogni-
tion. Positive B factors in father-child relation-
ship quality are associated with greater 
educational attainment, better outcomes in sub-
stance use, and delayed sexual initiation and 
pregnancy outcomes in children.

 Interdependence in Processes 
and Meanings of Fathering 
and Being Fathered

It is a challenge to present father-child relational 
interdependence in a manner that captures the 
simultaneous richness of factors and experiences 
of both fathers and their children. We will begin 
by individually describing their simultaneous 
experiences, processes, and meanings of fathers 
and children separately, and later to attempt an 
integrative narrative to bring them together.

 Relational Processes and Meanings 
in Children

Early in infancy, children have the capacity to 
respond to the affect and behavior of adults, and 
appear to be motivated to enter into synchrony 
with them through processes of mutual regula-
tion (Tronick, 1989). A child’s sense of his or her 
relationship with their father is grounded in bouts 
of mutual regulation as well as in the context of 
their developing attachment relationships and the 
associated formation of internal working models. 
Each subsequent encounter contributes more data 
to the child’s experiential understanding of the 
nature and quality of the relationship he or she 
has with their father—resulting in either more 

positive affect and appraisal (e.g., closeness, pos-
itivity), or greater distance and emotional hurt 
(e.g., mistrust, disappointment).

Their perceived relationship to their father 
forms a foundational part of the child’s emerging 
identity and gives anchor to their origin story. 
Knowing your father is foundational to self- 
understanding, a basis for the way we conduct 
many aspects of our life and relationships.

In summary, for infants, the primary processes 
of importance are grounded in mutual regulation, 
the formation of attachments and associated 
internal working models, yielding a sense of trust 
versus mistrust (Erikson, 1993) along with an 
emergent sense of identity. According to 
Bronfenbrenner (1991, p. 2), in order to develop 
“intellectually emotionally, socially and morally 
a child requires participation in progressively 
more complex reciprocal activity on a regular 
basis over an extended period in the child’s life, 
with one or more persons with whom the child 
develops a strong, mutual, irrational, emotional 
attachment and who is committed to the child’s 
well-being and development, preferably for life.” 
This principle has frequently been simply trans-
lated and stated as: “every child needs at least one 
adult who is irrationally crazy about him or her.”

Sabey, Rauer, Haselschwerdt, and Volling 
(2018) conducted the only known study to collect 
data from both parents and their children to docu-
ment how parents demonstrate love toward their 
children. They found that parents most often 
express love to their children by playing or doing 
things together, followed by demonstrating affec-
tion, helping or supporting, and giving gifts or 
treats. It is the repeated engagement in these 
everyday experiences that shape young children’s 
understanding of the self, others, and how to 
relate.

 Relational Processes and Meanings 
in Fathers

The poet, William Wadsworth stated that “the 
child is father to the man.” Perhaps he was reflect-
ing on the continuity of development from early 
childhood experiences to developmental out-
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comes later in life. Alternatively, he may have 
been observing the profound and life-changing 
pathways of men who give themselves over to 
engaging in fathering roles across time in their 
child’s life.

Men’s reports of their lived experience of 
fathering document the centrality that relational 
components hold for them. A man’s identity is 
indelibly changed when he assumes the role of 
father. Fathering identity is a central component 
of the developmental meanings and processes 
that causes fathering to exert a developmental 
pull on committed fathers (Palkovitz, 2002).

As Cowan (1991) has eloquently elaborated, a 
developmental transition entails an interdepen-
dent, long-lasting, and functionally significant 
change in both a sense of self and in subsequent 
behaviors of the person experiencing the transi-
tion. As such, transitions to fatherhood are not 
merely demarcated by the birth of a child, and in 
fact, may occur asynchronously with the event of 
birth or adoption. Fathers may experience the 
transition to fatherhood prior to trying to con-
ceive a child or long after a child’s birth, for 
example when assuming a fictive kin, step father, 
or adoptive father role. Specifically, the transition 
to fathering is experienced by men who cogni-
tively and behaviorally embrace the role of father, 
experience the “fatherhood click” (Daniels & 
Weingarten, 1988) or decide to assume responsi-
bility as a father in a child’s life. Both role cen-
trality and role occupancy—designating self as 
father and engaging in the role—brings life- 
changing differences that define fathers’ lived 
experiences, self-concepts, sense of efficacy, and 
meaning in life in addition to dictating much of 
their daily expenditure of time, emotional capital, 
and money (Palkovitz, 2002).

Simply stated, engaged fathering occupies 
much of a man’s focus and time, providing count-
less opportunities for shaping his developmental 
outcomes. Because fathering is a common con-
text of life for men’s adult development, it may 
be overlooked as a primary contributor to mani-
fested developmental status. But, as my own 
research has documented (Palkovitz, 2002) 
engaged fathers tend to see fathering as the pri-
mary shaper of who they have become. In fact, 

fathering relationships are cited by fathers to be a 
primary source of emotional experience, and the 
emotions of fathering run the gamut from the 
most positive, joyous, and exhilarating to the 
most negative. In open-ended interviews, fathers 
recount that the emotions of fathering include 
love, joy (fun), pride, self-gratification (purpose), 
as well as fear, anger, frustration, disappoint-
ment, and even futility.

For fathers, the centrally important processes 
and meanings of father-child relationships have 
to do with fathering identity, self-appraisal, pur-
pose & meanings, sense of closeness (influenced 
by their adult IWMs), and a sense of fun/enjoy-
ment. Men who are committed to fathering as a 
central role in their lives engage in frequent self- 
appraisal. They think about their performance in 
the role of fathering, and the quality of their rela-
tionship with their children (closeness). They 
plan for and monitor many components of their 
relationship with their children. The skills of 
fathering simultaneously integrate with and dif-
ferentiate from other aspects of life and transfer 
to other contexts and relationships (Palkovitz, 
2002). There are positive developmental cas-
cades that ripple into positive outcomes in rela-
tionships with their partners and in the community. 
The lived experience of fathering consumes 
much of involved fathers’ time, energy, emotions, 
and focus.

Engaged, committed fathering has been dem-
onstrated to exert a developmental pull on men, 
which they report to “make them better persons” 
than they would have otherwise been if they did 
not invest their time and effort into building a 
relationship with their children (Palkovitz, 2002). 
Specifically, involved fathers report making 
changes that they would not have otherwise made 
for the sake of their children.

 Integrating Fathers’ and Children’s 
Relational Experiences into 
a Developmental Understanding

Palkovitz (2002) conducted a qualitative study 
with a diverse group of involved fathers who 
recounted that the affective, behavioral, and cog-
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nitive connections they have with their children 
are central to their lived experiences as fathers 
and the way they see themselves as men. At the 
same time that fathers have integrated feelings, 
behaviors, and thoughts with their children, their 
children concurrently have affective, behavioral, 
and cognitive experiences in interacting with 
their fathers. Consequently, a more inclusive 
model of father-child relationship quality needs 
to simultaneously consider the interdependence 
of fathers’ and children’s affect, behavior, and 
cognitions, as depicted in Fig.  3.1. Repeated 
opportunities for interaction across both brief and 
lengthy spans of time transactionally influence 
the developing history of father-child relation-
ship quality across time (Figs. 3.2 and 3.3). Each 
new father-child interaction is grounded in past 
experiences of characteristics such as perceptions 
of mutuality, closeness, care, or disappointments, 
hurts, and lack of mutuality. Across time, and 
grounded in an ongoing history of fathering and 
being fathered, men and their children come to 
interdependently constructed understandings of 
self and others. Lasting developmental outcomes 
and senses of well-being (or their lack) are forged 
in the everyday relational interactions of fathers 
and their children.

 Importance of the Early Years 
for Fathers and Children

The first years of life have been repeatedly identi-
fied by developmentalists as foundational in set-
ting the stage for wellbeing and the attainment of 
milestones and achievement. The story that has 
emerged regarding fathering and being fathered 
is, in some ways, very nuanced, complicated, and 
infinitely difficult to capture because of the mul-
tiple layers of interacting factors across real time. 
On the other hand, these are things that my immi-
grant grandmother, a sensitive caregiver who did 
not complete high school, could have articulated 
in conversations about intergenerational relation-
ships. In fact, when you question sensitive care-
givers about how to best care for young children, 
they focus on and express elements centrally 
related to the ABCs of fathering. Fathers who are 

mindful of and regularly practice these principles 
have children who are characterized by positive 
developmental outcomes. In turn, children use 
their emerging relational skills to invest back into 
their social relationships, including their relation-
ships with their fathers. Fathers who regularly 
ignore the ABCs contribute to deficits in the man-
ifold of skills commonly termed theory of mind 
and executive function, and consequently, their 
children have challenges in peer relationships, 
school readiness, and meeting subsequent devel-
opmental milestones and indicators of wellbeing 
or success. This is particularly true when extreme 
deficits persist across time or exposure to adverse 
childhood experiences occur (Masten, 2014).

 Summary and Key Points

Creating scholarly representations of interper-
sonal relationships is a perilous enterprise. 
Attempting to faithfully represent the central 
aspects, meanings, and processes of dynamic and 
important relationships is particularly challeng-
ing. At any time, fathers and children are develop-
ing (i.e., making functionally significant, 
relatively permanent changes across bio-psycho- 
social-spiritual domains) by engaging in pro-
cesses with meanings that are not uniform across 
developmental eras and social addresses. That is, 
fathers and their children often are developing in 
different developmental domains in different 
ways, rates, and directions at the same time. 
Fathers and their children have different develop-
mental capacities to represent, understand, and 
regulate relationships. As a result, every shared 
father-child interaction is perceived differently by 
each participant. What may be perceived to be pri-
marily a positive interaction by either the child or 
the father may be experienced, processed, and 
remembered quite differently by the other. Yet, the 
shared interactions are characterized by interde-
pendent feelings, behaviors, and thoughts, and the 
central processes of development are the same for 
fathering and being fathered. In their everyday 
interactions, fathers’ and children’s feelings 
(affect) behaviors and cognitions (ABCs) com-
bine to shape the quality of their relationships. 
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This chapter has articulated the everyday pro-
cesses that allow fathers and children maintain 
meaningful connections and relationship quality 
across the life span while experiencing discrepant 
perceptions, asynchronous developmental abili-
ties, and life course trajectories.
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4The Role of Fathers 
in the Intergenerational 
Transmission of (Dis)advantages: 
Linking Sociological Stratification 
Questions to Developmental 
Psychology Research

Renske Keizer

The target deadline of the Millennium 
Declaration, and the Millennium Developmental 
Goals (MDG) as its practical and measurable 
articulation, was reached in 2015. Evaluations 
show that progress has been made in improving 
child outcomes worldwide (Hulme, 2009), 
although readers have to be aware that the pic-
ture is most likely too rosy, given that mental 
and emotional disorders among young children 
often go undetected (Lyons-Ruth et  al., 2017). 
Despite progress, the MDGs have also left some 
major issues on the table. Some of the most 
important, and challenging ones, are SES 
inequalities, i.e., inequalities in (children’s) 
social, behavioral, emotional, cognitive, psy-
chological, and financial outcomes by socioeco-
nomic status. The MDGs focus on average 
progress measured at the country and global 
level has masked inequalities that lie behind 
these averages (Kabeer, 2010): studies show 
that even in countries where there has been 
progress toward the MDGs, inequalities in child 
outcomes have grown. Realizing that the issue 
of inequality has been neglected, the post- 2015 

development agenda has prioritized combating 
inequality (UN, 2012; Save the Children, 
2012). Scholarly attention for the issue of 
inequality, in the last decade, has been directed 
toward obtaining a better understanding of how 
social (dis)advantages are transmitted inter- 
generationally to children. There is now consen-
sus in the literature that the intergenerational 
transmission of (dis)advantages from parents 
onto their children is often filtered through 
intra- familial dynamics, in particular parenting 
(Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010; Ermisch, 
Jantti, & Smeeding, 2012; Kalil, 2014; Lareau, 
2000; McLanahan, 2004; Putnam, 2015). 
Parenting creates a largely unseen but distinct 
division line between families, leading to wid-
ening gaps in social mobility and inequality that 
may last for generations (Kalil & Mayer, 2016; 
McLanahan, 2004; Putnam, 2015).

Historically, studies that have examined the 
impact of parenting on inequality in child out-
comes have mainly focused on mothers 
(Augustine, Cavanagh, & Crosnoe, 2009; 
Augustine, Prickett, & Kimbro, 2016; Hsin & 
Felfe, 2014; Kalil, Ryan, & Corey, 2012; 
Milkie, Nomaguchi, & Denny, 2015). We know 
comparatively little about how inequalities 
develop through father’s parenting. This is star-
tling, given that current demographic trends 
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may exacerbate in particular fathers’ role in the 
intergenerational transmission of (dis)advan-
tages. Father involvement has become, and 
much more so than  maternal involvement, 
increasingly polarized (Edin, Tach, & Nelson, 
2014; Furstenberg Jr., 1988; Settersten & 
Cancel-Tirado, 2010). Specifically, higher edu-
cated fathers, who have significant skills and 
resources, flexible jobs, and stable families, are 
increasingly able to expand their fathering roles 
beyond breadwinning, and these men are also 
more likely to adhere to norms of intensive par-
enting. Lower educated men, on the other hand, 
have been retreating from their roles as fathers 
altogether (Perelli-Harris et  al., 2011; Roy, 
2014). This suggests that deriving benefits from 
fathers’ parenting might have increasingly 
become a higher social class privilege 
(Settersten & Cancel-Tirado, 2010) and, there-
fore, fathers’ parenting may play a pivotal role 
in the intergenerational transmission of (dis)
advantages.

In this chapter, I argue that much can be 
learned about the influence fathers have on their 
children’s development and, more specifically, 
about how inequalities in child outcomes develop 
through fathers’ parenting, by linking sociologi-
cal stratification questions to developmental psy-
chology research on father involvement. The 
chapter will start with a review of the sociologi-
cal literature on fathers’ role in the intergenera-
tional transmission of (dis)advantages. Then, I 
review developmental psychological/pedagogi-
cal literature on the role of father-child interac-
tions in child development. Subsequently, I will 
briefly discuss two existing theories that have 
integrated sociological and developmental psy-
chological insights on the role of parents in the 
intergenerational transmission of (dis)advan-
tages, and I will show what these theories have 
taught us so far about fathers’ role in the inter-
generational transmission of (dis)advantages. 
Finally, I will elaborate on the limitations of these 
existing theories and provide suggestions for 
future theoretical developments on fathers’ role 
in the intergenerational transmission of (dis)
advantages.

 The Role of Fathers 
in the Sociological Stratification 
Literature

 Theory

A sociological perspective on fathers’ roles in 
children’s lives assumes that fathers influence 
their children’s development primarily via the 
intergenerational transmission of economic, 
social, and cultural resources. These resources 
are unequally generated and distributed across 
families, and differ by socioeconomic status. 
Socioeconomic status (SES) is a combined eco-
nomic and sociological measure of a person’s 
economic and social position in relation to that of 
others, based on income, education, and occupa-
tional status. Traditionally, scholars have solely 
used fathers’ SES as indicator of family SES, 
given that many mothers, until the 1960s, were 
not active on the labor market or had to leave the 
labor force once they entered marriage and/or 
became pregnant.

Prevailing sociological theories on how paren-
tal SES may contribute to inequalities in child 
outcomes rely either on a parental investment 
model (i.e., parental investment of time and 
money) and/or on a socialization/social repro-
duction model (i.e., parental or school socializa-
tion through modeling or teaching). When 
investigating the influence of parents’ SES, 
scholars often, based on the work of Bourdieu 
(1986), differentiate between the economic, 
social, and cultural aspects of SES.  Bourdieu 
argued that positions in the social world can best 
be ordered according to differences in the amount 
and composition of economic, social, and cul-
tural capital. Economic capital refers to the ben-
efits that individuals or families have accumulated 
by virtue of having money, property, and/or 
wealth. With respect to economic capital, fathers 
with higher SES can advance their children’s out-
comes by providing them with financial resources 
(i.e., being able to pay tuition for private school-
ing, being able to pay for piano lessons or sport 
memberships). Social capital refers to the bene-
fits accruing to individuals or families by virtue 
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of their ties with others. With respect to social 
capital, fathers with higher SES can be involved 
in clubs or are members of certain associations 
that help their children move higher up the socio-
economic ladder. Finally, cultural capital refers 
to people’s knowledge, intellectual skills, social 
abilities, norms, and values that provide advan-
tages in achieving a higher social status in soci-
ety. With respect to cultural capital, fathers with 
higher SES status can help their children do well 
in school by familiarizing them with those actions 
and content (i.e., museums, books, and digital 
media) that are valued in the educational system. 
In particular, with respect to differences in cul-
tural capital, scholars have argued and shown that 
parents with different levels of SES hold different 
values related to childrearing (e.g., Kohn, 1963) 
and differ in how they parent their children 
(Lareau, 2002).

Kohn showed that parents transfer values that 
are appreciated in the workforce to their children. 
In middle- and higher-class jobs, skills such as 
intellectual stimulation and independent decision- 
making are desired. As a consequence, middle 
and higher social class parents internalize “self- 
direction” in their behavior, and, albeit con-
sciously or unconsciously, socialize their children 
in these skills. Lower class jobs often require 
skills such as conformity to rules and require-
ments; skills that are subsequently internalized 
and passed on to their children. Lareau (2000) 
showed that parents from higher social classes 
are more aware of the importance of time invest-
ments in cultivating children’s human and social 
capital. Using data collected from extensive field-
work among 88 white and black children from 
middle class, working class, and poor families, 
Lareau (2002) argued that middle and higher 
class families engage in concerted cultivation: 
engaging in deliberate efforts to facilitate their 
children’s development by enrolling them in sev-
eral leisure activities, by engaging in active par-
enting that includes intervening and advocating 
on their child’s behalf in social institutions, and 
by creating a cognitive stimulating home envi-
ronment using language games and educational 
material (i.e., books). An important advantage of 
this form of parenting is that children learn how 

to get along with both adults and same-age peers 
through organized activities. In addition, children 
develop a “sense of entitlement”: they have expe-
riences in which their opinions matter and are 
taken into consideration. Lower class families, on 
the other hand, rely to a greater extent on natural 
growth: They perceive children’s development as 
more spontaneous, and thus create a relatively 
less orchestrated environment. Lower class chil-
dren participate less in organized activities and 
spend more of their free time with other children 
in the neighborhood. They learn how to get along 
with each other on the street, often outside the 
realm of parental supervision. The desired atti-
tude with respect to adults and parents is that of 
obedience. Whereas both approaches to parent-
ing have their advantages, Lareau argues that 
schools’ expectations of the parental role are 
more in line with concerted cultivation. The par-
enting practices of middle/higher social class 
parents thus generate behaviors, beliefs, and atti-
tudes that are relatively more beneficial for their 
children’s developmental and life outcomes.

In sum, a sociological perspective on fathers’ 
role in the intergenerational transmission of (dis)
advantages assumes that fathers influence their 
children’s development primarily via the inter-
generational transmission of economic, social, 
and cultural capital. This capital is unequally 
generated and distributed across families, and 
differs by SES. As such, from a sociological per-
spective, fathers can play a key role in stratifica-
tion processes, as fathers socialize their children 
into their class positions. Below I will provide a 
short overview of recent findings on linkages 
between fathers’ SES, fathers’ parental involve-
ment, and child outcomes.

 Empirical Findings for Linkages 
Between Fathers’ SES, Fathers’ 
Parental Involvement, and Child 
Outcomes

SES is a construct that captures various dimen-
sions of a person’s economic and social position, 
including prestige, power, and economic well- 
being. There is consensus among scholars that 
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income, education, and occupational status 
 provide adequate coverage of these dimensions 
(Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). Scholars have argued 
that each of these dimensions demonstrates dif-
ferent levels of stability across time and differen-
tially predicts family processes and child 
adjustment (Duncan & Magnuson, 2003).

When scholars use the theoretical framework 
in which parenting practices are conceptualized 
as class-specific cultural practices, most atten-
tion has been devoted to parents’ educational 
attainment. Given that in most societies mothers 
still shoulder childcare responsibilities and are 
often the primary caretaker (e.g., Dermott, 2015; 
Doucet, 2013, most of these studies have investi-
gated how mothers’ educational attainment 
socializes children into their class positions. 
There are relatively fewer studies that have 
investigated the role that fathers’ educational 
attainment plays. Nevertheless, there is empiri-
cal evidence that fathers’ educational attainment 
is related to fathers’ parental involvement. 
Several studies have shown that highly educated 
fathers are more involved in both developmental 
and routine childcare activities than their lower- 
educated counterparts (Bianchi, Robinson, & 
Milkie, 2006; Hook & Wolfe, 2012; Marsiglio, 
1991). A recent study by Altintas (2016) showed 
that higher-educated fathers spend significantly 
more time in developmental childcare activities, 
and that the gap between high- and low-educated 
parents’ time investment in developmental child-
care activities has widened over the years. In line 
with these findings, Gracia (2014) showed that 
father’s education had a significant positive 
effect on his physical care when the youngest 
child was aged 0–5 and a significant positive 
effect in his interactive care, especially in teach-
ing activities, when the youngest child was aged 
3–5 years. Studies also show that higher edu-
cated fathers are more likely to read to their chil-
dren (Cabrera, Hofferth, & Chae, 2011; 
Duursma, Pan, & Raikes, 2008; Malin et  al., 
2012) and have more frequent interactions than 
can be characterized as playful (e.g., Grossmann 
et al., 2002). Although most of these studies have 
been conducted in high-income countries, simi-
lar findings are found in low- and middle-income 

countries. Using data from 98,464 three- and 
four-year-old children in 44 low- and middle-
income countries, Jeong, McCoy, and Fink 
(2017) found robust associations between both 
fathers’ education levels and children’s develop-
ment scores. Controlling for the impact of moth-
ers’ education and mothers’ provision of support 
for learning, they found that fathers’ provision of 
support for learning (i.e., books, stimulating 
interactions) was a key mechanism through 
which parental education relates to children’s 
development. Finally, although most of the 
abovementioned findings pertain to young chil-
dren, studies have also revealed that higher- 
educated fathers are more engaged in their 
adolescent children’s academic activities than 
lower-educated ones (e.g., Yeung, Sandberg, 
Davis-Kean, & Hofferth, 2001). When scholars 
use the theoretical framework in which SES is 
linked with time investments in children, schol-
ars have often turned to employment status and 
employment hours. Again, most of the literature 
has focused on mothers. The literature on link-
ages between fathers’ employment and father 
involvement is inconclusive. There are studies 
that find a negative association between employ-
ment and father involvement (Roeters, Lippe, & 
Kluwer, 2009), but others find no or only very 
weak associations between fathers’ employment 
and time spent with children (Hook & Wolfe, 
2012; Pleck & Masciadrelli, 2004). McGill 
(2014) showed in her study that fathers’ work 
hours were negatively related to father involve-
ment, albeit only with respect to physical care 
for children. Fathers’ work hours did not have an 
impact on the level of responsibility the father 
took for caring for his child, nor did it impact the 
amount of time farther spent in play or activity- 
related activities with his child. The sparse liter-
ature on linkages between paternal employment 
and child outcomes is also inconclusive (Parcel 
& Menaghan, 1994; Harvey, 1999). However, 
moderation effects are found. For example, 
Harvey showed that for low-income families, 
fathers’ working more hours tended to be associ-
ated with higher language scores for children, 
whereas the opposite was true for high-income 
families. These somewhat counterintuitive find-
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ings suggest that fathers’ work hours imply dif-
ferent things for families with different levels of 
income. When families have difficulties making 
ends meet, fathers’ increased work hours may 
benefit their children’s outcomes as increased 
work hours implies more (much needed) income, 
whereas for families that have no difficulties 
making ends meet, increased work hours may be 
detrimental for children’s outcomes, as increased 
work hours implies that fathers can spend less 
time with their children. Given the lack of direct 
effects for paternal employment, scholars are 
turning to other occupational measures for 
fathers. A recent study by Gracia (2012) showed 
that fathers employed in post-industrial occupa-
tions are more involved in childcare and socio- 
cultural activities with children than those 
employed in industrial occupations.

When scholars use the theoretical frame-
work in which SES is associated with financial 
resources, they have used measures of family 
income or combined measures of educational 
attainment and occupational status with income 
to construct an overall SES index. Only rarely 
do studies investigate the individual contribu-
tion of fathers’ income to paternal involvement 
or child outcomes across the entire spectrum of 
the income distribution. However, scholars 
have investigated paternal involvement among 
low- income fathers (e.g., Bocknek, Brophy-
Herb, Fitzgerald, Schiffman, & Vogel, 2014; 
Cabrera, Ryan, Mitchell, Shannon, & Tamis-
LeMonda, 2008; Duursma et  al., 2008). With 
notable exceptions, these studies on low-
income fathers often pertain to non-resident 
fathers, making it difficult to assess differences 
in the impact of low- versus high-income 
fathers, given that the nature of their involve-
ment often differs substantially (daily interac-
tions of resident fathers versus child support 
payment and face to face contact of non- 
resident fathers). Nevertheless, there is consen-
sus in the literature that fathers’ financial 
resources enable families, among others, to 
afford houses in safer neighborhoods and to 
buy nutritious food, which in turn predict desir-
able childhood outcomes, including cognitive 
skills (Cabrera & Peters, 2000).

 Limitations of a Sociological 
Perspective on Fathers’ Role 
in the Intergenerational Transmission 
of Inequality

Although the abovementioned sociological per-
spectives underscore that fathers with higher SES 
status have more resources to invest in their chil-
dren’s developmental outcomes and that their 
socialization practices prepare their children bet-
ter for positions higher on the societal ladder, nei-
ther of the two sociological perspectives engages 
with the emotional and/or relational aspects of 
parenting. This limits our understanding of the 
processes through which inequalities are trans-
mitted across generations (see for similar criti-
cism Moulin, Waldfogel, & Washbrook, 2017).

In contrast, developmental psychologists 
argue that fathers influence their children’s devel-
opment exactly through those characteristics that 
sociologists have neglected: via the quality of the 
interactions fathers have with their children. For 
a full and comprehensive understanding of the 
processes through which fathers transmit (dis)
advantages onto the next generation, we need to 
complement the ones that we have derived from 
the sociological literature with those from the 
developmental psychological/pedagogical 
literature.

 The Role of the Father 
in the Developmental Psychology/
Pedagogical Literature

 Theory

Although fathers have always played a central 
role in the sociological stratification literature, 
the role of fathers in their children’s lives has 
only relatively recently gained ground in the 
developmental psychology/pedagogical litera-
ture. In these fields, parenting research has typi-
cally focused on questions regarding what 
mothers do with, and for, their children, and what 
influence maternal involvement has on children’s 
development. The importance of father involve-
ment only came into focus in the early 1970s 
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(Lamb & Lewis, 2013). At that time, paternal 
involvement was operationalized most frequently 
in terms of co-residence: fathers’ presence in the 
child’s household. The next generation of schol-
ars refined the definition of father involvement, 
defining it in terms of time spent with the child, 
regardless of the type of activities undertaken. 
Little evidence was found, however, for a signifi-
cant link between fathers’ total amount of time 
spent with children and child development. 
Subsequently, fathering research gradually 
shifted toward conceptualizing father involve-
ment as father’s direct engagement with the child, 
through caretaking and other shared activities 
that might potentially promote child develop-
ment (Pleck, 2007). Over time, the notion of the 
father as a co-parent gained ground (Pleck & 
Pleck, 1997), according to which fathers share 
the responsibilities of childrearing with mothers. 
To keep pace with flouring conceptualizations of 
fatherhood, research on father involvement 
evolved to encompass qualitative dimensions as 
well, including warmth and control (or: demand-
ingness; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Pleck, 2004). 
As readers might be able to tell from this brief 
description of historical developments in the 
field, the literature on fathers’ role in child devel-
opment has mainly been guided by societal ques-
tions, demographic developments, and empirical 
findings. Empirical studies on fathers’ role in 
child development are abundant, but there are not 
many overarching theoretical perspectives to spe-
cifically “frame the conceptualization of father-
ing as an activity and of fatherhood as a status” 
(Lewis & Lamb, 2007, page 3), but see Pleck 
(2007) for a short overview of theoretical per-
spectives on fathers’ influences on child develop-
ment. I will therefore discuss more general 
frameworks on the quality of parent-child inter-
actions below to understand the processes that 
underlie the influence of fathers on their chil-
dren’s lives.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological 
perspective on human development is one of the 
most commonly used frameworks to understand 
child development. In his model, different sys-
tems are identified that are nested within each 
other and that each has, by themselves, but also 

in interaction, an influence on children’s devel-
opment. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory 
describes that children first and foremost develop 
through interactions with their immediate envi-
ronment in the microsystem (i.e., proximal pro-
cesses). As such, the quality of caregiver-child 
interactions is of the utmost importance in defin-
ing children’s everyday experiences and in 
explaining developmental outcomes. In general, 
it is argued that high-quality parent-child inter-
actions—characterized by sensitive and support-
ive parents who provide security and 
confidence—help children flourish, regardless of 
parents’ gender. Sensitive parents are those par-
ents who are able to perceive and to interpret 
accurately the signals and communications 
implicit in their infant’s behavior, and given this 
understanding, to respond to them appropriately 
and promptly (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & 
Wall, 2015). In contrast, parent-child interac-
tions that are characterized as harsh, intrusive, or 
neglectful (rather than warm, and responsive) 
are considered to be detrimental for children’s 
development.

Sensitivity is not only a central concept in the 
proximal processes described in 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model. It also 
plays a key role in attachment theory. Attachment 
theory (Bowlby, 1982) is one of the most com-
monly used frameworks to understand how chil-
dren’s (socio- emotional and behavioral) skills 
develop through the parent-child relationship in 
the first years of life. Attachment theory central-
izes the “affectionate bond” between a caregiver 
and a child. This bond is activated in times of 
distress and becomes visible in the child’s pref-
erential desire for proximity and/or contact with 
the caregiver. Attachment theory indicates that 
secure parent- child attachment relationships 
promote positive feelings of self-worth and 
importance (Sroufe, 2002; Thompson, 2006). 
More specifically, the trustworthy warmth of 
parents provides a foundation for children in 
infancy to develop mental representations of 
themselves (internal working model) as love-
able and worthy of care. The trust generated by 
a supportive parent–child attachment relation-
ship provides children with the confidence to 
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explore and engage in new experiences while 
knowing that the parents’ assistance is avail-
able. The positive internal working model 
gained from this fosters cognitive development 
and skills acquisition as well as social and emo-
tional development. At the core of attachment 
theory is the claim that infants not only become 
attached to their biological mother but also to 
other caregivers who interact regularly with 
them, including fathers.

There are scholars who have argued that moth-
ers and fathers have distinct and complementary 
attachment roles; the mother-child attachment 
relationship is posited to primarily provide 
warmth and security, whereas exploration is pos-
ited to be more central to the father-child attach-
ment relationship. For this reason, the father-child 
attachment relationship has been coined an “acti-
vation relationship” (Dumont & Paquette, 2013). 
Paquette (2004) states that while mothers play an 
important role in children’s need to be calmed 
and secured, the father-activation relationship 
satisfies the children’s need to be stimulated, to 
overcome limits, and to learn to take chances. 
According to this theory, fathers represent the 
outside world, and tend to encourage their chil-
dren to take risks more often than mothers do. 
Fathers, more than mothers, may demand their 
children to express and think over their ideas, 
encourage them to take initiative, and teach them 
that it is okay to disagree with each other. By pro-
moting their autonomy, fathers are argued to 
facilitate the process of becoming more agentic.

In sum, these developmental psychological/
pedagogical theories assume that fathers influ-
ence their children’s development primarily via 
paternal sensitivity (the quality of father-child 
interactions) and (subsequently) via the nature 
and the quality of the father-child attachment and 
activation relationship.

 Empirical Findings

There is general consensus in the literature that 
sensitive and supportive fathers have children 
who have fewer behavioral and emotional prob-
lems (for reviews see Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, 

Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 2000; Lamb & 
Lewis, 2013). Furthermore, fathers’ sensitive 
and supportive interactions have been linked to 
higher cognitive and language development and 
school achievement of children (Cabrera, 
Shannon, & Tamis-Le-Monda, 2007; Malin, 
Cabrera, & Rowe, 2014; Pancsofar & Vernon-
Feagans, 2010; Tamis-LeMonda, Baumwell, & 
Cabrera, 2013). In addition, multiple studies 
have shown that the quality of fathers’ interac-
tions with their children is important for the 
development of empathy and social develop-
ment in both sons and daughters (Leidy, 
Schofield, & Parke, 2013). In addition, research 
shows that the security of children’s attach-
ments to both their mother and to their father 
impact children’s development, although there 
has been much less research on the impact of 
father-child than of mother-child attachment 
(Cowan & Cowan, 2019; see for a review Lamb 
& Lewis, 2013; Ranson & Urichuk, 2008). 
Some studies show that infant-mother attach-
ments have more consistent predictive power 
than infant- father attachment, especially in two-
parent families. Nevertheless, there is evidence 
that father-child and mother-child attachment 
both have independent and non-overlapping 
effects on children’s development (e.g., Buttitta 
et  al., 2019; Cowan, Cowan, Pruett, & Pruett, 
2019; Grossmann et al., 2002; see for a review 
Lamb & Lewis, 2013).

Other studies find evidence for the importance 
of the father-child activation relationship for 
child outcomes (e.g., Dumont & Paquette, 2013; 
Gaumon & Paquette, 2013; Paquette & Dumont, 
2013). Gaumon and Paquette, for example, find 
that the more positively activated children were 
in their relationship with their father, the fewer 
internalizing disorders they displayed. Although 
these studies highlight the importance of the 
father-child activation relationship for children’s 
development, it is too preliminary to draw the 
conclusion that the activation relationship is 
unique to the father-child relationship, as the 
scholars involved in this line of work have not 
(yet) tested the importance of an equivalent 
mother-activation relationship for child 
outcomes.
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 Limitations of a Developmental 
Psychological/Pedagogical 
Perspective on Fathers’ Role 
in the Intergenerational Transmission 
of Inequality

Although the abovementioned theories had close 
detail for the qualitative aspects of fathers’ par-
enting and parent-child relationships, and offer a 
model of the micro-level processes that connect 
fathers’ parenting processes to children’s devel-
opmental outcomes, it generally does not take 
structural opportunities and constraints into 
account. It therefore often underestimates the 
degree to which social forces shape psychologi-
cal states (Settersten Jr., 2009). Attachment the-
ory, for example, even though one of its aims is to 
explain intergenerational continuities in human 
development, neglects the social and economic 
contexts in which parent-child bonds are embed-
ded (see Mesman, van Ijzendoorn, & Sagi- 
Schwarz, 2016; Moulin et al., 2017).

Nevertheless, there is an increasing awareness 
in the developmental psychological/pedagogical 
literature that socioeconomic circumstances 
should be taken into account (e.g., Mesman et al., 
2016 in Handbook of Attachment, p. 869). This 
might especially be important for fathers, as pre-
vious studies have shown that fathering is influ-
enced to a greater extent than mothering, by 
contextual factors in the family (e.g., Bureau 
et al., 2017). Recent studies indeed suggest that 
socioeconomic characteristics are in particular 
important for fathers’ quality of parenting. Teufl, 
Deichmann, Supper, and Ahnert (2019) showed 
that fathers’ education was related to father-child 
attachment security, whereas the same was not 
observed for mothers.Although scholars in the 
field of psychology have proposed insightful eco-
logical models of human development (such as 
the abovementioned model by Bronfenbrenner) 
and father involvement in particular (e.g., 
Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Roggman, 2014), 
such models are frequently misused in empirical 
work, overlooking the complex interplay between 
proximal processes and context (Tudge, Mokrova, 

Hatfield, & Karnik, 2009). We need to more 
closely integrate insights from sociological strati-
fication studies into the developmental psychol-
ogy literature on fathers’ role in child outcomes, 
to be able to understand how inequalities in chil-
dren’s developmental outcomes develop through 
fathers’ parenting. Below I will briefly discuss 
two existing theories that have integrated socio-
logical and developmental psychological insights 
on the role of parents in the intergenerational 
transmission of (dis)advantages, and I will show 
what these theories have taught us so far about 
fathers’ role in the intergenerational transmission 
of (dis)advantages. Finally, I will elaborate on the 
limitations of these existing theories and provide 
suggestions for future theoretical developments 
on fathers’ role in the intergenerational transmis-
sion of (dis)advantages.

 Existing theories that link SES 
to qualitative dimensions of fathers’ 
parenting and child development

In this section, I describe two existing theoretical 
models that have integrated sociological and 
developmental psychological insights on the role 
of parents in the intergenerational transmission 
of (dis)advantages: the Family Stress Model 
(FSM) and the Interactionist Model of 
Socioeconomic Influence (IMSI). The Family 
Stress Model (e.g., Conger et  al., 1992, 1993; 
Conger & Conger, 2002) posits that parenting 
reflects the influence of economic hardship. 
Stress and anxieties related to economic and 
financial struggles negatively affect the well- 
being of parents and strain the relationship 
between them. This heightened level of stress is 
then predicted to disrupt parenting, namely lead-
ing to harsher forms of parenting and hampering 
parental warmth and support. As such, economic 
hardship obstacles children’s development 
through disrupting parenting. Numerous studies 
have investigated each arrow in the causal model 
of the FSM (for reviews see Conger & Donnellan, 
2007; Masarik & Conger, 2017). Scholars have 
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shown that economic hardship increases depres-
sive symptoms among parents, which leads to 
harsher parenting as well as lower parental 
warmth (Guo & Harris, 2000; Gershoff, Aber, 
Raver, & Lennon, 2007; Kiernan & Huerta, 2008; 
Turney, 2012; Rijlaarsdam et al., 2013; Treanor, 
2016; Sosu & Schmidt, 2017). Harsh parenting 
and lower parental warmth, subsequently, are 
related to more detrimental developmental out-
comes for children (e.g., Pinquart, 2017).

Most of these studies, however, have been 
restricted to mothers. This is quite unfortunate, as 
the studies that include both mothers and fathers 
suggest that fathers’ parenting practices may play 
a different role than mothers’ in the intergenera-
tional transmission of (dis)advantages. For exam-
ple, Karras (2015) showed that material hardship 
only had a direct impact on fathers’ symptoms of 
depression, while it had direct effects on both 
mothers’ symptoms of anxiety and depression. 
Furthermore, she showed that fathers’ parenting 
stress was related to his spanking behavior but 
not to his engagement with his child, while moth-
ers’ parenting stress was related to both. 
Wadsworth et  al. (2013) also found differential 
processes for fathers and mothers in testing the 
Adaptation to Poverty-related Stress Model. 
They showed that economic strain reductions 
were uniquely associated with increased positive 
father–child relationships only, where secondary 
control coping was uniquely associated with 
decreases in negative mother–child relationships 
only. Furthermore, they found an indirect effect 
of reduced economic strain on child symptoms 
via positive parent–child interactions for fathers 
only. This suggests that the processes through 
which SES, in particular economic hardship, 
influences parenting and subsequently child out-
comes differ by parent’s gender. These findings 
underscore the importance of paying attention to 
the role that fathers, above and beyond mothers, 
play in the intergenerational transmission of (dis)
advantages.

One of the big advantages of the FSM is that it 
provides a theoretical model for how SES (here: 
economic hardship) influences mothers’ and 
fathers’ parenting quality and subsequently child 

outcomes. As such, it integrates sociological 
insights on stratification with the developmental 
psychology literature on causal linkages between 
SES, parenting, and child outcomes. Nevertheless, 
the focus of the FSM is quite restricted from the 
perspective of Bourdieu’s notion of economic, 
social, and cultural capital, as the focus is only 
put on the influence of a lack of economic capital. 
It is just as important and interesting to investi-
gate to what extent the presence of economic, 
social, and cultural capital has on parenting qual-
ity and parent-child interactions and subsequently 
child outcomes.

This limitation is overcome in the Interactionist 
Model of Socioeconomic Influence (IMSI; 
Conger & Dogan, 2007 and Conger & Donnellan, 
2007). The IMSI utilizes a broader lens on the 
influence of SES, and combines insights derived 
from both the parental involvement model and 
the family stress model to understand how SES 
through family processes influences child devel-
opment. In addition to these two causal perspec-
tives, it also incorporates a social selection 
perspective. The argument being that establish-
ing a causal link that goes from SES to parenting 
to child outcomes requires accounting for selec-
tion effects as well. The model stresses the 
importance of controlling for characteristics of 
parents and children (e.g., parents’ own genes, 
personality traits, childhood experiences, chil-
dren’s cognitive and non-cognitive skills) that 
may influence both the adaptation of different 
parenting practices as well as the experience of 
economic hardship. A big advantage of this 
model is that it allows for interplays between 
individual attributes and socioeconomic condi-
tions across time and across multiple generations 
(Martin et al., 2010).

Compared to the FSM, the IMSI is relatively 
more new. Nevertheless, several studies have 
unfolded demonstrating how social selection and 
causation both play a role in linkages between 
SES, parenting, and child outcomes (e.g., Martin 
et al., 2010; Schofeld et al., 2011; Conger, Martin, 
Masarik, Widaman, & Donnellan, 2015). These 
studies revealed that personality (Schofeld) and 
behavior characteristics (Conger; Martin) of first- 
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generation family members influenced their own 
SES as an adult, their levels of family stress and 
parental emotional investments, and also the 
behavioral characteristics of their child. In addi-
tion, the study by Martin et  al. (2010) showed 
that SES was related to family stress of the 
 member of the first generation. The family stress 
of this person subsequently influenced his/her 
child’s behavioral outcomes. Furthermore, the 
adult SES of the first-generation family member 
influenced both material and emotional invest-
ments in his/her child. These material and emo-
tional investments, in turn, predicted the 
behavioral outcomes of the child.

Accounting for selection effects, findings 
from studies applying the IMSI suggest that 
fathers play an important role in the intergenera-
tional transmission of (dis)advantages, and they 
suggest that the processes differ between fathers 
and mothers. For example, the study by Martin 
et al. (2010) showed that the relationship between 
the first-generation family member’s behavioral 
characteristics and their own parental emotional 
investments was only there for fathers. The rela-
tionship between family stress experienced by 
the first-generation family member and behav-
ioral characteristics of their child was only there 
for mothers. Finally, the association between 
material investments of the first-generation’s 
family member and their child’s behavioral char-
acteristics was only there for fathers. Again, these 
findings hint to an important role played by 
fathers in the intergenerational transmission of 
(dis)advantages and suggest that the processes 
that underlie the intergenerational transmission 
of (dis)advantages differ by fathers and mothers.

In sum, integrating insights from the socio-
logical and the developmental psychology/peda-
gogical literature, both the FSM and the IMSI 
models highlight, although based on a relatively 
limited number of studies, that fathers play an 
important and sometimes different role compared 
to mothers, in the intergenerational transmission 
of (dis)advantages. More research that includes 
both mothers and fathers is needed to be able to 
draw a firm conclusion concerning the role that 
fathers play in the intergenerational transmission 
of (dis)advantages.

 The Complex Interplay Between 
Proximal Processes and Context: 
Limitations of Existing Models 
and Suggestions for Future 
Theoretical Developments

Although the FSM and the IMSI help us advance 
our understanding of the role that fathers play in 
the intergenerational transmission of (dis)advan-
tages, their conceptual models somewhat restrict 
us in the questions that we are able to answer 
about fathers’ role. Below I will mention these 
limitations and formulate five suggestions for 
future theoretical developments.

 Moving Beyond Mediation: 
Interactions between Fathers’ SES 
and Parenting on Child Outcomes

The theoretical models mentioned above assume 
that the impact of the key characteristics in the 
model (personal characteristics, SES, family pro-
cesses, child development) is unconditional. 
However, individuals (here: fathers) are active 
agents who not only mediate the effect of social 
structure but also make decisions and set goals 
that shape social structure. The ability to make 
specific choices or adapt to life events varies with 
people’s resources or supports in the form of eco-
nomic, cultural, and social capital. Thus, even 
though in theory all individuals and families can 
construct, negotiate, and traverse life course 
events, experiences, and outcomes, some are 
more successful in doing so than others. This 
suggests that a mediational model (from SES to 
father’s parenting practices to child outcomes) 
may not suffice, as the effects of father involve-
ment on child outcomes among low SES fathers 
are likely different from those among higher SES 
fathers, which implies moderation.

One the one hand, in line with the work of 
McLanahan’s (2004) and Kalil et  al. (2012) 
notion of a “developmental gradient”, it can be 
argued that children from higher SES fathers 
benefit more from their fathers’ parental involve-
ment and parenting practices compared to chil-
dren from lower SES fathers. By means of their 
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social, economic, and cultural capital, fathers 
with higher SES might be better able to adjust 
the activities and the arrangements they make for 
their children to the needs of their child (Kalil 
et al., 2012). Or, arguing from the perspective of 
lower SES fathers, poverty and lower levels of 
education, which are associated with parental 
stress and harsh parenting, may limit the benefits 
of low-SES fathers’ parental involvement and 
parenting practices for their children. Both ways 
of reasoning suggest that the same levels of 
parental involvement would yield greater returns 
for higher SES fathers in terms of their chil-
dren’s development. In line with these ideas, 
several studies have revealed that the impact of 
personal characteristics and parenting practices 
on child outcomes may depend on the level of 
SES. For example, the study by Reeb, Conger, 
and Martin (2013) revealed that the level of per-
ceived economic strain that fathers perceive 
exacerbates the effect of paternal depressed 
mood on their hostile parenting behaviors. The 
study by Cabus and Ariës (2017) showed that 
even though parents with low SES are as much 
involved in the education of their children as the 
average Dutch family, their involvement is less 
effective in terms of children’s learning 
outcomes.

On the other hand, fathers’ involvement 
among low SES families may be more beneficial 
than for those in higher-SES families, since chil-
dren in higher SES families have numerous other 
advantages and resources to fall back on. In their 
bioecological model of human development, 
Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) posit that proxi-
mal processes in a child’s immediate environ-
ment—such as parental involvement—promote 
child development more strongly in disadvan-
taged environments because the children in them 
have the most to gain. In this light, recent studies 
have revealed that fathers’ parenting practices 
could offset the effects of socioeconomic disad-
vantage on children’s cognitive outcomes 
(Hango, 2005). Future studies should follow up 
on this observation and investigate to what extent 
fathers’ parenting practices might actually miti-
gate or strengthen the intergenerational transmis-
sion of (dis)advantages.

 Moving Beyond Mothers’ and Fathers’ 
Independent Contributions

In the developmental and pedagogical literature, 
there is consensus that father-child relationships 
do not exist in a vacuum, but are instead contin-
gent on other family relationships (e.g., Cabrera 
et  al., 2014) and that the impact of father-child 
relationships on child development should be 
investigated while taking the larger family sys-
tem into account (e.g., Cabrera, Fitzgerald, 
Bradley, & Roggman, 2007; Cabrera et al., 2014; 
Malmberg & Flouri, 2011; Sameroff & 
MacKenzie, 2003; Schacht, Cummings, & 
Davies, 2009). However, when investigating the 
role of parents in the intergenerational transmis-
sion of (dis)advantage, this insight has unfortu-
nately not yet been fully incorporated. But please 
see the branch of literature that focuses on the 
intergenerational transmission of aggression and 
more broadly psychopathology for a notable 
exception (e.g., Ellis, Zucker, & Fitzgerald, 1997; 
Fitzgerald & Eiden, 2007).

First, scholars often take the SES of the parent 
with the highest SES as the indicator of the entire 
family or use family-level indicators of poverty, 
overlooking what these characteristics for each of 
the two parents look like. Because of increased 
educational homogamy (Cherlin, 2010; Komter, 
Keizer, & Dykstra, 2012), socioeconomic 
inequalities are more likely to be compounded 
within households, concentrating all maternal 
and paternal (dis)advantages on the same chil-
dren. These trends have led to increased inequal-
ity in the availability, and quality of the 
investments, of (extended) family members 
(Mare, 2011), which is posed to be a major factor 
in the widening inequality among children 
(Esping-Andersen, 2015; Heckman, 2006). For a 
clear understanding of the role fathers play in 
passing on (dis)advantages, it is therefore not 
only important to know the socioeconomic back-
ground of fathers themselves, but also to take 
these characteristics of mothers into account.

Second, when investigating the role of fathers 
in child development from a family system per-
spective, scholars often merely control for the 
influence of mothers or take co-parental 
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 characteristics into account (see for a review, 
Cabrera, Volling, & Barr, 2018). As others have 
also stressed (Dagan & Sagi-Schwartz, 2018), 
and in light of our quest to better understand how 
parents transmit (dis)advantages onto their chil-
dren, it would be more informative to see the 
integrative effect of mother-child attachment and 
father- child attachment on child development. 
Furthermore, a family system perspective would 
allow scholars to ascertain how fathers and moth-
ers via dynamics such as marital conflict transmit 
inequality onto their children.

 Moving Beyond Unidimensional or 
Aggregated Measures of SES

In order to fully understand how inequalities 
develop via fathers’ parenting practices, it is cru-
cial to disaggregate the different indicators of 
SES. As mentioned earlier, SES is a multidimen-
sional construct capturing prestige, power, and 
economic well-being. There is consensus among 
scholars that income, education, and occupa-
tional status provide adequate coverage of these 
dimensions (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). 
Unfortunately, scholars have often restricted 
themselves to using only one indicator of SES or 
compiling an aggregate measure. Only by disag-
gregating income, educational attainment, and 
occupational prestige, are we able to examine 
whether and through which pathways (i.e., paren-
tal investment versus family stress model) 
fathers’ parenting practices mediate the link 
between SES and child outcomes.

 Moving Beyond Infancy and Early 
Childhood

As children grow up and develop, behaviors 
within the parent-child relationship also require 
change in order to meet the new needs of the 
child. Parenting practices that might have been 
beneficial in infancy could be inappropriate or 
counter-effective in middle childhood and/or 
adolescence. The extent to which parents are able 
to adjust their involvement and monitor the child 

is largely based on parents’ social, economic, and 
cultural capital (Kalil et al., 2012). Parents from 
lower social classes might have fewer abilities to 
monitor their children and to adjust their involve-
ment accordingly. These findings suggest that, 
over time, a Matthew effect might occur (Merton, 
1968), with better-off fathers, being able to 
remain a positive influence on their children by 
adequately monitoring their children, and adjust-
ing the quantity and quality of their parenting to 
the changing needs of the child. Studies so far 
have often focused on early childhood. We need 
to incorporate a wider time span in order to be 
able to understand whether fathers’ role in the 
intergenerational transmission of inequality actu-
ally becomes stronger over the years.

 Moving Beyond Micro-level 
Processes: The Importance of Country 
Context

Theoretical models such as the FSM and the 
IMSI leave little room for the influence of macro 
contextual variables. This is unfortunate, as the 
extent to which inequalities in child outcomes 
produced by differences in fathers’ parenting 
practices are mitigated might also strongly 
depend on the country context, in particular the 
extent to which policies address inequity in the 
resources families have to properly develop their 
children’s potential (Cooke & Baxter, 2010; 
Esping-Andersen, 2015; Saraceno & Keck, 
2010). Policies create conditions which may mit-
igate or strengthen social inequality (Garbarino, 
Governale, & Kostelny, 2019; Javornik, 2014). It 
is essential to know whether policies involve pay-
ments for care, (paid) leave, or the provision of 
care services, as the specific combinations of the 
items that make up policy packages create differ-
ent options for parents, different possible experi-
ences for children, and they define different 
responsibilities between mothers and fathers, and 
between families and society (Saraceno, 2011). 
When public support is offered in money rather 
than in kind, families use it to buy help or to aug-
ment the family budget while providing care 
directly. This tradeoff is likely different in 
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 families with different socioeconomic circum-
stances (e.g., Gornick & Meyers, 2008; Leitner, 
2003). For example, the less compensated paren-
tal leave, the more it produces polarized behav-
iors among parents, mostly based on social class/
education (Korpi, 2000; Saraceno, 2011). In the 
absence of generous paid paternity leave, mainly 
high SES fathers are capable to take short periods 
of (part-time) leave (Korpi, 2000). In line with 
this idea, research has shown that throughout 
developed countries, higher educated fathers are 
more involved in childcare and are more likely to 
take up paternity leave (Boll, Leppin, & Reich, 
2013; Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2018). It is impor-
tant to take national context into account when 
investigating the role of fathers in the intergener-
ational transmission of (dis)advantages, as effec-
tive national polices (e.g., a child-related leave 
that is accompanied by generous financial bene-
fits could) have the potential to equalize the leave 
uptake among fathers with different socioeco-
nomic background and consequently lead to 
fewer social class disparities in children’s 
resources and development. In this light, studies 
are encouraged to investigate to what extent and 
how country context buffers or strengthens 
fathers’ role in the intergenerational transmission 
of (dis)advantages.

 Summary and Key Points

Fathers play an important role in children’s 
lives—that is something that all researchers, 
regardless of their disciplinary background, agree 
on. However, the perspective on the roles that 
fathers play differs between disciplines. A socio-
logical perspective on fathers’ role assumes that 
fathers influence their children’s development 
primarily via the intergenerational transmission 
of economic, social, and cultural resources. 
These resources are unequally generated and dis-
tributed across families, and differ by SES. From 
a sociological perspective, fathers play a key role 
in stratification processes, as fathers socialize 
their children into their class positions. In con-
trast to the emphasis on investment and socializa-
tion, developmental psychological/pedagogical 

studies focus on fathers’ role in the emotional 
and/or relational aspects of parenting assuming 
that fathers influence their children’s develop-
ment primarily via paternal sensitivity (the qual-
ity of father-child interactions) and via the nature 
and the quality of the father-child attachment and 
activation relationship. In this chapter, I have 
argued that we need both perspectives to obtain a 
comprehensive understanding of the role that 
fathers play in the intergenerational transmission 
of (dis)advantages. I have showed that theoretical 
models of FSM and IMSI have successfully inte-
grated both perspectives, albeit with limited suc-
cess when it comes to the understanding of the 
role that fathers play in the intergenerational 
transmission of (dis)advantages. This is partly 
related to the fact that most empirical studies are 
still restricted to mothers. When studies do take 
the roles of both mothers and fathers into account, 
there is suggestive evidence that the processes 
that underlie the intergenerational transmission 
of (dis)advantages differ between fathers and 
mothers. However, more research is needed to 
obtain a more accurate understanding of fathers’ 
role in the intergenerational transmission of (dis)
advantages. In this chapter, I have suggested five 
research avenues that may help us in accomplish-
ing just that.

We need to:

• Move beyond mediation and assess interac-
tions between fathers’ SES and parenting on 
child outcomes

• Move beyond mothers’ and fathers’ indepen-
dent contributions and truly take a family sys-
tem perspective

• Move beyond unidimensional or aggregated 
measures of SES

• Move beyond infancy and early childhood
• Move beyond micro-level processes and 

assess the importance of country context

Obtaining a comprehensive understanding of 
the role that fathers play in the intergenerational 
transmission of (dis)advantages is not only 
important from a scientific perspective, but also 
from a societal one, in particular given that stud-
ies have revealed that it is easier to improve the 
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average level of child outcomes, rather than 
reduce inequality between social groups in a 
given society (e.g., Kabeer, 2010). Understanding 
how inequalities in child outcomes are developed 
through fathers’ parenting practices, and the 
extent to which micro-, meso-, and macro-level 
characteristics influence this development, will 
provide novel input for better-tailored policies to 
reduce inequality in child outcomes.
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5Fathers’ Reflections of their 
Fathers: The Use of Text Mining 
to Find Meaning in Narratives

Jeffrey Shears, Seongtae Kim, Joshua Kirven, 
and Tanya Coakley

Historical parent-child research has typically 
focused on the mother-child dyad when investi-
gating early childhood development, effects of 
parenting, parent-child attachment, and many 
other child development topics. However, over 
the last forty years an increased focus has been 
placed on understanding the role of fathers, the 
impact they have on child development, and how 
to increase, expand, and support positive father 
involvement. Traditionally, fathers when com-
pared to mothers have taken a less interactive role 
with children, often serving as a protector, finan-
cial provider, and disciplinarian (Shears, 
Summers, Boller, & Barclay-McLaughlin, 2006). 
However, more contemporary roles have emerged 
as fathers are becoming more likely to engage in 
caregiving responsibilities, serve as a partner to 

the child’s mother, and act as another source of 
emotional support for their child. A father’s 
involvement with his children can have important 
positive impacts on child development, particu-
larly with respect to academic achievement, cog-
nitive functioning, and emotional regulation 
(Popenoe, 1996). In addition to research on 
fathering roles and the impacts of father involve-
ment on children, another area that has emerged 
in the fatherhood literature is the motivation of 
men to be involved with their children 
(Furstenberg & Weiss, 2000).

 Predictors of Father Involvement

The understanding of what motivates fathers and 
predicts their involvement could serve as a foun-
dation for increased father presence. Bolstering 
the factors that foster engagement and working to 
combat those that inhibit healthy father-child 
relationships can have a positive impact on fami-
lies. Extensive research has been conducted to 
further understand what makes fathers more 
likely to be involved. Researchers have identified 
some factors that tend to predict the amount of 
positive involvement fathers have with their 
child. For example, studies have found that 
fathers who have higher levels of education are 
likely to be more involved (Roggman, Boyce, 
Cook, & Cook, 2002; Waanders, Mendez, & 
Downer, 2007; Cabrera, Ryan, Mitchell, 
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Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2008; Van Holland 
De Graaf, Hoogenboom, De Roos, & Bucx, 
2018). Lamb (1997) identified determinants of 
father involvement as motivation, skills, and con-
fidence regarding the role of the father, the avail-
ability of social supports, and supportive policies. 
Other external factors can also be predictive of 
father involvement. For example, fathers who are 
in a relationship with the child’s mother are more 
likely to be involved with their child (Shears 
et  al., 2006; Shears, Robinson, & Emde, 2002; 
Tach, Mincy, & Edin, 2010; Cabrera et al., 2008; 
Jessee & Adamsons, 2018). Shears and col-
leagues (2006) found that fathers expressed that a 
main way to “be there” for their children was to 
stay with the child’s mother, endorsing a two- 
parent household as most beneficial for child 
development.

Theoretical explanations have been advanced 
to explain what motivates and predicts whether or 
not a father is involved with his children. Identity 
theory (Burke, 1980; Burke & Tully, 1977), espe-
cially the concept of roles, can be used to explain 
father’s involvement with their children by exam-
ining the significance placed on the parental and 
paternal role (Ihinger-Tallman, Pasley, & Buehler, 
1993; Maurer, Pleck, & Rane, 2001; Pasley, 
Petren, & Fish, 2014). A more positive self- 
identity and identity as a father can lead to higher 
levels of involvement with children (Beitel & 
Parke, 1998; Paisley, et al., 2014). A major con-
tributor to the development and valuation of 
paternal identity is the partner’s appraisal of the 
father’s competence and importance in child- 
rearing duties (Maurer et al., 2001; Paisley, et al., 
2014).

Self-determination theory (SDT) also has 
been used to understand father involvement. SDT 
explains behavior in terms of differing motiva-
tions either related to intrinsic (the self) or to 
extrinsic factors influences on parenting behav-
iors. Motivation related to intrinsic factors fosters 
a greater sense of autonomy and commitment 
(Bouchard, Lee, Asgary, & Pelletier, 2007). 
Hence, fathers who are more intrinsically moti-
vated, as opposed to extrinsically motivated, are 
more likely to engage with their children in order 
to gain personal pleasure rather than to gain some 

sort of external reward. SDT also posits that 
intrinsically motivated father involvement would 
tend to be longer-lasting and more fulfilling than 
extrinsically motivated fathers (Bouchard et  al., 
2007).

Another researched area of predictive ele-
ments of father involvement focuses on how a 
father’s experience impacts his parenting prac-
tices. Some suggest that how a man was fathered 
can predict how much and in what ways he will 
be involved with his own children (Baruch & 
Barnett, 1986; Cowan & Cowan, 1987, 1992; 
Russell, 1986; Sagi, 1982; Brown, Kogan, & 
Kim, 2017). Evidence suggests that patterns of 
fathering are reproduced across generations 
(Gerson, 1993; Popenoe, 1996); studies indicate 
that men who had more warm and nurturing 
experiences with their own fathers are more 
likely to continue those behaviors when they 
became fathers (Shears et  al., 2002; Reuter & 
Biller, 1973; Hofferth, Pieck, & Vesely, 2012).

 Intergenerational Transmission 
of Parenting

Evidence supportive of intergenerational parent-
ing suggests that beliefs and behaviors related to 
parenting are passed from one generation to the 
next. Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) and 
psychodynamic theory (Fraiberg, Adelson, & 
Shapiro, 1975) each address issues related to the 
intergenerational transmission of parenting.

Social learning theory posits that behaviors 
originate from those we have observed through-
out life. Thus, children learn parenting behaviors 
by observing their own parents and apply those 
behaviors with their children. From another per-
spective, children do not only observe parenting 
practices, then incorporate or embed models as 
representations of parenting styles.

In her research with families, Fraiberg et  al. 
(1975) asked the question, “what determines 
whether the conflicted past of the parent will be 
repeated with his child?” Guided by psychody-
namic theory, she posited that repressed memo-
ries of one’s childhood influence intergenerational 
parenting, a process that she referred to as having 
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“ghosts in the nursery”. Barrows (1999) argued 
that fathers can also “exert a powerful shaping 
influence on the infant’s developing psyche” 
(p 335), influenced by their ghosts of childhood 
as well. Thus, intergenerational transmission of 
parenting practices appears to be guided both by 
observing parenting behaviors and forming rep-
resentational models of parenting that would 
include both conscious and unconscious aspects 
of how one was parented, the neurobiological 
embodiment of memories of adversities experi-
enced during childhood (Ammaniti and Gallese 
(2013)).

One might argue that much of what is learned 
from parents is not specifically just behaviors but 
relational dynamics. In short, parents can provide 
children with specific behaviors that might be 
learned and then internalized within the context 
of their environment. Relational developmental 
theory Lerner, Agans, DeSouza, and Hershberg 
(2014) draws attention to the contextual aspects 
that frame lived experiences. For example, Lerner 
et al. (2014) note:

“In sum, embedded within a process-relational 
paradigm, models derived from relational develop-
mental systems metatheory emphasize that all lev-
els of organization within the ecology of human 
development are systemically integrated across 
life. As such, any variable from any level is embod-
ied in, fused with, variables from all other levels; 
the structure and function of one variable is thus 
governed, or regulated, by the structure and func-
tion of other variables and, for the developing per-
son, these developmental regulations mean that 
individual←→context relations are the basic unit 
of analysis within human development. Moreover, 
history (temporality) imbues in 
individual←→context relations the potential for 
relative plasticity in human development.” (p 257).

Much of the research pertaining to the continuity 
of parenting behaviors derives from longitudinal 
studies using both prospective and retrospective 
self-report measures with first (G1), second (G2), 
and sometimes third generation (G3). Many stud-
ies have shown that harsh parenting in G1 is 
directly related to harsh parenting used by G2 
(Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & Wu, 1991; Neppl, 
Conger, Scaramella, & Ontai, 2009; Scaramella 
& Conger, 2003; Belsky, Conger, & Capaldi, 
2009; Bailey, Hill, Oesterle, & Hawkins, 2009; 

Conger, Shofield, & Neppl, 2012). Hyoun, 
Capaldi, Pears, Kerr, and Owen (2009) found that 
G2 parents who had experienced neglect during 
childhood were 2.6 times as likely to report their 
own neglectful parenting behavior and twice as 
likely to report physically abusive parenting 
behavior; likewise, G2 parents who were physi-
cally abused were 5 times as likely to report 
physically abusive parenting behavior and 1.4 
times as likely to report neglectful parenting with 
their own children.

Constructive, warm, and sensitive parenting 
have also been found to be transmitted across 
generations (Belsky, Jaffee, Sligo, Woodward, & 
Silva, 2005; Neppl et  al., 2009; Kerr, Capaldi, 
Pears, & Owen, 2009; Simons, Beaman, Conger, 
& Chao, 1992). Simons et al. (1992) found that 
adolescents whose parents were supportive are 
more likely to believe that parenting impacts 
child development. Simons and colleagues found 
that supportive parenting was more strongly 
related to parenting beliefs related to female chil-
dren than male children, whereas harsh discipline 
styles were more strongly related to discipline 
beliefs about male children.

As research supports the continuity of parent-
ing behaviors between generations, it also sup-
ports mechanisms and mediating factors to 
explain the phenomenon such as interpersonal 
relations, social participation, role-specific mod-
eling, social competence, and various child char-
acteristics (Neppl et  al., 2009; Shaffer, Burt, 
Obradović, Herbers, & Masten, 2009; Scaramella 
& Conger, 2003; Chen & Kaplan, 2001; Shears 
et al., 2002). Chen and Kaplan (2001) found that 
interaction styles and attachment patterns in the 
home can mediate the transmission of construc-
tive parenting practices; they also found that the 
socialization of the child and social learning pro-
cesses involving role-specific parenting practices 
mediate the transmission of parenting styles. 
Others support this as Shaffer et al. (2009) found 
that developing social competence with peers 
mediates the continuity of parenting behaviors 
between generations, and academic attainment 
has also been found to mediate the relationship of 
positive parenting between G1 and G2 (Neppl 
et al., 2009).
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Research has also found evidence of mediat-
ing factors in the intergenerational transmission 
of harsh and abusive parenting. Scaramella and 
Conger (2003) found that observed hostile par-
enting in G1 predicted similar behaviors in G2 
which were positively related to G3 behavior 
problems. However, the continuity in hostile par-
enting behaviors was only seen when the G3 
child was rated as highly reactive and emotion-
ally negative during an arm restraint task. 
Similarly, Neppl et al. (2009) found that external-
izing behavior in G2 children mediated the trans-
mission of harsh parenting from G1 to G2.

The theoretical underpinnings of SDT, psy-
chodynamic, and RDS theories, combined with 
the evidence of directional impacts of both harsh 
and warm/sensitive parenting, along with support 
that these impacts are influenced by various cova-
rying factors all suggest support for the idea that 
parental behaviors can potentially impact parent-
ing attitudes and practices across generations.

 Intergenerational Transmission 
of Parenting & Fatherhood

The intergenerational transmission of parenting 
has not been extensively researched relating spe-
cifically to fatherhood. The literature does sug-
gest that the mechanisms of generational 
parenting apply to fathering behaviors and role 
transmission. Intergenerational transmission of 
parenting helps explain if and how fathers are 
involved with their children (Cowan & Cowan, 
1987; Snarey, 1993; Sagi, 1982; Brown et  al., 
2017). Men’s relationships with their own fathers 
during childhood are related to their perceptions 
of themselves as fathers and their attachment to 
their own children (Shears et al., 2002; Mallers, 
Charles, Neupert, & Almeida, 2010). Pleck 
(1997) posits that men either compensate for 
their father’s lack of involvement or model their 
father’s behavior, endorsing the strong influence 
of a father’s relationship with his own father on 
his parenting behaviors (Baruch & Barnett, 1986; 
Russell, 1986; Sagi, 1982; Reuter & Biller, 1973; 
Guzzo, 2011). When men report a positive rela-
tionship with their own father, they are more 

likely to rate themselves as better fathers (Shears 
et al., 2002; Brown et al., 2017). The body of lit-
erature does not delineate specific fathering atti-
tudes or behaviors that are transmitted; however, 
research suggests that a father’s experiences with 
his own father influence the roles that he will 
adopt with his own children. Furstenberg and 
Weiss (2000) found that having a father present 
during childhood delayed the timing of family 
formation which suggests that early family for-
mation is more likely to occur if a child did not 
grow up with an involved father. Additional 
research suggests that fathers are less likely to 
reside with their child if they did not live with 
their own father as a child (Furstenberg & Weiss, 
2000; Sipsma, Biello, Cole-Lewis, & Kershaw, 
2010).

The connection between intergenerational 
transmission of parenting and fatherhood is a 
new and growing body of literature. In contrast to 
most research concerning generational parenting, 
exploratory studies have found that men whose 
fathers were absent and uninvolved will some-
times work harder to be more available to their 
own children. These men may be attempting to 
compensate for the lack of a quality relationship 
with their father. Shears et al. (2006) found that 
fathers desired to have a more affectionate, 
involved relationship with their own child and 
expand their roles as father outside of those tradi-
tionally expected. Although some fathers 
expressed disappointment that the relationship 
with their father was not more positive, these 
fathers tended to participate with their child in 
many of the same activities they participated in 
with their father. Whether looking at a disconti-
nuity or continuity in fathering behaviors, 
research has shown that experiences with one’s 
father influences a man’s attitudes toward father-
ing and parenting role.

 Methodological Approaches 
to Examining Intergenerational 
Fathering

Although the intergenerational literature clearly 
documents and supports that behavioral and 
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 attitudinal continuities between generations, it is 
equally important to explore how this phenome-
non has been explored and examine new ways to 
expand how we view intergenerational parenting. 
Much of this work has been explored utilizing 
traditional qualitative methods to collect data 
such as case studies and open-ended interviews 
as well as qualitative methods to analyze the data 
largely based on grounded theory.

Early intergenerational transmission of par-
enting work by Barrows and Barrows (2005) uti-
lized clinical examples to show how fathers may 
impact future psychological development in their 
offspring. They highlight that father behaviors, 
personality, and psychopathology are sources of 
significant risk for their own child’s psychopa-
thology. Their research suggest that father’s 
inability to deal with his own history of loss may 
impede his ability to provide emotional support 
to help his children.

Taylor and Behnke (2005) study explored the 
lived experiences of n  =  32 Latino men who 
resided in Mexico and in rural and urban settings 
within the United States. Specifically, this study 
explored generative fathering in terms of immi-
gration. Data were gathered through semi- 
structured interview instruments and contained 
mostly open-ended questions which allowed for 
in-depth interviewing. Researchers used a 
grounded theory approach to guide their analysis 
which used general themes and meanings related 
to father’s experiences by utilizing NUD*IST. The 
researchers report that intergenerational influ-
ences seemed to impact fathering practices. 
Fathers reported being affected by their relation-
ships with their fathers and agreed that this gen-
erative fathering impacted their current fathering 
role. Similarly to Shears et al. (2006) men often 
emulated their fathers or compensated while oth-
ers reported more of a mixed model where they 
made a conscious decision to not participate in 
negative parental behaviors they witnessed from 
their father.

Wilkinson, Khurana, and Magora (2013) 
explored how, n = 115, young African American 
and Latino fathers described their relationships 
with their fathers and how it influenced their par-
enting. The study sought to examine how young 

fathers’ experience with their fathers impacted 
the participants’ involvement with their children 
using narrative data. Data were gathered using 
one-on-one in-depth open-ended interviews 
which included numerous probes to provide 
more in-depth data. The authors report utilizing 
a qualitative data analysis software NVIVO 7.0 
and coded the responses using an interactive pro-
cess. This allowed the researches to develop 
themes from the data and through multiple itera-
tions of reading the transcripts a final coding 
structure emerged that conceptually fit the data 
into identified themes. The researchers con-
cluded that some young fathers repeated similar 
patterns of being an absent father and negatively 
influencing their children and concluded that 
one’s fathers can have a positive or negative 
impact on fathers’ behaviors. The authors sum-
marize that the intergenerational process is com-
plex, and their study highlighted that although 
some fathers attempted to compensate for the 
negative influence of their fathers many fathers 
reported emulating their fathers’ negative father-
ing behaviors.

Brannen, Parutis, Mooney, and Wigfall (2011) 
utilized two separate samples to study the inter-
generational impacts of fathers in Britain and 
Poland. The study looked to explore what 
resources and practices do current fathers inherit 
from their own fathers by utilizing a biographic- 
narrative interview approach. The authors uti-
lized this approach to better understand fathers’ 
lives in relation to various cultural and historical 
context and includes various fathering perspec-
tives to be compared across generations. This 
was a three-prong approach where respondents 
first provided an account of their childhood, sec-
ondly they were invited to elaborate on events or 
specific experiences. Lastly, using a more semi- 
structured approach, additional questions were 
asked related to the focus of the study. The 
authors suggested that this type of data collection 
provided rich narratives and interpretations of 
their experiences as fathers and sons. The 
researchers concluded that the types of resource 
provided were inherited by younger fathers and 
suggest that models of parenthood are passed on 
from older generations. It also suggests that 
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access to cultural resources can assist or con-
strain fathering practices.

Utilizing data from a 30-year longitudinal 
study, Furstenberg & Weiss (2000) used a 
largely mixed-method approach utilizing 
descriptive analyses and open-ended qualitative 
data to understand how a father’s early relation-
ship with his father impacted his parenting. 
More specifically, the study looked to describe 
and explore how the long-term parental involve-
ment patterns were sustained across generations 
specifically looking at responsible fathering 
behaviors. Utilizing n  =  110 males the study 
findings suggested that early stable presence of 
father as a child was strongly linked to the tim-
ing of their own family formation. As a result, 
young fathers were less likely to be residing 
with their children if they also grew up with a 
non-residential father.

The Belsky et  al. (2005) study examined 
whether childrearing and family climate experi-
enced in early childhood, middle childhood, and 
early adolescence predicted parenting practices. 
More specifically the study examined if a posi-
tive childrearing history will predict a sensitive- 
stimulating fathering. The study utilized 
observational data, i.e., videotaped interactions 
between n  =  99 fathers and their 36-month-old 
child. The study used a hierarchical regression to 
predict how childhood histories predicted 
observed parenting. The analyses failed to show 
that the father’s parenting history predicted par-
enting practices with his three-year-old.

The Brown et al. (2017) study examined the 
intergenerational transmission of fathering 
among n = 132 young African American fathers 
in rural communities. The study examined if the 
quality of the relationship with their biological 
fathers influenced their own involvement with 
their young children. About 19.5% reported liv-
ing with their biological dad as a child with 
40.9% reporting that they never resided with their 
biological father. The study used several standard 
measures to assess father’s involvement, relation-
ship with birth father and social fathers. The 
study found that young fathers who reported 
close supportive relationships with their fathers 
were more likely to be involved with their chil-

dren when compared to fathers who did not report 
a close supportive relationship with their dads.

The current study looks to add to this growing 
body of literature by utilizing the Early Head 
Start (EHS) Father Studies data to explore if par-
ents’ reflections about their parents, specifically 
fathers’ reflections of their fathers, will provide 
necessary supplemental information regarding 
the intergenerational transmission of fathering. 
The present study will use a new technique to 
explore father’s reflections on experiences with 
their own father by examining narrative 
responses. More specifically, we will look at the 
relationship between response length, response 
sentiment, and wordcloud using test mining, a 
new analytic method in the social sciences. There 
is little research examining whether the length of 
someone’s response indicates anything about the 
sentiment of their words. By conducting this 
research study, we hope to add to the growing 
body of literature connecting intergenerational 
transmission of parenting to fatherhood, explore 
a new area of research regarding parents’ reflec-
tions of their parents, as well as utilize text min-
ing techniques within the social sciences.

 Early Head Start Father Studies

Early Head Start (EHS) is a federally funded ini-
tiative that seeks to address the needs of low- 
income families who are expecting a child or 
who have infants or toddlers. The EHS program 
was established in 1994 with the main focal 
points of: promoting child development, further-
ing family development, and supporting commu-
nity development (Love et al., 2005). The mission 
of EHS is to foster healthy outcomes for expect-
ant mothers, enhance the development of young 
children, and encourage healthy functioning 
within families. The Early Head Start Research 
and Evaluation Project (EHSREP) was funded to 
evaluate the effectiveness of the EHS program. 
The EHSREP project utilized an experimental 
research design and recruited 3001 mothers and 
children who were 12 months or younger or the 
mothers were pregnant. Fathers were later 
recruited as a part of the EHS Father Studies 
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when the child was two years old. Mothers iden-
tified the father-figure of the child and the EHS 
Father Studies consisted of biological fathers, 
father-figures, and grandfathers (Shears et  al., 
2006). Although all of the 3001 children involved 
in the EHSREP had a father, protocol required 
mothers to willingly identify their child’s father 
or father-figure and then provided consent for 
him to be contacted. As a result, the EHS Father 
Studies’ sample was well below n  =  3001 
EHSREP participants. The EHS Father Studies 
represents one of the early studies of fathering in 
low-income families. Boller et al. (2006) provide 
a detailed overview of the research design and 
data collection methods of the Early Head Start 
Research and Evaluation Project.

The EHS Father Studies sample included 727 
fathers and father-figures of children at 24 months 
and 698 fathers and father-figures of children at 
36  months who were identified by the mother 
involved in the EHSREP and agreed to partici-
pate in the EHS Father Studies. Approximately 
64.2% at 24  months and 61.5% at 36  months 
were resident biological fathers; 16.4% at 
24 months and 15% at 36 months were nonresi-
dent biological fathers; 15.6% at 24 months and 
17.9% at 36 months were resident father-figures; 
and 4% at 24 months and 6% at 36 months were 
nonresident father-figures (Boller et  al., 2006). 
Most fathers reported being employed 89% at 
24 months and 92% at 36 months and the average 
level of education was less than 12  years. The 
average age of fathers was 27 years old when the 
EHSREP focus child was born.

 Procedure & Interview Protocol

The EHS Father Studies involved both qualitative 
and quantitative data collection methods. 
Intensive semi-structured qualitative interviews 
were conducted and audiotaped with the partici-
pating fathers (Boller et al.,2006). The study uti-
lized an embedded qualitative study to gain more 
exploratory information on fathers. When this 
study was conducted, it was decided that a quali-
tative component was necessary because there 
was so little information available about fathers—

especially those from low-income backgrounds. 
Given the historical dearth of information on 
fathers, some basic exploratory data were needed 
to develop a sense of how fathers perceive and 
interpret the issues of parenting and program 
supports.

Standards of rigor for qualitative studies that 
are analogous to quantitative studies include the 
use of techniques to enhance credibility (analo-
gous to validity), transferability (analogous to 
generalizability), and dependability (analogous 
to reliability) of the research process (Anfara Jr, 
Brown, & Mangione, 2002). The qualitative 
interview protocol included six primary or “grand 
tour” (Miles & Huberman, 1994) items: The 
interview protocol covered six major areas: (1) 
What does being a “good father” mean to you? 
(2) How has becoming a father impacted your 
life? (3) Talk about experiences with your own 
father. (4) What kinds of help or support do you 
get to do your job as a father? (5) What gets in the 
way of being a good father? (6) What are you 
proudest of about your child?

For each of these questions, a series of sug-
gested probes was developed for use by inter-
viewers. The probes were intended to elicit more 
elaborate responses to these questions. All EHS 
interviewers received the same training on the 
procedures of qualitative interviewing. 
Additionally, each interviewer participated in 
two project-wide conference calls to discuss and 
revise the probes throughout the data collection 
phase (Boller et al., 2006). This process is a type 
of peer debriefing intended to enhance the credi-
bility of the study; an audit trail of the changes in 
protocols was also kept documenting the depend-
ability of the study (Anfara Jr et al., 2002).

 EHS Father Study Results

There have been numerous research studies uti-
lizing both qualitative and quantitative data gath-
ered from the EHSREP. These EHSREP studies 
represent a comprehensive view of fathering in 
the context of low-income families. One such 
study by Mckelvey et al. (2012) found that fathers 
teaching behaviors when the child was 24 and 
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36  months predicted children’s math skills at 
ages 5, 7, & 10 years of age while also predicting 
language and literacy at age five. An early pilot 
study by Summers et  al. (1999) explored how 
low-income fathers view the role of fathers in 
their families. The study utilized qualitative 
methods that included focus groups and open- 
ended interviews and data were analyzed using a 
traditional grounded theory approach to qualita-
tive data. The results indicated that fathers talked 
about being there for their child and fathers 
described this role as being a caregiver, partici-
pating in play activities, being a role model, dis-
ciplinarian, and serving as a protector. Raikes, 
Summers, and Roggman (2005) examined 
fathers’ participation in the Early Head Start 
Program utilizing both qualitative and quantita-
tive data. The descriptive results indicated that a 
little less than half of the fathers reported partici-
pating in at least one program activity. These 
EHS program activities ranged from parent edu-
cation programs, father only activities to trans-
porting children to and from the Early Head Start 
Center. The study also reported fathers’ responses 
to open-ended questions to support the quantita-
tive descriptive data results. Another EHSREP 
study by Roggman et  al. (2002) examined if 
father characteristics and psychosocial function-
ing predicted father involvement in the EHS pro-
gram and with his child. The results indicate that 
fathers who had difficulty in being involved with 
their child were also less likely to be involved in 
the EHS program. The study also utilized case 
studies to share both successful and unsuccessful 
cases of father involvement in Early Head Start 
programming. In another study examining men 
who were reported to be biological fathers, 
Cabrera et al. (2004) found that EHS fathers were 
involved, engaged, and showed responsibility for 
their child. Their results indicate within this sub-
sample of EHS fathers that 80% of two-year-old 
children have accessible fathers. Shears and 
Robinson (2005) found that EHS father’s modern 
parental practices were highly correlated with 
mother’s modern parenting and higher cognitive 
scores for children. Bradley, Shears, Roggman, 
and Tamis-LeMonda (2006) offer an extensive 
overview of many of the EHS Fatherhood 

Studies. It should be noted that this is not an 
exhaustive list of research conducted using the 
EHSREP data but provides an overview of vari-
ous ways these data have been used to study 
fathering.

An early study by Shears et al. (2006) explored 
the meaning of fathering among fathers partici-
pating in the EHS Fatherhood Studies. The study 
explored how fathers talked about their experi-
ences with their fathers and how this relationship 
influenced their own parenting. The study uti-
lized 16 qualitative interviews of fathers in the 
two Denver EHS Fatherhood Studies sites. This 
qualitative study explored the open-ended ques-
tions “What does being a good father mean to 
you?” and “Talk about the experiences with your 
own father.” The results indicated that fathering 
roles fall within two categories, traditional and 
contemporary fathering roles. In support of inter-
generational parenting, men talked about how 
they often participated in similar activities with 
their children as their fathers had participated 
with them as a child.

 The Current Study

To expand the previous work of Shears et  al. 
(2006), the current study explores the EHS 
Fathers Studies qualitative data focusing on the 
audiotaped open-ended question embedded in the 
EHS Fatherhood Studies interviews when chil-
dren were 24 and 36  months. Given that some 
tapes were inaudible or defective, there were a 
total of 575 available audiotaped interviews. Of 
these, there were 483 responses to the interview 
question “Talk about your experience with your 
father as a child.” The final analysis used 370 
fathers who also answered “Yes” to the question 
“Did you have father in life as a teen or child?” 
As a result, the 70 represents EHS Fatherhood 
Studies fathers who answered the research ques-
tion when their child was at 24  months or 
36  months, indicated that they had a father in 
their life as a teen or child, and there was an audi-
ble tape recording of the questions of interest. 
This current study sample includes biological 
residential fathers (66%), residential father- 
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 figures (15%), non-residential biological fathers 
(15%), and non-residential father  -figures (4%). 
The present study seeks to analyze the answers 
given to the question “Talk about your experi-
ences with your own father.”

 Data Analysis

Text mining as the main analytical method used 
to analyze the qualitative data in this study. The 
novel nature of this data analysis technique in the 
social sciences necessitates a more detailed 
explanation of text mining terminology and pro-
cesses. Text mining is a subfield of the broader 
analytic method of data mining and is used to 
extract information and patterns from large sets 
of textual data via structuring them into a useful 
format. The survey and literature review regard-
ing text mining is documented in Aggarwal and 
Zhai (2012), Berry (2004), and Hotho, 
Nürnberger, and PaaB (2005). This method 
enables us to quantitatively analyze textual data 
which have traditionally remained in the realm of 
qualitative analysis approaches. Text mining over 
qualitative research has some advantages such as 
fast processing of a large scale of data and utiliza-
tion of emotion-free various quantitative methods 
to extract hidden information. At the same time, 
text mining has some disadvantages such as lim-
ited capabilities of quantitative methods to catch 
subtle nuances of text including negation 
(Hashimi, Hafez, & Mathkour, 2015; Feldman 
et al., 1998). Nonetheless, text mining is a com-
plementary tool for qualitative analysis, and these 
two methods are often epistemically compatible 
(Yu, Jannasch-Pennell, & DiGangi, 2011).

To supplement the process of text mining, we 
used sentiment analysis (Agarwal, Xie, Vovsha, 
Rambow, & Passonneau, 2011; Pang & Lee, 
2008) and topic modeling (Wang & Blei, 2011; 
Hu, Boyd-Graber, Satinoff, & Smith, 2014) 
which provides a computational way to identify 
and categorize the meaning of textual data. 
Sentiment analysis is sometimes called opinion 
mining or sentiment mining. Considering the 
large volume of interview participants, sentiment 
analysis is a useful tool to analyze the important 

qualitative data recorded in the interview 
responses and to understand interviewees’ senti-
ment. Topic modeling is a type of unsupervised 
document classification technique. A common 
topic modeling method is latent Dirichlet alloca-
tion (LDA) proposed by Blei, Ng, and Jordan 
(2003), which has two principles: every docu-
ment is a mixture of topics and every topic is a 
mixture of words (Silge & Robinson, 2017). 
Topic modeling helps identify hidden topics 
across a large number of individual interview 
responses. Both sentiment analysis and topic 
modeling depend on the bag-of-words model, a 
simple method in natural language processing. In 
the bag-of-words model, a textual document is 
converted to a bag of its words ignoring gram-
mar, structure, and non-word characters 
(DiMaggio, 2015; Harris, 1954). The bag-of- 
words model is widely applied to many research 
areas including classification of documents 
(Erosheva, Fienberg, & Lafferty, 2004; Purpura 
& Hillard, 2006), text annotation in political sci-
ence (Cardie & Wilkerson, 2008), and detecting 
textual cyberbullying (Dinakar, Reichart, & 
Lieberman, 2011).

The bag-of-words model and most other text 
mining methods require a series of data prepro-
cessing. First, text sources are converted to a cor-
pus, a collection of structured texts, to which 
various data cleaning techniques are applied. 
Second, the tokenization step removes punctua-
tion, special characters, numbers, and excessive 
white spaces, and remove stop words such as 
“the”, “a”, “an”, “of”, tokenize a text to single 
words, and unify word cases. This step reduces 
the amount of word data. Third, the stemming 
step reduces inflected words to their word stem to 
amplify the information extraction. For example, 
“lov” is the word stem for “love”, “loves”, 
“loved”, and “loving”. The step clearly increases 
the frequencies of specific words. In a similar 
manner, upper cases are converted to lower cases. 
The result of this data preprocessing is a table (or 
matrix) of words that are used to extract the infor-
mation of the text.

We used Text Mining to explore fathers’ 
reflections of their fathers by looking at interview 
responses which are quantified into several 
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 variables such as word count and sentiment score. 
The interview responses given to the interview 
prompt, “Talk about experiences with your own 
father,” were analyzed for the number of words in 
each response (word count) and the sum score of 
each response (sentiment score). A sentiment 
score is a function of the number of positive 
words and the number of negative words. There 
are two sentiment scores, Bing sentiment score 
and Afinn sentiment score. The Bing sentiment 
score is derived by a summation process of each 
word’s ascribed score; words with a positive 
meaning were given the score of (+1) and words 
with a negative meaning were given the score of 
(−1). For example, if a participant’s response 
recorded 17 positive words and 13 negative 
words, the response’s sentiment score would be 
+4; from this score, we know that the participant 
used more positive words than negative words to 
describe his father. The sentiment score is quanti-
fied based on the lists of positive and negative 
words used in the English language (Hu & Liu, 
2004; Liu, Hu, & Cheng, 2005), which is avail-
able in the tidytext package in R (Silge & 
Robinson, 2017). After feature extracting word 
count and sentiment score, a regression analysis 
was run on these two variables to see if word 
count has a linear relationship with the response’s 
sentiment. The Afinn sentiment score is calcu-
lated as the sum of the word grades between −5 
and 5 where the positive values indicate the posi-
tive sentiment (Nielsen, 2011). For the calcula-
tion of the Afinn score, we used the list of positive 
and negative words provided in the tidytext pack-
age in R.

In addition to the regression analysis, we used 
another analytic method, wordcloud, to create a 
visual representation of important themes found 
in the text. Wordcloud is based on the frequency 
of occurring words in a body of text (Meyer, 
Hornik, & Feinerer, 2008). The visual representa-
tion includes frequently occurring words with 
varying font sizes based on the number of times 
the word occurs. The more often the word occurs, 
the larger the font of that word in the wordcloud; 
therefore, larger words denote the higher fre-
quency of that word in the body of text. In this 
study, we used a wordcloud with all combined 

responses to obtain a visual representation of 
important words and themes occurring in the par-
ticipants’ reflections about their fathers.

 Fathers’ Descriptions of their Fathers

Figure 5.1 represents the words fathers used in 
response to the open-ended question of “Talk 
about experiences with your own father.” It 
should be noted that most participants were 
shown to use less than 200 words when talking 
about their own fathers when they were a child. 
The results show that the word “father” was the 
most frequently used response. Although “father” 
was the most frequently word used, one could 
hypothesize that men used the word “father” to 
discuss their fathers and the frequent use of the 
word may not have significant meaning in the 
context of the question. The words “time” and 
“lot” seem to be the most commonly used mean-
ingful words and suggest that men associate their 
experiences with their father with time. This sup-
ports earlier work from the EHS research (Shears 
et  al., 2006) study that identifies being a good 
father as spending time with their child. The 
word “lot” may have been used as an adjective to 
describe the amount of “time” for example “a 
lot”. If this is the case, then both words (a) “lot” 
and “time” would have similar meanings. For 
example, fathers spent (a) “lot” of time or we did 
(a) “lot” of activities together which also infers 
spending time with their fathers when they were 
a child.

Another frequently used word was “child” and 
could be the case similarly to the word “father” 
and was more of a reflection of the time in his life 
(as a child) as he reflected on his relationship 
with his father. The next most frequently used 
word was the word “mother” which indicates that 
as fathers talked about their fathers they often 
reflected on and frequently mentioned their 
mothers. This is an interesting result as some 
research suggest that men tend to put fathering in 
a larger family context (Popenoe, 1996). The 
fathers included in this analysis all stated that 
they had a relationship with their fathers growing 
up. It is curious that so many fathers who had a 
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Fig. 5.1 Word cloud – childhood experiences with father

relationship with their fathers would mention 
their mothers when asked specifically to “Talk 
about experiences with your own father.”.

The next set of frequently used words were 
“spend”, “love”, “talk”, “teach”, “understand”, 
“play”, “home”, “stuff”, “family”, “grow”, 
“hard”, “school”, and “rememb(ering)”. With the 
exception of the word “hard” these words are 
viewed as both positive words and reflections of 
father-son interactions. As fathers reflected on 
their relationship as a child with their father they 
thought of doing things, i.e., “spend” (time, 
money, resources), “love”, “talk”, “teach”, 
“understand”, and “play” within the context of 
potentially positive institutions, i.e., “famili”, 
“school”, and “home”.

There were several specific physical activities 
frequently mentioned by fathers such as “sport”, 
“swim”, “catch”, “game”, “active”, and “fish”, 
that suggest that reflections of their fathers as a 

child often involved their fathers sharing in 
physical father-son activities. Additionally, there 
were several descriptive words such as “learn”, 
“care”, “respect”, “support”, “relationship”, 
“feel”, and “change” that fathers often articu-
lated as they reflected on their relationship with 
their father. These words tend to have a more 
emotional context to father’s reflection of their 
fathers.

In Fig. 5.2a, b, two separate word clouds were 
generated using the Bing lexicon which classified 
words into positive and negative categories (Hu 
& Liu, 2004; Liu et  al., 2005). The same color 
indicates the similar number of frequencies. The 
most frequent positive word is “love”, which is 
followed by “respect”, “nice”, “fun”, “enjoy”, 
“support”, and “help”. The most frequent nega-
tive word is “hard”, which is followed by “bad”, 
“wrong”, and “strict”. The top 30 most frequently 
used words are presented in Table 5.1.
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Table 5.1 The 30 most frequently uses words in the response

All Positive Negative
Rank Word Count Word Count Word Count
1 Father 439 Love 65 Hard 66
2 Time 271 Nice 29 Wrong 33
3 Lot 223 Respect 27 Bad 32
4 Child 187 Enjoy 24 Strict 18
5 Mother 130 Fun 23 Angri 17
6 Talk 88 Help 18 Die 12
7 Teach 87 Support 18 Troubl 11
8 Understand 81 Happi 14 Drink 10
9 Play 80 Strong 12 Miss 10
10 Stuff 79 Cool 11 Abus 8
11 Rememb 78 Fine 10 Hurt 8
12 Hard 66 Fair 7 Bother 7
13 Famili 65 Posit 6 Steal 7
14 Love 65 Proud 6 Afraid 6
15 School 64 Easi 5 Mad 6
16 Home 63 Encourag 5 Rough 6
17 Grow 61 Gentl 5 Weird 6
18 Spend 61 Honest 5 Break 5
19 Brother 51 Quiet 5 Joke 5
20 Life 50 Wise 5 Lost 5
21 Person 48 Affect 4 Mess 5
22 Care 47 Comfort 4 Struggl 5
23 Day 47 Confid 4 Crap 4
24 Fish 47 Correct 4 Excus 4
25 Live 46 Dediceatd 4 Fall 4
26 Drink 42 Educ 4 Fault 4
27 Real 41 Guidanc 4 Kill 4
28 Feel 39 Hug 4 Scold 4
29 Guess 38 Calm 3 Smell 4
30 Game 35 Easier 3 Violent 4

The next step is to examine the positive and 
negative words fathers used as they discussed 
their experiences with their father as a child.

 Positive Response Words when 
Talking about Fathers

The most positive word used when fathers 
reflected on their fathers as a child was “love” 
and is a powerful testament of how fathers 
reflected on their experiences with their fathers as 
a child. As the most frequently used word, “love” 
was used twice as much as the second most often 
used word “nice”. This suggests fathers identified 

“love” as a term to best covey their reflections of 
their father.

Fathers also used words such as “nice” along 
with the words “respect”, “enjoy”, “fun”, and 
“cool” most often as positive words when dis-
cussing their fathers. In the context of father-
hood, it could be that the words used either 
described their fathers or the father/son relation-
ship. For example, being with my father was 
“fun” or “enjoy(ed)” time with my father or my 
dad was “cool”, or the time spent with my dad 
was “cool”. Fathers also used positive descriptive 
words in their response about their fathers such 
as “help”, “support”, “respect”, “strong”, and 
“happy”. These descriptive words that fathers 
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used reflected on their experience with their 
fathers, suggests that fathers were simply describ-
ing how they remembered their fathers, and/or 
how they felt as a son because of father’s pres-
ence and interactions.

 Negative Response Words when 
Talking about Fathers

Next, we wanted to explore the potentially nega-
tive words fathers used when talking about the 
experiences with their fathers as a child. The 
most common negative word used was “hard”. 
The term makes one think of a father being a 
“hard” man or being “hard” to have a positive 
father-son relationship or could imply that their 
fathers were distant and/or aloof.

Fathers also used words such as “wrong”, 
“bad”, and “angry” when discussing their fathers. 
These negative words also support the most com-
mon negative word used by fathers, “hard”. 
Fathers reflected on their fathers doing something 
wrong or feeling as if they had been wronged 
through the father-son relationship., Additionally, 
fathers using the word “bad”, as in it was “bad” 
or a “bad” relationship, and “angry” as “angry” 
father or father was “angry”. The use of these 
words clearly reflects negative aspects of their 
relationships with their fathers.

Another word commonly used that could have 
multiple connotations was the word “strict”. 
Although we identified the word as negative, 
fathers could have used the word in a more posi-
tive or at least neutral context. Fathers also used 
the negative words “die”, “drink”, “hurt”, “trou-
ble”, “abuse”, and “bother”. Particularly the 
words “bother” and “hurt” might all point to the 
emotional impact that the father-son relationship 
had on fathers. The word “miss” also has a nega-
tive connotation and may be fathers reflecting on 
how they “miss” (ed) out on not having a positive 
or nurturing relationship with their fathers. 
Remember that all these fathers responded that 
they had a “relationship” with their father as a 
child, but it is not clear whether the relationship 
was positive or negative.

The next step was to do a more in-depth analy-
sis and explore fathers’ responses using bigrams. 
Bigrams allow us to visualize words that are used 
in conjunction with other words. The bigrams 
show several clusters of words used with each 
other with two of the more complex clusters 
seemingly related to sports, with another on rela-
tionship with father and an additional one on 
“time”. The word “time” is closely related to 
“spending”, “found”, “growing”, and “hard” in 
conjunction with “worker” in affiliation with the 
word “time”.

One of the more complex bigrams was the 
cluster of words used together that appear to be a 
focus on relationships. For example, such words 
were linked to the word “father” such as “typical 
father”, “step-father”, “biological father”, 
“father-figure”, “son father”, “father teach”, with 
“real cool” and “real close”. This cluster of words 
suggest that the use of the word “father”, “typi-
cal” “father” and “father” “figures” were used 
interchangeably and the words of “real” “close” 
or “real” “cool” were used to describe their father 
and or father-figure.

Another complex bigram was one with the 
words that were clearly associated with sports, 
i.e., “baseball team”, “soccer coach”, “coach 
baseball”, “golf playing”, “playing ball”, “play 
catch”, “play basketball”, “play football”, “bas-
ketball”, “football games”, and “video games”. 
These words were often used together as fathers 
discussed their fathers. It is clear that fathers 
reflected on participating with their fathers in 
these activities or at the very least had wished 
their fathers had participated. Nevertheless, 
fathers tended to use these words together.

An additional complex bigram used the word 
“person” with “nice”, “nice person”, “nice guy”, 
“responsible person”, “sports person”, “loved 
sports”, “loved”, “sports fanatic”, and “nice 
guy”. This bigram seems to suggest that fathers 
used words such as “nice”, “person”, or “nice” 
“guy” or “responsible” person along with 
“loved” “sports” or “sports” “fanatic” when dis-
cussing their relationship with their father. 
Unlike the previous bigram that revolved around 
participating in sports, this specific bigram 
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Fig. 5.3 Bigrams with at least two occurrences of the response

seems to be how fathers described their fathers 
(Fig. 5.3).

As we completed the sentiment analysis, we 
thought it was necessary to explore if there were 
a list of words that fathers used in describing their 
experiences with their father that were preceded 
by a negative word. We conducted an analysis on 
the words that followed “not”, “no”, “never”, and 
“without”. Figure  5.4 reveals that some of the 
words that could have been perceived as positive 
words changed when we analyzed these words 
being preceded by a negative word.

The most popular words preceded by a nega-
tive word was “work”, “well”, “respect”, and 
“enough”. For example, it could be that some 
fathers talked about their fathers with terms such 
as “never” “work”, “not” “well”, “no” “respect”, 
or “not” “enough”. Although this occurred at the 

most two times in the data file, it should be noted 
that understanding how fathers describe their 
experiences with their fathers necessitates under-
standing the words in context. It is important to 
note that fathers mostly used positive words in a 
positive way but there were some instances where 
these “positive” words in describing their fathers 
were used in a negative way to indicate a deficit 
or that fathers were expecting something from 
their fathers and used these words to show how 
their fathers failed to live up to their expectation 
when they were a child.

Similarly, we also explored negative words 
that were proceeded by a negative word. The 
most common word was “problem”. As a stand-
alone word, “problem” was seen as a negative 
word when describing the relationship with their 
father but the connotation changes when we add 
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Fig. 5.4 Words preceded by negation words

the word “no” before it. This indicates that their 
father was “no” “problem” or maybe had “no” 
“problems”.

Other negative words that might have had a 
more positive context were “abuse(ed)”, “miss”, 
and “strict”. For example, “no” “abuse”, “never” 
“miss(ed)”, “not” “strict”. In these instances, 
fathers used negative words preceded by a nega-
tive word seemingly to indicate more of what 
their fathers were not. He was “not” “abusive”, or 
father was “not” “strict”. Although these instances 
only occurred a few times, it reveals why this 
additional step in data analysis is very necessary 
to get a sense of how what fathers meant when 
discussing their fathers. However, in most 

instances, the positive and negative single words 
were indicative of the relationship that fathers 
described they had with their fathers. However, in 
a few instances, the meanings of these words 
were different when preceded by negative words. 
For negative words, fathers seem to validate that 
their fathers were good because they did not do 
certain negative things. When using positive 
words that were proceeded by a negative word 
describing their fathers seem to indicate that their 
father failed to do things that were expected of a 
father.

Figure 5.5 selected the top six topic models 
using the latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) (Blei 
et al., 2003 method. The beta value in the x-axis 
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Fig. 5.5 The top 6 topic models of the responses

denotes the parameter of the Dirichlet prior on 
the per-topic word distribution, which is calcu-
lated using the tidytext package in R. The list of 
words on the y-axis, which were selected based 
on the beta values, allows the understanding of 
the topic modeled by the LDA. The interpreta-
tion of the word list often requires expert’s 
knowledge in the application area (Silge & 
Robinson, 2017).

 Models of Fathering

 Fathering Model 1 – Spending Time 
with Father

Topic Model 1 indicates how time was spent with 
father. Here you can see from the mixture of 
words fathers discussed how they spent time with 
their fathers while growing up, with “fathers” 
being the most frequent word in the model fol-

lowed by the word “time”. The word (a) “lot” 
indicates the frequency of time spent participat-
ing in “play”, with their “brother” at “home” or 
participating in “school” related activities. The 
words of “child” place these activities in context 
while the word “day” indicates activities that 
their fathers frequently participated in.

 Fathering Model 2 – Emotional 
Connection

The words used in Topic 2 indicates what 
“fathers” typically did such as spent or shared 
“time” with the “child” and “fami” (ly) showing 
“love”, “rememb” (ering), “care” taking and how 
this made them “feel” as a child. This model indi-
cates how fathers’ responses included words that 
suggested fathers did things that impacted their 
mutual emotional connection to their child and 
family.
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 Fathering Model 3 – Benefit of Time 
with Father

Model 3 indicates what was the benefit of having 
time with their fathers. The words “time” and 
“teach” were the most frequent words in this 
model. With “lot” and “spend” (ing) indicating 
this happened often with the outcome being 
“teach” (ing). Within the context of being a child, 
the fathers “enjoy” (ed) “spend” (ing) “time” 
with their fathers engage in doing “stuff” or with 
“school” activities and this interaction was done 
(a) “lot” or fathers would teach their sons (a) 
“lot”.

 Fathering Model 4 – Fathers Influence

Topic 4 model seems to be addressing “father” 
(s)’ influence particularly with behavior, learned 
activities, and with child’s “mother”. Fathers 
used the word “understand” most frequently in 
this model and was often used with “fish” (ing), 
“teaching”, showing “respect”, “school” along 
with “boat” which probably is closely related to 
“fish” (ing). Another common word is “mother” 
which could indicate partnership with mother in 
that fathers influence many of these activities in 
partnership with mother.

 Fathering Model 5 – Fathers’ Active 
Experience with Father

This model seems to reflect on the “father” (s) 
active experiences with his father. As fathers 
reflected on their childhood, they discussed their 
experiences with their father. They used words 
like “sports”, “play”, “game” (s), and used words 
like “stuff” all the while being “nice” while doing 
it (a) “lot” and used words like “love” within this 
context.

 Fathering Model 6 – Fathering 
Parenting Style

In this model “father” (s) was the most frequent 
word with “mother” (s) being the next most fre-

quent word. Fathers used words like “time “and 
(a) “lot” with words such as “talk”, “rememb” 
(ering), “life” there was also some potential nega-
tive words in this model with words such as 
“hard” and “drink”. These potentially negative 
words further validate that this model addresses 
various fathers’ parenting style. Fathers used 
words that might reflect his view of his father’s 
parenting style. One of the positive role fathers 
identified in earlier EHSREP study in being there 
for their child was partnering with the child’s 
mother. These early results also suggest that 
fathers identified spending time as another aspect 
of being an involved father.

 Fathering Roles

Father descriptions of their fathers fell into sev-
eral types of parenting behaviors. The parenting 
behaviors most associated with the words used 
by the fathers as they reflected on their fathers 
were “spending time”, “relationship with mom”, 
“emotional support”, “play activities”, “teaching 
children”, and “physical activities”.

Spending time – As fathers reflected on their 
fathers the results indicated that some of the most 
frequently used words were “time” and “a lot of 
time”. With the frequency of these words, it can 
be deduced that men were describing a specific 
fathering behavior of spending time.

Relationship with mothers – In their reflection 
of their fathers, there was a high frequency of the 
word mother. One newer fathering behavior is to 
partner with the child’s mother. The frequency of 
the use of the word mother maybe an indication 
of the fathering behavior of partnering with mom 
to raise their child.

Emotional support – fathers also used words 
such as love, care, respect, and support, which 
are identified with emotional support. Emotional 
support is one of the more contemporary roles 
that fathers have identified.

Playmate and Physical activities – The father-
hood research literature clearly articulates that 
being a child playmate is a vital role that fathers 
have adopted as their role.

Teacher  – Early EHS work by Boller et  al. 
(2006) talks about how being a teacher is a desir-
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able role for young fathers. Fathers’ reflection of 
their fathers also addressed this role as men fre-
quently talked about teaching children.

Many of the fathering roles identified with this 
analysis support other research regarding how 
men view their own role as a father. It is an inter-
esting finding that there are similar findings of 
fathering when these men were asked “talk about 
your experiences with your father” and a subset 
of fathers that were simply asked “What does 
being a good father mean to you?” We further 
explore these data by calculating sentiment 
scores from the father’s narratives.

 Sentiment Scores

The Bing sentiment score and the Afinn senti-
ment score were calculated as described above 
where the positive values indicate the positive 
sentiment. The number of words was calculated 
using the whole answer without any text mining 
cleaning. Table 5.2 presented the descriptive sta-
tistics of the sentiment scores and the number of 
words. Due to their definitions, the Afinn score 
has a higher variation than the Bing sentiment 
score. The Bing sentiment scores are closely cen-
tered at zero for both the mean and median while 
the median of the Afinn score is 2. The distribu-
tion of the number of words used in individuals is 
positively skewed, which is evident by the smaller 
median value of 45 compared to the mean of 
73.8.

We hypothesized the relationship between 
the number of words and the sentiment score, 
that is, the interview participants with a negative 
sentiment score tend to talk more. The senti-
ment score was used as the dependent variable 
and the number of words as the independent 
variable in a simple linear regression. The resid-
ual of the simple linear regression showed 
severe symmetric heavy tails compared to the 
normal distribution. We addressed the heavy tail 
issue using the robust linear regression method 
in the heavy Lm package in R (Dempster, Laird, 
& Rubin, 1980; Lange & Sinsheimer, 1993). 
The results of the robust regression are summa-
rized in Table 5.3.

The Bing sentiment score was calculated as 
the sum of the binary values (1 or −1) of positive 
and negative words. The Afinn sentiment score 
was calculated as the sum of the word grades 
between −5 and 5 where the positive values indi-
cate the positive sentiment. The number of words 
was calculated using the whole answer without 
any text mining cleaning.

The two sentiment scores showed different 
results. The Bing sentiment score has a statisti-
cally significant relationship with the number of 
words (P-value =0.0036), whereas, the Afinn 
sentiment score was not statistically significant. 
In the Bing sentiment score analysis, the coeffi-
cient of −0.0038 for the number of words indi-
cates that when an interviewer used one additional 
word, his sentiment scores decreased by 0.0038 
on average. From this observation, it can be 

Table 5.2 Descriptive Statistics of Sentiment Scores and Word Counts

Min Q1 Median Q3 Max Mean SD
Sentiment score (Bing) −10 −1 0 1 7 −0.07 2.18

Sentiment score (Afinn) −19 −2 2 4 23 1.09 5.16

Number of words 1 25 45 86 1319 73.8 98.9

Table 5.3 Relationships between Word Counts and Sentiment Score

Dependent variable Independent variable Estimate Std. Err P-value
Sentiment score (Bing) Intercept 0.275 0.1627 0.0964

Word count −0.0038 0.0013 0.0036

Sentiment score (Afinn) Intercept 0.9536 0.3629 0.0086
Word count 0.0002 0.0029 0.9569
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inferred that fathers who spoke longer felt more 
negatively about their father.

 Limitations

There were notable limitations in this study. First, 
because the interview was only semi-structured, 
some interviewees may have voiced their actual 
answer to the question in subsequent follow-up 
questions. Since only one question of the inter-
view was analyzed in this study, the data in the 
follow-up questions were not included; this may 
have affected the study outcomes. Second, the 
text mining process was not able to account for 
phrases such as “don’t like” that have a word 
score of 0 but have an actual negative sentiment. 
Similarly, the researchers in this study chose to 
denote the answers that had an overall score of 0 
as negative since there was no neutral category. 
Lastly, all positive and negative words were given 
the same weight; therefore, words that connote a 
more negative or positive sentiment were scored 
the same as those with a less negative or positive 
connotation. For example, the words “abusive” 
and “didn’t” were given the same score of −1. 
These limitations may have affected the results of 
this study. Although limitations exist, this study 
implemented a ground-breaking data analysis 
technique that could impact how we utilize quali-
tative data in fatherhood research. Qualitative 
research is a valuable aspect of research; how-
ever, qualitative research can be time-consuming 
and labor-intensive particularly with a large 
 sample size. The use of text-mining could be ben-
eficial in analyzing qualitative data by way of 
reducing time and labor needed to reach results.

 Summary and Key Points

Fathers who do not carry positive reflections of 
being fathered may struggle with their parenting 
role. This challenge can be related to develop-
mental regulations from how they navigated and 
adapted through exchanges during their upbring-
ing, their relationship with their father and across 
their life span (Lerner et al., 2014). Fathers may 

rely on personal experiences and intuition com-
pared to reaching out for assistance or support. 
Consideration to developmental science warrants 
attention toward understanding of intraindividual 
(within-person) change and interindividual 
(between-person) as it relates to human develop-
ment and fathers parenting behavior (Lerner 
et al., 2014).

This study uses text mining, an innovative 
research approach to examine the power of words 
and experiential meaning in describing father-
hood in the context of being fathered. The text 
mining analyses offer initial inquiry to the ques-
tion of how fathers reflected on being fathered. 
Intergenerational parenting suggests that how 
men were fathered may predict future parenting 
behaviors in men (Barrows, 1999). Future 
research is warranted to explore how men’s 
reflections of their fathers might influence how 
they feel about themselves as a father and ulti-
mately how they father their own children.

The results of this study also have some clini-
cal applications in that it begins to examine how 
the relationship of current fathers with their own 
fathers impact their views and perceptions of 
child rearing. Initial findings of this research 
(Boller et  al., 2006) showed that intergenera-
tional transmission of parenting suggests that 
fathers tend to rely on old knowledge (past expe-
riences, learned behaviors) compared to learning 
and seeking new knowledge on fathering.

The application of resiliency among fathers 
can be characterized as a strength across three 
factors: overcoming obstacles, sustained compe-
tence under stress, and recovery from trauma 
(Logan, 2018; Van Hook, 2019). Fathers need to 
know they matter and how their experiences with 
their own fathers may have impacted their parent-
ing. Men who had positive experience with their 
fathers may emulate these with their own chil-
dren while men who had less favorable experi-
ences may overcome this and still be impactful 
fathers. Text-mining research may offer a new 
quantitative rigor toward future effective prac-
tice, policy, and research in working with fathers. 
With more quantitative rigor of text mining anal-
yses, we can begin to examine if the frequency of 
words might predict fathers’ parenting behaviors 
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or if specific language models truly offer an 
insight on frequency and types of activities 
fathers have with their children. We can really 
begin to combine qualitative and quantitative 
research methodologies and ask research ques-
tions such as How does a father’s reflection of his 
father predict the type and frequency of activities 
he participates in with his child? Do fathers who 
use negative words about their fathers also report 
lower levels of positive fathering behaviors and 
attitudes? Do sentiment scores impact childhood 
outcomes? Are there differences in fathers par-
enting attitudes and behaviors based on fathers’ 
report of his father’s latent Dirichlet allocation 
fathering method?

Our next step in this line of inquiry will be to 
examine men who fit specific models using text 
mining techniques and compare it with fathers’ 
quantitative reports of their parenting styles and 
activities. We believe that we are just scratching 
the surface in exploring how text mining can be 
used to further understand the influences of 
father’s parental behaviors.
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6Fathers’ Place and Role in Family 
Relationships

France Frascarolo-Moutinot, Nicolas Favez, 
Hervé Tissot, and Elisabeth Fivaz-Depeursinge

Unlike the mother’s parenting role, which is tra-
ditionally perceived to be fairly homogeneous 
and “mandatory,” the father’s role is often still 
seen as optional (except for its bread earner com-
ponent) and heterogeneous, taking many shapes 
and magnitudes, even when the scope of study is 
limited to modern Western society (Craig, 2006). 
Thus, fathers’ day-to-day involvement and roles 
differ greatly from one father to the next.

According to Lamb (1997), fathers can be 
involved in three types of parenting activities: 
first, activities and time spent with the child 
(playing, feeding, participating in daily routine 
care such as tucking the child in bed); second, the 
amount of time during which the father is avail-
able for the child while doing something else 
(washing the dishes, watching TV, activities that 
can be interrupted to respond to the child’s need); 
and third, tasks that are carried out without the 

child needing to be present (such as scheduling 
doctor’s appointments, buying new clothes or 
diapers; tasks that are traditionally performed by 
the mother; Craig, 2006). Fathers can be active in 
all three of these ways, depending on the context 
or situational demands.

All of these involvement categories can be 
expressed in terms of frequencies or time dedi-
cated to the father’s role; therefore, they repre-
sent a quantitative aspect of involvement. These 
categories do not take into account the father’s 
motivation, and they do not discriminate whether 
the father is doing the task alone, in the mother’s 
presence, or in collaboration with her. What the 
father and the child experience together may be 
very different, depending on whether the mother 
is present or participating. Assessing fathers’ 
engagement in terms of quantity may be neces-
sary (see the concept of the father as “present 
enough”; Zaouche-Gaudron, 1997), but it is 
definitively not enough and it is not the focus of 
this chapter.

In the first part of this chapter, we examine dif-
ferent factors that can influence a father’s involve-
ment in his relationship with his child and the 
way he exerts his paternity (or not). Using the 
results of research studies, clinical vignettes, and 
various testimonies, we first discuss individual 
factors (related to fathers themselves), and then 
those related to the child and to the father-child 
relationship. We also discuss factors linked to 
father-mother interactions, such as the quality of 
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their marital relationship and the ways in which 
the mother may regulate the father’s involvement 
through maternal gatekeeping. In the second part, 
we examine the gatekeeping that fathers can face 
from professionals (whether at the maternity 
ward, by the pediatrician, by the pediatric psy-
chiatrist, through “mother-child” consultations, 
or at home with the care nurse) and from society 
as a whole.

The quality of what the father brings to the 
child is crucial to consider. For example, his sen-
sitivity and adjustments toward the child’s needs 
are of the uppermost importance. It is also central 
to consider the way the father acts within the co- 
parenting relationship and the type of co- parenting 
that he creates with the mother. In the third part of 
this chapter, we explore this qualitative aspect of 
the father’s role in greater detail, within father-
mother-child interactions, using comprehensive 
examples drawn from a standardized observation 
situation: the Lausanne Trilogue Play (Fivaz-
Depeursinge & Corboz-Warnery, 1999).

 Intrafamily Factors that Influence 
Father’s Role

 Individual Characteristics 
of the Father

The personal characteristics of a man shape his 
role as a father. A teenage dad whose fatherhood 
interrupts his studies and professional plans, a 
young executive with a bright career ahead that 
requires absolute dedication to his work to suc-
ceed, and a 60-year-old man becoming a father 
when getting close to his retirement do not share 
the same perspective on their role and do not have 
the same resources at their disposal in terms of 
time, personal aspirations, or money (Devault, 
Deslauriers, Groulx, & Sévigny, 2010).

A father’s personal family history can also 
widely influence his desire to build a certain type 
of family for himself, as well as the role that he 
intends to play within it. An only child whose 
mother kicked the father out of the house, the 
firstborn of numerous siblings who had to care 

for his little brothers and sisters, or a last-born 
son who received most of his family’s attention 
are likely not to picture fatherhood in the same 
way. The quality found by the father in his rela-
tionship with his own father also influences the 
relationship that he will want to establish with his 
child (Burlingham, 1973). For example, he can 
feel the need to improve his relationship with his 
child about aspects where he felt that his own 
father was too distant during his childhood 
(Pruett, 1983).

Globally, a father’s conception of each par-
ent’s role, his sensibility toward women’s work-
load, and his willingness to contribute equally 
with his spouse will predict his inclination toward 
being involved in parenting behaviors or not 
(Deutsch, Lussier, & Servis, 1993).

A father’s health is another factor that can 
influence his involvement toward his child. For 
example, it has been shown that a depressive state 
has a negative impact on the quality of the father- 
child relationship, as it does on the quality of the 
mother-child relationship (Sethna, Murray, & 
Ramchandani, 2012).

 Influence of the Initial Encounter 
with the Baby

The context in which the child is born, whether 
negative (high-risk pregnancy, traumatic deliv-
ery, prematurity) or positive (without incident, 
involving quality father-child time right after 
birth), can have an impact on the father’s “entry 
into fatherhood,” his involvement with his child, 
and his concept of his parenting role.

The following testimony by the father of a 
4-year-old girl illustrates the crucial influence of 
the first moments:

The first time I got face to face with Lena I didn’t 
feel very confident! We had been left alone in a 
room (I think her mother was receiving some care 
at that moment). I remember the first look my baby 
gave me, it was intense and serious. She stared at 
me. I was disconcerted. The silence was complete, 
it was just the two of us. I was pretty astonished. As 
if in that moment the whole world had stopped and 
was encompassed in that room. It only lasted for a 
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couple of minutes, but it felt like an eternity. My 
daughter’s look was piercing through me: no other 
look had ever left me with such an impression in 
my life. It made me into a father. (Leduc, 2018, 
p. 77)

In general terms, the presence of a child can 
widely turn situations around, as shown in the 
following testimony:

I was working day and night in a company I 
founded with my best friend, but I was feeling 
guilty from being less involved in it as time passed. 
I realized that I was missing my son and wanted to 
spend more time with him. I knew that those years 
were going to fly by. My priorities had completely 
changed from what they were before his birth. 
(Leduc, 2018, p. 99)

In addition, Frascarolo-Moutinot and 
Zaouche-Gaudron (2003) showed that there was 
a significant discrepancy between what fathers’ 
project themselves doing for and with the child 
during the pregnancy and what their actual 
involvement is after the child is born. Generally, 
fathers were found to widely overestimate their 
participation. Moreover, there was no correlation 
between what they had pictured and what they 
reported after their child’s birth.

 The Child’s Characteristics

Child’s Gender The child’s gender can also 
have an impact on the father’s involvement, nota-
bly regarding the daily routine. Frascarolo- 
Moutinot and Zaouche-Gaudron (2003) observed 
that fathers of girls at age 3 and 9 months were 
less involved in daily care than were fathers of 
boys. However, these differences did not emerge 
in the projections that fathers had before birth 
regarding their involvement after birth, and they 
vanished after the child reached 18 months.

Lundberg (2005) indicates that fathers of 
1-year-olds spend more time doing activities with 
them if they are boys than if they are girls, yet no 
differences are found, when comparing on the 
basis of the child’s gender, regarding the amount 
of time during which fathers are available while 

doing something else (such as washing dishes or 
reading a newspaper).

Child Age and Development Some fathers can 
experience difficulties when searching for their 
position with their child when he or she is very 
young, as shown in this testimony from the father 
of 16-month-old Margot: “I was a bit bored during 
Margot’s first year. But as soon as she started 
walking, I felt like everything became captivating! 
I really wanted to feel an exchange and not for 
everything to be one sided” (Leduc, 2018, p. 148).

Thus, because of a father’s misunderstanding 
of a baby’s abilities and needs, he can end up 
staying withdrawn and become involved only 
when his child starts to speak or walk. Erroneous 
beliefs regarding the maternal instinct and the 
role of the mother in the baby’s life can be another 
reason that fathers might not engage in parenting 
during infancy.

Breastfeeding can have a strong influence on 
the place and role of a father. Some fathers tend to 
experience it as a form of exclusion. For example, 
the father of 2-and-a-half-year-old Annie noted:

Sophie was breastfeeding Annie for 2 years, for me 
that felt like forever! I felt like as long as she was 
doing so it meant that they were in an exclusive 
and therefore dangerous connection. We fought 
quite a bit on that topic and I knew I was coming 
across as narrow-minded. I am not convinced at all 
by those who claim that breastfeeding is always 
best. (Leduc, 2018, p. 97)

On the other hand, fathers can perceive breastfeed-
ing in a positive manner, as shown in the follow-
ing testimony by the father of a 2-year-old girl:

I loved watching my wife breastfeeding our daugh-
ter. I was happy to see her fulfilled and radiant in 
the role of a mother. It was just so beautiful to see 
them in such a symbiosis! Yeah that’s the word! 
Plus, on a more selfish note, it meant that I didn’t 
have to get up at night. (Leduc, 2018, p. 97)

The needs of a child evolve throughout his or 
her development and with it the ways to fulfill 
these needs. For example, from birth to age three, 
tremendous changes occur in the way a child 
interacts with his or her surroundings. Such 
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changes occur as the child gains new abilities in 
emotional regulation, in nonverbal and then ver-
bal communication, and by the widening of 
autonomy and motor skills. Notably, all of these 
changes imply a constant adjustment on the par-
ents’ side. Therefore, all of these modifications 
can influence the father’s role toward the child 
through time.

The passing of time also influences fathers in 
their role by letting them become more and more 
used to the daily exercise of being a father. Their 
behavior tends to evolve as they increasingly 
become comfortable with parenting activities 
(Lamb & Lewis, 2010). For example, a father can 
open himself to new activities with his child that 
he did not expect to enjoy. A task at first perceived 
as annoying, such as changing diapers, sometimes 
becomes joyful thanks to an exchange of smiles 
and vocalizations. Another example lies in the sat-
isfaction a father can find in discovering a teach-
ing strategy that makes it easier for the child to 
learn (such as moving the head from right to left, 
like nonverbally saying “no,” for brushing the 
teeth instead of moving the toothbrush). By boost-
ing a father’s self-esteem, this could lead him to 
explore new educational topics. Just like mother-
hood, fatherhood is a dynamic and maturing pro-
cess that involves psychological adjustments that 
rely on the experiences and the evolution of the 
relationship with the growing child.

 Influence of the Father-Mother 
Relationship

Harmony in the couple is another crucial factor 
of fathers’ involvement. Withdrawal of the father 
from the child is commonly observed in cases in 
which the couple lacks understanding. This phe-
nomenon is rare for mothers. The father’s with-
drawal seems correlated with the child’s gender. 
Fathers of boys have a smaller tendency to with-
draw than do fathers of girls and are more likely 
to engage in conflict with the mother instead. 
Father-daughter relationships appear to be par-
ticularly vulnerable to the aftermath of couple 
discord (Kerig, Cowan, & Cowan, 1993; Lauretti 
& McHale, 2009). Yet the harmony within the 

couple is itself widely linked with the division of 
domestic tasks and of those regarding the child 
(Kluwer, Heesink, & Van De Vliert, 1997). 
Therefore, one observes a whole network of 
interactions circulating within the couple and the 
family (Fivaz-Depeursinge & Favez, 2006; 
Schoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, Brown, & 
Szewczyk Sokolowski, 2007).

As much as parenthood can increase stress 
within the couple, it can also enrich the relation-
ship, as illustrated by this father of a 3-year-old 
boy named Milo:

Since our child was born, I feel like the love and 
affection I have towards my wife has been multi-
plied by ten. I find it fascinating to rediscover each 
other under this new light. But for our relationship, 
I feel like the arrival of a child is both dividing and 
connecting, it’s a real paradox for me. (…) Milo 
feels each and every one of our smallest tensions 
and sometimes plays with them to get us further 
away from each other and sometimes it’s the oppo-
site! (...) Milo brings us together by being our cen-
ter, he compels us to spend time together and sort 
things out. He’s like the sun of our relationship. 
(Leduc, 2018, p. 142)

Co-parenting—defined as the relationship that 
exists between at least two people based on a 
common accord or social norms, who share the 
responsibility of a child’s well-being and health 
(Van Egeren & Hawkins, 2004) —is yet another 
factor that influences fathers’ level of involve-
ment. First, in terms of quantity, depending on 
the way that tasks and child care are distributed 
between parents, the father will be more or less 
directly involved with his child. Second, the qual-
ity of co-parenting that is built with the mother 
will impact the quality of involvement on the 
father’s side. This aspect is explored in further 
detail in the third part of this chapter.

 Family Level Variables

Beyond the relationship with the mother, family 
structure can greatly impact the role of the father 
within it. For example, given the fact that in the 
case of divorce, children are more likely to be put 
in the care of their mother, it is clear that the fam-
ily’s shape (whether parents are separated or not, 
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whether they live with new companions or not, 
etc.) can have a great deal of impact on the role of 
fathers. According to the Swiss Federal Statistical 
Office, in Switzerland in 2017, fathers were 
legally responsible in only 17% of single-parent 
families with at least one child under the age of 
25. However, a father who is present every night 
for dinner but keeps staring at the television or 
his phone can be less present for his child than 
one who does not live under the same roof but 
keeps frequent contact and displays strong 
involvement and emotional availability. In the 
first case, with a father who is physically present 
but psychologically absent, the child may experi-
ence boundary ambiguity (Boss & Greenberg, 
1984; Fitzgerald & Bocknek, 2013). In contrast, 
a child can feel important and loved by his father, 
even if the latter is not living under the same roof 
and fears that his physical absence is harmful to 
his relationship with his child (Brossais, 2003). 
In such cases, for example, during absences due 
to military service, mothers provide children with 
a sense of the father’s psychological presence 
even though he is physically absent (Gorman & 
Fitzgerald, 2007).

Furthermore, the number of children has to be 
considered. The birth of a second child can some-
times rearrange the roles of the parents, as the 
father can give more attention to the eldest and 
the mother care more about the youngest, as in 
the following testimony:

I had an important role to play for our eldest son. I 
was spending time with him alone so that he 
wouldn’t feel like his little brother had stolen his 
place. (Leduc, 2018, p. 87)

 Maternal Gatekeeping

Maternal gatekeeping was first observed as the 
behavior of some mothers who separated them-
selves and their child from the father following a 
divorce (or at least limited his access). This con-
cept was then broadened to encompass the restric-
tions and facilitators put in place between the 
father and his child by the mother in all family 
structures, whether separated or not. Restrictive 
gatekeeping behaviors include disapproval and 

critiques (verbal or nonverbal), as well as leaving 
no room for the father by clinging on to the child, 
assuming all of the parental responsibility, and 
doing all of the tasks related to the child. On the 
other hand, facilitators’ gatekeeping behaviors 
include compliment the way the father is interact-
ing with the child, invite him to take part in activi-
ties or play sessions, ask him for help, encourage 
him, etc. (Allen & Hawkins, 1999; McBride et al., 
2005; Schoppe-Sullivan, Brown, Cannon, 
Mangelsdorf, & Sokolowski, 2008).

The behavior displayed by Lina’s (3 months 
old) mother is a good example of positive gate-
keeping. In the context of the Lausanne PicNic 
Game, in which a family is asked to pretend play 
having a picnic (Frascarolo & Favez, 2005), 
Lina’s father tried to interact with his daughter 
who was lying in her baby basket. He was lean-
ing too far toward her and was speaking too fast 
and with too many movements for her to follow. 
After a couple of failed attempts, the father asked 
his wife to take his place. He straightened his 
back and was about to turn the baby basket 
toward her. At this moment, Lina looked at him 
and smiled. Proud of himself, the father said “Ah! 
I was standing too close to you, from that dis-
tance you like it better don’t you?” Father and 
daughter then exchanged a series of smiles and 
looks. When the mother was about to take his 
place, she interrupted her movement, looked at 
them with affection and waited patiently for her 
husband to be done interacting with Lina. By 
doing so, she gave the father room and he most 
likely felt encouraged by the fact that she was 
looking at them with tenderness.

Restrictive maternal gatekeeping generally 
comes from the widely spread belief that mothers 
are more competent than fathers in dealing with 
care and education, especially with young chil-
dren (Allen & Hawkins, 1999). Moreover, the 
mother, in responding to social expectations, can 
feel as though her value is enhanced by her sur-
roundings and perceive some fear of losing this 
advantage if she were to give too much room to 
the father. On top of that, she can worry about 
being perceived as a “bad mother” or as negli-
gent. This can also push a mother toward wanting 
to do everything and to be in full control even if 
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that means keeping the father at a distance (De 
Luccie, 1995; Goldberg & Perry-Jenkins, 2004). 
The following testimony of a father soon after the 
birth of his son Dimitri illustrates this type of 
difficulty:

She was turning into an old shrew as soon as I was 
approaching the baby or when I was giving her an 
opinion! (…) Until the day I couldn’t stand it any-
more, and I bursted out. I called her a harpy and 
told her that she was mad at me for not being pres-
ent when at the same time she was doing every-
thing like a single mom! It could have ended up 
with a big fight but actually this outburst opened a 
dialogue between us. She confessed her anxieties 
to me, her fear of not being good enough as a 
mother, how she felt like she was struggling. I reas-
sured her, for me she was an excellent mom, I 
admired her to the point where I was feeling a bit 
oppressed by her. I was doing the best I could to 
keep up with how good she was, to find my place 
with our son. I also told her that I wanted to be 
more involved, but I didn’t want any rivalry 
between her and I, just to be able to talk again. I 
think this conversation was a real milestone for us 
and I began to slowly find my place, without feel-
ing like I was being evaluated all the time. (Leduc, 
2018, p. 106)

Maternal gatekeeping can sometimes emerge 
as a result of low involvement of the father, trig-
gered by a reluctance on the father’s side to 
endorse parental responsibilities, which in turn 
leads the mother to take charge even more. 
Alternatively, the father’s low involvement can 
be the result of his choice to step down when fac-
ing maternal gatekeeping that reflects a mother’s 
refusal to give up part of the responsibility in car-
ing for the child. The testimony of 4-year-old 
Martin’s father illustrates his experience in such a 
case:

She was constantly complaining about having to 
do most of the work, she felt like she had to handle 
it all on her own even though she didn’t give me an 
opportunity to take some of the workload from her. 
Each time I tried to take matters into my own 
hands, she would criticize my actions, half amused 
and half annoyed. So much so that I would eventu-
ally let her do it, and then she started judging me 
for my lack of participation all over again. We were 
stuck in a vicious circle. (Leduc, 2018, p. 105)

Depending on the father’s values, he will 
accept or reject the gatekeeping exerted by the 
mother. Here’s an example, drawn from the 

Lausanne PicNic Game, of a mother who dis-
plays strong restrictive gatekeeping. During a fair 
portion of the game, the mother is taking care of 
the 3-month-old girl while the father remains 
withdrawn, staying away from them by at least a 
meter. Near the end of the game, the father got 
closer, lifted the infant, and gave her kisses on the 
belly, which she seemed to like. But as soon as 
the father took the girl, the mother started calling 
her, caressing her head, and shaking a toy in front 
of her. She was trying to get the attention of the 
baby. The father then interrupted what he was 
doing and immediately oriented the baby toward 
the mother before bringing her closer to her 
mother so that she could kiss her. The mother’s 
behavior can be observed as strong restrictive 
gatekeeping. Yet, this father seems to fully accept 
it. Either he believes in a form of superiority of 
his wife regarding her abilities with their child, or 
he knows her fragility and her need to be the cen-
ter of attention. In such a case, one could fear that 
in the long run, the father would get used to with-
drawing himself and diminish his interactions 
with his child. Another father in his position 
could easily have felt the need to demonstrate his 
own competence in giving care and pleasure to 
the child, would have felt oppressed, and could 
have potentially rebuffed his wife’s attempt to get 
all the attention.

Whenever both parents seek a certain level of 
exclusivity in their access to the child, they both 
tend to have restrictive gatekeeping behaviors, 
and we observe the presence of competitive 
behaviors between the two. In this next example, 
once again drawn from the Lausanne PicNic 
Game, it is the orientation of the baby basket in 
which the child was lying that was subject to 
gatekeeping conduct from both parents. As soon 
as a parent stood up to get something, the remain-
ing parent would move the baby basket so that 
the child was facing him or her; as soon as the 
other parent came back, he or she would adjust 
the basket again so that it would be aligned with 
him or her. Yet, the two parents eventually ended 
up finding a position for the baby basket (aligned 
with both) that seemed to satisfy them both. In 
this case, too, one could picture a different turn of 
events where instead of finding common ground, 
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the parents would end up in a dispute, each of 
them blaming the other for monopolizing the 
child. This would likely ultimately drive the child 
to feel torn between his or her two parents.

These gatekeeping behaviors, which could 
seem anecdotal or trivial, are actually suggestive 
of deeper inner workings on which the whole 
family is operating. Thus, even though some peo-
ple perceive whether mothers are employed or 
not as a deciding factor of fathers’ involvement 
(Beitel & Parke, 1998), one could ask whether 
the fact that we observe a more equal distribution 
of tasks in families where the woman is employed 
has to do with the woman having a job or is 
merely a consequence of a deliberate choice from 
the couple’s conception of the roles of parents. 
Part of the answer lies in the works of Frascarolo 
(1997). Starting with the theoretical hypothesis 
that the differences observed between fathers and 
mothers in free play (fathers displaying more 
physical games, more “teasing,” and more inter-
ference in the interests of the child) could emerge 
because of the fathers’ least good knowledge 
regarding their child’s tastes and habits, 
Frascarolo was expecting to observe the same 
type of differences between highly involved 
fathers and those that display little to no involve-
ment with their child. Her hypothesis was that, in 
free play, highly involved fathers would play 
fewer physical games and show less teasing and 
less interference than would less involved fathers. 
Yet, she found no differences between these two 
types of fathers. On the other hand, discrepancies 
were observed when she compared the same two 
paternal involvement categories regarding their 
wives or partners. Indeed, these results showed 
that the wives of highly involved fathers give 
more space to their children in a free playtime 
setup. This could mean that these mothers who 
give up a portion of their control and let the 
fathers take care of the children are equally less 
controlling in their interactions with their chil-
dren. This behavior of less control regarding both 
the child and the father is most likely rooted in 
the mothers’ conception of the mother’s role or in 
their personality. This indicates that whether 
mothers have jobs or not could be of less impor-

tance than the preexistent conception of the par-
ents regarding their role toward their child.

However, it is especially hard to establish 
whether the whole family structure allows the 
father to become involved in the child’s daily life 
or whether that involvement tends to impact the 
family’s components, including the mother and 
the whole family’s dynamic. It is likely that these 
factors influence each other in a reciprocal man-
ner. Note that, aside from the parents’ concep-
tions regarding their roles toward the child, the 
financial and social conditions in which the fam-
ily lives can be a bigger factor in leading the 
woman to be employed or not.

Moreover, maternal gatekeeping behaviors, 
viewed from a dynamic system perspective, are 
situational, as are paternal behaviors. Perhaps the 
mother does not feel threatened or annoyed when 
the breadwinner role is in play, but becomes more 
sensitive if she perceives that the father is over-
stepping his role into basic childcare tasks.

Keeping in mind the crucial aspects of co- 
parenting (support and cooperation), gatekeeping 
itself is not the main source of concern; rather, it 
is the lack of parental cooperation that gatekeep-
ing underlies. Notably, the discrepancies between 
fatherly and motherly beliefs considering the 
mother’s role are a major predictor for the pres-
ence of conflicts between parents of 18-months- 
olds (Favez, Tissot, Frascarolo, Stiefel, & 
Despland, 2016).

 Contextual Factors: Professional 
Gatekeeping toward Fathers

As seen in the previous section, mothers can 
exert gatekeeping toward fathers and this behav-
ior can either incentivize fathers to become 
involved or limit their movements. We will now 
address the gatekeeping behaviors that derive 
from society in general and more specifically 
from professionals, as this is a broad context for 
family functioning. This type of gatekeeping is 
mostly restrictive or at least non-promoting of 
fathers’ involvement (Frascarolo, Feinberg, 
Albert Sznitman, & Favez, 2016).
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In psycho-medical facilities for infants, the 
decorations in the waiting rooms and the maga-
zines available for reading are essentially female 
oriented. Brochures that are presented as “for 
parents” are in fact addressed to mothers, with a 
tiny fraction specifically dedicated to fathers (the 
word “maternal” can be more than 10 times as 
frequent as the word “paternal”). Even scientific 
journals sometimes publish articles about “par-
ents” when all of the participants are in fact 
mothers. Administrative forms that keep track of 
infants rarely even mention fathers other than to 
simply note their existence.

Professionals contribute widely to spreading 
restrictive gatekeeping toward fathers. It is often 
mothers who bring their child to doctors’ appoint-
ments, but professionals rarely ask to see the 
fathers for these consultations, leaving it up to 
mothers to decide whether to include fathers or 
not. In the case in which a mother is already 
exerting a form of restrictive gatekeeping over 
the father, failure of the professional to request 
the father’s involvement simply reinforces the 
mother’s gatekeeping behavior. This phenome-
non tends to be even more pronounced when par-
ents are separated or divorced. If the reason for 
the consultation has to do with issues that arose 
from a co-parenting matter, the absence of the 
father could be problematic.

Some sort of parental denial is commonly 
observed regarding fathers, as revealed in the fol-
lowing testimony by the father of 8-year-old 
Lucas and 5-year-old Adele:

I get that I belong to a fairly recent kind of dads, 
but I can’t stand this hypocrisy! When are we 
really going to be treated like full parents? I feel 
like there’s a lot of progress to be made still! A 
pediatrician gave me a prescription and told me 
“Remember to tell your wife this should only be 
used if the body temperature is above 38” even 
though I’m almost always the one taking our child 
to his appointments. (Leduc, 2018, p. 153)

This type of gatekeeping displayed by profes-
sionals tends to “justify” itself with a certain 
regard for the primacy given to the role of the 
mother. The over-representation of women in ser-
vices associated with young children accentuates 
this phenomenon, and acting in such a way tends 

to be the easy solution for professionals, consid-
ering that mothers tend to be more available to 
them. Yet, there are risks of maintaining a vicious 
circle: These non-welcoming tendencies could 
lead to keeping fathers out, or at least to damag-
ing their sense of responsibility, which in turn 
could lead to lessening their involvement (Goody, 
2001).

Notably, developmental theories are mother 
centered and from these theories are drawn the 
idea that a mother is the only necessary parent, or 
at least that a father on his own is not sufficient. 
Indeed, Nagy (2016) showed that in order for a 
father to obtain custody of his children or when 
pleading to extend his access to them, it is 
extremely common to use arguments such as 
ensuring the presence of women among the 
father’s acquaintances, whether emphasizing a 
new partner or the father’s sister or mother. This 
implies that to be a “good father,” it is not enough 
to properly do parental work: A father should be 
accompanied by women among his relatives. The 
opposite is not observed in the arguments formu-
lated by mothers, as they do not need to share 
their parental role with any man to be perceived 
as good mothers.

What message does this send to fathers regard-
ing their role and their contribution to their child? 
That they are useless and dispensable, incompe-
tents, not in charge? And what is the message 
sent to their children? That their fathers are not 
useful, that the children do not have value in their 
fathers’ eyes? This gatekeeping behavior feeds a 
vicious circle, which is powered by all partners.

 Empirical Model of the Father’s Role 
in a Father-Mother-Child Play 
Situation

Having reviewed the factors that influence 
fathers’ daily involvement with their children, we 
now shift to an exploration of qualitative findings 
from an empirical model derived from observa-
tions of father-mother-child interactions by using 
the Lausanne Trilogue Play (LTP) procedure. 
The quality of the father’s involvement in the 
context of family interactions is greatly  influenced 
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by the quality of co-parenting alongside the 
mother. Co-parenting can be characterized 
through different dimensions, such as both par-
ents’ personal investment, their cooperative ten-
dencies, mutual support, and warmth in 
interactions, or, in contrast, their rivalry, con-
flicts, belittling, etc. The quality of co-parenting 
relies on the ability of the parents to work as a 
team. Co-parenting is involved in a dynamic that 
Lamour (2000) defines as “reciprocal parental-
ization,” a bilateral process in which each part-
ner’s way of being a parent influences the other 
partner’s way of being a parent as well.

Various studies have shown that the context of 
the triadic relationship influences the quality of 
co-parenting behaviors either in a positive way 
(Parke & O'Leary, 1976) or in a negative way 
(Clarke-Stewart, 1978; Lindsey & Caldera, 
2006), and this is especially true if parents are not 
satisfied with their marital relationship (Lauretti 
& McHale, 2009). These conflicting study results 
might be due to differences in observation setups 
and in sample characteristics (social and financial 
context, marital satisfaction, family composition, 
child’s gender, etc.). Furthermore, the inner 
workings of the effects of triadic relationships on 
co-parenting are not straightforward, first and 
foremost because there are many ways in which 
three people can be together.

Within a father-mother-child triad, there are 
four possible ways of interacting: The father 
interacts with the baby in the presence of the 
mother, the mother interacts with the baby in the 
father’s presence, all three of them interact 
together, and finally the parents interact in front 
of the baby. These four cases represent the differ-
ent parts of the LTP (in the described order or 
with an inversion of the first two), as designed by 
Fivaz-Depeursinge and Corboz-Warnery (1999). 
We will describe the different roles that a father 
can play in this situation and will illustrate them 
with vignettes drawn from recordings of LTP ses-
sions. In the LTP, the parents and child sit to form 
a triangle; the infant’s seat can be orientated 
toward one parent, toward the other parent, or 
between the two. During the child’s first year, 
parents are invited to play without using toys 

(Fivaz-Depeursinge, Frascarolo, & Corboz- 
Warnery, 1997).

 Father Interacting with the Child 
in Mother’s Presence

During this part of the LTP (which can be either 
the first or the second in the scenario), one can 
observe the father’s ability to interact directly 
with his child, as well as the games he sets up and 
his sensitivity in adjusting to the needs of his 
infant.

In a dyadic play situation in which one parent 
alone interacts with his or her child (age 3, 9, and 
18  months), fathers are observed to display as 
much sensitivity as mothers do (Tissot, Favez, 
Udry-Jorgensen, Frascarolo, & Despland, 2015; 
Udry-Jørgensen, Tissot, Frascarolo, Despland, & 
Favez, 2016). But when the results of dyadic play 
situations are compared with what is found in the 
LTP, one can observe that the presence of a third 
party, even in the position of an observer alone, 
has a positive influence on the quality of playtime 
for the interacting parent, but only in families in 
which co-parenting is cooperative. Indeed, in 
these families, both fathers and mothers display a 
higher sensitivity in triadic situations than in 
dyadic situations. This positive influence of the 
observing parent on the parent who is interacting 
with the child is not observed in families in which 
co-parenting presents low cooperation; in those 
families, the interacting parent displays neither 
less nor more sensitivity in a triadic setup then in 
a dyadic one.

Thus, depending on the quality of co- parenting, 
a father will benefit or not from the mother’s pres-
ence and attention when he plays the active par-
ent. One could arguably assume that having the 
mother nearby, if she usually displays warm and 
supportive feelings (interested, caring, resonat-
ing), the father can lower his guard and be fully 
immersed in his interaction with his child, with-
out feeling pressure (real or imaginary) and with-
out the fear of “doing something wrong” or being 
judged. This gives him room to better focus on his 
infant and to react more promptly and accurately 
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to his child’s reactions. For example, the father of 
9-month-old Terry, when playing peek-a-boo and 
making his son laugh, can perceive, in his periph-
eral vision, his wife’s delight. The pleasure of 
being appreciated by his wife enhances the plea-
sure he expresses to his son. We can imagine that, 
in turn, Terry can perceive the authenticity of his 
fathers’ feelings and share them.

Feeling appreciated can increase one’s self- 
esteem regarding competence and, in doing so, 
can enhance it. Inversely, if the father perceives 
disapproval or a lack of interest, he could lose 
some of his focus and overdo it, therefore risking 
not adjusting to the child. In a case where he 
faces criticism, another possibility would be for 
him to disengage from the interaction and lose 
sight of the child’s interests.

If a certain level of competitive tendencies 
exists between parents, the father could be 
dragged into wanting the child to do what he usu-
ally does with him at all costs, in order to attest 
his parental skills. In that case, he is putting him-
self under pressure and tends to overstimulate the 
child instead of adjusting himself to the child’s 
current state and interests.

 Father Observing Mother-Child 
Interactions

A father in the position of an observer can influ-
ence the interaction between the mother and the 
child with his attitude and behavior. If he displays 
attentiveness and care, he can participate in form-
ing a context that makes the mother-child 
exchange easier (Tissot et al., 2015). For example, 
the mother of 9-month-old Leo is playing peek-a-
boo with him. The child likes the game and bursts 
into joyful laughter every time his mother reveals 
her face. The father follows the interactions with 
attention and resonates with the pleasure that he 
observes from the mother and child. At one point, 
Leo turns toward his father to share his pleasure 
with him through his look and his smile. This type 
of behavior, which shows the child’s ability to 
make triangular bids that include his two parents, 
can be observed as early as 3 months after birth 
(Fivaz-Depeursinge, Lavanchy-Scaiola, & Favez, 

2010). His father smiles back at him, indicating 
that he understands and shares Leo’s pleasure. 
Leo feels supported and invited to continue inter-
acting with his mother.

Inversely, if the father shows disinterest, a 
critical posture, or even interference, the distur-
bance caused in the interaction that the mother is 
trying to create can be significant, as in the fol-
lowing example. The father of 9-month-old Marc 
is not paying attention to the game of “tickle bug” 
that the mother started, because he is busy setting 
up his wristwatch. When Marc turns toward his 
father, he cannot share his joy with him. As he 
keeps staring at his father with puzzlement, the 
mother interrupts the game. However, she then 
manages to get the child’s attention back as Marc 
comes back to their game. During this time, the 
father is done with his watch and starts observing 
the dyadic interaction but seems to find the game 
boring. When Marc, who is laughing as his 
mother tickles him, turns toward his father once 
more, he sees the grumpy expression on his 
father’s face and his pleasure is quickly swept 
away. The game stops once more. The family 
atmosphere becomes heavy.

Sometimes the father can create disturbances 
more actively, for example, by deliberately keep-
ing the child’s attention for himself, which was 
the case with Claire’s father. When his daughter 
turned toward him to share her joy, he hit his 
chest and opened his eyes wide and displayed an 
exaggerated expression of contentment on his 
face. He then started moving his eyebrows and 
head as the child was following him with all her 
attention. During this time, Claire’s mother sat 
back on her chair.

 Father, Mother, and Child’s Triadic 
Interactions

For a three-party interaction to work, parents 
have to coordinate their actions in order to involve 
the child in their exchange. This requires a will-
ingness to cooperate and the need to consider the 
propositions and behaviors emanating not only 
from the child, but also from the other parent. 
Globally, in triadic interactions, parents have to 
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lower the intensity and frequency of the stimuli 
they display in dyadic situations in order to limit 
excessive or overlapping stimulations of the child 
and remain balanced.

Cooperation requires involving the other par-
ent. For example, when the mother of 9-month- old 
Lucy suggests playing a game of “tickle bug,” she 
specifies that she will go up from Lucy’s left foot 
and that her husband could do the same thing start-
ing from her right foot. The father says he agrees 
and after a knowing look at each other, they start 
tickling Lucy, who laughs and asks for more.

The level of sensitivity shown by both parents 
(and evaluated in the absence of the other parent) 
is a key factor in obtaining parental cooperation 
in a triadic game of father-mother-child (espe-
cially with 3-month-old children). Thus, parental 
sensitivity is observed to be higher in families 
characterized by cooperative co-parenting (Tissot 
et al., 2015).

In a cooperative context, surrounded with 
warmth and mutual goodwill, parents can pay 
full attention to the state and needs of their child 
and to those of their partner, without having to 
spend energy on a defensive posture. In such an 
environment, the sensitivity displayed to keep 
their stimulations tuned to their child can also 
help them consider the behavior of the other par-
ent and adjust their own behavior to it.

In the case of a high degree of competitive-
ness, each parent tends to try to get more atten-
tion and credit for their actions, thus presenting 
stimuli directly to the child without coordinating 
them with the other parent. This can lead the 
infant to be overwhelmed with stimulations. This 
was the case for Ben when his mother called out 
his name while shaking his right hand, and, at the 
same time, his father was moving Ben’s left leg. 
These two movements had no link with each 
other. After looking at each of his parents, Ben 
turned his head and started crying. The parents 
then formed a coalition at Ben’s expense by com-
forting themselves with the idea that their child 
“is always grumpy.”

In families with conflictual co-parenting, par-
ents display significantly lower levels of parental 
sensitivity than is seen in those with cooperative 
co-parenting (Tissot et  al., 2015). This lack of 

sensitivity can arise from tensions generated by 
conflicts and unhappiness caused by a noxious 
emotional atmosphere. This observation can 
work both ways. When a parent feels like he or 
she is not taken into account by the other parent, 
his lack of well-being can cause a loss in sensitiv-
ity and lead the parent to become intrusive. For 
example, the father of 3-month-old Melody sug-
gests that he and his wife move Melody’s legs to 
replicate those of a cyclist by holding one leg 
each. The mother does not seem to hear him. 
After some hesitation, the father repeats his sug-
gestion, but the mother does not follow up on it 
and instead invites Melody to look at her and try 
to catch her finger. The father reminds her that 
they are supposed to be playing altogether, and 
when Melody grabs her mother’s finger, he con-
gratulates her and takes part in their game by 
moving the mother’s hand around and by inviting 
Melody to follow it with her eyes. The mother 
lets him do so for a brief moment and then goes 
back to another dyadic game. The father’s 
attempts to play a triadic game seem to be per-
ceived by the mother as disapproval or interfer-
ences as she quickly rules them out.

 Father and Mother Interact Together 
in Front of the Child

In this last part of the LTP, the parents are invited 
to have a conversation in front of the child. 
Therefore, they are given two tasks. On the one 
hand, they are asked to interact with their partner 
and, on the other hand, to align themselves with 
the child’s needs if necessary, as they are still 
responsible for the child’s well-being. This part 
gives valuable insights into the linkage between 
the conjugal side and the co-parental side of the 
relationship.

The first question one could ask oneself dur-
ing this fourth part is, Can the parents leave the 
child on his or her own? When the baby is 
3  months old, we often observe a certain diffi-
culty for parents to transition into this fourth part. 
They often move back, but at first keep their 
 orientation toward the baby and talk to him or 
her. Only gradually do they move in order to 
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completely face their partner and talk to each 
other. In this context, the primary parental preoc-
cupation seems to come to the fore for both 
fathers and mothers. As the child grows up, par-
ents tend to turn toward their partner with greater 
ease, but this also depends on the quality of their 
couple relationship.

In families in which competitive behaviors 
were observed during part 3 of the LTP, the child 
can remain the center of interest in part 4 as well, 
and therefore be used by the parents as a reason 
to avoid facing each other fully. Such was the 
case for Ben’s family, which was mentioned ear-
lier. While looking at his son, the father asks why 
Ben is being so quiet now when he was grumpy a 
moment ago during the triadic interaction (part 
3). The mother answers that Ben must be 
immersed in his own inner world and then 
reminds her husband of the instructions: “You 
have to talk with me now.” The father nods, looks 
at his wife for a moment, and then quickly goes 
back to staring at his son. The mother starts talk-
ing about the groceries that they need to get from 
the store and the father nods from time to time.

Despite the setup and the cameras, in conflic-
tual families, we sometimes observe disputes that 
can be fairly hostile, including reproaches and 
harsh criticism between partners, whether linked 
with the game that they just took part in or about 
broader daily issues. Therefore, it is important to 
note whether parents are able to have an exchange 
but also to evaluate the valence of the expressed 
emotions.

Also important is to note how well parents are 
able to coordinate their actions if the child mani-
fests himself or herself, in particular if the child 
asks for their attention. For example, 18-month- 
old Nicolas and his parents are taking part in an 
LTP that is set around a table with toys on it. 
Nicolas throws the toys on the floor and calls for 
his parents. Calmly, the parents interrupt their 
exchange one after the other to ask their little boy 
to be patient or to tell him that it will be over 
soon. Their respective attitudes are concordant 
and in tune. Inversely, in the same situation, 
John’s mother gets up and goes around the table 
to pick up the toys that John threw on the father’s 
side and looks at him with a scowl. The father 

leans back in his chair and looks at his hands. The 
rest of the dialogue is tense.

 Summary and Key Points

The analysis of each of the four parts of the LTP 
reveals that the father’s way of playing his part, 
whether in the role of the interacting parent, the 
role of the participant observer, or the role of the 
co-parent, has an impact on the quality of co- 
parenting and therefore on the quality of the fam-
ily’s triadic interaction.

Recall that the quality of co-parenting has a 
direct influence on a young child’s abilities dur-
ing a triadic interaction, as well as on his or her 
socio-emotional development in general. Only 
cooperative co-parenting is favorable to the 
child’s development and prevents internalized 
and externalized troubles. Internalized troubles 
(anxiety, depression, social isolation) and exter-
nalized troubles (behavioral issues, violence, 
etc.) are indeed negatively correlated with paren-
tal cooperation and are positively linked with 
parental and triadic conflicts (Favez et al., 2006; 
Fivaz-Depeursinge & Philipp, 2014; McHale, 
2007; Teubert & Pinquart, 2010).

In the first two parts of the chapter, we 
explored how a multitude of factors can influence 
the father’s involvement in his relationship with 
his child and in daily caretaking. These factors 
arise from individual components, are linked 
with the child, or have to do with the relationship 
with the mother and within a certain social and 
cultural context. The relative importance of these 
factors is hard to pin down exactly and most cer-
tainly varies to some extent from one father to the 
next. In addition, these factors are expected to 
have a fairly complex synergy and could rein-
force or weaken each other. Moreover, the tasks 
that the father is engaged in will vary depending 
on context or situational demands. Fatherhood is 
not homogeneously perceived or enacted. Rather, 
it is very much multifaceted. The first key point is 
therefore that there are as many ways of being a 
father as there are fathers in terms of levels of 
involvement and the quality of involvement 
(Jones & Mosher, 2013). The individual choice 
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that fathers make does not depend solely on the 
fathers and their degree of motivation and will-
ingness, as it fits in a wider familial context in 
which the relationship with the mother is a pri-
mary influence. More research on fathers’ 
involvement is clearly needed.

The second key point is that paternal involve-
ment should not be considered on its own but 
rather within the co-parenting framework 
(Feinberg, 2002; Frascarolo, Fivaz-Depeursinge, 
& Favez, 2011; Murphy, Gallegos, Jacobvitz, & 
Hazen, 2017). Therefore, being a good enough 
father implies being a good enough co-parent and 
at the same time being a good enough partner 
within the family unit. Note that this is also true 
concerning mothers.

As the father’s role cannot be considered with-
out considering its position in co-parenting and 
in family interactions, the observation context is 
fundamental. Observing a father interact with his 
child can provide information about his dyadic 
relationship but does not allow one to draw any 
conclusions about the father’s impact in his 
child’s daily life. For this reason, for clinical pur-
poses, it is important for an evaluation of the 
infant’s problem to observe not only the family 
unit (including siblings if there are any), but also 
its subgroups (individual, dyadic, triadic, and so 
on). This allows determination of the level at 
which family intervention should be oriented. 
Therefore, the third key point is that the father 
should necessarily be involved in the evaluation 
of matters related to the child (Favez, Frascarolo, 
Keren, & Fivaz-Depeursinge, 2009; Fivaz- 
Depeursinge, Corboz-Warnery, & Keren, 2004; 
Yogman, Garfield, & Committee on Psychosocial 
Aspects of Child and Family Health, 2016). 
Excluding him from the scope of analysis means 
discarding the gap left by his absence (Herzog, 
2014), whereas including him allows for multiple 
benefits, such as gathering his opinion of his 
child (Foote, Schuhmann, Jones, & Eyberg, 
1998) and strengthening his motivation to 
become involved by adding value to his role 
(Benzies & Magill-Evans, 2015).

There is no such thing as a father, as a father 
alone does not exist. One has to take into account 
not only the father himself and his history, but 

also his child(ren), his co-parent, his family, and 
the society to which he belongs.
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7A Family Systems Perspective 
on Father Absence, Presence, 
and Engagement

Erika London Bocknek

Across time, families, and communities, the defi-
nition of the fathering role in the United States 
has evolved and is nuanced (Fitzgerald, Mann, & 
Barratt, 1999). These definitions have been 
shaped by historical changes in society, like the 
industrial revolution, as well as the changing 
landscape of culturally relevant processes within 
American families (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, 
& Roggman, 2007). While mothering remains a 
much more universal construct, the definition of 
fathering across groups is more heterogeneous 
(Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Roggman, 
2014). This chapter describes methodological 
limitations in the measurement of absence and 
presence; discusses contemporary, population 
specific issues in the definition of father engage-
ment; and, finally, presents a family systems per-
spective on the definition of father engagement in 
families. This chapter ends with implications for 
future research and practice that include nuanced 
and defined methods, a balance between cultur-
ally universal and culturally relative perspectives, 
and systemic approaches to research regarding 
fathering in families.

 Measurement of Father Presence 
and Absence

Research and policy alike have long decried the 
deleterious effects of father absence on outcomes 
for children. Research indicates that when fathers 
are present, children demonstrate better develop-
mental (cognitive and social emotional), school- 
based, and behavioral (e.g., reduction in risk) 
outcomes across ages (e.g., Bocknek, Brophy- 
Herb, Fitzgerald, Schiffman, & Vogel, 2014; 
Dubowitz et al., 2001; East, Jackson, & O’Brien, 
2006; Ellis et  al., 2003). Other research has 
applied a more nuanced perspective on father 
presence. In one set of studies, researchers raise 
the question of whether or not presence is a posi-
tive contributor if fathers have mental health 
problems (Jaffee, Moffitt, Caspi, & Taylor, 2003) 
or if the relationship quality between parent and 
child is poor (Booth, Scott, & King, 2010). In yet 
another set of research, which is becoming the 
contemporary standard, researchers ask more 
fine-grained questions about the qualities of 
paternal involvement that make a difference in 
children’s outcomes (Brown, Mangelsdorf, 
Shigeto, & Wong, 2018; Paquette & Dumont, 
2013). Here, I review the historical binary defini-
tion of father presence and then discuss the evolv-
ing theoretical frameworks advanced by scholars 
to describe the complexities of father 
involvement.
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 Binary Measurement

Historically, father presence has been defined by 
residential status and/or marital status (Day & 
Lamb, 2003). Federal and local programs over 
the last 20 years have emphasized father presence 
as a measure of positive change: encouraging 
fathers to be in their children’s lives was the pro-
grammatic goal. In fact, these initiatives empha-
sized increasing the marriage rates in order to 
improve father presence (Horn, 2003). If biologi-
cal fathers did not live in the home where their 
children resided with a biological mother, the 
family is often determined to be “single mother 
headed,” “father absent,” or “disrupted,” with 
two-parent married families considered “intact” 
(Bronte-Tinkew, Moore, & Carrano, 2006; Coley, 
1998; Thomas, Farrell, & Barnes, 1996). Defining 
presence in this way presents two main problems. 
First, father absence as a function of divorce/
non-romantic co-parenting overlaps with deficits 
in financial and social resources that contribute to 
positive outcomes (Tamis-Lemonda & 
McFadden, 2010). Second, contemporary 
research shows that the varying definition of 
fathering means that residential and/or romantic 
partnering status is not descriptive of the multi-
tude of ways that fathers engage with their young 
children (Cabrera et al., 2004).

In a recent study (Bocknek, 2018), I invited 
2-year-old children to participate with their bio-
logical mothers. Our research team asked moth-
ers to identify their co-parents with secondary 
probes when necessary about the consistency of 
contact between biological father and child. 
Through that process, 75% of enrolled children 
participated with a biological mother and a bio-
logical father though only 16% of parents were 
married or cohabiting with each other. The fami-
lies in this study were low-income families, resi-
dents of a large urban area, and mostly African 
American/Black. Moreover, observations in the 
lab demonstrated adaptive parenting engagement 
among these fathers (Richardson, Bocknek, 
McGoron, & Trentacosta, 2019). These data are 
consistent with large-scale studies in which non-
resident fathers are reported by children’s moth-

ers to have regular contact with their children in a 
majority of cases. In the fathering substudy of the 
Early Head Start Research and Evaluation Project 
(EHSREP; Love et  al., 2005), 70–80% of 2- to 
3-year-olds maintained regular and consistent 
contact with their biological fathers despite vary-
ing patterns of residential statuses (Boller et al., 
2006; Cabrera et al., 2004).

 Theoretical Frameworks

To measure father absence/presence as a binary 
and an indicator of resilience for children is prob-
lematic in that it may be only a proxy for other 
variables including resources, family function-
ing, context, and fathering quality. It is also a low 
standard for influence. Mothers affect, language, 
microbehaviors, reflective functioning, mental 
health, and many other characteristics and behav-
iors have been analyzed in regard to their chil-
dren’s development for many decades (Beck, 
1999; Lovejoy, Graczyk, O’Hare, & Neuman, 
2000; Peck, 2003). Scholars cannot in good faith 
continue assessing good fatherhood as a question 
of showing up or not though historical perspec-
tives paint fatherhood as more voluntary than 
motherhood (Piskernik & Ahnert, 2019). Thus, as 
the fatherhood literature has grown, so have 
nuanced theoretical definitions of father involve-
ment. Seminal among them are the Lamb-Pleck 
tripartite model of father involvement (Lamb 
et al., 1987) and the Cabrera et al. (2007, 2014) 
heuristic model of the dynamics of paternal 
behavior and influence on children over time. 
The Lamb-Pleck tripartite model organized the 
most salient features of fathering behavior into 
three categories: engagement, accessibility, and 
responsibility. This model advanced thinking 
beyond presence/absence, adopting a more com-
plex framework to describe unique contributions 
made by fathers to their families (for review, see 
Lamb, 2000). Cabrera and colleagues put forth 
another heuristic model that also made several 
important contributions to the study of fathers, 
children, and families. In this model, the authors 
discuss the context of fathering, emphasizing that 
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the broader ecology and the mother-father rela-
tionship are critical in defining the quality and 
potential impact of father involvement. Similarly, 
Volling and Cabrera (2019) build upon 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory and empha-
size the deep significance of relationships across 
system levels to the study of fathering. Still, 
scholars in the field have also suggested that sci-
ence would be better served if definitions of par-
enting were gender inclusive and suggest there is 
little evidence for mother-specific and father- 
specific behaviors (Fagan, Day, Lamb, & Cabrera, 
2014).

Research supports both perspectives. A sig-
nificant body of literature has demonstrated that 
fatherhood is unique. Studies describe both spe-
cific behaviors that fathers engage in, such as 
rough-and-tumble play, that may be unique to 
male parents (Paquette & Dumont, 2013). In 
addition, studies also describe unique roles that 
fathers play supporting, buffering, and compen-
sating for mothers who are posited as the norma-
tive primary caregivers to children (Martin, Ryan, 
& Brooks-Gunn, 2010). Roggman and colleagues 
defined fathers as the primary playmate in com-
plement to mothers as the primary caregiver, 
emphasizing differential, gender-based behaviors 
and their unique role in the development of chil-
dren’s self-regulation (Roggman, Boyce, Cook, 
Christiansen, & Jones, 2007). Other research has 
focused on behaviors that fathers and mothers 
alike engage in that support optimal development 
among their children including sensitivity, cogni-
tive stimulation, and racial socialization (Brown, 
Mangelsdorf, & Neff, 2012; Cooper, Smalls- 
Glover, Metzger, & Griffin, 2015; Lucassen 
et al., 2011; Shannon, Tamis-LeMonda, London, 
& Cabrera, 2002). This ongoing dialogue seeking 
to define the fathering role in the family is ulti-
mately complex and in need of continued theo-
retical scaffolding.

 Cultural Implications

This problem of measurement of father absence, 
presence, and engagement is not simply an eso-

teric scientific question but has significant policy 
and practice implications. Perhaps, the most sig-
nificant among them is the way that values of the 
dominant culture become generalized across 
groups. The role of the father is uniquely sensi-
tive to shifting historical, sociopolitical, and cul-
tural forces. While mothers across groups and 
across time are likely to have established proxim-
ity to their children and engage in universal care-
giving behaviors like feeding and soothing, 
fathers have been defined in heterogeneous ways 
across people, places, and time: breadwinner, 
teacher, disciplinarian, gender role socializer, 
playmate, and caregiver (Bocknek, Hossain, & 
Roggman, 2014; Fitzgerald et  al., 1999). Thus, 
improving the scientific lens through which 
fathering is viewed is particularly critical from a 
position of cultural humility.

In White families who comprise the dominant 
culture in the United States, families are defined 
by adult-level relationships, and marriage and 
romantic partnering define who are the parents. 
However, in other communities, and in African 
American/Black families in particular, the family 
is defined by the relationships to the child. 
Research that seeks to define optimal father 
involvement from the perspectives of marriage, 
residence, and even co-parenting quality is likely 
applying a cultural standard that rigidifies African 
American/Black families in categories of risk. I 
highlight the experiences of African American/
Black fathers here because they are at highest 
likelihood to be represented in categories of risk 
and to be the focus of racist perspectives and 
implicit bias in the scholarly literature. Despite 
lower marriage/cohabitation rates, African 
American/Black fathers are observed to be char-
acteristically nurturant of their children and 
engage in egalitarian behaviors along with 
African American/Black mothers at higher rates 
compared to White and Latino fathers (Bocknek, 
Lewis, & Raveau, 2017; Boyd-Franklin, 2003). 
This example makes it clear that shifting defini-
tions of father engagement is needed that incor-
porates the kind of systemic perspectives capable 
of balancing cultural relativism with cultural 
universalism.
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 Family Systems Theory

The scholarly dialogue regarding father engage-
ment referenced above is evolving and discrepant 
in several ways. The earlier framing of fathers’ 
contributions via binary absence and presence 
has largely evolved into finer-grained investiga-
tions of distinct behaviors. Efforts to adopt sys-
temic perspectives have focused on subsystem 
functioning like co-parenting or examined circu-
lar patterns within systems including triadic 
interactions or father-child bidirectionality. This 
body of research has moved the field forward and 
demonstrated the unique and varied ways that 
fathers parent their children. Furthermore, 
increasingly complex research inquiries are com-
pelling scholars to raise significant questions 
about whether or not fathers indeed occupy dis-
tinct parenting role attributes compared to moth-
ers. Finally, culture and context are considered 
critical scientific constructs and are specifically 
relevant to the heterogeneous construction of 
fatherhood.

Efforts to define father involvement based on 
what many fathers are (e.g., married, residential) 
or do (e.g., teach, diaper, feed) is atheoretical and 
may be a cumbersome approach. Sophisticated 
models as described above have helped elucidate 
the critical tasks fathers may engage in to directly 
support the development of their children. In 
addition, these models support culturally univer-
sal definitions of fathering and allow culturally 
relevant adaptations to emerge. However, even 
with their application to theory and practice, 
questions remain about if and how fathers play 
central and critical roles in their children’s lives 
and in what ways father presence matters. 
Bretherton (2009) noted that developmental psy-
chology does not offer an explicit theory on fam-
ily functioning but rather focuses on individual 
development in the context of specific subsys-
tems and features like parenting and parent-child 
relationships. More recently, Volling and Cabrera 
(2019) note the lack of a broad theory to describe 
fatherhood and support research design. The 
intersection of a field like developmental psy-
chology that focuses on children with a field like 
family therapy that has evolved theories on 

healthy families is imperative to the study of 
father involvement, a construct that can only be 
understood in the context of systems.

 General Systems Theory

The field of family therapy has wrestled for 
70 years with the question of family health and 
adaptation. A motivating force behind the once- 
emerging general systems theory (von 
Bertalanffy, 1969) was a response to reduction-
ism that assumed that complex whole phenomena 
could be understood through analysis of individ-
ual parts of the system (Carr, 2016). General sys-
tems theory (GST) posits that systems are 
comprised of related parts that function in coor-
dination and infuse information from the envi-
ronment to move the system and its component 
parts toward unified goals. In the decades that 
have followed emergence of GST, the field of 
family therapy has answered the question of fam-
ily health with defining system-level traits that 
contribute to optimal family functioning. 
Contemporary scholarship on fatherhood often 
adopts ecological perspectives that acknowledge 
intersecting variables across subsystems that 
influence father engagement like the co- parenting 
relationship, family stress, and child traits (Favez 
et al., 2012; McHale & Fivaz-Depeursinge, 2010; 
Parke & Cookston, 2019).

 Family Stress Theory

Family stress theory (Boss, 1992; McCubbin, 
1979; Patterson, 2002) defines maladaptation on 
multiple factors across multiple levels of a child’s 
ecology that lead to outcomes beyond the nature 
of the stressor itself. Stress is created by change, 
often dramatic and characterized by hardship, but 
also as a function of normative transitions in the 
family life cycle. In response, families must reor-
ganize and the ability to do so in ways that sup-
port the new and continuing needs of the system 
defines adaptation.

Fathers are absent from their families due to a 
multitude of stressors including divorce, 
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 incarceration, military deployment, and mental 
health and substance use problems. A body of 
research indicates that these stressors alone pres-
ent risk to children (Arditti, Lambert-Shute, & 
Joest, 2003; Kelly & Emery, 2003; Ramchandani 
& Psychogiou, 2009). It is also clear that out-
comes for children and for father engagement are 
heterogeneous with some families achieving 
resilience despite stress (Barnes, 1999). From a 
systems perspective, interpretation and resources 
to cope are additional factors leading to adapta-
tion or maladaptation. The Family Adjustment 
and Adaptation Response Model (FAAR; 
Patterson, 1988, 2002) describes the ways in 
which the balance of family demands and family 
capabilities interacts with the meaning the family 
makes of the stressor (including acute stressors, 
transitions, or other events necessitating change) 
in order to shape family adaptation, or resilience 
of the family. When fathers are absent from fami-
lies in any way, including a nonresidential father 
maintaining or evolving his own role, the family 
must effectively utilize resources to cope and 
make coherent sense of this transition in order to 
fully adapt.

The role of perceptions and meaning within 
the family regarding the fathering role and the 
impact of the absence are not well understood in 
the literature focused on fathers and their chil-
dren, despite growing evidence that such vari-
ables play a significant role in defining father 
engagement (Fox & Bruce, 2001; Shears, 
Summers, Boller, & Barclay-McLaughlin, 2006). 
Family adaptation and reorganization in response 
to a stressor depend upon meaning at multiple 
levels: the meaning the family makes of the 
stressor itself, of each person’s role in the family 
and continued role development through adaptive 
changes, and of future identity of the family 
system.

 Role Boundaries

Patricia Minuchin (1985) synthesized important 
contributions from the field of family therapy to 
the study of child development in the following 

ways: components of a system (subsystems: indi-
viduals as well as relationships between individ-
uals) are necessarily interdependent; processes 
are circular and not linear; thus, parenting pat-
terns cannot be well understood based only on 
the parent’s contributions in a vacuum; families 
seek homeostasis and even in the context of 
apparently maladaptive behaviors will seek 
familiar equilibrium; and a companion principle 
to homeostasis is that of dynamic change, and in 
families, this tends to be driving the rapidity of 
children’s development. Finally, S.  Minuchin 
(1974), P. Minuchin (1985), and others have writ-
ten about the function of boundaries that indicate 
the edges of subsystems and are governed by 
rules and patterns of interactions.

Role boundaries define who is in a family and 
what each person does to define their role. 
Boundaries also define the repeated characteris-
tics of subsystem relationships (e.g., father-child) 
in families. In families who achieve optimal lev-
els of adaptation, boundaries must be consistent 
and clear but also flexible such that rare and spe-
cial circumstances (e.g., short-term illness) allow 
role-typical behaviors to be shifted to another 
family member and shifted back without subsys-
tem or system disruption post-stressor. A family 
role is defined by social norms perceived by the 
family from external cues and by internal rules 
and repeated experiences inside of the family. 
The fathering role may be particularly sensitive 
in periods of stress or change given its widely 
varying definition.

Role boundaries must be a positive contribu-
tor to the kind of balance between homeostasis 
and system evolution that support positive out-
comes for the system and its component parts. 
This perspective is thus about process and fur-
thermore is a concept that can be applied flexibly 
across groups who define fathering in different 
ways. The simple questions are as follows: Does 
father presence achieve flexible consistency such 
that other family members, children in particular, 
have predictable, positive expectations of their 
fathers? Does that role clarity support positive 
adaptation of the system and the family members 
within the system?
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 Boundary Ambiguity

Boundary ambiguity theory refers to the impact 
on the system when family members lack clarity 
on role definition and/or the rules governing par-
ticular roles (Boss & Greenberg, 1984). This 
theory is based on a symbolic-interactionist per-
spective and family stress theory (Boss, 2016). 
Role definition depends upon shared definitions 
of role attributes, or who does what and when 
within a family, and ambiguity of boundary 
occurs when there is incongruence in a shared 
definition such that it cannot be determined if a 
given family member is in or out of a family sys-
tem and fully assuming his/her role.

Ambiguity of boundary caused by two types 
of ambiguous loss has been defined: physical 
presence in a family system with psychological 
absence (e.g., chronic illness, depression, com-
plex grief) and physical absence with psycho-
logical presence (e.g., incarcerated parent, 
addiction, traumatic brain injury). In the context 
of psychological absence with physical pres-
ence, a family member is described as “here, but 
not here” creating a paradox of presence (Boss, 
2016). Psychological presence with physical 
absence also creates a paradox. In these families, 
family members are physically missing, but 
often for unclear reasons. Confirming they are 
gone may be itself painful, and reorganizing 
family roles in ways that may conflict with social 
norms or internal processes may also be difficult. 
The central viewpoint in both types is that dys-
function in the family is created by the disso-
nance between psychological and physical forms 
of presence. This type of dissonance is particu-
larly impactful on young children who lack 
abstract meaning- making skills and furthermore 
develop internal representations about self and 
self in relationship based on repeated and pre-
dictable interactions with important caregivers 
(Bowlby, 1969).

Boundary ambiguity theory advances the 
study of father absence, presence, and engage-
ment. Within the rich set of fathering-related 
studies, conflicts arise if the broader question is 

to define a cohesive and universal framework 
underlying the effects of father absence, pres-
ence, and engagement on children’s outcomes. 
Boundary ambiguity provides a theoretical basis 
for understanding complex phenomena.

Fathers may be physically absent from their 
families but remain psychologically present for a 
range of reasons. Ambiguous loss as a function of 
divorce, incarceration, or other physical losses 
that leave a psychological presence has the poten-
tial for dysfunction across a range of contexts. 
Likewise, psychological absence with physical 
presence is defined by a complex set of indicators 
in the family system, predicted by the loss but 
further defined by systemic and ecological traits. 
To examine father presence, absence, and engage-
ment from this perspective confers risk and resil-
ience across the rules, roles, and patterns of the 
family system.

 Special Populations

Despite problems in measurement and definition, 
it is clear that paternal disengagement from chil-
dren’s lives affects millions of US children 
(Cabrera, 2010; Hairston, 1998). Here, I review 
specific special populations for whom role 
boundaries are diffuse and children’s outcomes 
are at risk. As stated above, this theory may be 
relevant across a range of groups. Specific groups 
are chosen here where children are highly vulner-
able due to related and cumulative patterns of 
risk. Also, these groups represent special popula-
tions for whom father absence as well as the 
impact of father absence on children and families 
is defined by intersystem coordination and inco-
herence as well as the primacy of perception and 
meaning.

Then, I discuss African American fathers from 
a perspective of role theory. This population 
requires special focus given a persistent though 
flawed narrative of absence, their overrepresenta-
tion in categories of risk below, and the lack of 
theoretical perspectives supporting strengths- 
based narratives.
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 Psychological Presence with Physical 
Absence

There are many situations in the life of a family 
when a family member may transition into or out 
of a family in an adaptive way. This loss may not 
always be marked with joy, including divorce and 
death, but clarity of role boundary following loss 
supports adaptation. Families are adaptive after 
loss where it is made clear if the person will 
return; if they do, what their role in the family 
will be; and if they will not, who else will take 
over their role. Furthermore, adaptation is sup-
ported by necessary resources to cope. In other 
situations, the loss is defined by ambiguity. For 
families for whom the loss itself is ambiguous or 
for whom the absent family member’s role con-
tinuation has become unclear, intentionally shift-
ing roles to adapt requires an affirmation of loss 
that may itself be painful or dysfunctional. In 
addition, because paternal physical absence may 
be viewed as more normative compared to mater-
nal physical absence, families may struggle to 
apply coherent rules to new roles and patterns 
without a sense of urgency to do so. In other 
cases, families may struggle because role ideolo-
gies about gender-specific parenting are rigid and 
physically present caregivers feel unable to adopt 
new role attributes.

Divorce and Nonresidential 
Co-parenting Research suggests that 25% of 
children of divorced parents are at increased risk 
for poor outcomes, approximately double that of 
the general population (Greene, Anderson, 
Forgatch, Degarmo, & Hetherington, 2012). That 
means that 75% of children whose parents 
divorce are likely to adapt. Divorce creates 
increased risk but not in all circumstances. 
Divorce represents a family life cycle transition 
with increasing normativity: 40–50% of first 
marriages end in divorce (Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2017). Adaptive transi-
tions for families from single to multiple house-
holds are marked by coherent and clear revisions 
of family rules, roles, and patterns (Olmstead, 
Futris, & Pasley, 2009; Pilkington, Rominov, 
Brown, & Dennis, 2019). Egalitarian patterns 

often emerge in adaptive transitions as each 
household is now headed by a different parent, 
yet the main predictor of optimal health for chil-
dren and their families is related to a sense of pre-
dictability about how each parent will conduct 
their role and when and how the child will engage 
with each parent. A coherent paternal role iden-
tity through this transition is a key correlate of 
positive adaptation, characterized by a father’s 
satisfaction with his own parenting, supportive 
relationships between parents, and high-quality, 
patterned interactions between fathers and chil-
dren (Madden-Derdich & Leonard, 2000).

Many families in the United States do not 
begin with marriage but rather with the birth of a 
shared child (Cabrera, 2010). This type of family 
is likely to earn low income, and economic adver-
sity impacts paternal presence and engagement in 
multiple ways. This risk is particularly visible 
through common problems in child support pro-
vision. In addition, low-income fathers suffer 
from risks that impair consistent presence and 
engagement with their children including higher 
rates of underemployment, impaired mental and 
physical health, and incarceration. Studies with a 
systems focus emphasize patterns that support 
adaptivity: positive and clear fathering identity; 
strong co-parental communication, including 
among additional caregivers like extended family 
and new romantic partners; and higher resources 
(Jamison, Ganong, & Proulx, 2017; Sobolewski 
& King, 2005). In addition, research demon-
strates that this family pattern may present in 
more adaptive ways among families of ethnora-
cial minority groups where processes circum-
scribing fathering identity based on residential 
status are more flexible (Boyd-Franklin, 2003; 
Cabrera, Ryan, Mitchell, Shannon, & Tamis- 
LeMonda, 2008).

Incarcerated Fathers Nearly three million 
children have an incarcerated parent in the United 
States, and 92% of those parents are fathers (Pew, 
2010). At the present time, agencies typically 
tasked with monitoring and providing support to 
children affected by parental separation (e.g., 
departments of human services who oversee 
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 foster care and adoption services) are not com-
prehensively serving this population due to high 
rates of informal kinship care (Hanlon, Carswell, 
& Rose, 2007). The United States further lacks 
systematic programming for incarcerated parents 
to support parenting skills and the maintenance 
of relationships while incarcerated. It is also true 
that the justice system lends itself to ambiguity of 
boundary for families given that the system of 
bail is unclear and unfairly jails poor defendants, 
sentence lengths are approximate and shift based 
on system perceptions of inmate behavior and 
appeals, and the distance between jails and pris-
ons varies widely from communities in which a 
given family may live making visitation often 
inconsistent or impossible. Finally, US jails and 
prisons lack appropriate spaces for parents to 
visit and connect with their children.

Families with an incarcerated family member 
are likely to be low-income families; incarcerated 
individuals are likely to be African American/
Black with one in nine (11.4%) of African 
American/Black children impacted by parental 
incarceration (compared to 1.8% of White US 
children; Pew, 2010). Research shows that con-
tact between fathers and their children is impacted 
by systemic risk factors as well as individual 
ones like a father’s previous history of trauma 
(Galardi, Settersten Jr, Vuchinich, & Richards, 
2017). Thus, adaptation is impaired by the lack of 
clarity of role maintenance as well as resources to 
cope with stress. The systemic issues related to 
nonresidential fathering intersect with this popu-
lation as well including few resources and com-
plex relationships with co-parents and families. 
Research demonstrates that the fathering role 
identity is particularly in peril among this group 
(Arditti, Smock, & Parkman, 2005). In addition, 
children of incarcerated parents are unlikely to 
have clear information about what happened to 
the incarcerated parent and if or when they will 
return (Bocknek, Sanderson, & Britner, 2009). 
Ambiguity of boundary for which many low- 
income families are at risk is amplified among 
families impacted by incarceration, and along 
with the typical lack of resources, this constella-
tion of risk promotes maladaptation. However, at 

reentry, men with families to return to and father-
ing roles to resume demonstrate a more success-
ful adaptation to society (Day, Acock, Bahr, & 
Arditti, 2005). This duality emphasizes the sig-
nificance of clear role boundaries for develop-
ment of fathers, families, and children alike.

Military Families These issues are surprisingly 
similar for military fathers whose deployment 
cycles may be indefinite and assigned with little 
notice to families to plan and cope. Huebner and 
colleagues (Huebner, Mancini, Wilcox, Grass, & 
Grass, 2007) write that the only certainty for mil-
itary families is uncertainty, particularly in peri-
ods of war in a post-9/11 world. Ambiguity is 
present at immediate levels, through revisions in 
routines and goodbye rituals, and in emotional 
functioning where families may experience 
ongoing dissonance, for example, feeling both 
pride and guilt when coping with separation 
(Huebner et  al., 2007). Military families have 
long been at the heart of the literature on ambigu-
ous loss where families struggle to reorganize 
and confirm absence whereby fathering duties 
socially normed among many groups, like child 
discipline, become lost (Huebner et al., 2007). In 
fact, a recent study demonstrated that the stress 
caused children by paternal deployment was so 
significant that it did not differ for children whose 
fathers were combat versus non-combat deployed 
(Pexton, Farrants, & Yule, 2018).

Military fathers suffer from unique risk fac-
tors including the culture of the military that 
requires devotion and limits participation in other 
roles (MacDermid et al., 2005). There may also 
be unique sources of resilience for this group 
compared to other fathers with limited contact. 
Normative, positive narratives about military ser-
vice (compared, for example, to incarceration) 
influence positive fathering role identity as well 
as maternal commitment to father-child contact 
(Yablonsky, Barbero, & Richardson, 2016). 
These protective factors are present despite simi-
lar rates of stress on both parents compared to 
other risk groups (Bello-Utu & DeSocio, 2015). 
Mental health problems among military fathers, 
as well as the families they leave, are significant 
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and acute. These issues continue to impact pres-
ence and engagement among fathers after reunifi-
cation (Knobloch & Knobloch-Fedders, 2017).

 Physical Presence and Psychological 
Absence

Areas of the literature dealing with psychological 
absence may focus on subpopulations where the 
absent family member is ambiguously absent 
because physical presence is maintained, but the 
condition creating loss is degenerative or persis-
tent (e.g., dementia; Boss, Caron, & Horbal, 
1988; Boss, Caron, Horbal, & Mortimer, 1990). 
Here, I discuss two areas of paternal health and 
functioning that predicts ambiguity of boundary 
both because of the dissonance between physical 
and psychological presence and because the reso-
lution and long-term course of role maintenance 
is unclear and often nonlinear.

Paternal Mental Health Problems Research 
shows that children’s outcomes are impacted by 
paternal mental health problems with special sci-
entific interest in paternal depression (Sethna, 
Murray, Netsi, Psychogiou, & Ramchandani, 
2015), antisociality (LeMoine, Romirowsky, 
Woods, & Chronis-Tuscano, 2018), posttrau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD) (Parsons et  al., 
2018), and alcoholism (Fitzgerald & Bocknek, 
2012).

Mental health disorders over the life span are 
persistent and include periods of functioning 
alongside periods of dysfunction. It is likely that 
the unpredictable manifestations of symptoms 
create ambiguity of boundary in families and 
underlie known associations between parental 
depression and family functioning and children’s 
outcomes (Bocknek, Brophy-Herb, Fitzgerald, 
Burns-Jager, & Carolan, 2012). While mental 
health problems for parents can impact individu-
als across socioeconomic strata, low-income par-
ents are at increased risk for poor mental health. 
Low-income families from ethnoracial minority 
groups face additional barriers to adequate diag-

nosis and treatment (Marrast, Himmelstein, & 
Woolhandler, 2016).

The impact of paternal depression appears to 
be predicted, buffered, and manifested in sys-
temic patterns across the child’s ecology. 
Bidirectional effects occur between paternal 
depression, co-parenting subsystem, and family 
stress and adaptation (Volling, Yu, Gonzalez, 
Tengelitsch, & Stevenson, 2018). Research dem-
onstrates that fathers who have mental health 
problems are likely to co-parent with mothers 
who also are at greater risk for mental health 
problems (Anding, Röhrle, Grieshop, Schücking, 
& Christiansen, 2016). In fact, in the case of post-
partum depression in particular, maternal post-
partum depression is the most significant 
predictor of paternal postpartum depression 
(Paulson, Bazemore, Goodman, & Leiferman, 
2016).

Paternal PTSD has been examined in relation 
to military deployment, traumatic birth, witness-
ing or experiencing violence, and persistent com-
munity violence (Bocknek et  al., 2017; Hughes 
et  al., 2019; Parsons et  al., 2018). A common 
theme in this literature is that fathers attempt to 
cope with rigid internalizing patterns known to 
create emotional cutoff from present relation-
ships. This distancing pattern is characteristic of 
a psychological absence despite physical pres-
ence and prevents open, flexible boundaries 
around role patterns needed for adaptation. 
Conversely, fathers impacted by PTSD have 
described their investment in the fathering role as 
a source of resilience for their own adaptation 
and resilience (Bocknek et al., 2017).

Antisocial behavior in fathers is a particular 
mental health problem that is less transient than a 
mood disorder. Fitzgerald, McKelvey, Schiffman, 
and Montañez (2006) demonstrated that the 
neighborhood moderates the relationship 
between paternal antisocial behavior and chil-
dren’s outcomes, further emphasizing the ways in 
which systemic perspectives can inform 
approaches to the study of and intervention with 
fathers and their children. In this study, fathers’ 
meaning-making of their community experiences 
influences their own disciplinary approaches.
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Paternal Substance Use Like mental health 
problems, problems related to parental substance 
use disorders impact individual functioning and 
family functioning (Stover & Kiselica, 2015). A 
substance abusing family member often ambigu-
ously maintains their role, while patterns in sub-
systems become unclear and emotionally 
contracted (Boss & Greenberg, 1984). Research 
demonstrates that fathers with substance use dis-
orders demonstrate ambiguity of boundary when 
under the influence of the substance, during with-
drawal, and in periods when preoccupied with 
obtaining the substance (Mechling, Ahern, & 
Palumbo, 2018).

Substance abuse problems are co-mingled 
with mental health problems and affect varying 
levels of the child’s ecology in similar ways. 
Research shows interrelationships between pater-
nal substance use, maternal mental health prob-
lems and substance use, and child and youth 
maladaptation and risky behaviors (Das Eiden & 
Leonard, 2000). Substance use also represents a 
maladaptive pattern of coping with existing stress 
and thus blocks healthy patterns of system adap-
tation to emerge.

In particular, alcoholism impacts six million 
children in the United States and is the most sig-
nificant substance abuse disorder worldwide 
(Das Eiden & Leonard, 2000; Fitzgerald & 
Bocknek, 2012). Paternal alcoholism predicts 
negative outcomes for young children in behav-
ior, mental health, and cognitive functioning and 
is a strong predictor of children’s later substance 
abuse (Leonard et  al., 2000; Poon, Ellis, 
Fitzgerald, & Zucker, 2000). The research in this 
area demonstrates the multiple ways paternal 
alcoholism influences child functioning in non-
linear ways, reducing both paternal and maternal 
sensitivity (Das Eiden & Leonard, 2000). These 
emphases on nonlinear subsystem effects 
describe broader systemic characteristics that 
moderate risk-resilience pathways (Puttler, 
Fitzgerald, Heitzeg, & Zucker, 2017).

 African American/Black Fathers

In general, non-White Americans including 
Latinx and American Indian/Alaskan Native 
fathers are overrepresented in the subgroups out-
lined above for whom mental health and sociopo-
litical risk are high. My work focuses on African 
American men and their families who are over-
represented across all categories of risk and 
whose resilience narratives have been persis-
tently obscured.

African American fathers are specifically 
overrepresented in reports of father absence with 
African American/Black mothers overwhelm-
ingly described as single mothers (Kim & Brody, 
2005). These family patterns have unfolded 
through a history in which African American 
men were forcibly separated from their families; 
disproportionate minority confinement echoes 
this history of slavery today. Research demon-
strates the significant and unique development of 
fathering role identity among African American/
Black men (Roy, 2006). Presence, absence, and 
engagement are defined by intergenerational 
experiences of these constructs with a sense of 
role ideologies impacting fathering (Cooper, 
Ross, Dues, Golden, & Burnett, 2019). Social- 
systemic forces have restricted the capacity for 
African American/Black men to live with and 
parent their children across generations (Boyd- 
Franklin, 2003; Coley, 2001; McLoyd, 1990). 
This history defines father presence as anything 
but a binary; rather, father presence occurs on a 
continuum of levels of inadequate to adequate 
parenting and sometimes by multiple caregivers 
(Green, Chuang, Parke, & Este, 2019). Under 
stress of racism alongside and interrelated with 
the disproportionate risks to which African 
American families are exposed, patterns of resil-
ience have emerged.

African American/Black families are resilient 
in culturally relevant ways that are informed by a 
long history of perseverance despite trauma and 
are also features of often close-knit and spiritu-
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ally connected families and communities. Role 
patterns between African American/Black co- 
parents achieve greater fluidity, often termed 
egalitarian. The difference in phrasing here 
 highlights the fact that these role pattern shifts do 
not occur as a feminist or postmodern approach 
to co-parenting and family life but rather repre-
sent adaptive behaviors in the context of external 
stressors. African American/Black women are 
likely to be breadwinners, and African American/
Black men are just as likely to share in caregiving 
responsibilities like diaper changing and feeding 
(Cabrera, Hofferth, & Chae, 2011; McAdoo & 
Younge, 2009). African American/Black families 
may also be more likely than White families to 
incorporate kinship care providers and extended 
family members in definitions of parenting that 
represent resilience through transformed role 
coherence in the face of separation (Boyd- 
Franklin, 2003).

 Summary and Key Points

This chapter discusses nuanced perspectives on 
paternal absence, presence, and engagement. 
Family systems theories advance trends in the 
fathering literature to incorporate subsystems in 
the family and consider broader sets of influences 
on father engagement. It is clear that among con-
temporary families, father presence is no longer a 
dichotomous construct with binary impact on 
children’s outcomes. Fathers are present with 
their children in a multitude of ways, and there is 
a rich body of scholarship uncovering the many 
ways fathers engage with their children in a plu-
rality of families (Cabrera, Hofferth, & Chae, 
2001). Often, this type of research demonstrates 
bidirectional effects between the father-child 
relationship and other family subsystems 
(Feldman & Masalha, 2010). A systems perspec-
tive also elevates the theoretical framing to 
include wholly systemic features like fathering 
and family identity, role boundaries, and collec-
tive stress with systemic resources for coping and 
adaptation. In this chapter, I emphasize the ways 
that more complete systemic perspectives 
improve our collective understanding of father 

absence, presence, and engagement and how 
related definitions are context dependent.

Perspectives from family stress theory empha-
size the role that meaning plays in adaptation 
(Patterson & Garwick, 1994). The family’s defi-
nition of the stressor and of their own capacity to 
cope is a significant variable in how father pres-
ence or absence impacts child functioning. In the 
examples of the subpopulations described, ambi-
guity around the fathering role moderates the 
impact of the absence on the child and family. 
Intervention strategies with high-risk populations 
commonly seek to improve parenting skills with 
a focus on managing child behavior, buffering 
parental mental health problems, and improving 
communication between family members 
(Cowan, Cowan, Pruett, Pruett, & Wong, 2009; 
Pidano & Allen, 2015). Research is clear that 
fathers’ cohesive role identities are highly signifi-
cant to developmental outcomes for their own 
parenting as well as for their children (Cooper 
et  al., 2019). This may be particularly true for 
ethnoracial minority fathers confronting stereo-
typed and biased definitions of fathering, thus 
reconciling external narratives with internal ide-
ologies and complex levels of influence. 
Intervention can be improved to incorporate sys-
temic perspectives regarding perception, and 
family narratives about role development include 
the ways that ethnoracial minority families define 
resilience.

Finally, a systems perspective places the role 
of cultural identity front and center in research 
conceptualization, design, and interpretation of 
findings. As described, the very definition of 
presence depends on social norms that are exter-
nal to families as well as repeated experiences 
inside of families that define family rules. This 
may be complex for ethnoracial minority fami-
lies who are managing expectations from the 
dominant culture, intergenerational perspectives, 
and current phenomena that underlie risk and 
resilience, including the role of racism in father-
ing identity and role development. Though a 
plethora of studies have defined culturally uni-
versal aspects of fathering that support theory 
development (e.g., McHale, Favez, & Fivaz- 
Depeursinge, 2018; Paquette & Bigras, 2010), 
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this must be balanced with culturally relevant 
perspectives to ground translational science that 
can expertly support resilience promotion among 
families.
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8Fathers and Public Policy

Cynthia Osborne

Research is increasingly clear that fathers play an 
important and unique role in their children’s 
development. Father involvement is associated 
with better outcomes on nearly every measure of 
child well-being, including academic achieve-
ment, emotional and physical health, and positive 
behaviors (Bronte-Tinkew, Carrano, Horowitz, & 
Kinukawa, 2008; Cabrera, Shannon, & Tamis- 
LeMonda, 2007; Carlson & Magnuson, 2011). 
Yet, more than half of children will spend some 
of their childhood living apart from their biologi-
cal father, and many children have little involve-
ment with their father from birth (Tach, 2014). 
These statistics are concerning because father 
absence is associated with an increased risk of a 
host of negative outcomes for children 
(McLanahan, Tach, & Schneider, 2013).

Today’s families are increasingly complex and 
less stable, particularly families with lower levels 
of income and families of color. These family 
dynamics often fuel father absence, and family 
instability and complexity are associated with an 
increased risk of negative outcomes (Fomby & 
Cherlin, 2007; Fomby & Osborne, 2016; 
Osborne, Berger, & Magnuson, 2012; Osborne & 
McLanahan, 2007). Approximately two out of 
five children are born to unmarried parents, but 
approximately 70% of Black children, half of 

Latinx children, and the vast majority of children 
born to younger and less educated parents are 
born to unmarried parents (Martin, Hamilton, 
Osterman, & Driscoll, 2019; McLanahan, 2011). 
On average, unmarried relationships are less sta-
ble than marital relationships, such that the 
mother and father will separate and re-partner 
several times over the course of their child’s 
young life (McLanahan & Beck, 2010; Osborne 
& McLanahan, 2007). Through re-partnering, 
children will acquire half- and stepsiblings as 
these new relationships form. Nearly 80% of 
children who are born to unmarried parents expe-
rience family instability (parental separation and 
re-partnering) or complexity (the introduction of 
half- or stepsiblings) by the time they are 5 years 
old (Edin, 2018). Fathers often have children 
across several households, such that the father 
will play multiple roles simultaneously (Edin & 
Nelson, 2013). For example, he might be a highly 
engaged resident stepfather to one child and an 
absent, nonresident father to his biological child. 
These multiple roles can lead to financial strain 
and difficulty in providing the emotional involve-
ment that fathers idealize and children need to 
thrive.

Federal and state governments have come to 
recognize the important contributions that fathers 
make to their children’s well-being and that these 
contributions extend beyond merely providing 
financial resources to the household. In the past 
10 years, governments have increasingly 
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 supported policies and programs to foster fathers’ 
emotional and financial contributions, including 
through funding Responsible Fatherhood pro-
grams and enhancing the child support system to 
enable fathers to better meet their financial and 
emotional obligations (Tollestrup, 2018).

In this chapter, I discuss the policies and pro-
grams designed to support fathers’ emotional and 
financial involvement with their children, and I 
compare these approaches with the policies and 
programs designed to support mothers of young 
children. Additionally, I discuss a broader set of 
policies that should be considered to ensure that 
fathers have the skills and resources necessary to 
be the fathers they aspire to be and that their chil-
dren need.

 The Role of the Father

Fathers vary considerably in the roles they play in 
their children’s lives and in their level of needs 
that challenge their role as fathers. For example, 
some fathers are actively engaged in their chil-
dren’s lives and have a strong romantic and co- 
parenting relationship with their child’s mother, 
whereas other fathers may have had very little 
contact with their child or their child’s mother in 
several years, yet they strive to reconnect. Policies 
to support fathers should target the specific needs 
of fathers, because a one-size-fits-all approach 
will be ineffective.

In this chapter, I focus primarily on fathers 
with lower levels of education and income and 
who are not married to their child’s biological 
mother. I focus on this group of fathers because, 
on average, these fathers struggle the most to pro-
vide for their children financially and to remain 
engaged in their child’s life over the long term 
(Cabrera et al., 2007; Castillo, Welch, & Sarver, 
2013; Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999). Yet, even 
among this narrowly defined group of lower- 
income, unmarried fathers, substantial variation 
exists. These fathers may be living with their 
child’s mother; living separately but romantically 
involved with their child’s mother; not in a 
romantic relationship with their child’s mother, 

but actively co-parenting; or largely absent from 
their child’s life. And, as stated earlier, fathers 
who have children with multiple partners may 
assume several of these roles simultaneously.

To be certain, most married fathers could ben-
efit from programs that enhance their parenting 
skills, improve their relationship with their 
child’s mother, or improve their job prospects. 
And all fathers could benefit from broader poli-
cies that support families, such as paid family 
leave. However, unmarried, lower-income fathers 
face considerable challenges in providing the 
emotional and financial resources their children 
need, and they are primarily the focus of the fed-
eral and state policies targeted toward fathers.

 Focus of Fatherhood Policy

Traditionally, social policies were not targeted 
toward fathers, with the exception of child sup-
port policies. Arguably, policies that affect the 
criminal justice system or military have a dispro-
portionate impact on men and therefore fathers, 
but those systems were not designed to increase 
child well-being. Policies, including fatherhood 
programs and child support policies, were origi-
nally designed to hold fathers accountable for 
financially supporting their children, and the pol-
icies paid little attention to the level of engage-
ment or access the father had with his child. 
Policies were largely developed to replicate the 
breadwinner/homemaker stylized family of the 
1950s, in which the father contributed financially 
to the household and the mother provided most of 
the child-rearing responsibilities (Huntington, 
2015). In this stylized version of a family, upon 
separation, the courts assumed the father (the 
noncustodial parent) would continue working, 
and the court would determine the amount of 
money he needed to contribute to the household. 
The assumption was that the father would have a 
small role in the child-rearing responsibilities 
and the mother (the custodial parent) would have 
limited earnings (Murray & Hwang, 2014). 
Although today’s policies and programs aimed at 
fathers have a larger focus on father involvement 
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and parenting than they did in decades past, they 
are still largely based on encouraging the father 
to contribute financially to the household.

This policy emphasis on financial account-
ability for fathers is markedly different from the 
policies that are largely aimed at supporting 
mothers and their children, particularly mothers 
with lower levels of incomes. For mothers, the 
underlying assumption is that mothers are 
involved in their children’s lives and policies, 
such as the Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood 
Home Visiting (MIECHV) program, aim to give 
mothers the information and parenting skills they 
need to nurture their children (Congressional 
Research Service, 2018). Programs and policies 
also aim to identify needs that the mother may 
have (e.g., housing insecurity, depression, child-
care instability) and connect mothers with neces-
sary community resources to address these needs 
(Haskins & Sawhill, 2009; Osborne et al., 2014). 
If the mother does not have adequate resources to 
provide for her child independently, government 
policies provide aid through housing vouchers, 
food stamps, childcare subsidies, medical insur-
ance, child support, and cash welfare, with some 
expectations that she will work to receive 
assistance.

These social policies apply to all custodial 
parents, regardless of whether the parent is a 
father or mother, but the overwhelming majority 
(80.4%) of custodial parents are mothers (Grall, 
2020). Since 1960, the number of custodial 
fathers has increased substantially, and the rate of 
growth of single fathers is double that of single 
mothers (Livingston, 2013). However, custodial 
fathers are less disadvantaged than are custodial 
mothers. Compared to custodial mothers, custo-
dial fathers are less likely to live in poverty, have 
higher levels of education and employment, and 
are more likely to be cohabiting with a partner 
who provides assistance in child-rearing activi-
ties. Despite their advantages over custodial 
mothers, custodial fathers still are worse relative 
to their married counterparts on all of the indica-
tors mentioned above, and their children have 
similar outcomes as children raised by single 
mothers (Downey, Ainsworth-Darnell, & Dufur, 
1998; Grall, 2020; Livingston, 2013).

Noncustodial parents may be eligible for some 
means-tested programs based on their personal 
needs to income, but the needs of providing for 
their children are not considered in the benefit 
levels provided, even if the noncustodial parent 
spends a great deal of time with their child. For 
example, parents may share physical custody of 
their child (e.g., the child spends every other 
weekend and rotating holidays with the noncus-
todial parent), and each parent may face food 
insecurity and qualify for SNAP benefits. The 
child’s need for food will only be included within 
the allotment of benefits for the custodial parent, 
whereas the noncustodial parent will have to pro-
vide food for himself and the child without the 
additional benefit. This one-sided approach to 
supporting families may weaken the family sys-
tem and discourage fathers from remaining 
engaged with their children.

 Child Support

Perhaps, the policy that has the largest impact on 
fathers is the child support program. The reach of 
the federal child support program is immense, 
serving nearly 16 million children. More children 
are served by the child support program than by 
Social Security, Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF), Child Care, and Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) combined (Sorensen, 
2016). One out of five children in the United 
States is in the child support system, and the pro-
gram transfers over $30 billion dollars annually 
from the noncustodial parent (usually the father) 
to the custodial parent (usually the mother). The 
program is not means-tested, but families in the 
program are largely lower-income families, with 
more than half of families having incomes below 
150% of the federal poverty line and over 80% 
having incomes below three times the poverty 
threshold. Of the families in the program who are 
poor and receive child support, the support 
accounts for over 40% of their monthly income 
(Sorensen, 2016).

The federal child support program was estab-
lished in 1975 as Part D of Title IV of the Social 
Security Act. The program is administered at the 
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state level, and the federal government reim-
burses the states for approximately two-thirds of 
their costs. Child support was established as a 
cost-recovery program for cash welfare. Child 
support payments collected from fathers were 
paid to the government to recoup payments made 
to mothers who received Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC  – now TANF) 
(Congressional Research Service, 2019). Child 
support remains a cost-recovery program, 
although the share of mothers on cash welfare 
(TANF) has dwindled substantially since the 
1996 welfare reform, such that today only 5% of 
child support payments are retained by states 
(Sorensen, 2016).

The goals of the child support program are to 
establish and enforce the payment of child sup-
port orders to ensure that custodial parents (moth-
ers) have the financial resources they need to 
provide for their child and to hold the noncusto-
dial parents (fathers) financially accountable for 
their children. The program was established at a 
time when most children were born to married 
parents and the stylized family included a bread-
winner father and a homemaker mother. As 
divorce rates rose substantially, child support 
payments from the father were intended to offset 
the loss of income that his leaving caused the 
household. The program was also established at a 
time of substantial increases in the cash welfare 
rolls (AFDC), and the goal was to hold fathers 
financially responsible for their children, rather 
than having mothers rely on the government for 
assistance (Cancian & Meyer, 2018).

Today, the program primarily serves families 
who have never been married and who are not on 
cash welfare (Sorensen, 2016). Because it was 
not designed with these families in mind, the pro-
gram strains to meet the needs of today’s com-
plex families. The child support program works 
relatively well for families in which the father 
(noncustodial parent) has stable employment; the 
monthly child support payment is electronically 
withheld from his paycheck and transferred to 
the mother (custodial parent). However, for 
fathers whose employment patterns are erratic, 
the child support program is not flexible enough 
to serve these families well, and it is common for 

the father to amass substantial arrears and the 
mother and child to receive very little financial 
assistance (Cancian & Meyer, 2018; Miller & 
Mincy, 2012).

In recent years, the child support program has 
enhanced its goals to extend beyond the estab-
lishment and collection of child support pay-
ments, although these functions remain the 
primary measures that the federal government 
uses to determine and reward state performance. 
The Final Rule, issued in 2017 from the Office of 
Child Support Enforcement (OCSE), guided 
state child support offices to set “right-sized” 
orders that are based on the noncustodial parents’ 
actual ability to pay, rather than imputed income, 
and the Rule ordered states to reduce their reli-
ance on using civil contempt (jail) to enforce 
child support payments. The Rule also prohibited 
states from considering incarceration as volun-
tary unemployment, thus allowing fathers to 
modify their child support orders when they have 
lengthy prison stays (Office of Child Support 
Enforcement, n.d.).

Initially, the Rule proposed allowing states to 
use their funds to help noncustodial parents find 
employment and to establish parenting time 
orders alongside child support orders. These two 
elements were ultimately removed from the Final 
Rule, although these policy elements are top pri-
orities for most fathers in the child support 
program.

Fathers often feel the child support program 
does not serve them well; it is a system that 
holds them financially accountable for their 
children, but does not support their emotional 
bond with their child (Edin & Nelson, 2013). 
Moreover, for fathers who have difficulty pay-
ing their required payment, the system can be 
punitive, leading to a loss of their driver’s 
license or professional license or even to impris-
onment. Families often prefer informal child 
support arrangements, either informal cash pay-
ments or in-kind contributions, to being involved 
in the formal child support system (Edin, 2018). 
These informal payments signal that the father 
is engaged and willing to take care of his child, 
without the enforcement of a formal system. 
Indeed, informal contributions, including cash 
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and in-kind goods and services, are a stronger 
predictor of father involvement and healthier 
relationships than formal contributions through 
the child support system (Nepomnyaschy, 2007; 
Nepomnyaschy & Garfinkel, 2010).

Public policies have yet to strike the proper 
balance between holding fathers accountable for 
contributing to their child’s financial well-being 
and recognizing the realities of the father’s rela-
tionship with his child and co-parent and of the 
difficulties many fathers have in finding and 
maintaining steady employment that would allow 
them to support their child. Often, the formal 
child support system’s punitive measures lead to 
lower levels of financial and emotional contribu-
tions to children, as fathers work in the under-
ground economy or eschew their relationship 
with their child (Cancian, Heinrich, & Chung, 
2013; Edin & Nelson, 2013).

In an effort to increase fathers’ ability to pay 
child support, in 2012, the Office of Child 
Support Enforcement funded eight states to par-
ticipate in a 5-year demonstration project to 
determine the impact that employment support 
programs have on improving child support pay-
ments among noncustodial parents who have dif-
ficulty making regular payments (Cancian, 
Meyer, & Wood, 2019). In addition to employ-
ment services, states provided a variety of ser-
vices to fathers including enhanced child support 
services, parenting classes, and case manage-
ment. The broad aim of the program was to 
increase the financial and emotional contribu-
tions of fathers to their children.

The demonstration project was rigorously 
evaluated using a randomized control trial design. 
The findings indicate that fathers who had access 
to the services earned more during the first year 
of the program (based on administrative records) 
and experienced greater economic stability with 
regard to housing and access to health and nutri-
tion services. Participating fathers also reduced 
their child support obligations and payments dur-
ing the first year substantially more than control 
fathers. A goal of the enhanced child support ser-
vices was to set child support orders that were 
better aligned with what fathers could pay, which 
is what accounts for the lower child support 

orders of participating fathers. Unfortunately, 
despite the smaller order amounts, compliance 
with child support payments did not differ 
between the treatment and control groups 
(Cancian et al., 2019).

With regard to parenting, fathers in the pro-
grams reported a slightly greater sense of respon-
sibility for their children compared to similar 
fathers who did not receive the parenting ser-
vices, but the effects were very small. Participant 
fathers also reported spending an additional day 
with their child in the past 30 days (12.8 versus 
11.8 days), compared to control fathers. Overall, 
the impacts of the demonstration project yielded 
relatively minimal impacts on improving partici-
pant fathers’ emotional or financial contributions 
to his children (Cancian et al., 2019).

 Responsible Fatherhood Programs

In an effort to increase fathers’ involvement and 
support of their children, the federal government 
currently allocates $150 million annually to fund 
healthy marriage, responsible fatherhood, and 
prisoner reentry programs. The 1996 Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) emphasized mar-
riage and father engagement, and the Clinton and 
Bush administrations supported demonstration 
projects and various efforts to promote relation-
ship counseling and parenting skills. However, the 
Healthy Marriage and Responsible Fatherhood 
initiative authorized under the Deficit Reduction 
Act of 2005 and reauthorized in the Claims 
Resolution Act of 2010 expanded on these initial 
efforts by funding three types of programs: (1) the 
Healthy Marriage and Relationship Education 
(HMRE) programs offer marriage and relationship 
education, as well as services to promote eco-
nomic stability; (2) the New Pathways for Fathers 
and Families (New Pathways) programs offer ser-
vices focused on improving co- parenting relation-
ships, enhancing parent-child engagement, and 
promoting economic mobility; and (3) the 
Responsible Fatherhood Opportunities for Reentry 
and Mobility (ReFORM) programs target fathers 
who will soon be released from incarceration or 

8 Fathers and Public Policy



126

who were released within the prior 6 months. Not 
only are the services similar to the New Pathways 
services, but also they focus on connecting fathers 
with their communities (Fernandez, 2017; Office 
of Family Assistance, 2019).

The original impetus of the Responsible 
Fatherhood programs was to improve a father’s 
economic stability in order to increase his child 
support payments. The programs have evolved to 
require a focus on co-parenting relationships and 
parenting skills, as well (Tollestrup, 2018). This 
expansion in focus was driven by research that 
shows that the parents’ ability to co-parent, 
defined as the ability to make joint decisions 
about their child regardless of their romantic rela-
tionship, is a primary predictor of a father’s finan-
cial contributions to his child. The co-parenting 
relationship and the father’s financial contribu-
tions are also associated with the likelihood that 
the father will see his child more regularly 
(Hohmann-Marriott, 2011; Palkovitz, Fagan, & 
Hull, 2013; Ryan, Kalil, & Ziol-Guest, 2008).

The Responsible Fatherhood programs differ 
considerably in their aims, approach, and scope 
from the federal government’s programs aimed 
largely at strengthening mothers’ parenting skills. 
In 2010, Congress implemented the Maternal 
Infant Early Childhood Home Visiting 
(MIECHV) program, as part of the Affordable 
Care Act. The MIECHV legislation provides 
$400 million annually in formula and competi-
tive grants to states to implement evidence-based 
home visiting programs targeted primarily to 
lower-income mothers. At least 75% of the 
MIECHV funds must be spent on programs that 
have been rigorously evaluated and meet the cri-
teria established by the Home Visiting Evidence 
of Effectiveness (HOMVEE) clearinghouse. 
States are required to continuously evaluate their 
programs and to report on a common series of 
benchmark measures to demonstrate outputs of 
the program that are associated with child out-
comes (Congressional Research Service, 2018).

By contrast, the Responsible Fatherhood pro-
grams are building an evidence base to identify 
programs that demonstrate a measurable impact 
on the stated goals of the programs, including co- 
parenting, father engagement, and economic sta-

bility. A large, federally funded, rigorous 
evaluation of four well-established Responsible 
Fatherhood programs found that the fathers who 
participated in the programs demonstrated more 
nurturing behaviors and engagement with their 
children, but the programs demonstrated no 
impact on co-parenting skills or economic mobil-
ity (Holcomb et  al., 2019). Other evaluations 
with less rigorous designs have demonstrated 
similar modest to null impacts of the program 
models (Osborne, Michelsen, & Bobbitt, 2017).

The home visiting models also have relatively 
modest impacts on parenting behaviors and, with 
few exceptions, mostly null impacts on health 
and economic well-being (Filene, Kaminski, 
Valle, & Cachat, 2013; Nievar, Van Egeren, & 
Pollard, 2010; Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004), and 
no program model has a focus on improving co- 
parenting relationships. The home visiting field is 
attempting to identify the key or core elements of 
the program models and target services to the 
precise needs of a family (Supplee & Duggan, 
2019). The hope is that a better alignment 
between program services and participant needs 
will improve the impacts of the program models.

The home visiting and Responsible Fatherhood 
programs differ in several other ways that may 
affect the impact the programs have on parents 
and children. Home visiting models frequently 
target new or expectant parents (mostly mothers) 
and provide services to the family in the family’s 
home. The duration of the programs is quite long, 
often years, and most program models work 
jointly with the parent and child. The goals of the 
program models vary, but most aim to support the 
mother in her parenting role, identify any mate-
rial needs or physical or mental health issues of 
the mother and child, and connect the family 
members to services in the community that can 
address these needs. The home visitors are trained 
professionals or paraprofessionals and have a 
caseload of approximately 20–25 families at a 
time.

By contrast, Responsible Fatherhood pro-
grams are typically short in duration (approxi-
mately 10–12 weeks) and meet in a group setting, 
with no children present. The group facilitator 
plays an important role in the success of the pro-
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gram by building a safe space for fathers to con-
nect with one another. The facilitators seldom 
attend training sessions on the program model, 
and they have varied professional backgrounds. 
The programs target all fathers, not just new or 
expectant fathers, and the average age of fathers 
participating in the programs is 35  years old 
(Holcomb et  al., 2019). Fathers typically enter 
the programs seeking job assistance or because 
they were strongly encouraged by a parole offi-
cer, child support caseworker, or judge. Fathers 
who enter the programs often have myriad prob-
lems, including low self-esteem, stress, and a 
sense of worthlessness, and therefore, the pro-
grams spend a substantial amount of time trying 
to build the father up and have him recognize the 
valuable role he can play in his child’s life 
(Holcomb et al., 2019; Osborne et al., 2017).

One of the reasons for the small impacts of the 
Responsible Fatherhood programs may be that 
they are trying to do too much within one pro-
gram. The home visiting programs focus on fewer 
outcomes (mostly parent-child interaction) over a 
substantially longer duration of time. Responsible 
Fatherhood programs, by contrast, attempt to 
cover many areas, including financial stability, co-
parenting, father involvement, and improving the 
father’s sense of self, over a short duration. These 
programs are also working with men who have a 
long history of unemployment, many of whom 
have not seen their child in months or years, who 
have children from several relationships, and have 
financial debts, including child support arrears 
that seem insurmountable. Fathers who complete 
the programs often comment that the programs 
were life affirming and helped them in many 
ways. But the programs have difficulty recruiting 
and retaining men in the programs (Holcomb 
et al., 2019; Osborne et al., 2017).

The evaluations of the child support demon-
stration project and of the Responsible Fatherhood 
programs reveal how difficult it is to meet the 
needs of fathers and their children. The child sup-
port demonstration project increased paternal 
employment and earnings but had very little 
impact on additional financial or emotional con-
tributions to the child. The Responsible 
Fatherhood programs have not increased the 

financial stability of fathers nor the financial con-
tributions fathers make to their children, and the 
programs have had only small impacts on father- 
child engagement. Neither the child support dem-
onstration nor the Responsible Fatherhood 
program has improved the relationships between 
fathers and their children’s other parent, which is 
essential for substantially increasing father 
involvement and child outcomes.

 Parenting Time

The policy area most ripe for further develop-
ment is in establishing and enforcing parenting 
time orders. Parenting time orders legally estab-
lish the minimum amount of time that a father 
(noncustodial parent) is entitled to see his child. 
Parents can jointly choose to modify the time 
each spends with the child informally, but the 
established order details the minimum amount of 
time that noncustodial fathers have to spend with 
their child. When married parents divorce, the 
judge will typically establish a child support 
order and a parenting time order when the divorce 
is finalized. However, most unmarried parents 
participate in the IV-D child support system, 
which typically only establishes child support 
orders, and if the parents want a parenting time 
order, they have to go through a separate court 
process (National Conference of State 
Legislatures, 2020). Most fathers (noncustodial 
parents) who participate in the federal child sup-
port program do not have a parenting time order, 
because the father would need to acquire the 
order in a family court, and the process may 
require representation and be costly (Lippold & 
Sorensen, 2013).

Texas is the only state that establishes a par-
enting time order with each child support order, 
and it has been following this approach for over 
three decades (Key, 2015). Written into the 
Family Code is the definition of a standard pos-
session order that details the access and visitation 
arrangement, which for most families is the first, 
third, and fifth weekend of each month, rotating 
holidays, and longer periods of time during the 
summer. Exceptions are made for infants, 
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especially those breastfeeding, and for families 
in which the father has not been present in the 
child’s life for a substantial period of time (Texas 
Access, n.d.).

Specific attention is made to screen the fami-
lies for issues of domestic or family violence, and 
in these instances, the amount of time allotted in 
the order may be zero. The zero-time parenting 
orders help to protect women in violent relation-
ships, in which the father may try to use the child 
as a pawn. The parenting time order is enforce-
able, whereas without the order, if the father has 
established paternity, the father can legally access 
his children at any time and remove them from 
the mother.

In an attempt to increase father-child involve-
ment, the federal government developed a small 
program called the Access and Visitation 
Mandatory Grants program, which provides a total 
of $10 million in annual funds to the states. The 
funds cannot be spent on establishing or enforcing 
legal parenting time orders, but the funds can be 
used for such things as providing mediation ser-
vices to the co-parents that might lead to a negoti-
ated parenting plan. The funds can also be used to 
provide supervised visitation or neutral spaces for 
parents in acrimonious or violent relationships to 
pick up or drop off their children (Office of Child 
Support Enforcement, 2007).

In 2012, the Office of Child Support 
Enforcement launched the Parenting Time 
Opportunities for Children pilot program to assist 
five state child support agencies in developing and 
implementing processes to establish parenting 
time orders alongside child support orders. The 
pilot program required each site to pay consider-
able attention to issues of family violence and to 
conduct an evaluation. The evaluation findings 
showed that state child support agencies devel-
oped innovative ways to incorporate parenting 
time orders with child support orders, although no 
state went as far as Texas and made it the default 
process. Noncustodial parents (fathers) appreci-
ated the integration of parenting time with child 
support. The study also demonstrated that this 
issue needs to be addressed further at the federal 
and state level. If the goal of the system is to 
increase a father’s financial and emotional connec-

tions to his child, then the allocation of resources 
and time must be decided in one process (Office of 
Child Support Enforcement, 2019).

Beyond establishing parenting time orders, 
states should also develop systems of enforcing 
parenting orders. Law enforcement and courts 
rarely enforce that noncustodial parents spend 
the time with their children that the parenting 
time orders allocate. This lack of enforcement is 
a concern for noncustodial parents (fathers) who 
are sometimes denied access to their child by the 
custodial mother, and it is a concern for custodial 
mothers associated with a father who fails to see 
his child. For noncustodial fathers kept from their 
children, the burden is emotional; for custodial 
mothers who do not have any support from their 
child’s father, the burden is financial. And each 
instance may be harmful to the child’s well- 
being. Several states are considering (and two 
have passed) legislation that includes a presump-
tion that the parents will share (50–50) physical 
custody of their child (Fifield, 2016). This pre-
sumption only applies for divorcing families, and 
not for unmarried families who establish child 
support through the IV-D system. This new 
approach should be monitored to determine if it 
serves the best interest of the child and increases 
the overall financial and emotional well-being of 
the child.

 Broader Social Policies

The child support program and Responsible 
Fatherhood programs are primarily aimed at 
serving fathers and increasing the financial and 
emotional involvement between the father and 
child. Fathers could benefit, however, from the 
range of other social programs that are primarily 
geared toward supporting custodial mothers and 
their resident children. Providing noncustodial 
fathers with greater access to resources, such as 
parenting programs, health care, housing vouch-
ers, food stamps, paid family leave, and tax 
 credits, may allow fathers to better provide for 
their children and improve father-child engage-
ment (Berger, 2017). Currently, by design, our 
social policies provide substantially greater ben-
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efits to custodial parents (mostly mothers) than 
they do to noncustodial parents (mostly fathers) 
or childless adults (Wheaton & Sorensen, 2010). 
Even when benefits are offered to fathers in some 
states, such as paid family leave, the take-up rate 
of the benefits is quite small, or the benefit level 
is lower (Lenhart, Sweson, & Schulte, 2019; 
Smith, Duggan, Bair-Merritt, & Cox, 2012). In 
Europe, fathers are often extended the same ben-
efits as mothers; however, take-up of the policies, 
such as paid leave, remains low among men (van 
Belle, 2016).

The federal earned income tax credit (EITC) 
is an effective policy at incentivizing labor force 
participation, supplementing income, and reduc-
ing child poverty. The federal EITC provides a 
very small benefit for childless adults, but the 
benefit for parents who have custody of their 
children for more than 6 months out of the year 
can be quite substantial. In the tax year 2019, the 
maximum benefit for a childless adult was $529, 
whereas a custodial parent with one dependent 
child could receive up to $3526 in a refundable 
credit, and a custodial parent with three depen-
dent children could receive up to $6557 (Tax 
Policy Center, 2019). The benefit increases with 
higher levels of earnings until it plateaus and 
eventually fades out. Because the EITC is refund-
able, it provides income to families who have no 
tax burden. The federal EITC refund is an impor-
tant source of income for many lower-income 
custodial mothers, but it provides limited support 
to noncustodial fathers.

Many states have their own version of the 
EITC that is offered as a percentage of the federal 
EITC. However, only one state provides an EITC 
to noncustodial parents. New  York State has 
recently implemented a state earned income tax 
credit for noncustodial parents who are current 
on all of their child support payments. The bene-
fit level is approximately 20% of what the father 
would receive if he filed for the federal EITC (for 
one child) or 2.5 times what the father would 
receive from the federal childless benefit (New 
York State, 2019). Although extending the EITC 
to noncustodial parents is a step toward stronger 
supports for fathers, the policy is still in its 

infancy and has not been used widely among eli-
gible noncustodial fathers.

 Summary and Key Points

The needs of fathers vary considerably based on 
their level of financial stability and their relation-
ship with their child and their child’s mother. Most 
of our social policies are designed to hold fathers 
financially accountable for providing for their 
children, and more recent policy approaches have 
recognized the importance of fathers’ emotional 
support as well. To date, we have not been largely 
successful at improving the financial or emotional 
connections noncustodial fathers have with their 
children through policy. Most fathers are engaged 
with their children, and they provide financial sup-
port, albeit through informal rather than formal 
means. However, a substantial number of fathers 
are disengaged from their children and experience 
financial instability, and policies have not been 
very effective at improving their financial security 
or involvement with their children.

Our social policies have a different purpose for 
and approach toward supporting fathers than they 
do mothers. Financial accountability motivates 
most of the supports for fathers, whereas policies 
aimed at mothers focus on providing resources 
and skills to enhance child well-being. Each par-
ent should be held accountable for ensuring that 
children’s emotional and financial needs are met, 
but currently, fathers are largely held accountable 
for the child’s financial needs, whereas mothers 
are held accountable for the child’s emotional 
needs. A policy framework that recognizes and 
supports the importance of each parent’s role in 
their children’s lives would place the child at the 
center and ensure that each parent had the skills 
and resources necessary to provide for their child.
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9Overview to Part II: Prenatal 
and Perinatal Influences

Thomas Skjøthaug

Part II presents the early phases of fatherhood 
and emphasize updated research on men during 
their transition to becoming fathers. Despite cur-
rent knowledge that fathers contribute impor-
tantly to their children’s emotional, social, and 
cognitive development during pregnancy and 
infancy, emphasis has often been placed exclu-
sively on the mothers’ in research as well as in 
clinical practice. Fathers of today participate 
more actively in caregiving on early phases in 
their infants’ lives than former generations of 
fathers did, and their influence is important for 
children’s development. This underscores the 
importance of investigating paternal characteris-
tics at an early point of time.

In Chap. 10, Gettler covers the evolutionary 
and comparative perspectives about human 
fathers’ psychobiology. He covers the relevance 
of evolutionary perspectives to current under-
standings of contemporary men’s biology and 
family system. Gettler reviews evidence related 
to the role that neuroendocrine, testosterone, 
plays in regulating fathers’ parenting behaviors, 
illustrating the importance of understanding the 
relationship of biological mechanisms related to 
paternal parenting.

In Chap. 11, Grande, Tribble, and Kim pro-
vide current knowledge of how human fathers’ 

brains support their relationship with their chil-
dren. Fathers undergo processes of neural adapta-
tions to parenthood that are similar, but also 
unique, when compared to the neural adaptations 
of mothers during parenthood. More specific, the 
chapter deals with fathers’ neural responses to 
their own child, exemplified by the roles and 
impact of the neuroendocrine hormones vaso-
pressin, oxytocin, and testosterone.

In Chap. 12, Dayton, Malone, and Brown 
review the various theories related to the emo-
tional journeys during the prenatal period among 
fathers-to-be. Moreover, they cover literature 
related to fathering during the perinatal period as 
well as paternal thoughts and representations 
towards parenting an infant and they discuss risk 
and resilience factor when the father-infant rela-
tionship develops postnatally.

The following chapters address experiences of 
the unborn child in the ultrasound and how 
fathers’ own adverse childhood experiences can 
induce stress postpartum. First, in Chap. 13, 
Tolman and Walsh recount how parents own past 
may influence their view of the child. For exam-
ple, seeking connection, parents may speculate 
about family resemblances or suggest that a spe-
cific fetal movement indicates that the future 
child will one day become a soccer player due to 
their own soccer experiences. The authors dis-
cuss how such “ghosts from the past” make their 
presence already during pregnancy. Then in 
Chap. 14, Skjothaug discusses fathers’ stress and 
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how antecedents of such stress can be traced back 
to pregnancy, even before the child is born. 
Further, He addresses affiliated issues of stress 
research on father’s pathways from conception 
towards fatherhood after the child is born and 
how to help understand and reduce such experi-
ence of stress.

In Chap. 15, Paulson, Ellis, and Alexander 
discuss how paternal depression arises through 
the lens of the family system and how this affects 
the developing family. They review fathers’ 
adjustment during the early years of fatherhood 
(prenatal to postpartum) and the association with 
depression, risk, and protective factors, partner 
and family adjustment, and how such adjustment 
may predict important child development pro-

cesses. They also suggest an integrative model in 
order to better understand paternal perinatal 
depression and how it may constitute risk to the 
family and developing children.

The final chapter in Part II, Chap. 16, reviews 
extant research of various reactions across the 
transition from one child to two, a relatively 
understudied aspect of family growth. Volling, 
Steinberg and Kuo suggest that fathers’ engage-
ment in child care during the family’s increase in 
household members (another child) may help 
explain individual differences in children’s 
adjustment across the transition to siblinghood. 
Further, they review how an increase in family 
size affects or changes parental competence and 
mental health.
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10Exploring Evolutionary 
Perspectives on Human 
Fatherhood and Paternal Biology: 
Testosterone as an Exemplar

Lee T. Gettler

In evolutionary terms, humans have a unique life 
history strategy compared to other primates, 
including our closest relatives, the Great Apes. In 
particular, we have highly vulnerable infants who 
grow and mature very slowly, often remaining 
reliant on investments from caregivers well into 
their second decade of life (Hrdy, 2009; Kaplan, 
Hill, Lancaster, & Hurtado, 2000; Kramer, 2010). 
This period of protracted and slow physical 
growth for our children is physiologically linked 
to the very high metabolic costs of our large 
brains (for body size), which is a distinguishing 
characteristic of our evolution as a species 
(Charnov & Berrigan, 1993; Kuzawa et  al., 
2014). Despite these elevated time- and 
resourced-based costs of raising our children to 
independence, humans often “stack” the depen-
dency periods of offspring on top of one another, 
raising multiple costly offspring simultaneously, 
rather than waiting for each one to mature to 
independence before having another (as is com-
mon in almost all other primates) (Kaplan et al., 
2000; Kramer, 2010). Consequently, in contem-
porary natural fertility populations, humans have 
substantially shorter spaces (inter-birth intervals) 
between children than is common in our closest 

primate relatives. Despite this “stacking” of the 
intensive costs of our vulnerable children, com-
parative demographic research in small-scale 
societies, such as foragers or hunter-gatherers, 
has shown that our offspring also survive to 
adulthood at much higher rates than do Great Ape 
young (Kaplan et al., 2000).

Hence, humans have evolved a suite of repro-
ductive and developmental characteristics that 
cross-species comparative perspectives would 
suggest should come with trade-offs (e.g., pro-
ducing more young in shorter periods of time 
would typically be traded off against offspring 
survival rates) (Kaplan et  al., 2000; Kramer, 
2010). In the evolutionary past, hominin mothers 
would not have been able to manage the energetic 
costs of raising multiple costly human/hominin 
offspring simultaneously. A female employing 
such a strategy (alone) would have experienced 
lower reproductive fitness (i.e., likely as a result 
of greater offspring mortality) relative to her 
peers who continued to engage in a reproductive 
strategy involving raising one offspring at a time, 
as is found among the Great Apes (Kaplan et al., 
2000; Kramer, 2010). Consequently, in scholar-
ship and frameworks focused on human evolu-
tion, it is virtually uniformly held that in ancestral 
human/hominin populations, mothers would 
have needed extensive help from cooperative 
caregivers (e.g., grandmothers, fathers, older sib-
lings, non-parental kin, etc.) in order for the life 
history strategy I have just described to have 
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emerged evolutionarily in our lineage (Hawkes & 
Coxworth, 2013; Gettler, 2010; Gray & 
Crittenden, 2014; Kramer, 2010). Within this 
framework, often referred to as “cooperative 
breeding,” humans have specifically evolved the 
capacity for committed, involved fathering 
(Gettler, 2014; Gray & Anderson, 2010). If this 
represents an adaptive suite of behavioral tenden-
cies and capacities, then evolutionary theoretical 
perspectives, which I will describe below, posit 
that human males should have hormonal and neu-
robiological mechanisms that help facilitate the 
expression of that commitment (Gettler, 2014; 
Rosenbaum & Gettler, 2018). The study of those 
mechanisms has grown into an area of research 
that is sometimes referred to as “the biology of 
fatherhood,” with a large body of literature on 
men’s testosterone (T), a growing body of work 
on fathers’ oxytocin, and comparatively less 
research on other pertinent psychobiological 
mechanisms such as prolactin, vasopressin, and 
cortisol (Abraham & Feldman, 2018; Gettler, 
2014; Gray, McHale, & Carre, 2017; Rosenbaum 
& Gettler, 2018).

In this chapter, I first review evolutionary and 
(cross-species) comparative perspectives that 
serve as core foundations for making predictions 
about human fathers’ psychobiology. Then, I 
review research on men’s T, partnering/parenting 
status, and parenting behavior as an exemplar for 
the relevance of evolutionary perspectives to cur-
rent understandings of contemporary men’s biol-
ogy and family systems. While T is only one 
neuroendocrine mechanism relevant to fathering 
(Abraham & Feldman, 2018; Gettler, 2014; 
Rosenbaum & Gettler, 2018), it is the most 
widely studied and thus a review the literature on 
this hormone can be considered illustrative of 
broader principles and questions that are relevant 
to “the biology of fatherhood” more broadly.

 Evolutionary Theoretical 
Perspectives on Human Fathering

Evolutionary perspectives, particularly parental 
investment theory and life history theory (LHT), 
are commonly used as framing lenses for research 

on the physiological underpinnings of fathering 
among humans and other animals (Fernandez- 
Duque, Valeggia, & Mendoza, 2009; Gettler, 
2014; Gray et  al., 2017). Compared to parental 
investment theory, LHT is a more expansive the-
oretical framework and is extensively used in 
evolutionary biology and ecology. It focuses on 
the ways in which organisms must allocate lim-
ited resources, particularly energy, to mutually 
exclusive physiological demands related to 
growth, reproduction, and survival, and how spe-
cies have evolved to “solve” these allocation 
trade-off challenges through a range of “LH strat-
egies” (Hill & Kaplan, 1999; Stearns, 1992). 
Across species, variations in these LH strategies, 
which result from organisms exploiting different 
ecological niches and thus experiencing diverse 
selective pressures (e.g., predation; infectious 
disease) through (deep) evolutionary time, are 
often viewed on a fast-to-slow continuum and 
include a focus on the timing-length of key life 
events (e.g., age at reproductive maturity; length 
of the reproductive window; total life span) and 
related physical-behavioral characteristics (e.g., 
adult body size; number of lifetime reproductive 
events; number of offspring per reproductive 
event; time-energy devoted to parental invest-
ment) (Charnov & Berrigan, 1993; Promislow & 
Harvey, 1990).

Physiological signals (such as hormones and 
neurotransmitters) mechanistically mediate the 
trade-offs between these various time and energy 
demands. Thus, genetically underpinned physio-
logical profiles that differ between individuals 
become more common in the population (i.e., 
positive selection within-species) across genera-
tions, as some organisms achieve higher fitness 
and pass along their genes at greater rates than 
others (Bribiescas & Ellison, 2008; Stearns, 
1992). Although organisms are limited by phylo-
genetic inertia (meaning, in this case, that their 
ability to developmentally acclimate is con-
strained by the evolutionary history of their spe-
cies), it is expected that organisms will have 
some adaptive capacity to flexibly adjust their 
individual allocation strategies in relation to their 
current circumstances, which is related to the 
biological concept of reaction norms (Stearns, 

L. T. Gettler



139

1992). For example, a developing (younger) 
organism will tend to grow faster and bigger 
under conditions of energetic abundance com-
pared to contexts with nutritional constraints, 
while an adult might reduce energetic invest-
ments in reproduction when faced with an envi-
ronment with high levels of infectious disease, 
enabling survival despite lower immediate repro-
ductive prospects (Hill & Kaplan, 1999).

These facultative (environmentally sensitive) 
within-individual LH shifts and within-species 
ranges of variation in LH strategies manifest 
themselves through physiological pathways (e.g., 
hormonal axes and neurobiological systems). 
This multi-level perspective on variation serves 
as a foundation for considering individual-level 
differences in LH-relevant biological systems 
and their emergence or calibration across the life 
course in response to environmental conditions 
(Bribiescas & Ellison, 2008; Jasienska, 2013). In 
terms of fathering and its underlying biology, 
LHT provides a predictive framework for the 
ways in which adults (particularly male mam-
mals, see below) face core trade-offs between 
mating and parenting in their allocations to repro-
ductive effort when biparental care evolves 
(Fernandez-Duque et  al., 2009; Gettler, 2014; 
Hill & Kaplan, 1999). While recent psychobio-
logical models have provided a substantive, 
nuanced perspective challenging the applicability 
of a dichotomous breakdown of mating vs. par-
enting effort to human neuroendocrine physiol-
ogy and behavior (van Anders, 2013; van Anders, 
Goldey, & Kuo, 2011), a substantial amount of 
work on the psychobiology of human fatherhood, 
particularly for T, has drawn from the LHT per-
spective to make predictions about the ways in 
which men’s hormonal production will vary 
based on the transition to parenthood (and away 
from mating effort) or men’s specific investments 
in parenting effort (e.g., direct caregiving) and 
cooperation with partners to raise children 
(Gettler, 2014; Gray, McHale, & Carre, 2017).

In that vein, a substantial amount of the exist-
ing research on the biology of fatherhood (across 
taxa) has focused on variability in testosterone 
(T) based on the Challenge Hypothesis, an evolu-
tionary biological model that emerged from the 

study of birds and is used to explain LH trade- 
offs between mating and parenting (Gray, Straftis, 
Bird, McHale, & Zilioli, 2019; Wingfield, 
Hegner, Ball, & Duffy, 1990). In short, drawing 
on extensive ornithological behavioral physio-
logical research, Wingfield et al. (1990) proposed 
that among species in which males invested time 
and energy in raising their young, their T would 
decline during the stages of the breeding season 
in which their offspring were dependent. This 
downregulation of T was argued to be a pathway 
that would facilitate males’ focus on cooperative 
parenting demands and shift their devotion of 
time/energy away from mating opportunities 
with females and competition with males for ter-
ritory while also allowing males to attenuate the 
physical and metabolic costs of long-term T 
upregulation. Meanwhile, among species in 
which males had not evolved to cooperate with 
mothers and/or to invest in their young, they 
would not show this characteristic T decline, on 
average, at the “investment” stage of the repro-
ductive cycle and their T would remain elevated 
across the breeding season if they were continu-
ally engaging in extensive male-male competi-
tion. It is important to note that it is very common 
for bird fathers to invest in their young, with up to 
90% of bird species showing biparental care, 
which is a much higher rate than in other verte-
brate taxa, particularly mammals (see below) 
(Clutton-Brock, 1991). Thus, in birds exhibiting 
biparental care, this perspective suggests that in 
many species males have evolved (via natural 
selection) the capacity to reduce their T to help 
shift their behavioral and energetic allocations 
toward priorities that help to optimize their coop-
eration with females and the promotion of the 
survival, growth, and development of their off-
spring (Wingfield et al., 1990).

Compared to the patterns among birds, pater-
nal investment is rare among mammals, occur-
ring in only around 3–5% of mammalian species 
(Clutton-Brock, 1991; Gray & Anderson, 2010). 
This low prevalence of mammalian paternal care 
almost certainly reflects divergences in male and 
female reproductive strategies that emerged 
alongside the evolution of internal fertilization, 
internal gestation and viviparity, and lactation 
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that characterize mammalian reproduction 
(Clutton-Brock, 1991). Collectively, these char-
acteristics often reduce males’ certainty of pater-
nity and their ability to remain in proximity to 
their young between fertilization and eventual 
birth, contributing to the predominant mamma-
lian pattern of males competing with one another 
for mating opportunities with multiple females, 
rather than partnering with a pregnant female and 
raising his (potential) offspring (Royle, Smiseth, 
& Kolliker, 2012). Because the hypothalamic- 
pituitary- gonadal axis that produces T is evolu-
tionarily ancient and shared across vertebrates, 
the Challenge Hypothesis laid the groundwork 
for scientists to make predictions regarding shifts 
in T production based on mating and parenting 
effort in other vertebrate taxa in which biparental 
care evolved, including its rare occurrence in 
mammalian species, such as humans (Gray et al., 
2019; Wingfield et al., 1990). Notably, any simi-
larities in the physiology underlying paternal 
involvement among birds and mammals are the 
result of convergent evolution (rather than shared 
ancestry) and represent natural selection (or other 
evolutionary processes) repeatedly coopting sim-
ilar neurobiological and hormonal pathways to 
promote paternal care, however diverse the eco-
logical settings in which it evolves. This evolu-
tionarily grounded approach to the study of the 
biology of vertebrate fathering has led to the 
observation that pair-bonded and/or invested ver-
tebrate fathers commonly show similar physio-
logical profiles, including particularly lower T 
during the periods in which they cooperate with 
mothers to raise vulnerable offspring (Fernandez- 
Duque et al., 2009; Gettler, 2014; Gray, McHale, 
& Carre, 2017).

Thus, this comparative perspective has served 
as a pillar for evolutionarily grounded biosocial 
or biocultural conceptual frameworks and empir-
ical research aimed toward testing whether 
human fathers express psychobiological profiles 
similar to other invested vertebrate fathers and 
how those profiles might be shaped by the cul-
tural and family system contexts in which they 
find expression (Abraham & Feldman, 2018; 
Gettler, 2014, 2016; Gray, McHale, & Carre, 
2017; van Anders, 2013; van Anders et al., 2011). 

Human male capacities for intensive paternal 
care evolved alongside or downstream of the 
suite of life history characteristics I described at 
the outset of the chapter that distinguish humans 
from the Great Apes and other primates (Gray & 
Anderson, 2010; Kaplan et al., 2000). To briefly 
reiterate, human life history includes the birth of 
newborns who are relatively neurologically and 
physically underdeveloped, comparatively early 
weaning of those infants, the slow growth and 
development of our offspring through a unique 
“childhood” phase, and shortened inter-birth 
intervals (such that our hyper-dependent off-
spring are “stacked” on top of one another, under 
natural fertility conditions) (Kaplan et al., 2000; 
Kramer, 2010).

This suite of reproductive-fertility and devel-
opmental characteristics would have been too 
much of an energetic and time burden for a 
mother to successfully manage alone (in the evo-
lutionary past), rendering it a maladaptive for 
reproductive fitness in the absence of the types of 
cooperative caregiving that we observe across 
contemporary societies (Kaplan et  al., 2000; 
Kramer, 2010). From an evolutionary perspec-
tive, it is highly probable that fathers frequently 
made critical though variable contributions to the 
well-being of their children, along with mothers 
receiving assistance from other helpers, often 
referred to as allomaternal caregivers (their own 
older offspring, grandmothers, other female kin, 
etc.) (Gettler, 2010; Gray & Anderson, 2010; 
Hawkes & Coxworth, 2013; Kramer, 2010).

 Conceptualizing Fathers’ Roles 
in the Evolutionary Past

There is general (though not universal) agree-
ment that fathers’ provisioning of energetic 
resources was likely important to the evolution of 
human’s life history strategy by helping to 
improve child health and survival (Gray & 
Anderson, 2010; Gurven & Hill, 2009; Kaplan 
et al., 2000). In that vein, fathers’ contributions as 
providers have recently been linked to children’s 
improved nutritional status and growth in small- 
scale societies in which the environmental condi-
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tions include evolutionarily relevant features 
(i.e., energetic constraint; infectious disease 
stress) (Boyette, Lew-Levy, & Gettler, 2018; 
Winking & Koster, 2015). Compared to the 
importance of paternal provisioning, there has 
been less of a focus in evolutionary frameworks 
and related research on the roles of fathers as 
direct, physical caregivers and as contributors via 
other pathways (e.g., cultivators of social capital 
or status within the community) to child well- 
being (Boyette et al., 2018; Gettler, 2010; Scelza, 
2010; von Rueden, Gurven, & Kaplan, 2011). 
Relative to fathers’ roles as providers, there are 
fewer lines of evidence available to reconstruct 
the potential roles fathers may have played as 
direct caregivers during our evolutionary past. In 
particular, in many contemporary societies, 
fathers’ roles in such care are relatively modest 
(Gettler, 2010), despite the increasing recogni-
tion that sensitive, warm, and supportive father-
ing can benefit child’s social and emotional 
development in settings such as the United States 
and Europe (Cabrera, 2020). Scholars working at 
the intersection of human psychobiology and 
social bonding have specifically argued that test-
ing for physiological profiles that help facilitate 
nurturant, sensitive caregiving in contemporary 
fathers (and within other salient social relation-
ships) can serve as one line of evidence to test 
whether such roles were evolutionarily adaptive, 
in light of cross-species comparative data and 
based on LHT (Gettler, 2014; van Anders, 2013).

In that vein, human fathers’ psychobiology 
has been repeatedly linked to engagement in 
direct caregiving and nurturance, although these 
neuroendocrine-behavioral profiles are by no 
means canalized or fixed (Gettler, 2014; Gray, 
Reece, et al., 2017; van Anders, 2013). The evo-
lutionary perspective lays the foundation for 
understanding why (ultimately) human fathers 
have these psychobiological capacities, and pro-
vides a useful framework for making predictions 
regarding the types of behaviors and social con-
texts that are most likely to elicit (potentially) 
evolutionarily advantageous profiles. Yet, impor-
tantly, relatively recent psychobiological frame-
works (van Anders, 2013; van Anders et  al., 
2011) have made the observation that “parent-

ing” represents a diffuse range of demands that 
might be most optimally met by varied levels of 
(for example) T, rather than a singular profile of 
invested fathers having low T. For a number of 
reasons (including phylogenetic inertia), evolu-
tionary processes result in traits that are “good 
enough” and not perfect; thus, human psychobio-
logical responses to partnering/parenting are 
flexible but cannot be expected to reflect unlim-
ited plasticity to respond to all aspects of family 
life and demands outside the family and might be 
occasionally mismatched to contemporary 
demands (Gettler, 2016). This provides an oppor-
tunity to build from LHT tenets as well as newer 
psychobiological frameworks (van Anders, 2013; 
van Anders et al., 2011) by integrating culturally- 
grounded, family system perspectives and by 
emphasizing individual differences that may 
shape the expression of the biology of fatherhood 
(Gettler, 2016). To help illustrate these points, in 
the next section, I will briefly describe some of 
the physiological functions of T that are consid-
ered relevant to life history trade-offs across ver-
tebrate species. I will then build from that 
foundation to review the human literature on 
men’s T and partnering/parenting status. Finally, 
I will transition to a discussion of research explor-
ing the relationships between men’s T and their 
caregiving behavior.

 Testosterone (T), Partnering, 
and Parenting Status

As I described above, both LHT and parental 
investment theory focus on trade-offs that occur 
between core fitness-relevant demands, such as 
reproduction versus maintenance of the body, as 
a consequence of time and energy being limited 
resources. In particular, both theoretical perspec-
tives are consistent with the notion that mamma-
lian males will face reproductive effort trade-offs 
between dedicating limited time and energetic 
resources toward mating effort versus toward the 
cooperative care of young in those rare species 
exhibiting biparental care. Indeed, aspects of the 
Challenge Hypothesis, outlined above, are like-
wise premised on similar ideas regarding the 
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ways in which male birds in species with 
 biparental care will seasonally shift away from 
mating effort and toward cooperative parenting 
of young, as the two (mating and parenting) are 
often incongruent as to their physiological under-
pinnings and behavioral demands (Gray et  al., 
2019; Wingfield et al., 1990). Across vertebrates, 
T is considered a key physiological mechanism 
helping to mediate these mating versus parenting 
trade-offs. In vertebrate males, elevated T often 
facilitates behaviors related to competition for 
resources, territory, and status. Similarly, higher 
T generally facilitates costly investment in physi-
cal attributes, such as larger body size, muscula-
ture, and ornamentation (such as colored plumage 
in certain birds) that facilitate attraction of mates 
and competition for resources and status 
(Bribiescas, 2001; Gray, Reece, et al., 2017; Hau, 
2007). Based on these patterns, many of the early 
studies of the biology of human fatherhood 
focused on men’s “life history status,” with the 
prediction that, in some settings, partnered fathers 
would have lower T than single non-fathers, par-
ticularly (Gray, Kahlenberg, Barrett, Lipson, & 
Ellison, 2002).

Over the past two decades, many studies have 
documented that partnered fathers tend to have 
lower T than single non-fathers, although, as I 
will discuss, this does vary by cultural context. 
Moreover, multiple thorough synthetic reviews 
have been written on this topic, which give far 
greater coverage of the relevant literature than I 
am able to do here (reviewed in Gettler, 2014; 
Gray, Reece, et al., 2017; Roney & Gettler, 2015; 
van Anders et  al., 2011; van Anders, 2013). 
Importantly, a recent meta-analysis showed that 
there is an overall pattern of partnered men, espe-
cially fathers, having lower T than other men, 
though the prevailing effect size is relatively 
modest (Grebe et al. 2019). A subsequent meta- 
analysis that used a somewhat different approach 
in trying to isolate the relationship between T and 
fathering (adjusting for partnering) found largely 
complementary supportive results, but again with 
a relatively modest effect size (Meijer, van 
IJzendoorn, & Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2019).

My primary purpose here is to discuss some of 
the early work in this area, especially as it relates 

to cross-cultural patterns, and to highlight some 
of the larger and longitudinal studies that have 
been conducted on this topic, as these are less 
subject to research design limitations pertinent to 
smaller, cross-sectional studies. Gray and col-
leagues conducted a number of foundational 
studies in this domain, including work on men in 
the Boston area, showing that married men 
(regardless of parenting status) had lower T than 
unmarried non-fathers. Married fathers and mar-
ried non-fathers did not differ for T in either anal-
ysis (Gray et al., 2002; Gray, Campbell, Marlowe, 
Lipson, & Ellison, 2004). In a similar study 
among Chinese men in Beijing, Gray et al. later 
found that married fathers had lower T than both 
unmarried and married non-fathers, hinting at 
some cross-cultural differences compared to the 
earlier studies in the United States (Gray, Yang, 
& Pope, 2006). Around this same period, Gray 
and colleagues also tested related ideas in two 
Kenyan cultural groups in which polygyny is cul-
turally sanctioned and thus the dynamics of 
T-competition and mating-partnering/parenting 
are potentially blurred, such that men could 
potentially look more similar for T across life 
history statuses. Among Kenyan Swahili men, 
unmarried and monogamously married men did 
not significantly differ for T, while polygynously 
married men (i.e., with multiple partners) had 
higher T than other males (Gray, 2003). In con-
trast, in a larger study of Ariaal pastoralists in 
Tanzania, unmarried men in their reproductive 
primes had higher T than their married peers, 
while polygynously married men did not have 
elevated T relative to other men (Gray, Ellison, & 
Campbell, 2007). In a complementary study of 
Senegalese men later conducted by a separate set 
of researchers, married fathers similarly had 
lower T than unmarried non-fathers (Alvergne, 
Faurie, & Raymond, 2009). However, among 
fathers, polygynous men had higher T than 
monogamously partnered fathers, which is con-
sistent with the idea that men’s mating effort and 
competition in the context of polygyny are cor-
related with elevated T (Alvergne et al., 2009).

These findings set helped to set the stage for a 
subsequent cross-cultural comparative study in 
Tanzania of two neighboring small-scale societ-
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ies in which models of family life differ 
 substantially (Muller, Marlowe, Bugumba, & 
Ellison, 2009). Among Hadza foragers, men and 
women generally partner monogamously and 
fathers frequently spend time in close proximity 
with their young children and are involved with 
hands-on care of them. In contrast, among the 
neighboring Datoga pastoralists, adult men spend 
much of their time away from women and young 
children, attending to responsibilities for herding 
and protecting livestock. Polygyny is also cultur-
ally sanctioned in this context (Muller et  al., 
2009). In their study, Muller et al. (2009) found 
that Hadza fathers had significantly lower T than 
non-fathers, whereas Datoga fathers and non-
fathers had similar T.  This was among the first 
studies to hint that father-child proximity and 
men’s direct caregiving potentially had implica-
tions for the patterning of men’s T based on par-
enting status, a theme I return to in the subsequent 
section on T and fathering behavior.

Subsequent longitudinal research built on 
these earlier studies to help address the “state” or 
“trait” question as it relates to T and men’s part-
nering and parenting (e.g., Edelstein et al., 2017; 
Gettler, McDade, Feranil, & Kuzawa, 2011). 
That is, because prior studies were cross- 
sectional, they could not address the question of 
whether men with reduced T were more likely to 
become partnered fathers in some settings (trait) 
or whether the transition to committed partnering 
and parenting led to declines in T (state). In 
research from a large, multi-decade birth cohort 
study in Metropolitan Cebu in the Philippines, 
my colleagues and I demonstrated that men who 
had higher T as single non-fathers in young adult-
hood were more likely to become partnered 
fathers by their mid-20s. Meanwhile, those men 
who became newly partnered new fathers 
between the ages of 21 (baseline) and 26 (follow-
 up) experienced large biologically meaningful 
declines in their T, with fathers of newborns 
showing the steepest declines (Gettler et  al., 
2011). These patterns differed significantly from 
the relatively static T profiles of men who 
remained single non-fathers over the same time 
frame. Other longitudinal research likewise 
found that fathers’ T was reduced in the first few 

months of parenthood, compared to non-parent 
controls (Perini, Ditzen, Hengartner, & Ehlert, 
2012).

There are relatively few large, longitudinal 
studies of human psychobiology and partnering 
or parenting, but two such studies that focus 
solely on partnering complement our findings 
from the Philippines. In a large decade-long 
study of US military veterans, Mazur and 
Michalek (1998) showed that unwed men and 
men who changed marital status (married ↔ sin-
gle) all had T that was consistently higher than 
men who remained married across the study 
period. Men who transitioned from being 
divorced to remarried showed significant declines 
in T during the decade of study. Meanwhile, mar-
ried men who had elevated T at earlier time points 
in the study were more likely to become divorced 
by later time points. Drawing on the study in 
Cebu, our research team later showed a comple-
mentary finding showing that men with greater T 
functionality as young adults were more likely to 
experience relationship separation/dissolution by 
their mid-20s (Gettler et al., 2017). Additionally, 
in a recent, large, longitudinal study in Denmark, 
many of the core findings from Mazur and 
Michalek (1998) were replicated, as men who 
transitioned to marriage experienced declines in 
T and those that divorced/separated exhibited 
increases in T through time (Holmboe et  al., 
2017).

Finally, in addition to these longitudinal stud-
ies that help shed light on the bidirectional rela-
tionships between T and shifts in life history 
status, a small number of large cross-sectional 
studies have (in some cases) added clarity to 
these patterns, while also raising new questions. 
This is particularly important since it is known 
that studies with small sample sizes are prone to 
inflated effect sizes when they find statistically 
significant results (Button et al., 2013). In a US 
population representative study with over 1500 
men ranging in age from 20 to 60 years old, my 
collaborator and I showed that partnered men 
residing with children had significantly lower T 
than men who were not residing with children 
and were either divorced or never married (Gettler 
& Oka, 2016). Men who were partnered but not 
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residing with children tended to have modestly 
higher T than partnered men living with children 
but the effect size was small and did not reach 
statistical significance. These findings thus gen-
erally parallel the earlier foundation work on US 
men by Gray et al. (2002, 2004).

In contrast to these patterns that align with 
past work, data from a large study of military per-
sonnel (N = 4400+) found that for men in their 
early 30s, T increased based on the presence of 
children in their homes and increased as the num-
ber of children rose (Mazur, 2014). Based on the 
data reported in the study, it is not clear what 
explains the discrepancies between this study and 
other relevant work on US married fathers. 
However, contextualized within existing frame-
works (Gettler, 2016; van Anders, 2013; van 
Anders et  al., 2011), I discuss some possible 
explanations below in a subsequent section 
regarding the importance of models of father-
hood, cultural context, and individual differ-
ences. Finally, a recent work focusing on 
Jamaican fathers (n = 350) found that fathers’ T 
did not vary according to relationship status 
(married, long-term partnered but unmarried, vis-
iting [mothers and fathers live apart but jointly 
raise children) (Gray, Reece, et  al., 2017). This 
contrasts somewhat with my team’s earlier work 
from Cebuano men in the Philippines, which 
showed that residential fathers had lower T than 
non-residential fathers (Gettler, McDade, 
Agustin, Feranil, & Kuzawa, 2015). While over-
interpreting non-significant findings is poten-
tially fraught, these studies and the variation they 
point to within- and across-cultures points to the 
potential importance of local cultural models of 
fathering, partnering, and family life more 
broadly in influencing the expression of these 
psychobiological patterns (Gettler, 2016), which 
is a theme I focus on in the subsequent section.

 Fathering Quantity 
in Relationship to T

As I have already noted, T is considered a key 
mechanism helping to facilitate trade-offs 
between mating and parenting effort. In terms 

of understanding how fathers’ T might affect 
and be affected by the functioning of family 
systems, there are a number of key points that 
merit discussion before delving into the rele-
vant literature. First, the majority of studies 
that have drawn on LHT to formulate hypoth-
eses about paternal care have generally focused 
on the quantity of caregiving (e.g., time spent 
in direct care) rather than the quality of care. 
Likely, because of its focus on time and energy 
as limited resources that are allocated to com-
peting demands, LHT has not generally been 
used to generate predictions about caregiving 
quality, to date (Kuo & Gettler, 2018). In addi-
tion, there is a long- standing recognition that 
behaviors that are commonly lumped under the 
headings of “mating” and “parenting” effort, 
which are often a core focus of LHT approaches 
to modeling the trade- offs men negotiate when 
the transition to parenthood, are not necessar-
ily mutually exclusive or divisible (Smuts & 
Gubernick, 1992; van Anders, 2013). For 
example, in many societies, men’s competition 
for resources and status could be considered 
relevant to both mating effort and parenting 
effort.

Nonetheless, a number of studies have found 
that when fathers are involved with direct care of 
their children and/or spend time in close proxim-
ity to them, they generally have lower T than 
fathers who are uninvolved in hands-on caregiv-
ing (Alvergne et al., 2009; Gettler et al., 2011; 
Gettler, McKenna, Agustin, McDade, & Kuzawa, 
2012; Lawson et al., 2017; Mascaro, Hackett, & 
Rilling, 2013), although these findings are not 
ubiquitous, even in cultural settings in which 
they might be predicted to occur (e.g., Gray 
et al., 2002, 2004; see further relevant discussion 
below). A recent meta-analysis also found sup-
port for this pattern, but with a relatively small 
effect size, which (as the authors note) could 
potentially reflect limited attention to core con-
textual details regarding family systems and 
dynamics (Meijer, van IJzendoorn, & 
Bakermans- Kranenburg, 2019) as well as vari-
ability in study design (Kuo & Gettler, 2018). 
Nonetheless, a number of longitudinal studies 
have helped to shed some light on the direction 
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of these effects. Research following US expect-
ant fathers from the pre- to post-partum found 
that fathers whose T declined more across their 
partners’ pregnancies were more engaged in 
infant care post- partum and their partners 
reported that the lower T fathers helped more 
with household tasks and were more supportive 
(Edelstein et al., 2017). In a separate larger study 
of US fathers, Kuo and colleagues found that 
fathers’ whose T was lower the day after their 
babies were born reported participating in 
greater direct care and indirect parenting tasks 
related to the baby 2–4 months later (Kuo et al., 
2018). Finally, my collaborators and I found that 
among Filipino men who were fathers at age 
21–22  years, those who increased their time 
spent in childcare in the ensuing 4–5 years expe-
rienced declines in T over the same time frame, 
while fathers’ T went up if they decreased their 
caregiving time during the follow- up period 
(Gettler et al., 2015).

Much of this work is consistent with T play-
ing a role as a mechanism to help shift men’s 
priorities as they transition to committed father-
hood, particularly in reference to a limited 
resource (i.e., time). This work is also broadly 
consistent with psychobiological frameworks 
pertaining to human social behavior and bonding 
that have helped to provide nuance to predictions 
regarding the ways in which men and women’s T 
will correlate with various demands related to 
partnering and parenting. Specifically, van 
Anders (2013) and colleagues (2011) have pro-
posed that lower T will tend to correlate with 
nurturing behavior in the formation and mainte-
nance of social bonds (such as can occur between 
partners or between parents and children), 
whereas elevated T will tend to be correlated 
with behaviors related to competition, including 
for status and resources. To the extent that nur-
turing parental behaviors (e.g., sensitive, warm, 
supportive interactions) are widely recognized 
as benefitting child development outcomes in the 
United States, Europe, and similar societal set-
tings, this framework offers predictions for the 
way in which reduced T among fathers could be 
linked to child well-being in certain contexts 
(e.g., Landry, Smith, & Swank, 2006).

 Fathering Quality 
in Relationship to T

Relatively few studies have tested whether lower 
T is related to the quality of fathers’ parenting 
and the findings in the existing literature are 
mixed (Kuo & Gettler, 2018). In studies of Israeli 
families, it was found that fathers who had lower 
T engaged in more affectionate touch and sensi-
tive infant-directed speech (Weisman, Zagoory- 
Sharon, & Feldman, 2014) and were observed to 
be more behaviorally synchronized with their 
babies (Gordon, Pratt, Bergunde, Zagoory- 
Sharon, & Feldman, 2017). In an earlier work on 
Canadian men, fathers who had lower T expressed 
greater concern and sympathy toward a crying 
baby, when they were exposed to recorded infant 
distress (Fleming, Corter, Stallings, & Steiner, 
2002). In the Netherlands, fathers’ waking and 
evening T, respectively, were not significantly 
linked to their sensitivity or respect for their chil-
dren’s autonomy. However, fathers with steeper 
diurnal changes in T across the day were found to 
engage in higher quality parenting (as defined in 
the study) (Endendijk et  al., 2016). The typical 
diurnal pattern reflects a peak around waking and 
nadir by early evening, which is reflected in the 
study (Endendijk et  al., 2016). Thus, for the 
majority of men, the key finding of this research 
likely reflects that fathers with steeper diurnal 
declines in T across the day engaged in more sen-
sitive, respectful parenting. Meanwhile, more 
recent work from the same research group has 
shown that fathers’ levels of self-control moder-
ated the relationship between T and parenting 
quality. Specifically, low-self-control fathers 
with higher T were less sensitive and less respect-
ful of child autonomy, whereas lower T in such 
fathers correlated with higher quality parenting. 
The reverse pattern was found for higher T fathers 
(van der Pol et al., 2019). This most recent (2019) 
research from this team points to the importance 
of bringing individual differences into the study 
of human paternal psychobiology as is done in 
other related domains such as research on T and 
aggression or physiological responses to psycho-
socially stressful conditions (Carré et  al., 2017; 
Oswald et al., 2006).
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Notably, however, a number of studies have 
failed to find significant correlations between 
fathers’ T and the quality of their parenting. For 
example, in a US-based sample, Kuo and col-
leagues (2015) did not find that fathers’ basal T 
was predictive of various measures of observed 
parenting quality, including sensitivity, respon-
siveness, and intrusiveness, during a lab-based 
father-infant teaching task. In a separate, rela-
tively large US-based study, Dorius et al. (2012) 
found no significant link between fathers’ T and 
their children’s reports of father-child closeness. 
It is important to note that this study did not have 
direct measures of fathering quality. 
Theoretically, father-child closeness is predicted 
to emerge (in part) via high-quality (sensitive, 
warm, authoritative) parenting in this setting, 
thus, conceptually, T could plausibly have been 
associated with father-child closeness as a medi-
ator in the pathway linking fathering quality and 
T.  As Kuo and Gettler (2018) have recently 
described, it is difficult to discern whether incon-
sistencies in this literature reflect distinct psy-
chobiological processes in different settings or 
samples, lack of statistical power (in some 
cases), or research design differences that lead to 
variation in what family and individual fathering 
dynamics are found to be meaningfully corre-
lated with men’s T. For example, in the Dorius 
et  al. (2012) study, the age range of children 
included was quite large (6–16  years old), and 
there are variable demands of parenting and 
emotionally connecting and bonding with chil-
dren of those varying ages. Thus, “high-quality” 
parenting and “closeness” of parent-child bonds 
might well be correlated with differing psycho-
biological profiles in fathers as parenting 
demands shift with child age and development 
(Gettler, 2016; van Anders, 2013). In fact, the 
vast majority of the work I have reviewed above 
has been conducted with families with infants 
and toddlers in a relatively limited number of 
cultural settings. To better understand the bidi-
rectional relationships between hormones such 
as T and men’s roles in families, we need to 
explore these questions across a more diverse 
landscape of family systems and societal settings 
(Gettler, 2016).

The models from van Anders and colleagues 
likewise point to the importance of social and 
cultural context in the expression of psychobio-
logical systems, which is a critical consideration 
for interpreting the biology of fatherhood across 
diverse settings (van Anders, 2013; van Anders 
et al., 2011). Complementing those frameworks, 
I proposed a culturally oriented evolutionary 
developmental model (“Becoming DADS”), with 
the DADS acronym standing for Duration, 
Attitude, Dedication, and Salience. In this frame-
work, I posited that evolutionarily conserved but 
developmentally plastic physiological systems, 
such as the hypothalamic-pituitary-gonadal axis 
that produces T, are calibrated to respond to and 
facilitate culturally valued social and gender 
roles within societies, based on boys’ childhood 
experiences within families and communities 
(Gettler, 2016). This model thus facilitates social 
neuroendocrine predictions based on locally val-
orized roles for and gender socialization of men 
as fathers and men’s individual experiences as 
children while also emphasizing the importance 
of broader processes that influence those dynam-
ics, such as political economy and local ecology.

For example, drawing on my prior work on T 
and fatherhood among Filipino men (e.g., Gettler 
et al., 2011, 2015), I discussed how political eco-
nomic changes in the Philippines in the 1980s 
(especially via neoliberalization of the economy) 
led to many Filipino women traveling overseas to 
seek better paying work and also a feminization 
of labor opportunities in Cebu, the Philippines. I 
argued that these shifting labor and migration 
dynamics potentially helped to contribute to 
changing family roles regarding childcare, requir-
ing some fathers to participate more intensively 
in childcare, running counter to prevailing cul-
tural norms of masculinity and expectations of 
fathers. In families and communities transformed 
by these changes, the developmental experiences 
of children would have been shifted (i.e., boys 
receiving some care from their fathers and 
thereby internalizing gendered roles and identi-
ties and developing bio-behaviorally in tune with 
those culturally salient dimensions of family life) 
(Gettler, 2016). My colleagues and I recently 
published work on the multi-generational 
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 patterning of fathering behavior and parenting 
identity in Cebu (the Philippines) that align with 
the general predictions of this framework, as 
boys who had fathers who did some caregiving in 
the early 1980s and developed close relationships 
with them were, themselves, more involved as 
fathers ~25 years later and described caregiving 
as more central to their identities as parents 
(Gettler, Kuo, Bas, & Borja, 2019). However, in 
that study, our core findings were based on cross-
over statistical interactions, meaning that for 
boys who grew up with fathers who were unin-
volved with childcare and nonetheless developed 
a close relationship with them, they (the second- 
generation men) grew up to recapitulate their 
fathers’ parenting styles, with relatively less care-
giving and less emphasis on it as a component of 
their parenting identities (Gettler et al., 2019).

Notably, our team observed these crossover 
effects for intergenerational patterning of pater-
nal parenting styles in Cebu using data from the 
same sample on which we had previously shown 
that men becoming newly partnered new fathers 
had larger longitudinal declines in T than men 
remaining single non-fathers (Gettler et  al., 
2011). Our more recent (2019) results suggest 
that there was likely a meaningful subset of new 
fathers in that pool who did not see nurturant 
caregiving as a core part of their parental respon-
sibilities or identities as fathers. Such individual- 
level insights might help to explain why, despite 
group-level aggregate findings such as declining 
T among newly partnered new fathers in Cebu 
(Gettler et  al., 2011), we still see that ~25% of 
those new fathers exhibit relatively static or even 
increasing T across that same 4.5-year time 
period. A similar within-culture perspective on 
variation in models of fathering may help explain 
results I discussed previously from Mazur (2014) 
in which relatively young military fathers with 
more children had higher T, as opposed to lower 
levels that might be predicted based on increas-
ing caregiving demands of more dependents as 
has been found in other research on non-military 
US fathers (Mascaro et al., 2013). In particular, 
there is a possibility that the orientation and 
engagement of military men in the sample to 
fathering were more consistent with competition 

(e.g., providing resources) and protection than 
nurturance, and those social neuroendocrine 
dynamics could explain the observed patterns 
(Mazur, 2014). While that interpretation is specu-
lative, my colleagues and I recently published 
research on fathers’ roles and psychobiology 
from a small-scale society in the Republic of the 
Congo that gives it credence and that helps to lay 
the groundwork for the importance of under-
standing local models of fathering and family life 
vis-à-vis men’s neuroendocrine profiles.

This new research focuses on a small Bantu- 
speaking community of less than 200 who iden-
tify ethnically as Bondongo. They reside in a 
remote region of northern Republic of the Congo, 
far removed from major urban centers and with 
little market integration, and they subsist primar-
ily via fishing and (non-mechanized) farming 
(Boyette et  al., 2018). In this society, fathers’ 
roles as providers of resources are culturally val-
ued and those who are seen as better providers 
have children in better health (Boyette et  al., 
2018). Fathers’ acquisition of resources often 
involves risky behaviors (e.g., scaling tall trees; 
fishing in dangerous waters) and men achieve 
higher status in the community through their 
abilities as providers. Meanwhile, the Bondongo 
do not culturally emphasize warm father-child 
relations or fathers’ direct caregiving, including 
sensitive or nurturant involvement, and such 
behaviors are relatively uncommon (Boyette, 
Lew-Levy, Sarma, & Gettler, 2019; Gettler, 
Sarma, et al., 2019).

Thus, in contrast to prior research on paternal 
psychobiology in settings such as the United 
States/Europe, the Philippines, and Israel, “higher 
quality” paternal care among the Bondongo is 
unlikely to be linked to lower T.  In contrast, a 
culturally situated and theoretically grounded 
hypothesis would be that committed Bondongo 
fathers would exhibit higher T (Gettler, 2016; 
Gray, McHale, & Carre, 2017; van Anders et al., 
2011; van Anders, 2013). We found support for 
this prediction, as fathers who were seen as better 
providers had higher T than men seen as less 
effective providers, which we suggest is consis-
tent with theorized links between risk taking, 
competition for status, and elevated T (Gray, 
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McHale, & Carre, 2017; van Anders et al., 2011; 
van Anders , 2013). To our knowledge, our find-
ings were the first to correlate measures of 
fathers’ roles as providers to elevated T; however, 
our results complement and build on prior anthro-
pological research that has shown that the well- 
documented differences in T between married 
fathers vs. single men and non-fathers do not nec-
essarily extend to societies in which cultural 
models of partnering differ (e.g., polygyny is 
practiced) and roles for fathers involve little con-
tact with young children (Gray, 2003; Muller 
et al., 2009).

To sum up, I began this chapter with a brief 
overview of human life history and current think-
ing regarding evolutionary-oriented theoretical 
frameworks (LHT, parental investment theory) 
that are commonly used to frame predictions 
regarding human paternal psychobiology. A fun-
damental idea underlying those frameworks is 
that if humans/hominins experienced selection 
favoring increased levels of paternal care, it 
would have required proximate (i.e., underlying 
physiological) mechanisms to help facilitate 
those shifts in male priorities and behavioral pat-
terns. Based on cross-species comparisons, T is a 
likely candidate to function in that specific mech-
anistic role and is among the most widely studied 
hormones in research on human partnering/par-
enting and psychobiology. However, as I have 
reviewed above, there is increasing evidence 
from studies of T and, to a lesser extent, oxytocin 
(Abraham & Feldman, 2018; Gettler, Sarma, 
et al., 2019) that the patterning of human paternal 
biology potentially varies based on intersections 
between local contexts and systems of meaning 
(e.g., cultural norms), environmental conditions 
(i.e., ecology), and individual-level characteris-
tics. It is important to note that these perspectives 
are not at odds with one another; rather, a number 
of lines of evidence are typically used by 
evolutionary- focused scholars to argue for plastic 
and facultative aspects of fathers’ involvement in 
our evolutionary past. Regardless of whether cur-
rent variation in responses of fathers’ physiology 
to diverse parenting demands reflects selection in 
our evolutionary past or is merely an example of 
contemporary bio-behavioral phenotypic plastic-

ity (Gettler, 2014), I would argue that to the 
extent that we think modeling between-father dif-
ferences in these biological patterns is potentially 
important to understanding fathers’ effects on 
children and family systems, we need to continue 
to increase our attention to fathers’ own develop-
mental experiences and individual dispositions as 
well as the prevailing cultural values of their 
communities and societies (Gettler, 2016).

 Summary and Key Points

Humans have a relatively “slow” life history in 
many respects, especially the prolonged and 
costly periods of growth and development that 
are characteristic of our children. Yet, compared 
to closely related species, the way we raise our 
children is differentiated by the fact that in many 
families, parents and other caregivers commonly 
raise multiple dependent children simultane-
ously, rather than focusing on ensuring that each 
child reaches maturity before having another. 
Evolutionary and comparative perspectives on 
the emergence of this LH strategy help provide a 
theoretically grounded foundation for consider-
ing the important roles that human fathers have 
likely played throughout the history of our spe-
cies and how selection may have shaped men’s 
psychobiology to help facilitate shifts toward 
committed partnering and parenting (Gettler, 
2014; Gray & Anderson, 2010). In that vein, 
there are three key sets of points I would like to 
emphasize in closing this chapter.

First, evolutionary framing, including LHT, 
provides a critical foundation for proposing why 
men’s neurobiological and hormonal systems 
would have the functional capacity to respond to 
certain forms of partnering and parenting (Gettler, 
2014). While the current literature on the biology 
of fatherhood is increasingly consistent with the 
idea that there is plasticity in fathers’ psychobiol-
ogy based on social and ecological context, the 
neuroendocrine axis that produces T (for exam-
ple) is evolutionarily ancient and highly con-
served, being shared by all vertebrates, and is thus 
certainly not infinitely malleable (Gettler, 2016). 
Rather, evolutionary and comparative  perspectives 
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help us generate predictions about how hormones, 
such as T, may have been selected as mechanisms 
to mediate trade-offs between certain types of 
incongruent demands. In short, it is not theoreti-
cally appropriate to expect that fathers’ neuroen-
docrine systems will have the functional capacities 
to respond adaptively to all the demands of daily 
life. For example, a US-based father who is com-
mitted to being a sensitive and nurturing parent 
may also work in a business occupation in which 
he will achieve success by behaving highly com-
petitively and hierarchically. These day-to-day 
demands are likely to be best optimized through 
different psychobiological profiles, which cannot 
necessarily be concomitantly expressed because 
our biology has constraints in its plasticity. 
Evolutionary perspectives are critical to under-
standing and modeling the plausible range of pos-
sibilities for parental physiology in contemporary 
environments and family systems, including in 
the face of political economic and structural con-
straints and challenges (Gettler, 2016).

Second, a fairly cohesive picture has emerged 
regarding men having lower T as fathers in the 
context of committed romantic partnerships and 
when they are more involved with direct caregiv-
ing for their children. However, these patterns are 
not ubiquitous across cultures, including in set-
tings in which polygynous marriage is culturally 
sanctioned and practiced and those in which 
fathers’ roles generally do not include direct 
caregiving (Gettler, 2014; Gray, McHale, & 
Carre, 2017; van Anders, 2013). Moreover, recent 
research that my colleagues and I have published 
shows that in a society in which fathers’ roles as 
providers require risky behavior and represent 
pathways to achieving social status in a hierarchi-
cal community “better” fathers (by local defini-
tions) have higher T than other fathers (Boyette 
et al., 2019; Gettler, Sarma, et al., 2019). Thus, 
there is much that remains poorly understood 
about the manifestation of human fathers’ biol-
ogy (Abraham & Feldman, 2018; Gettler, 2014; 
Rosenbaum & Gettler, 2018), and researchers 
must be attentive to the importance of variation in 
cultural models of fatherhood and family life, 
including within subpopulations in large, diverse 

societies (Mazur, 2014), as this area of study con-
tinues to grow.

Finally, and on a related point, we need further 
insights on individual differences in men’s neuro-
biological and endocrine responsiveness from 
parenting and to understand the sources of that 
variation. Psychobiological frameworks increas-
ingly emphasize the importance of early-life 
social-family environments in shaping the physi-
ological pathways through which parenting is 
later expressed in adulthood (Bos, 2017; Gettler, 
2016), while a small number of studies have 
begun exploring individual-level traits (e.g., per-
sonality dimensions; genetics) that predict differ-
ential outcomes of higher vs. lower T in the 
context of family life (Gettler et al., 2017; Sarma, 
Kuo, Bechayda, Kuzawa, & Gettler, 2018; van 
der Pol et  al., 2019). For those of us who are 
interested in questions of parental biology and 
child outcomes, these more nuanced observations 
may be critical to helping solve the “conundrum” 
of how or if fathers’ psychobiological profiles are 
linked to the quality of their parenting and func-
tioning within family systems.

References

Abraham, E., & Feldman, R. (2018). The neurobiology 
of human allomaternal care; implications for father-
ing, coparenting, and children's social development. 
Physiology & Behavior, 193, 25–34.

Alvergne, A., Faurie, C., & Raymond, M. (2009). 
Variation in testosterone levels and male reproductive 
effort: Insight from a polygynous human population. 
Hormones and Behavior, 56, 491–497.

Bos, P. A. (2017). The endocrinology of human caregiving 
and its intergenerational transmission. Development 
and Psychopathology, 26, 991–999.

Boyette, A.  H., Lew-Levy, S., & Gettler, L.  T. (2018). 
Dimensions of fatherhood in a Congo Basin village: 
A multimethod analysis of intracultural variation in 
men’s parenting and its relevance for child health. 
Current Anthropology, 59(6), 1–9.

Boyette, A.  H., Lew-Levy, S., Sarma, M.  S., & Gettler, 
L.  T. (2019). Testosterone, fathers as providers and 
caregivers, and child health: Evidence from fisher- 
farmers in the Republic of the Congo. Hormones and 
Behavior, 107, 35–45.

Bribiescas, R.  G. (2001). Reproductive ecology and 
life history of the human male. American Journal of 
Physical Anthropology, 116, 148–176.

10 Exploring Evolutionary Perspectives on Human Fatherhood and Paternal Biology: Testosterone…



150

Bribiescas, R. G., & Ellison, P. T. (2008). How hormones 
mediate trade-offs in human health and disease. In 
S. C. Stearns & J. C. Koella (Eds.), Evolution in health 
and disease (2nd ed., pp. 77–93). Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press.

Button, K. S., Ioannidis, J. P., Mokrysz, C., Nosek, B. A., 
Flint, J., Robinson, E. S., et al. (2013). Power failure: 
Why small sample size undermines the reliability of 
neuroscience. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 14(5), 
365.

Cabrera, N.  J. (2020). Father involvement, father-child 
relationship, and attachment in the early years. 
Attachment & Human Development, 22(1), 134–138.

Carré, J.  M., Geniole, S.  N., Ortiz, T.  L., Bird, B.  M., 
Videto, A., & Bonin, P. L. (2017). Exogenous testos-
terone rapidly increases aggressive behavior in domi-
nant and impulsive men. Biological Psychiatry, 82(4), 
249–256.

Charnov, E.  L., & Berrigan, D. (1993). Why do female 
primates have such long lifespans and so few babies? 
Or life in the slow lane. Evolutionary Anthropology, 
1, 191–194.

Clutton-Brock, T.  H. (1991). The evolution of parental 
care. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Dorius, C., Booth, A., Hibel, J., Granger, D. A., & 
Johnson, D. (2012). Parents’ testosterone and chil-
dren’s perception of parent–child relationship quality. 
Horm Behav, 60(5), 512–519.

Edelstein, R. S., Chopik, W. J., Saxbe, D. E., Wardecker, 
B.  M., Moors, A.  C., & LaBelle, O.  P. (2017). 
Prospective and dyadic associations between expect-
ant parents’ prenatal hormone changes and postpartum 
parenting outcomes. Developmental Psychobiology, 
59, 77–90.

Endendijk, J.  J., Hallers-Haalboom, E.  T., Groeneveld, 
M. G., van Berkel, S. R., van der Pol, L. D., Bakermans- 
Kranenburg, M. J., et al. (2016). Diurnal testosterone 
variability is differentially associated with parent-
ing quality in mothers and fathers. Hormones and 
Behavior, 80, 68–75.

Fernandez-Duque, E., Valeggia, C. R., & Mendoza, S. P. 
(2009). The biology of paternal care in human and 
nonhuman primates. Annual Review of Anthropology, 
38, 115–130.

Fleming, A.  S., Corter, C., Stallings, J., & Steiner, M. 
(2002). Testosterone and prolactin are associated with 
emotional responses to infant cries in new fathers. 
Hormones and Behavior, 42(4), 399–413.

Gettler, L.  T. (2016). Becoming DADS: Considering 
the role of cultural context and developmental plas-
ticity for paternal socioendocrinology. Current 
Anthropology, 57(S13), S38–S51.

Gettler, L. T., Kuo, P. X., Bas, A., & Borja, J. B. (2019). 
The roles of parents in shaping fathering across gener-
ations in Cebu, Philippines. Journal of Marriage and 
Family, 81(3), 662–678.

Gettler, L. T., & Oka, R. C. (2016). Are testosterone lev-
els and depression risk linked based on partnering 
and parenting? Evidence from a large population- 

representative study of US men and women. Social 
Science & Medicine, 163, 157–167.

Gettler, L. T., Ryan, C. P., Eisenberg, D. T., Rzhetskaya, 
M., Hayes, M. G., Feranil, A. B., et al. (2017). The role 
of testosterone in coordinating male life history strate-
gies: The moderating effects of the androgen receptor 
CAG repeat polymorphism. Hormones and Behavior, 
87, 164–175.

Gettler, L.  T., Sarma, M.  S., Lew-Levy, S., Bond, A., 
Trumble, B. C., & Boyette, A. H. (2019). Mothers' and 
fathers' joint profiles for testosterone and oxytocin in 
a small-scale fishing-farming community: Variation 
based on marital conflict and paternal contributions. 
Brain and Behavior, 9, e01367.

Gettler, L. T. (2010). Direct male care and hominin evolu-
tion: Why male-child interaction is more than a nice 
social idea. American Anthropologist, 112(1), 7–21.

Gettler, L.  T. (2014). Applying socioendocrinology to 
evolutionary models: Fatherhood and physiology. 
Evolutionary Anthropology, 23(4), 146–160.

Gettler, L.  T., McDade, T.  W., Agustin, S.  S., Feranil, 
A.  B., & Kuzawa, C.  W. (2015). Longitudinal per-
spectives on fathers’ residence status, time allocation, 
and testosterone in the Philippines. Adaptive Human 
Behavior and Physiology, 1(2), 124–149. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s40750-014-0018-9

Gettler, L. T., McDade, T. W., Feranil, A. B., & Kuzawa, 
C.  W. (2011). Longitudinal evidence that father-
hood decreases testosterone in human males. PNAS, 
108(29), 16194–16199.

Gettler, L.  T., McKenna, J.  J., Agustin, S.  S., McDade, 
T. W., & Kuzawa, C. W. (2012). Does cosleeping con-
tribute to lower testosterone levels in fathers? Evidence 
from the Philippines. PLoS One, 7(9), e41559.

Gordon, I., Pratt, M., Bergunde, K., Zagoory-Sharon, O., 
& Feldman, R. (2017). Testosterone, oxytocin, and the 
development of human parental care. Hormones and 
Behavior, 93, 184–192.

Gray, P. B., McHale, T. S., & Carre, J. M. (2017). A review 
of human male field studies of hormones and behav-
ioral reproductive effort. Hormones and Behavior, 91, 
52–67. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yhbeh.2016.07.004

Gray, P. B., & Crittenden, A. N. (2014). Father Darwin: 
Effects of children on men, viewed from an evolution-
ary perspective. Fathering, 12(2), 121–142.

Gray, P. B., Straftis, A. A., Bird, B. M., McHale, T. S., 
& Zilioli, S. (2019). Human reproductive behavior, 
life history, and the challenge hypothesis: A 30-year 
review, retrospective and future directions. Hormones 
and Behavior, S0018-506X(19)30003-0.

Gray, P.  B. (2003). Marriage, parenting, and testoster-
one variation among kenyan swahili men. American 
Journal of Physical Anthropology, 122(3), 279–286.

Gray, P.  B., & Anderson, K.  G. (2010). Fatherhood: 
Evolution and human paternal behavior. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Gray, P.  B., Campbell, B.  C., Marlowe, F.  W., Lipson, 
S. F., & Ellison, P. T. (2004). Social variables predict 
between-subject but not day-to-day variation in the 

L. T. Gettler

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40750-014-0018-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40750-014-0018-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yhbeh.2016.07.004


151

testosterone of US men. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 
29(9), 1153–1162.

Gray, P.  B., Ellison, P.  T., & Campbell, B.  C. (2007). 
Testosterone and marriage among Ariaal men of north-
ern Kenya. Current Anthropology, 48(5), 750–755.

Gray, P.  B., Kahlenberg, S.  M., Barrett, E.  S., Lipson, 
S.  F., & Ellison, P.  T. (2002). Marriage and father-
hood are associated with lower testosterone in males. 
Evolution and Human Behavior, 23(3), 193–201.

Gray, P. B., Yang, C.  J., & Pope, H. G. (2006). Fathers 
have lower salivary testosterone levels than unmar-
ried men and married non-fathers in Beijing, China. 
Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological 
Sciences, 273(1584), 333–339.

Gray, P.  B., Reece, J., Coore Desai, C., Dinall, T., 
Pellington, S., & Samms Vaughan, M. (2017). 
Testosterone and Jamaican fathers: Exploring links 
to relationship dynamics and paternal care. Human 
Nature: An Interdisciplinary Biosocial Perspective, 28, 
201–218. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12110-016-9283-6

Grebe, N. M., Sarafin, R. E., Strenth, C. R., & Zilioli, S. 
(2019). Pair-bonding, fatherhood, and the role of tes-
tosterone: A meta-analytic review. Neuroscience & 
Biobehavioral Reviews, 98, 221–233.

Gurven, M., & Hill, K. (2009). Why do men hunt? A 
reevaluation of "man the hunter" and the sexual divi-
sion of labor. Current Anthropology, 50(1), 51–74.

Hau, M. (2007). Regulation of male life history traits by 
testosterone: Implications for the evolution of verte-
brate life histories. BioEssays, 29, 133–144.

Hawkes, K., & Coxworth, J. E. (2013). Grandmothers and 
the evolution of human longevity: A review of findings 
and future directions. Evolutionary Anthropology: 
Issues, News, and Reviews, 22(6), 294–302.

Hill, K., & Kaplan, H. (1999). Life history traits in 
humans: Theory and empirical studies. Annual Review 
of Anthropology, 28, 397–430.

Holmboe, S. A., Priskorn, L., Jørgensen, N., Skakkebaek, 
N. E., Linneberg, A., Juul, A., et al. (2017). Influence 
of marital status on testosterone levels–A ten year 
follow-up of 1113 men. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 
80, 155–161.

Hrdy, S. B. (2009). Mothers and others: The evolution-
ary origins of mutual understanding. Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Jasienska, G. (2013). The fragile wisdom: An evolutionary 
view on women's biology and health. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

Kaplan, H., Hill, K., Lancaster, J., & Hurtado, M. (2000). 
A theory of human life history evolution: Diet, intel-
ligence, and longevity. Evolutionary Anthropology: 
Issues, News, and Reviews, 9, 156–185.

Kramer, K. L. (2010). Cooperative breeding and its signif-
icance to the demographic success of humans. Annual 
Review of Anthropology, 39, 417–436.

Kuo, P.  X., Braungart-Rieker, J.  M., Lefever, J.  E. B., 
Sarma, M.  S., O'Neill, M., & Gettler, L.  T. (2018). 
Fathers' cortisol and testosterone in the days around 

infants' births predict later paternal involvement. 
Hormones and Behavior, 106, 28–34.

Kuo, P. X., & Gettler, L. T. (2018). Theories relevant to 
hormones and parenting. In O. C. Schultheiss & P. H. 
Mehta (Eds.), Routledge international handbook of 
social neuroendocrinology (pp. 333–354). Abingdon, 
UK: Routledge.

Kuo, P. X., Saini, E. K., Thomason, E., Schultheiss, O. 
C., Gonzalez, R., & Volling, B. L. (2015). Individual 
variation in fathers’ testosterone reactivity to infant 
distress predicts parenting behaviors with their 1‐year‐
old infants. Developmental Psychobiology.

Kuzawa, C. W., Chugani, H. T., Grossman, L. I., Lipovich, 
L., Muzik, O., Hof, P.  R., et  al. (2014). Metabolic 
costs and evolutionary implications of human 
brain development. Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 
111(36), 13010–13015. https://doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.1323099111

Landry, S.  H., Smith, K.  E., & Swank, P.  R. (2006). 
Responsive parenting: Establishing early foundations 
for social, communication, and independent problem- 
solving skills. Developmental Psychology, 42(4), 627.

Lawson, D.  W., Nuñez-de la Mora, A., Cooper, G.  D., 
Prentice, A.  M., Moore, S.  E., & Sear, R. (2017). 
Marital status and sleeping arrangements pre-
dict salivary testosterone levels in rural Gambian 
men. Adaptive Human Behavior and Physiology, 3, 
221–240.

Mascaro, J.  S., Hackett, P.  D., & Rilling, J.  K. (2013). 
Testicular volume is inversely correlated with 
nurturing-related brain activity in human fathers. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 
110(39), 15746–15751.

Mazur, A. (2014). Testosterone of young husbands rises 
with children in the home. Andrology, 2(1), 125–129.

Mazur, A., & Michalek, J. (1998). Marriage, divorce, and 
male testosterone. Social Forces, 77(1), 315–330.

Meijer, W. M., van IJzendoorn, M. H., & Bakermans-
Kranenburg, M. J. (2019). Challenging the challenge 
hypothesis on testosterone in fathers: Limited meta-
analytic support. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 104435.

Muller, M. N., Marlowe, F. W., Bugumba, R., & Ellison, 
P.  T. (2009). Testosterone and paternal care in East 
African foragers and pastoralists. Proceedings of the 
Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, 276(1655), 
347–354. https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2008.1028

Oswald, L.  M., Zandi, P., Nestadt, G., Potash, J.  B., 
Kalaydjian, A. E., & Wand, G. S. (2006). Relationship 
between cortisol responses to stress and personality. 
Neuropsychopharmacology, 31(7), 1583.

Perini, T., Ditzen, B., Hengartner, M., & Ehlert, U. (2012). 
Sensation seeking in fathers: The impact on testoster-
one and paternal investment. Hormones and Behavior, 
61(2), 191–195.

Promislow, D. E. L., & Harvey, P. H. (1990). Living fast 
and dying young: A comparative analysis of life-history 
variation among mammals. Journal of Zoology, 220(3), 

10 Exploring Evolutionary Perspectives on Human Fatherhood and Paternal Biology: Testosterone…

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12110-016-9283-6
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1323099111
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1323099111
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2008.1028


152

417–437. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7998.1990.
tb04316.x

Roney, J. R., & Gettler, L. T. (2015). The role of testoster-
one in human romantic relationships. Current Opinion 
in Psychology, 1, 81–86.

Rosenbaum, S., & Gettler, L. T. (2018). With a little help 
from her friends (and family) part II: Non-maternal 
caregiving behavior and physiology in mammals. 
Physiology & Behavior, 193, 12–24.

Royle, N. J., Smiseth, P. T., & Kolliker, M. (2012). The 
evolution of parental care. Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press.

Sarma, M. S., Kuo, P. X., Bechayda, S. A., Kuzawa, C. W., 
& Gettler, L. T. (2018). Exploring the links between 
early life and young adulthood social experiences and 
men's later life psychobiology as fathers. Physiology 
& Behavior, 193(Pt A), 82–89.

Scelza, B.  A. (2010). Fathers' presence speeds the 
social and reproductive careers of sons. Current 
Anthropology, 51(2), 295–303.

Smuts, B. B., & Gubernick, D. J. (1992). Male-infant rela-
tionships in nonhuman primates: Paternal investment 
or mating effort? In B. S. Hewlett (Ed.), Father-child 
relations: Cultural and biosocial contexts (pp. 1–30). 
New York: Aldine De Gruyter.

Stearns, S.  C. (1992). The evolution of life histories. 
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

van Anders, S. M., Goldey, K. L., & Kuo, P. X. (2011). The 
steroid/peptide theory of social bonds: Integrating tes-
tosterone and peptide responses for classifying social 

behavioral contexts. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 
36(9), 1265–1275.

van Anders, S.  M. (2013). Beyond masculin-
ity: Testosterone, gender/sex, and human social 
behavior in a comparative context. Frontiers in 
Neuroendocrinology, 34(3), 198–210.

van der Pol, L. D., Groeneveld, M. G., van Berkel, S. R., 
Endendijk, J. J., Hallers-Haalboom, E. T., & Mesman, 
J. (2019). Fathers: The interplay between testosterone 
levels and self-control in relation to parenting quality. 
Hormones and Behavior, 112, 100–106.

von Rueden, C., Gurven, M., & Kaplan, H. (2011). Why 
do men seek status? Fitness payoffs to dominance 
and prestige. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: 
Biological Sciences, 278, 2223–2232. https://doi.
org/10.1098/rspb.2010.2145

Weisman, O., Zagoory-Sharon, O., & Feldman, R. (2014). 
Oxytocin administration, salivary testosterone, and 
father–infant social behavior. Progress in Neuro- 
Psychopharmacology and Biological Psychiatry, 49, 
47–52.

Wingfield, J. C., Hegner, R. E., Ball, G. F., & Duffy, A. M. 
(1990). The 'challenge hypothesis': Theoretical impli-
cations for patterns of testosterone secretion, mat-
ing systems, and breeding strategies. The American 
Naturalist, 136, 829–846.

Winking, J., & Koster, J. (2015). The fitness effects of 
men’s family investments. Human Nature, 26(3), 
292–312.

L. T. Gettler

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7998.1990.tb04316.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7998.1990.tb04316.x
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2010.2145
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2010.2145


153

11Neural Plasticity in Human Fathers

Leah Grande, Rebekah Tribble, and Pilyoung Kim

A well-established field of research that exam-
ines the neural adaptation to parenthood among 
mothers exists. Combined with a rich body of 
nonhuman animal research, the field of the 
human maternal brain has provided detailed 
understanding of the neurobiological basis of 
motherhood and neural risk markers for insensi-
tive parenting (Feldman, 2015; Kim, Capistrano, 
& Congleton, 2016; Kim, Strathearn, & Swain, 
2016; Lonstein, Lévy, & Fleming, 2015; 
Rutherford, Wallace, Laurent, & Mayes, 2015). 
In contrast, such understanding of the neurobio-
logical basis of parenting for human fathers is 
limited. However, recent neuroimaging studies of 
human fathers provide insight to neural adapta-
tion processes that fathers experience after they 
have their own children (Feldman, Braun, & 
Champagne, 2019).

In this chapter, we provide the current under-
standing of how human fathers’ brains support 
their relationships with their children. First, we 
review available evidence that compares neural 
structure and functions among human mothers 
and fathers. When compared with mothers, 
fathers undergo similar but also unique processes 
of neural adaptation to parenthood. Second, as 
there are individual differences in parenting 

behaviors, there are individual differences in neu-
ral responses to children among fathers. We 
review several factors that are associated with 
these individual differences in the neural 
responses to their own child. Third, we review the 
role of hormones, specifically vasopressin, oxy-
tocin, and testosterone, in the neural responses to 
their own child among human fathers. Finally, we 
discuss the implications of the empirical findings 
and suggest directions for future research.

 Paternal Brain Circuitry

We start by introducing key brain regions that are 
involved in parenting. Research on the neural 
basis of fathering highlights several important 
brain networks, including subcortical regions 
important for parental motivation and reward, as 
well as cortical regions involved in emotional and 
cognitive empathy. Please see Fig.  11.1 for a 
visual representation of key brain networks 
implicated in human paternal behavior (Abraham 
et al., 2018; Feldman et al., 2019), including sub-
cortical, mentalizing, embodied simulation, and 
“executive” networks.

Animal research has played an important role 
in mapping the paternal brain. Although paternal 
care is relatively common in birds and fish, only 
3–5% of mammals exhibit paternal caregiving. 
Nonhuman animal research has focused on cer-
tain species that exhibit paternal care, such as the 
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Fig. 11.1 Paternal brain circuitry. This figure represents 
a number of brain networks involved in paternal caregiv-
ing, including the subcortical network (a conserved, lim-
bic circuit shared with nonhuman animals), mentalizing 
network (implicated in cognitive empathy, the top-down 
understanding of others’ mental states), embodied simula-
tion network (implicated in emotional empathy, the bot-

tom- up representation of others’ emotions), and the 
“executive” network (important for emotion regulation 
and multitasking, thought to be the last to evolve). 
(Abraham, Raz, Zagoory-Sharon, & Feldman, 2018; 
Feldman et al., 2019) This is a schematic representation 
for descriptive purposes; circles do not accurately reflect 
the location of each brain region

biparental California mice, socially monogamous 
prairie voles, and nonhuman primates such as 
marmosets and tamarins (Snowden & Soumi, 
1982). In some nonhuman primates such as the 
titi monkeys, infants are carried by fathers 90% 
of the time and demonstrate a preference for 
fathers over mothers (Fernandez-Duque, 
Valeggia, & Mendoza, 2009). Surprisingly, direct 
paternal care is absent in human’s closest rela-
tives; it is unclear how paternal care evolved in 
humans (Storey & Ziegler, 2016). However, stud-
ies of other animals suggest that consistent, high- 
quality paternal care tends to occur in the context 
of pair-bonding, and the neurobiological mecha-
nisms underlying paternal care likely also sup-
port social behavior more generally 
(Fernandez-Duque et al., 2009).

Nonhuman animal research highlights the 
importance of subcortical and limbic structures 
in supporting paternal behavior. The medial pre-
optic area (MPOA) in the hypothalamus is well 
established as a critical area for parental care in 

both female and male rodents. MPOA lesions 
disrupt paternal care (Lee & Brown, 2002), opto-
genetic activation of the MPOA decreases infan-
ticide (Tsuneoka et  al., 2015), and exposure to 
pups increases c-Fos expression (a marker of 
neuronal activation) in the MPOA in species of 
male mice and prairie voles (Horrell, Saltzman, 
& Hickmott, 2019). During the transition to 
fatherhood, California mice show some plasticity 
in the MPOA, particularly decreased inhibition 
(Horrell et al., 2019). The basolateral and medial 
amygdala (Kirkpatrick, Kim, & Insel, 1994; Lee 
& Brown, 2002), bed nucleus of the stria termi-
nalis (BNST) (de Jong, Chauke, Harris, & 
Saltzman, 2009; Kirkpatrick et  al., 1994), and 
ventral pallidum (Akther, Fakhrul, & Higashida, 
2014) are other subcortical structures implicated 
in paternal behavior in animal models. Lesions to 
the basolateral amygdala produce parenting 
impairments that are even more pronounced in 
male than female California mice, including 
reduced licking of pups and increased latency in 
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retrieving, licking, and crouching over pups (Lee 
& Brown, 2002).

The subcortical, limbic circuit described in 
animal models is conserved in human fathers. 
Research demonstrates that regions such as the 
amygdala, the hypothalamus, and the dopamine 
reward circuit also play an important role in 
human paternal behavior (Abraham et al., 2014; 
Seifritz et al., 2003; see Fig. 11.1). The amygdala 
assists in the processing of biologically signifi-
cant stimuli, emotion recognition, and salience 
(Adolphs, 2002; Dolan, 2002). More broadly, the 
amygdala is part of a set of limbic and cortical 
brain regions that assists in the regulation of care-
giving behaviors, empathy, and perceptions of 
infant stimuli (Newman, 2007). By heightening 
parental anxiety and vigilance, this brain region 
enables parents to instinctively identify and 
instantly respond to infant distress, enhancing 
odds of infant survival. Additionally, the meso-
limbic dopamine system promotes infant 
approach and enhances reward from the infant 
attachment relationship (Swain et  al., 2014). 
Taken together, this subcortical circuit consti-
tutes a phylogenetically early neural basis of 
paternal behavior with some shared structure and 
function across species.

The subcortical structures of the human pater-
nal brain are connected to multiple, overlapping 
insular-cingulate and fronto-temporo-parietal 
networks (see Fig. 11.1). These networks can be 
differentiated as supporting both emotional and 
cognitive empathy in fathers (Feldman et  al., 
2019; Shamay-Tsoory, 2011). Bottom-up embod-
ied simulation and insular-cingulate emotional 
empathy networks promote fathers’ ability to 
identify with infant state, emotion, and behavior, 
including areas such as the anterior cingulate cor-
tex (ACC), anterior insula, and inferior frontal 
gyrus (Abraham et  al., 2018). By contrast, the 
mentalizing network involves more top-down 
cognitive processes, supporting the understand-
ing of infant mental states, theory of mind, and 
attributions about child behavior (Abraham et al., 
2018). This network consists of the prefrontal- 
temporo- parietal circuit, including areas such as 
the superior temporal sulcus (STS) and dorsome-
dial prefrontal cortex (dmPFC) (Feldman et al., 

2019; Isik, Koldewyn, Beeler, & Kanwisher, 
2017). Lastly, emotion regulation and “execu-
tive” networks support parental affect regulation, 
action selection, and multitasking, recruiting 
areas such as the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) and 
dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (dlPFC) (Feldman 
et al., 2019). Cortical networks work in junction 
with one another and subcortical regions to pro-
mote paternal adaptation and parenting 
behaviors.

 Structural Plasticity in Father Brains

Interest in paternal neural plasticity during the 
postpartum period has grown due to substantial 
evidence for maternal plasticity during this time. 
Fatherhood may increase the growth of new neu-
rons. Marmoset fathers play an important role in 
caring for and feeding young and carry infants 
until they are 3  months old (Kozorovitskiy, 
Hughes, Lee, & Gould, 2006). First-time and 
experienced marmoset fathers have higher densi-
ties of dendritic spines on pyramidal cells in the 
prefrontal cortex (PFC) and an increased abun-
dance of vasopressin receptors, a hormone 
important for paternal infant care and pair- 
bonding (Kozorovitskiy et al., 2006). Studies in 
the uniparental house mice demonstrate that 
interactions between a father and his pups stimu-
late neurogenesis in the olfactory bulb and hip-
pocampus (Mak & Weiss, 2010). Some of these 
new cells mature into olfactory interneurons that 
facilitate recognition of his adult offspring’s 
odors (Mak & Weiss, 2010). Growth of new neu-
rons during the postpartum period may promote 
positive fathering behaviors, by potentially alter-
ing vasopressin signaling and supporting recog-
nition of offspring odors.

Research has been mixed on whether father-
hood increases or inhibits neurogenesis and den-
dritic growth in the dentate gyrus of the 
hippocampus (Glasper et  al., 2016; Glasper, 
Kozorovitskiy, Pavlic, & Gould, 2011; 
Lieberwirth, Wang, Jia, Liu, & Wang, 2013; Mak 
& Weiss, 2010). Among male prairie voles, 
fatherhood was found to decrease the survival of 
new cells in the dentate gyrus, as well as in the 
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amygdala and ventromedial hypothalamus 
(Lieberwirth et  al., 2013). Hyer and colleagues 
(2016) may help to explain these discrepant find-
ings by demonstrating that fatherhood first 
reduced the survival of cells in the dentate gyrus, 
a part of the hippocampus, during the first week, 
and then maintained neurogenesis from 1 to 
2  weeks postpartum among male California 
mice. Maintained neurogenesis from 1 to 2 weeks 
also coincided with a peak in fathers’ pup 
retrieval and reduced anxiety-like behaviors, sug-
gesting that pup exposure may relate to neural 
reorganization and affect postpartum (Hyer et al., 
2016). Altered neuroplasticity and dendritic 
growth in the dentate gyrus, PFC, and other 
regions may help to facilitate paternal behavior 
during the postpartum period.

Few studies have examined structural changes 
among human fathers. Kim and colleagues 
(2014) measured 16 fathers’ (M age = 36.31 years, 
SD = 4.92; US sample) anatomical changes from 
2–4  weeks to 12–16  weeks postpartum. Gray 
matter volume increases were observed in the 
striatum/subgenual anterior cingulate cortex 
(including the hypothalamus and amygdala), lat-
eral prefrontal cortex, and superior temporal 
gyrus (Kim, Rigo, et al., 2014). Gray matter vol-
ume decreases were observed in areas such as the 
orbitofrontal cortex (OFC), posterior cingulate 
cortex (PCC), insula, and fusiform gyrus (Kim, 
Rigo, et al., 2014). Although paternal gray matter 
increases were consistent with some research on 
maternal brain changes postpartum (Kim et  al., 
2010), observed gray matter decreases were 
unique to fathers. Decreases were observed in 
areas involved in the default mode network, such 
as the medial PFC and PCC. This may suggest 
that fathers are engaging less in the default mode 
network and instead directing attention toward 
parenting-relevant stimuli (Kim, Rigo, et  al., 
2014). Gray matter reductions were also observed 
in the OFC and insula, areas involved in process-
ing emotion, as well as stress and uncertainty. 
Reductions in these areas may reflect decreased 
stress and ambiguity in the later postpartum 
period. Structural changes were also associated 
with fathers’ mood and parenting behaviors. 
Gray matter increases in the striatum/subgenual 

ACC were associated with lower depressive 
symptoms; decreases in the OFC were associated 
with higher paternal intrusiveness, particularly 
during physical play with his infant (Kim, Rigo, 
et  al., 2014). By contrast, in another study in 
Spain of 19 first-time fathers (M age = 35.21 years, 
SD = 4.30) and 17 control men without children 
(M age = 31.64 years, SD = 6.41), no gray matter 
changes were observed in fathers pre- and post- 
pregnancy (M  weeks following parturi-
tion  =  10.51, SD  =  6.83), whereas pronounced 
gray matter decreases were observed among 
mothers (Hoekzema et al., 2017). These discrep-
ant findings may be due to the time at which 
fathers’ brains were assessed, as Hoekzema and 
colleagues (2017) assessed the paternal brain 
over a range of postpartum ages, as compared to 
prepregnancy, whereas Kim and colleagues 
(2014) assessed change within narrowly defined 
postpartum windows. It is possible that human 
paternal brain changes may wax and wane over 
the postpartum period, similar to patterns 
observed in animal studies (Hyer et  al., 2016). 
Future research is needed to delineate normative 
structural changes among fathers during prenatal 
and postpartum periods, as well as how paternal 
mood and parenting are related to different neural 
trajectories.

 Functional Adaptation in Father 
Brains: Comparison with Mother 
Brains

In addition to structural analyses, some research-
ers have examined neural network connectivity 
among mothers and fathers. Eighty-seven first- 
time parents in Israel (M age  =  36.10  years, 
SD  =  4.34), including 41 heterosexual parents 
(20 mothers, 21 fathers) and 48 homosexual 
fathers, viewed their interactions with their own 
and an unknown infant while in the MRI scanner 
(M infant age = 11 months, SD = 6.67) (Abraham 
et  al., 2018). No differences were observed by 
gender or sexual orientation in the network con-
nectivity of embodied simulation and mentaliz-
ing networks; this suggests that differences in 
neural parental empathy are due to individual 
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 differences and experience, rather than gender. 
Further, all parents showed greater connectivity 
within and between the two empathy networks 
when viewing their own, compared to an 
unknown, infant interaction (Abraham et  al., 
2018). This increased coherence to viewing one’s 
own infant may be adaptive and an important 
marker of parental health and attachment. In an 
identical experimental paradigm, examining 45 
primary caregiving parents in Israel (M 
age = 36.4 years, SD = 66.87), including 20 het-
erosexual biological mothers and 25 homosexual 
biological fathers, no connectivity differences 
were observed in core-limbic, embodied simula-
tion, and mentalizing networks by gender 
(Abraham, Hendler, Zagoory-Sharon, & 
Feldman, 2016). Excitingly, greater parental 
integrity in these networks at 11  months pre-
dicted child development outcomes at age 3, such 
as increased positive emotionality, social engage-
ment, and self-regulation, as well as child oxyto-
cin and cortisol levels (Abraham et  al., 2016, 
2018). This finding highlights the potential 
importance of functional networks in the paternal 
brain for a father’s long-term relationship with 
his child.

Functional changes in mothers and fathers 
with the birth of a child display both similarities 
and differences. One study observing biobehav-
ioral synchrony conducted fMRI scans with 30 
parents of 4–6-month-old infants (15 heterosex-
ual, married couples; M age  =  29.30  years, 
SD = 3.45; Israel sample); participants watched 
2-minute segments of infant-related videos, some 
of their own infant and others of an unknown 
infant (Atzil, Hendler, Zagoory-Sharon, 
Winetraub, & Feldman, 2012). Videos consisted 
of mother-infant, father-infant, and infant solitary 
play. Researchers discovered that mother and 
father pairs displayed similar brain activations in 
social-cortical networks related to empathy and 
mentalizing including the dmPFC, inferior fron-
tal gyrus, insula, and inferior parietal lobule when 
observing their own infant. Coordination of brain 
response within mother-father pairs may help to 
facilitate pair-bonding and co-parenting. In addi-
tion to synchrony, results also suggest specificity 
in maternal and paternal brain responses. Mothers 

displayed greater amygdala activation to their 
own infant cues compared with fathers. 
Additionally, plasma oxytocin, a key neurohor-
mone underlying bond formation, was correlated 
with limbic activations only among mothers 
including the nucleus accumbens, amygdala, 
anterior insula, and ventral ACC. In contrast, 
oxytocin was correlated with higher activations 
in cognitive areas including the dorsolateral PFC, 
dorsal ACC, inferior parietal cortex, and precen-
tral gyrus in fathers (Atzil et al., 2012). Fathering 
may rely more on socio-cognitive adaptation than 
mothering, whereas mothering demonstrates 
closer associations with phylogenetically ancient, 
limbic-motivational circuits. Plasma vasopressin 
levels were also associated with reductions in 
activation in the frontal and temporal gyrus in 
both mothers and fathers. Only among fathers, 
however, was vasopressin associated with infe-
rior frontal gyrus and insula activation, areas 
important for emotional empathy and social cog-
nition. Vasopressin is implicated in supporting 
defensive behaviors and male bonding in animal 
models (Bielsky, Hu, & Young, 2005). However, 
given the small sample size (N = 30) of this study, 
additional research is needed to tease out if 
oxytocin- limbic correlations are truly unique to 
mothers and vasopressin-brain connections 
unique to fathers.

 Father Versus Mother Brains: 
Adaptations to Infant Cues

Fathers and mothers respond to infant vocaliza-
tions in differing ways. When rating infant 
cries, regardless of parenting status, women 
typically report feelings of sympathy and an 
urgency to care for the infant, whereas men 
often find the sounds aversive and even irritat-
ing in nature (Boukydis & Burgess, 1982; 
Zeifman, 2003). Pisapia and colleagues (2013) 
examined gender differences in response to 
infant hunger cries by gathering 18 healthy 
adults (9 females: M age  =  31.50  years, 
SD = 4.27, and 9 males: M age = 35.38 years, 
SD = 4.63), half of whom were parents of chil-
dren older than 4 years and half of whom were 
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nonparents, and exposing them to infant cry 
sounds during rest and mind- wandering to 
investigate neural responses to infant cries. 
Participants were living in Italy and all of 
European descent. Researchers focused on the 
default-mode network given that deactivations 
are a reliable marker of an individual’s engage-
ment in their surroundings (De Pisapia, Turatto, 
Lin, Jovicich, & Caramazza, 2011). Women, 
regardless of if they were mothers themselves 
or not, displayed decreased activations in the 
dmPFC and PCC when compared to their male 
counterparts while listening to infant cries. 
Researchers concluded that the female brain 
interrupts ongoing mind-wandering, whereas 
the male brain continues in self-reflection typi-
cal of an awake resting state (De Pisapia et al., 
2013), providing evidence for a stronger allopa-
rental care tendency in females. Alloparental 
care is common in mammalian species in which 
adults other than the direct genetic parents act 
in a parental role.

Another study (Swain and colleagues 2003) 
used own baby cry stimuli at 2–4 weeks postpar-
tum in 9 US mothers compared to an unknown 
baby cry and reported maternal activations in the 
midbrain, basal ganglia, cingulate, amygdala, 
and insula. By contrast, fathers showed less acti-
vation than mothers in the amygdala and basal 
ganglia in response to their own infant’s cry 
(Swain et  al., 2003; Swain et  al., 2004). 
Participants were interviewed further regarding 
their experiences as parents; mothers reported 
being more preoccupied with their infant com-
pared to fathers; thus, this lack of activation may 
be explained through fathers’ reduced feelings 
of preoccupation. Together, the existing evi-
dence suggests that mothers and fathers both 
show neural sensitivity to infant stimuli in some 
of the key neural regions involved in parenting. 
However, when compared, mothers’ neural 
response to infant stimuli may be higher than 
fathers’. The difference between mothers and 
fathers may relate to their parenting experience 
and the amount of time they spend caregiving, as 
well as parental gender.

 The Importance of Caregiving 
Experience

The human father’s brain is thought to adapt to 
the parental role through active involvement in 
childcare, whereas some of the changes of a 
mothers’ brain are driven by hormonal changes 
related to pregnancy and parturition. This empha-
sizes the importance of experience in developing 
functional changes in the paternal brain (Geary, 
2000; Lamb, 2010). Studies demonstrate that the 
amount of childcare experience and involvement 
is associated with differences in fathers’ parent-
ing perceptions and hormonal responses during 
play (Gettler, McDade, Agustin, & Kuzawa, 
2011; Hudson, Elek, & Fleck, 2001). The brains 
and biology of fathers are sensitive to childcare 
experiences, and their involvement in parenting 
impacts their children’s development in turn. The 
role of caregiving experience in men has been 
examined primarily by comparing brain activa-
tion between fathers and non-fathers. In a small 
study of 20 men in Singapore, 10 fathers of chil-
dren ages 3  years and younger (father M 
age = 33 years, SD = 3.2) and 10 non-fathers (M 
age = 32 years, SD = 4.5), participants underwent 
EEG and listened to a typically developing infant 
cry, a cry of an infant later diagnosed with autism 
spectrum disorder, infant laughter, and white 
noise (Truzzi, Islam, Valenzi, & Esposito, 2020). 
Researchers analyzed event-related potentials 
(ERP) focusing on well-known ERP waves. 
Specifically, a wave called P200 related to stimuli 
initial processing attentional levels and affective 
information (Carretié, Mercado, Tapia, & 
Hinojosa, 2001; Dennis & Chen, 2007; Singhal, 
Doerfling, & Fowler, 2002) resulted in a stronger 
response to white noise compared to infant laugh-
ter in fathers compared to non-fathers. 
Furthermore, fathers and non-fathers displayed 
opposite wave dynamics overall. Fathers’ reac-
tion to the white noise may be due to the impor-
tance of rapid reactions to unexpected threatening 
sounds in the environment to protect their child. 
By contrast, infant cry and laughter are familiar 
to fathers and therefore not threatening. In non- 
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fathers, the atypical ASD cry and infant laughter 
exhibited a stronger P200 compared to fathers, 
suggesting the unfamiliarity and arousing nature 
of these sounds for non-fathers. Even in the very 
early stages of audio stimulus processing, fathers 
and non-fathers displayed differences in motor 
programming and language processing brain 
areas. This may underlie differential preparation 
of motor output in fathers and non-fathers, assist-
ing fathers in their caregiving duties (Truzzi 
et al., 2020).

Another study looking at infant vocalizations 
further supports our understanding that the 
father’s brain changes with experience. Seifrtiz 
and colleagues (2003) observed neural responses 
to infant crying and laughter in 10 mothers (M 
age  =  31.6  years, SD  =  4.5) and 10 fathers (M 
age = 36.2 years, SD = 4.7) with children younger 
than 3 years of age (M age = 1.3 years, SD = 0.8) 
living in Switzerland. Regardless of sex, parents 
displayed greater activations in the amygdala and 
interconnected limbic regions to infant crying 
than laughing, compared to 20 nonparents (10 
women, M age  =  27.6, SD  =  3.7; 10 men, M 
age  =  28.4, SD  =  4.8) who displayed greater 
responses to infant laughing than crying (Seifritz 
et  al., 2003). This suggests an experience- 
dependent modulation in brain responses regard-
less of the sex of the parent. Stimuli were 
collected from a standard international database 
with no age or reason for vocalizations reported 
of the infants recorded; therefore, additional 
studies should assess if similar findings occur in 
vocalizations that are age-matched to the parent’s 
children. The infant cry response pattern in the 
amygdala found in fathers may occur from asso-
ciative learning mechanisms, which is meaning-
ful for adaptation to the demands associated with 
caring for a newborn.

Researchers have also examined how fathers 
and non-fathers respond differently to viewing 
child and adult stimuli. Eighty-eight US fathers 
of children aged 1–2 years old and 50 non-fathers 
(M age = 33.2 years, SD = 5.70) were instructed 
to share the emotion of an unknown child or adult 
while viewing their picture (Mascaro, Hackett, & 
Rilling, 2014). When viewing an unknown child, 
fathers showed greater activation in regions 

important for mentalizing, such as the temporo- 
parietal junction; reward processing, such as the 
medial orbitofrontal cortex; and face emotion 
processing, such as the caudal middle frontal 
gyrus (Mascaro et al., 2014). By contrast, when 
presented with sexually provocative, adult 
images, fathers showed reduced activation in 
reward and motivation regions such as the dorsal 
caudate and nucleus accumbens (Mascaro et al., 
2014). Neural adaptation to fatherhood may 
heighten reward and motivation circuits related to 
children while attenuating response to sexual 
stimuli. This may be associated with life history 
theory suggesting that fatherhood leads to the pri-
oritization of own child caregiving over seeking 
another sexual mate (Figueredo et al., 2006; Gray 
& Crittenden, 2014).

Abraham and colleagues (2014) examined 89 
first-time parents (M age = 36.1 years, SD = 4.34) 
raising their 4–17-month-old infants in Israel. We 
compared brain activations in 20 primary care-
giving mothers, 21 secondary caregiving fathers, 
and 48 primary caregiving homosexual fathers 
while watching videotaped interactions between 
each parent and infant while undergoing func-
tional brain imaging. Though primary caregiving 
mothers displayed greater activation in emotional 
processing networks including the bilateral 
amygdala, ventral anterior cingulate cortex, left 
IFG/insular cortex, and ventral tegmental area, 
secondary caregiving fathers displayed greater 
activation in socio-cognitive networks including 
the bilateral superior temporal sulcus (STS), ven-
tromedial PFC, temporal poles, and lateral fron-
topolar cortex (Abraham et al., 2014). Activation 
in emotional processing networks has been linked 
with mammalian mothering (Kim et  al., 2010; 
Toscano, Bauman, Mason, & Amaral, 2009). 
Specifically, the amygdala as part of this network 
undergoes structural changes during pregnancy 
and childbirth; therefore, greater activation in 
mothers is to be expected (Kim et  al., 2010). 
Dissimilarly, socio-cognitive networks play a 
vital role in social cognition, biological motion, 
social goal interpretation, and prediction-making 
and updating regarding others’ behavior. This 
pathway relates to paternal caregiving relying on 
later evolving structures impacted by the father’s 
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interactions with his infant once the infant is born 
(Allison, Puce, & McCarthy, 2000; Hein & 
Knight, 2008).

Interestingly, primary caregiving fathers 
exhibited greater parent-infant synchrony than 
secondary caregiving fathers, displayed by more 
parental repertoire in relation to infant social sig-
nals (Abraham et  al., 2014). Additionally, pri-
mary caregiving fathers exhibited higher 
amygdala activation like mothers, higher supe-
rior temporal sulcus (STS) activity like second-
ary caregiving fathers, and functional connectivity 
between the amygdala and STS. Increased amyg-
dala activations are related to parental vigilance 
and caregiving behaviors (Newman, 2007; 
Numan & Stolzenberg, 2009); thus, enhanced 
activations are adaptive in caring for one’s infant 
and identifying infant cues to ensure infant sur-
vival. These primary caregiving fathers display, 
even without pregnancy, that adaptation to the 
parental role is possible in human fathers and that 
the amygdala is sensitive to the primary caregiv-
ing role. This also further suggests that differ-
ences in brain responses between mothers and 
fathers may in part be explained by the differ-
ences in the amount of parenting involvement 
between them. Among all fathers, the strength of 
amygdala-STS connectivity was greater when 
fathers spent more time in direct responsibility 
for childcare. The STS plays a key role in social 
perception, with projections to the amygdala 
establishing its role in mentalizing and social 
perception processes. Studies in biparental ani-
mals display this same integration of multiple 
brain networks (Allison et  al., 2000; Hein & 
Knight, 2008; Lambert et  al., 2011; Pelphrey, 
Morris, & Mccarthy, 2004). Stronger amygdala- 
STS connectivity has been linked with better 
social cue recognition; individuals with more 
complex social networks display greater 
amygdala- STS connectivity, suggesting greater 
ease in initiating and maintaining social bonds 
with others (Bickart, Hollenbeck, Barrett, & 
Dickerson, 2012). This finding suggests that 
amygdala-STS connectivity, a marker of the 
interconnected social perception network, may 
support growth and development that is indepen-

dent of pregnancy and childbirth and dependent 
on caregiving experience.

 Individual Differences in Father 
Brains

Although there are considerable differences 
between fathers and non-fathers’ brain responses, 
there is also significant individual variability 
within fathers. Some researchers have explored 
how different characteristics, such as child gen-
der and father age, emotional state, and parenting 
behaviors and attitudes contribute to differences 
in paternal brain response. First, a study exam-
ined differences in brain response between 
fathers of girls and fathers of boys (father M 
age = 33.0 years, SD = 5.67; US sample; 39.13% 
non-white) (Mascaro, Rentscher, Hackett, Mehl, 
& Rilling, 2017). Thirty-four fathers of 1–2-year- 
old girls showed greater neural responses when 
viewing their daughters’ happy face, including 
enhanced activation in visual processing areas, 
the medial and lateral OFC, and the left middle 
frontal gyrus, compared to 35 fathers of 1–2-year- 
old boys (Mascaro et  al., 2017). By contrast, 
fathers of boys showed heightened neural activa-
tion when viewing their sons’ neutral face in the 
thalamus, medial OFC, and inferior temporal sul-
cus (Mascaro et al., 2017). These differences in 
brain response were associated with differences 
in how fathers play with daughters and sons. For 
example, fathers of daughters were more atten-
tively engaged during play, sang more, and used 
more analytical language and language about 
sadness and the body (Mascaro et al., 2017). By 
contrast, fathers of sons engaged in more rough- 
and- tumble play and used more achievement lan-
guage compared to the fathers of daughters. 
Greater medial and lateral OFC response to 
happy faces was associated with less rough-and- 
tumble play, whereas greater medial OFC 
response to neutral faces was associated with 
more rough-and-tumble play specifically for 
fathers of boys. Greater right lateral OFC was 
also associated with greater use of analytical lan-
guage and singing during play.
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Li and colleagues (2018) investigated how 
father’s age influenced neural response to infant 
cries. Participants were 39 first-time US fathers, 
in age ranging from 23 to 40  years old (M 
age = 30.8 years, SD = 4.3; 44% non-white), with 
infants less than 4  months old (M infant 
age = 9.6 weeks, SD = 3.3). Many fathers could 
not distinguish between their own and unknown 
infant cries, and there was no significant differ-
ence between neural response to own and 
unknown cry stimuli. Older fathers found infant 
cries to be less aversive and also showed attenu-
ated neural response in areas such as the dorsal 
ACC and anterior insula (Li et  al., 2018). 
Heightened activation of these areas is thought to 
be related to emotional overarousal and has pre-
viously been associated with intrusive parenting 
(Musser, Kaiser-Laurent, & Ablow, 2012). 
Fathers who reported negative emotion (such as 
feeling annoyed or distressed) when listening to 
his own infant’s cry showed increased activation 
in the right posterior middle temporal gyrus and 
right angular gyrus, which may suggest increased 
effort to process emotional information. On the 
other hand, fathers who reported negative emo-
tion when listening to an unknown infant cry 
showed decreased activation in the thalamus and 
left caudate, areas important for parental motiva-
tion. Interestingly, Li and colleagues (2018) did 
not find differences in paternal brain activation 
related to fathers’ depression, childhood abuse, 
stressful life events, or infant fussiness. This may 
have been due to limited sample variability (e.g., 
no participants reported moderate or severe 
depression), limited ecological validity due to lis-
tening to infant cries in the MRI scanner, and rig-
orous neuroimaging thresholds.

Kuo and colleagues (2012) and Mascaro and 
colleagues (2013) have examined the association 
between parenting attitudes and behavior and 
fathers’ brain response. Among a sample of 10 
fathers (M age = 33.9 years, range: 28–44 years; 
US sample; 40% non-white) of 2–4-month-old 
infants, greater paternal sensitivity and reciproc-
ity were associated with less activation in the 
right orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) when viewing 
their own vs. unknown infant interactions (Kuo 
et al., 2012). This is somewhat surprising given 

the OFC’s involvement in emotion, reward, and 
decision-making. Perhaps, sensitive fathers were 
highly responsive to both own and unknown 
infant stimuli, which influenced the contrast, or 
sensitive fathers had to engage the OFC more to 
understand unknown infants’ emotional states, 
compared to his own infant. In another study, 
36  US fathers (M age  =  33.0  years, SD  =  6.1; 
41.7% non-white) of children aged 1–2 years lis-
tened to unknown infant cries; infant stimuli 
were obtained from an online database and con-
sisted of two infants aged 3 and 5  months 
(Mascaro, Hackett, Gouzoules, et  al., 2013). 
Fathers who endorsed high restrictiveness, such 
as being controlling of children’s behavior and 
relying more on punishment, showed reduced 
anterior insula, ACC, and medial OFC activity 
when listening to unknown infant cries (Rickel & 
Biasatti, 1982), perhaps suggesting that decreased 
activity in these regions important for empathy 
results in the use of more controlling parenting 
and punishment. Alternatively, factors such as 
paternal mood, stress, and early experience could 
be associated with differences in both restrictive-
ness and paternal brain response. The different 
findings surrounding OFC activation (Kuo et al., 
2012; Mascaro, Hackett, Gouzoules, et al., 2013) 
may be due to the nature of the task. The OFC has 
been consistently implicated in the regulation of 
negative affect. In a task involving aversive cry 
sounds (Mascaro, Hackett, Gouzoules, et  al., 
2013), OFC involvement could certainly support 
negative emotion regulation, whereas OFC 
involvement when viewing infant play interac-
tions (Kuo et al., 2012) could reflect a variety of 
emotion and decision-making processes. The 
authors further examined this relation, as neither 
high nor low levels of restrictiveness were 
expected to be ideal. Research suggests that mod-
erate levels of restrictiveness, characteristic of an 
authoritarian parenting style, are most predictive 
of positive child outcomes (Darling & Steinberg, 
1993). In fact, the least restrictive fathers had the 
highest anterior insula activity, which is related to 
decreased paternal responsibility and involve-
ment (Mascaro, Hackett, Gouzoules, et al., 2013). 
Fathers with a moderate level of anterior insula 
activity were the most involved in child caregiv-
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ing, assessed by responsibility in remembering, 
planning, and scheduling tasks that revolve 
around their child’s care. Overarousal in the ante-
rior insula has been implicated in anxiety, as well 
as maternal intrusiveness and  insecure/dismiss-
ing attachment styles (Musser et  al., 2012; 
Simmons, Strigo, Matthews, Paulus, & Stein, 
2006; Strathearn, Fonagy, Amico, & Montague, 
2009). Likely, this suggests that there is an opti-
mal level of empathy-related neural responding 
that supports effective parenting, a threshold 
beyond which leads to maladaptive parenting 
styles or withdrawal. Future research should con-
tinue to explore how paternal and infant charac-
teristics alter fathers’ brain response.

 Associations Between Hormones 
and Father Brain

Vasopressin Research suggests that vasopressin 
may be highly influential particularly for fathers’ 
bonding and parenting behaviors. In animal mod-
els, arginine vasopressin is associated with male 
bonding and territorial behaviors, such as mate- 
guarding (Carter, 1998). Fatherhood is associated 
with increases in vasopressin receptors and den-
dritic spines in the prefrontal cortex in marmo-
sets, whose males help to raise the young 
(Kozorovitskiy et al., 2006). Vasopressin is also 
associated with enhanced social perception and 
face processing in humans (Guastella, Kenyon, 
Alvares, Carson, & Hickie, 2010), which may 
support parenting in fathers by heightening vigi-
lance and social cognition networks. Fathers of 
young children exhibit higher vasopressin con-
centrations than fathers of older children (Gray, 
Parkin, & Samms-Vaughan, 2007). Administering 
vasopressin, but not oxytocin, intranasally 
increased implicit interest in infants among 
fathers-to-be compared to control men (Cohen- 
Bendahan, Beijers, van Doornen, & de Weerth, 
2015). As discussed previously, plasma arginine 
vasopressin was associated with reduced inferior 
frontal gyrus and insula activation among fathers 
when viewing their own compared to unknown 
infant stimuli, suggesting its role in paternal 

social bonding (Atzil et  al., 2012). Further, 41 
fathers in Japan (M age = 33.6 years, SD = 4.2) 
with different genetic variants of the arginine- 
vasopressin receptor 1A show differential activa-
tion of the left inferior anterior PFC when 
viewing videos of their own child smiling (child 
M age = 1.6 months, SD = 0.7); by contrast, no 
differences are observed for 43 Japanese mothers 
(Nishitani et  al., 2017). The reverse is true for 
oxytocin genetic variants, wherein differences 
are only observed among mothers (Nishitani 
et al., 2017). Vasopressin levels may hold signifi-
cance for uniquely modulating paternal, rather 
than maternal, brain response to infant stimuli.

Oxytocin The neuropeptide oxytocin also plays 
an important role in social affiliative behaviors, 
particularly modulating parental behavior and 
neural response to infant stimuli. Vasopressin and 
oxytocin are structurally similar neuropeptides, 
differing from one another by only two amino 
acids (Carter, 1998). Oxytocin is closely linked 
to maternal-infant bonding, and increasing 
research suggests that higher oxytocin levels sup-
port paternal-infant bonding and positive father-
ing behaviors as well (Feldman, Gordon, 
Schneiderman, Weisman, & Zagoory-Sharon, 
2010; Gordon, Zagoory-Sharon, Leckman, & 
Feldman, 2010a, 2010b; Weisman, Zagoory- 
Sharon, & Feldman, 2012). Oxytocin is synthe-
sized in the paraventricular and supraoptic nuclei 
of the hypothalamus, is released by the posterior 
pituitary, projects to brain regions important for 
reward and attachment, and is released into 
peripheral circulation (Meyer-lindenberg, 
Domes, Kirsch, & Heinrichs, 2011; Wittfoth- 
Schardt et al., 2012). Oxytocin levels are higher 
among fathers than non-fathers (Mascaro et al., 
2014), and oxytocin has been shown to increase 
during the first 6 months of fatherhood (Gordon 
et al., 2010a).

Oxytocin has been associated with both neural 
activations and reductions in social cognition, 
reward, and attention networks among fathers 
(Atzil et al., 2012; Li, Chen, Mascaro, Haroon, & 
Rilling, 2017; Wittfoth-Schardt et  al., 2012). 
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Intranasal oxytocin administration, but not the 
administration of vasopressin, was associated 
with increased paternal activation in the caudate 
nucleus, dorsal ACC, and visual cortex in 30 US 
fathers (M age  =  32.8  years, SD  =  4.7) when 
viewing pictures of their 1–2-year-old toddler, 
which could reflect increased reward, empathy, 
and attention for their own child (Li et al., 2017). 
Paternal plasma oxytocin was also associated 
with increased hippocampal activation when 
viewing child pictures, which may have impor-
tant implications for social memory (Mascaro 
et  al., 2014). By contrast, other studies have 
found that oxytocin is associated with reduced 
neural responsivity. As discussed previously, 
plasma oxytocin levels were associated with 
increased limbic activation among mothers; how-
ever, among fathers, oxytocin level was corre-
lated with reduced activation in socio-cognitive, 
cortical areas, such as the medial PFC, left infe-
rior and superior frontal gyrus, and left ACC, 
when viewing own-infant interactions (Atzil 
et al., 2012). Additionally, Wittfoth-Schardt and 
colleagues (2012) demonstrated that intranasal 
oxytocin was associated with 19 German fathers’ 
(M father age  =  39.3  years, SD  =  6.2; M child 
age = 4.6 years, SD = 1.0) reduced activations in 
the left globus pallidus when viewing their own 
and unfamiliar child pictures, as well as reduced 
connectivity between the globus pallidus and 
other reward and attachment regions (Wittfoth- 
Schardt et  al., 2012). Oxytocin is involved in 
downregulating physiological responses to 
salient cues, both positive and negative, in order 
to reduce stress and pain perception. The authors 
hypothesized that reduced neural activation in 
socio-cognitive areas such as the globus pallidus 
may help to reduce social avoidance and facili-
tate approach behaviors in fathers (Wittfoth- 
Schardt et al., 2012).

Discrepant oxytocin findings may be due to 
the population, context, and method of oxytocin 
assessment or administration, as oxytocin is also 
released in times of stress in order to reduce anxi-
ety (Tops, Peer, Korf, Wijers, & Tucker, 2007). 
Thus, in a highly stressed situation or population, 
higher oxytocin may indicate greater stress and 
cortisol response, and may not be associated with 

adaptive parenting outcomes. Whether via brain 
reductions or activations, neural modulation by 
oxytocin has important associations with paternal 
caregiving. In a previously described study, 
fathers’ superior temporal sulcus activation when 
viewing an own-infant play interaction had a 
direct effect on observed father-infant synchrony 
during play, which was mediated by increases in 
oxytocin (Abraham et  al., 2014). Oxytocin 
administration has also been shown to increase 
positive fathering behaviors by reducing testos-
terone levels (Weisman, Zagoory-Sharon, & 
Feldman, 2014).

The different patterns of oxytocin and vaso-
pressin among mothers and fathers may further 
be associated with interaction style differences 
with children. Fathers engage in more rough-and- 
tumble play than mothers, which is thought to 
stimulate child risk-taking, exploration, and build 
confidence (Paquette, 2004). Some researchers 
have conceptualized fathers as the “primary play-
mate,” helping to activate and arouse children 
(Paquette, 2004); this is in contrast to typical con-
ceptualizations of high-quality maternal care, 
which involves more emphasis on soothing the 
child during times of distress. In observations of 
71 Israeli mothers (M age = 28.9 years, SD = 5.22) 
and 48 fathers (M age = 29.3 years, SD = 4.26) 
interacting with their 4–6-month-old infants, 
fathers provided more stimulatory contact during 
play, whereas mothers engaged in more affec-
tionate contact (Apter-Levi, Zagoory-Sharon, & 
Feldman, 2014). Interestingly, baseline vasopres-
sin levels prior to the interaction were associated 
with more parental stimulatory contact, whereas 
oxytocin levels were associated with more affec-
tionate contact (Apter-Levi et al., 2014). Feldman 
(2003) videotaped 100 Israeli mothers (M 
age = 27.7 years, SD = 3.93) and their partners, 
100 fathers (M age  =  30.37  years, SD  =  4.99), 
playing with their first-born infants (M 
age = 4.72 months, SD = 0.72) and found that, 
although mother-infant and father-infant pairs 
show similar levels of synchrony (described as 
parental adaptation to the infant’s state and sig-
nals), the type of synchrony differs. Mother- 
infant interactions typically involve low to 
moderate levels of arousal, which gradually 

11 Neural Plasticity in Human Fathers



164

increase in positive affect, as well as frequent 
affectionate touch and shared gaze and vocaliza-
tions. By contrast, father-infant interactions often 
contain sudden peaks in positive arousal, which 
increase in frequency during play. Paternal play 
is also characterized by stimulatory contact and a 
focus on the environment (Feldman, 2003). 
Stimulatory play with fathers has important 
implications for child development; in a study of 
26 Australian fathers (M age  =  37.4  years, 
SD  =  3.7), high-quality paternal physical play 
with his 4-year-old child (M age  =  51  months, 
SD  =  3) was associated with fewer child emo-
tional problems and fewer problems with peers 
(Fletcher, StGeorge, & Freeman, 2013). It is 
important to consider how paternal brain changes 
relate to fathers’ parenting behaviors and 
experiences.

Testosterone Androgens play a large role in the 
reproductive axis and may also hold important 
implications for fathering and the paternal brain. 
In particular, testosterone is key to spermatogen-
esis, the maintenance of the genital tract, and the 
development of secondary sexual characteristics 
in males (Nelson, 2005). The state of being a 
father decreases testosterone levels over time 
(Gettler, McDade, Feranil, & Kuzawa, 2011), 
and overall, fathers have lower testosterone levels 
than non-fathers (Gray et al., 2007). This pattern 
is also observed among nonhuman primates; 
experienced marmoset fathers and fathers who 
frequently carry their young show lower testos-
terone concentrations (Nunes, Fite, & French, 
2000; Nunes, Fite, Patera, & French, 2001). 
Testosterone is observed to influence and be 
modulated by human sexual interest, arousal, 
enjoyment, and not only fatherhood but also the 
anticipation of fatherhood (Dabbs Jr & 
Mohammed, 1992; Graham & Desjardins, 1980; 
Hellhammer, Hubert, & Schürmeyer, 1985; 
Hirschenhauser, Frigerio, Grammer, & 
Magnusson, 2002). Hirschenhauser and col-
leagues (2002) studied 27 Austrian and Italian 
male participants (M age  =  33  years, SD  =  1), 
observing testosterone levels over a 90-day 
period and discovered that men with partners 
who reported a current wish for children, thus 

prospective fathers, displayed a 28-day monthly 
interval that coincided with their partners’ men-
strual cycle, whereas single men or those who did 
not wish to have children did not exhibit this pat-
tern of testosterone.

Testosterone levels in males are also modu-
lated during his partner’s pregnancy. Research 
(Storey, Walsh, Quinton, & Wynne-Edwards, 
2000) reported that testosterone of 31 expectant 
Canadian fathers (age range: 25–40 years, all of 
European descent) was related to their partner’s 
hormone levels; specifically, both prospective 
fathers and mothers had higher concentrations of 
prolactin and cortisol in the period just before the 
births of their children and lower postnatal con-
centrations of testosterone or estradiol, respec-
tively. Additionally, expectant fathers reporting 
more couvade syndrome symptoms (such as 
weight gain and nausea, indicative of a “sympa-
thetic pregnancy”) had higher levels of prolactin 
and a significantly greater drop in testosterone 
following exposure to unknown infant stimuli, 
such as listening to recorded newborn cries from 
a neonate unit. This may suggest that prospective 
fathers respond and adapt to their partners’ hor-
monal and fecundity phases. A similar pattern 
has been observed in marmoset and tamarin 
males, who show changes in testosterone and 
other hormones and weight gain starting in mid- 
gestation of their mate’s pregnancy (Ziegler, 
Prudom, Schultz-Darken, Kurian, & Snowdon, 
2006; Ziegler, Prudom, Zahed, Parlow, & Wegner, 
2009; Ziegler, Washabaugh, & Snowdon, 2004). 
Weight gain among these nonhuman primates 
helps to prepare them for the high-energy 
demands of fathering, such as infant carrying 
(Ziegler et al., 2006).

Fathers display changes in testosterone as 
well in relation to infant cues. In a sample of 
88  US fathers of children aged 1–2  years old 
and 50 non-fathers (M age  =  33.2  years, 
SD  =  5.70), lower levels of testosterone were 
associated with greater neural response to view-
ing happy child faces in the caudal middle fron-
tal gyrus, an important area for facial emotion 
processing and empathy (Mascaro et al., 2014). 
It is hypothesized that reduced testosterone lev-
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els may function to enhance paternal empathy. 
As discussed previously, Mascaro and col-
leagues (2013) have also looked at relations 
between brain response, hormone levels, varia-
tions in the androgen receptor gene, and paren-
tal attitudes in association with unknown infant 
crying in 36 fathers of  children aged 1–2. The 
study found that though levels of testosterone, 
prolactin, and oxytocin were not related to neu-
tral responses to unknown baby cries, androgen 
receptor genes were. The number of CAG tri-
nucleotide repeats in the first exon of the andro-
gen receptor (AR) gene reflects the brain’s 
sensitivity to testosterone and receptor density 
in the brain. Less sensitivity to testosterone in 
fathers was associated with increased neural 
responses in regions important for embodied 
simulation and empathy including the anterior 
insula and bilateral inferior frontal gyrus (IFG).

Parenting behaviors are related to testosterone 
levels, with fathers who spend at least 3  hours 
caregiving exhibiting lower testosterone (Gettler, 
McDade, Feranil, & Kuzawa, 2011). In one 
study, 10 US fathers (M age = 33.9 years; range: 
28–44  years; 40% non-white) of infants 
2–4 months old underwent neuroimaging while 
watching short video clips of their baby and then 
a sex-, age-, and ethnicity-matched baby they had 
not seen before (Kuo et al., 2012). Fathers with 
greater testosterone levels after interacting with 
their infant exhibited increased activation to their 
own infant compared to an unfamiliar infant in 
the left caudate (LC). The LC is associated with 
emotional and approach behaviors along with 
goal-directed action (Villablanca, 2010). This is 
somewhat surprising given prior research sug-
gesting that high testosterone is associated with 
fewer paternal behaviors and fathers with high 
baseline testosterone tend to experience testoster-
one decreases as they interact more with their 
infants (Storey, Noseworthy, Delahunty, 
Halfyard, & McKay, 2011). However, experience- 
dependent elevations in testosterone in fathers 
could play a protective role; testosterone may 
increase in response to urgent infant vocaliza-
tions, potentially linking testosterone to parental 
protective behaviors (van Anders, Tolman, & 
Volling, 2012). Additional investigation into tes-

tosterone and its links to parenting behaviors and 
neural activations in fathers in response to their 
children is needed.

Mascaro and colleagues (2013) discovered 
testosterone and testicular volume as a predictor 
of parental caregiving among 70 US fathers (M 
age  =  33.0  years, SD  =  5.80) of children aged 
1–2 years. Specifically, higher testicular volume 
and testosterone levels were associated with less 
paternal caregiving and fathers’ reports of less 
desire for caregiving involvement. This was not 
related to extraneous factors like socioeconomic 
status that may interfere with the father’s ability 
to be a more active and involved parent, such as 
hours fathers worked per week (Mascaro, 
Hackett, & Rilling, 2013). Fathers also under-
went neuroimaging, and the effect of viewing 
their child’s images resulted in activations in the 
fusiform gyrus, thalamocingulate, dorsolateral 
prefrontal cortex (dlPFC), and mesolimbic areas. 
Activations in the ventral tegmental area were 
correlated with more paternal caregiving. Further, 
brain activations when viewing their own infants’ 
images decreased as testes volume increased. 
Fathers who display more activation in these 
reward areas of their brain may be more apt to 
care for their children and be involved as interac-
tions with their child positively reinforce caregiv-
ing. Alternatively, fathers who spend more time 
with their children may come to find interactions 
with their children more rewarding, creating a 
stronger bond with them. Additional longitudinal 
research is needed to explore this association fur-
ther. Testosterone appears to play an important 
role in facilitating partner hormonal synchrony 
and promoting paternal caregiving.

 Summary and Key Points

In this chapter, we provided an overview of the 
current understanding of the neural adaptation to 
parenthood in human fathers. First, there are 
overlaps and differences between the maternal 
and paternal brain. Increased activations in the 
MPOA and striatum that are involved in parental 
motivation overlap between mothers and fathers. 
Increased activations in the amygdala, involved 
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in detecting salience of infant cues, and in neural 
regions involved in empathy, mentalization, and 
emotion regulation are also observed in mothers 
and fathers. Similar to comparisons of mothers 
vs. non-mothers, fathers also exhibit increased 
neural responses to infant cues compared to 
 non- fathers. This suggests that there are increased 
neural sensitivities to infant cues in parenthood.

Mothers and fathers also exhibit important 
differences, which suggest unique associations 
with hormones and parenting styles. Compared 
to mothers, fathers tend to exhibit more limited 
structural changes in the brain during the first few 
months postpartum. In response to infant stimuli, 
compared to mothers, fathers tend to show less 
neural activation in regions such as the amygdala 
and less deactivation in the default mode net-
work. More limited changes among fathers com-
pared to mothers may be associated with a 
number of biological and social factors, such as 
more limited hormonal changes that are associ-
ated with pregnancy and lactation, on average 
less time spent with children, and differences in 
parenting attitudes and societal expectations. 
Fathers tend to show greater activation in cortical 
regions involved in social cognition, rather than 
limbic regions. These differences may reflect 
fathering as deriving more from social and cul-
tural processes, whereas the evolution of mother-
ing is biologically embedded in reward and 
motivation processes. Observed differences also 
may be associated with the different interaction 
styles in mothers and fathers. Fathers have more 
physically stimulating interactive styles, whereas 
mothers have more emotionally sensitive interac-
tion styles that may be supported by the amyg-
dala and other limbic regions.

Next, as in mothers’ brains, fathers’ brains are 
sensitive to individual characteristics such as the 
amount of parenting experience, their own age, 
and child’s gender. Primary caregiving fathers 
exhibited greater amygdala activations than sec-
ondary caregiving fathers. Older fathers per-
ceived infant cry to be less aversive and exhibited 
attenuated activations in areas such as the dorsal 
ACC and anterior insula. Fathers exhibited dif-
ferent brain responses to daughters and sons. 
Moreover, several studies suggest associations 

between hormones and brain function among 
fathers. In fathers, vasopressin particularly plays 
an important role in parenting and pair-bonding. 
As in mothers, oxytocin was also associated with 
neural responses to child cues in fathers. 
Interestingly, in fathers, increased oxytocin levels 
can be associated with both increased and 
reduced neural activations in response to child 
cues; thus, more attention is needed to better 
understand the unique role of oxytocin vs. vaso-
pressin in father brain activation. More uniquely 
in paternal care, fathers tend to have lower testos-
terone levels that are associated with altered neu-
ral sensitivity to own child cue and more sensitive 
parenting.

Our current understanding of human father 
brains provides insight into future directions of 
the research field. First, studies are limited that 
examine clinically at-risk fathers. Studies with 
mothers suggest that postpartum psychopathol-
ogy, most commonly depression and anxiety, can 
influence maternal brain response to her children 
(Malak, Crowley, Mayes, & Rutherford, 2015; 
Wonch et al., 2016). Psychopathology in fathers 
also has significant impacts on parenting quality 
and child outcome; however, little is known about 
a neural risk marker for psychopathology or 
mechanism by which psychopathology influences 
parenting in fathers. Second, to further advance 
the understanding of the paternal brain, it would 
also be important to study environmental risk fac-
tors that may influence fathers’ ability to parent 
and adjust to parenthood. The socioeconomic, 
racial, and ethnic diversity of fathers in many neu-
roimaging studies is limited. However, in studies 
with mothers, exposure to trauma and stressful 
environment (e.g., poverty) can negatively influ-
ence brain responses to children (Kim, Capistrano, 
& Congleton, 2016; Kim, Capistrano, Erhart, 
Gray-Schiff, & Xu, 2017; Kim, Fonagy, Allen, & 
Strathearn, 2014). Therefore, it would be impor-
tant to understand the environmental conditions 
that support and do not support neural adaptation 
to parenthood in fathers. Third, although more 
limited compared to mothers, fathers exhibit hor-
monal changes during their partners’ pregnancy 
(Saxbe et al., 2017). In studies with mothers, both 
hormonal and psychological adaptations such as 
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increased oxytocin levels and increased attention 
to the infant’s emotional cues (Feldman, Weller, 
Zagoory-Sharon, & Levine, 2007; Pearson, 
Lightman, & Evans, 2011) can predict more sen-
sitive parenting after a child’s birth. Therefore, 
studies that  prospectively follow fathers from 
their partners’ pregnancy to the postnatal period 
would provide insight into whether neural and 
psychological changes during pregnancy may 
predict their relationships with their children.

Last, an understanding of the psychopathol-
ogy, environmental conditions, and prenatal bio-
logical adaptation of fathers can inform programs 
to support the successful adaptation to fatherhood. 
For example, fathers experiencing harsh environ-
mental conditions such as poverty are less likely 
to stay involved in parenting, while their involve-
ment is significant for supporting their children’s 
positive development (Carlson & Magnuson, 
2011). Understanding the unique neural and psy-
chological processes of how fathers develop emo-
tional bonds with their children would be critical 
to support fathers experiencing challenges to stay 
involved. Some fathers experience several unique 
challenges, such as the lack of a role model or 
parenting support from their own partners or oth-
ers. Positive perceptions of parenting may be par-
ticularly important for fathers, compared to 
mothers, and may predict their involvement and 
the development of a positive relationship with 
their own child (Kim et al., 2015; Kim, Ho, Evans, 
Liberzon, & Swain, 2015). Therefore, neuroimag-
ing work may provide insight into the unique 
aspects of fathering compared to mothering and 
ways to increase fathers’ psychological well-
being and support positive relationships between 
fathers and their children.
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12Pathways to Parenting: 
The Emotional Journeys of Fathers 
as They Prepare to Parent a New 
Infant

Carolyn Joy Dayton, Johanna C. Malone, 
and Suzanne Brown

The role of the father in promoting children’s 
healthy social-emotional development in child-
hood is well established. Fathers’ active parent-
ing of their young children is positively associated 
with a number of behavioral, cognitive, psycho-
logical, and social child outcomes (Cabrera & 
Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; Lamb, 2010). Further, 
fathers often play unique roles in the lives of their 
children, relative to mothers and other caregivers. 
For example, fathers tend to interact with their 
young children in physically active and engaged 
ways that promote the development of early child 
regulatory capacities (Anderson, St George, & 
Roggman, 2019; St George & Freeman, 2017). 
Very early in infancy however, the immediate 
postnatal work of newborn care is limited to a 
small number of observable parenting activities 
such as feeding, changing, bathing, and soothing 
the infant. Repeated engagement in these seem-
ingly simple tasks forms the basis of the develop-
ing parent-infant relationship for both mothers 

and fathers. For instance, over time, a parent’s 
capacity to effectively soothe the distressed new-
born entrains self-regulatory capacities within 
the infant (Doi, Kato, Nishitani, & Shinohara, 
2011; Zeman, Cassano, Perry-Parrish, & Stegall, 
2006) and is associated with feelings of parenting 
competence in fathers (Dayton, Walsh, Oh, & 
Volling, 2015). Importantly, the roots of the 
father-child postnatal relationship begin even 
before the infant is born – they begin during preg-
nancy when the father’s thoughts and feelings 
about his infant first evolve (Diamond, 2017; 
Leckman et al., 2004; Vreeswijk, Maas, Rijk, & 
van Bakel, 2014).

 Fathering During Pregnancy 
and Early Infancy

For fathers who are present and involved with the 
mother of their infant, pregnancy is associated 
with biological, social, and psychological 
changes (Abraham & Feldman, 2018; Swain, 
Dayton, Kim, Tolman, & Volling, 2014), and 
these changes prepare him for parenting his new-
born. For example, men undergo hormonal 
changes in the perinatal period (defined as preg-
nancy through the first 6 postnatal weeks; 
Milgrom & Gemmill, 2015), including decreases 
in testosterone (Saxbe et al., 2017) and increases 
in oxytocin (Gordon, Zagoory-Sharon, Leckman, 
& Feldman, 2010). In some cases, these  biological 
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changes may interact with sociocultural norms 
and contribute to the Couvade syndrome, an 
expectant father’s biopsychosocial response to 
his partner’s pregnancy that has been identified in 
many cultures and typically follows a culturally 
specific pattern including the experience of bio-
logical responses that mirror the woman’s preg-
nancy experience (e.g., weight gain; Bogren, 
1983, 1984; Brennan, Ayers, Ahmed, & Marshall- 
Lucette, 2007). While manifestations of the 
Couvade syndrome are relatively rare, the hor-
monal changes that most men experience during 
their partner’s pregnancy are common, and they 
interact with psychosocial changes as fathers pre-
pare psychologically to parent their new infant.

Although less is known about fathers who are 
experiencing contextual stress (e.g., poverty, 
racism, violence exposure), studies using com-
munity samples have demonstrated that the 
father’s emotional connection with his infant 
emerges in pregnancy via the formation of inter-
nal representations of the infant and their rela-
tionship, and these representations develop as a 
father begins to imagine who his infant will be 
(Vreeswijk, Maas, Rijk, & van Bakel, 2014). A 
father might wonder, for example, who the infant 
will look like, what his or her personality will be 
like, and how difficult or easy it will be to care 
for the infant. This prenatal bonding process is 
critical for both the father and the infant because 
the quality of the father’s prenatal bond is related 
to postnatal father-infant relationship qualities 
(Condon, Corkindale, Boyce, & Gamble, 2013; 
Luz, George, Vieux, & Spitz, 2017; Vreeswijk, 
Maas, Rijk, Braeken, & van Bakel, 2014) for at 
least two postnatal years (de Cock et al., 2016). 
Further, paternal prenatal bonding may also be 
related to the quality of the father’s postnatal 
parenting behaviors (Dubber, Reck, Müller, & 
Gawlik, 2015; Foley & Hughes, 2018; Hjelmstedt 
& Collins, 2008), though in a recent meta- 
analysis, Foley and Hughes (2018) failed to find 
a significant relationship between prenatal 
thoughts and feelings about the infant and post-
natal parenting. Finally, very preliminary data 
suggest that fathers’ prenatal bonding may be 
related to child outcomes (de Cock et al., 2017). 
Importantly, and consistent with the ecological 

model of fathering put forth by Cabrera, 
Fitzgerald, Bradley, and Roggman (2007), the 
formation of this paternal-infant bond is influ-
enced by the father’s relational world including 
(but not limited to) the man’s relationship with 
his partner in the present (Barrows, 2004; 
Condon et al., 2013) and his experience of being 
cared for in the past (Dayton, Brown, et  al., 
2019).

Because it involves the beginning of the 
parent- infant relationship, the perinatal period 
represents a critical developmental moment in 
the lives of parents and their infants. Historically, 
there was a focus on the physical care of the new-
born with an assumption that mothers were better 
equipped to meet the newborn’s basic needs. As 
our knowledge about the importance of very 
early parent-infant relationships to the later 
social-emotional development of young children 
has increased, an emphasis on the quality of early 
care and its influence on relationship develop-
ment has emerged (Sroufe, 2005). Further, it has 
become clear that fathers, while not identical to 
mothers, are able and willing early caretakers of 
their infants (Dayton et al., 2015). Thus, under-
standing the emotional journeys of fathers during 
the perinatal period will allow us to better design 
and implement services that support the early 
father-infant relationship. To that end, this chap-
ter will describe theories informing our under-
standing of fathering during the perinatal period 
and will review what is known about the risk and 
resilience factors that influence the father-infant 
relationship as it unfolds across the perinatal 
period. Specifically, this chapter will (1) review 
the extant literature on the meaning and impor-
tance of fathering in the perinatal period; (2) 
describe theoretical models that inform our 
understanding of early fathering; (3) discuss the 
emergence of paternal thoughts, feelings, and 
representations as they prepare to parent a new 
infant; (4) describe the development of the father- 
infant relationship in the perinatal period; and (5) 
discuss risk and resilience factors that affect the 
development of the father-infant relationship dur-
ing the perinatal period. Finally, we will describe 
recent work from our own laboratory that informs 
our understanding of the pathways to parenting 
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for risk-exposed fathers residing in an urban 
setting.

 The Meaning and Importance 
of Fathering in the Perinatal Period

A father’s role in the care of his children has 
changed dramatically over evolutionary and his-
torical time (Zoja, 2018) and is diverse across 
cultures, largely based on prevailing parental eth-
notheories within the family’s primary cultural 
group (Harkness, Mavridis, Liu, & Super, 2015). 
Over the last few decades in the United States, 
fathers have become more actively involved in 
the direct care of their children (Bianchi, 2011). 
Although important differences exist across 
diverse cultural groups, the meaning of father-
hood in general in the United States has also 
changed in important ways over the past few 
decades (Lamb, 2010). Specifically, the impor-
tance of fathering to the social-emotional devel-
opment of young children is more frequently 
acknowledged (Lamb, 2010). When fathers are 
involved very early in the lives of their children, 
they have the opportunity to form foundational 
and enduring relationships with them (Shannon, 
Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, & Lamb, 2009), and 
outcomes for mothers and children are improved 
(Giurgescu & Templin, 2015; Kroll, Carson, 
Redshaw, & Quigley, 2016; Sarkadi, Kristiansson, 
Oberklaid, & Bremberg, 2008).

The positive health effects that are associated 
with father involvement begin in pregnancy 
where improved prenatal, birth, and neonatal 
health outcomes and significantly lower per- 
infant healthcare costs have been identified (Alio, 
Salihu, Kornosky, Richman, & Marty, 2010; 
Salihu et al., 2014). In contrast, a lack of father 
involvement in pregnancy is associated with sig-
nificantly higher infant mortality rates (Alio 
et  al., 2011). Furthermore, in groups of fathers 
who are disadvantaged with respect to income 
and education, involvement during pregnancy is 
associated with a higher likelihood of continued 
involvement with their children across develop-
ment (Cabrera, Fagan, & Farrie, 2008; Fagan & 
Palkovitz, 2007) and thereby has the potential to 

support resilience in young children who are 
exposed to poverty, violence, and other contex-
tual risks (Jackson, Choi, & Preston, 2019).

Although less is known about the factors that 
are related to prenatal relationship development 
in fathers, relative to mothers, recent research has 
suggested that the pathways to parenting for 
fathers may be somewhat different than they are 
for mothers (Dayton, Brown, et al., 2019). These 
differences appear to continue during the postna-
tal period where parental sex differences in very 
early caregiving behaviors have been identified 
(Dayton et al., 2015). Given these findings, sup-
porting the prenatal father-infant bond is an 
important target of intervention that has the 
potential to improve birth and relationship out-
comes for fathers, mothers, and infants (Bond, 
2010). To accomplish this, an understanding of 
the process of very early father-infant relation-
ship development in the perinatal period is 
critical.

 Understanding the Early Father- 
Infant Relationship: Theoretical 
Considerations

Family Systems Theory The childbearing years 
represent a significant developmental life stage 
for men and women who decide to become par-
ents (Cowan & Cowan, 2012; McGoldrick & 
Shibusawa, 2012). As they move into this stage, 
parents prepare psychologically for birth. For 
first time parents, the transition to parenthood 
may be an especially significant milestone with 
the onset of a number of associated physical, 
emotional, and psychological changes (Nelson, 
Kushlev, & Lyubomirsky, 2014). From a family 
systems perspective, the move from a dyad to a 
family triad requires a reorganization of the 
romantic relationship as each parent develops a 
relationship with the infant and the co-parenting 
relationship becomes active within the parental 
subsystem (Shannon, Baumwell, & Tamis- 
LeMonda, 2013). The addition of subsequent 
children to the family also affects the overall 
functioning of the family system. The transition 
to siblinghood, for instance, when a second child 
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is born into a family, influences the relationships 
within the family in important ways as parental 
roles shift to accommodate added childcare needs 
and the older sibling adjusts to changing family 
dynamics (Volling, 2005). As time goes on, for 
many families, the birth of additional children 
further increases the complexity of intrafamilial 
relationships. Moreover, diverse family arrange-
ments, such as cohabitation versus independent 
living arrangements of the parents, blended fam-
ily status, and multi-partner fertility, add addi-
tional complexity. The particular ways in which a 
family is organized influence the role of the father 
in that family system as well as the experience of 
the infant and the ways in which the father-infant 
relationship unfolds.

From an intergenerational systems perspec-
tive, Singley and Edwards (2015) have argued 
that young fathers of today are encountering a 
kind of “generation gap” wherein social norms 
are increasingly promoting early and engaged 
fathering, but their own experiences of being 
raised by “baby boomer” fathers provided a 
hands-off model of fathering. In heterosexual 
couples, fathers of today are also more likely than 
their own fathers were to have female partners 
who are working outside the home, leading to the 
need for shared parenting. Further, the tough, 
hands-off approach to fathering is consistent with 
hypermasculine identity development that then 
conflicts with contemporary expectations that 
compel men to sensitively parent their children 
(Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & 
Lamb, 2000; Diamond, 2017). The intersection 
of the tough, hands-off approach to fathering 
with contemporary expectations for father 
involvement may be especially powerful in early 
infancy, where parenting tasks that were previ-
ously considered “feminine” such as holding, 
rocking, and soothing their infants are required. 
As argued by Singley and Edwards (2015), men 
who experience this conflict as particularly 
stressful may develop feelings of anxiety, anger, 
and sadness that could ultimately influence their 
ability to bond with their infant during the perina-
tal period. An understanding of the ways in which 
a father’s history of being parented and expecta-

tions about their own parenting unfold within the 
context of the father-infant relationship across 
the perinatal period is informed by attachment 
theory which we turn to next.

Attachment Theory Initially developed by John 
Bowlby (1982), attachment theory argues that 
individuals construct mental templates, or “work-
ing models,” of their interpersonal environments 
that are first developed in infancy based on 
repeated interactions with one’s caretakers and 
then revised over the life course based on interac-
tions within other important relationships (i.e., 
friendships, romantic relationships, etc.). By 
adulthood, working models are presumed to be 
functioning in a stable, consistent, and uncon-
scious manner and are therefore increasingly 
resistant to change (Collins & Read, 1994).

When an adult makes the transition to parent-
hood, a critical developmental shift becomes 
necessary  – from activation of the attachment 
behavioral system in which the person seeks out 
trusted others (i.e., romantic partners, close 
friends) in times of distress to activation of the 
caregiving behavioral system in which the parent 
becomes the provider of care and protection to 
the child (Solomon & George, 1996). This tran-
sition typically begins during pregnancy, for 
both men and women, as they form internal 
working models of the infant by imagining who 
the infant will turn out to be (de Cock et  al., 
2016; Lebovici, 1988, 1993). Parents wonder, 
for example, what the infant will look and act 
like, who in the family the infant will “take 
after,” and how the parent imagines he or she 
will care for this new infant. This experience of 
imagining the future infant ideally may be a joy-
ful experience but, particularly in cases where 
parents have histories of developmental trauma, 
may also be haunted by intergenerational 
“ghosts” (Fraiberg, Adelson, & Shapiro, 1975; 
Malone & Dayton, 2015). In these cases, parents 
may experience the imagined infant (or them-
selves in relation to the infant) as having nega-
tive qualities taking after harsh, neglectful, or 
harmful individuals/experiences in the parents’ 
past (Barrows, 2004).
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For women, the prenatal period involves an 
intensely physical experience that unfolds across 
the weeks and months of pregnancy and coin-
cides with a deepening of the maternal-fetal bond 
(Cohen & Slade, 2000; Yarcheski, Mahon, 
Yarcheski, Hanks, & Cannella, 2009). The 
unfolding of this process for men is less under-
stood and is limited to social and psychological 
ways of bonding with the fetus. Efforts to more 
deeply understand the internal worlds of expect-
ant fathers have been pursued within the psycho-
analytic literature which we describe next.

Psychoanalytic Theory Within older psychoan-
alytic theory and practice, the father-child rela-
tionship was largely first conceptualized in the 
oedipal relationship and beyond (starting around 
age 3–5) (Freud, 1905/1953). It was at this phase 
of development that the child was thought to first 
grapple with the understanding of themselves in a 
world that was not just dyadically composed of 
mother and child but now also included an out-
side other (i.e., the father). This was thought to 
create a range of conflictual feelings around 
parental identifications, as well as intense experi-
ences of competition, desire, and anxiety (Freud, 
1905/1953; Klein, 1928; Fairbairn, 1952). In 
contrast, Burlingham (1973) encouraged psycho-
analysts to take up the significance of the 
neglected preoedipal father-infant relationship 
(infancy and early childhood) rather than primar-
ily focusing on the oedipal relationship and 
beyond. Burlingham also noted that in the early 
psychoanalytic literature, Freud regularly theo-
rized about the child’s fantasies about the father 
but gave little attention to the father’s fantasies 
about his relationship with his child or infant. In 
particular, she wonders about Freud’s absence of 
exploration of:

—the father’s fantasies in the period between 
impregnation and birth, and during the first weeks 
of the infant’s life; the father’s hopes and expecta-
tions concerning the child’s growth and develop-
ment; his jealousies of the mother’s preoccupation 
with the infant; the arousal of his own feminine 
attitudes; the impact on all these attitudes of his 
own latent memories of his own father relation-
ships. (Burlingham, 1973, p. 30)

It is as if Freud struggled to convey the unique 
richness of the father’s hopes, fears, and experi-
ences related to the expected baby and then to his 
first postnatal experiences in relation to the baby. 
Burlingham (1973) argued that the neglect of 
conceptualizing the early father-infant bond 
might actually distort our understanding of the 
mother-infant bond, for example, through inac-
curately overemphasizing certain functions of the 
mother’s role without taking into account the 
father’s contributions. Similarly, Winnicott, who 
was prolific in his writing about the mother-child 
relationship, largely left the father untheorized or 
as Phillips (1988) states as a “relatively bland fig-
ure” (p.  28) (c.f. Formaini, 2004). The long- 
standing absence of this area of study has clear 
cultural parallels in the ways the father-infant 
bond is often inadequately supported or nurtured 
in contemporary society. In fact, Lamb (1976) 
has suggested that social scientists have unwit-
tingly contributed to the devaluation of the father 
by almost exclusively focusing on mothers. And, 
at times, when fathers are considered in the litera-
ture, they are often undifferentiated from mothers 
(through references to “parents”) in ways that 
imply that parents are interchangeable, rather 
than considering the complementary functions 
that one parent may have to the other (Diamond, 
1986).

Further, when fathers have been considered 
directly, they are often treated as part of a triad 
(mother-father-infant) rather than focusing on the 
father’s dyadic bond with the infant as significant 
in its own right. For example, Mahler (1971) and 
Abelin (1975) focused on the father’s role in the 
separation and individuation process of the 
infant. Unlike the mother, Mahler theorized that 
the father enters into the infant’s consciousness 
from the outside. This enables the father to pro-
vide a uniquely unambivalent role of support and 
accompaniment as the infant explores the world 
beyond the mother as part of the process of sepa-
ration and individuation. This theoretical stance 
is consistent with contemporary work by Paquette 
(Gaumon & Paquette, 2013; Paquette, 2004) who 
has demonstrated that the early father-child rela-
tionship involves stimulating play in conjunction 
with limit setting that helps young children gain 
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self-regulatory capacities and prepares them for 
life in the larger society.

Other theorists have emphasized the need to 
look beyond the triad of mother-father-infant to 
also consider directly the dyad of father and child 
(Benjamin, 1995; Blos, 1984; Diamond, 2017). 
Benjamin says,

The function of the father … is dyadic, not triadic, 
that is to say, not rivalrous or forbidding, like the 
oedipal father. He does not so much represent the 
one who can exclusively love mother (as the child 
still imagines doing directly) as he embodies the 
desire for the exciting outside. What I wish to 
underscore is the importance of a second adult, not 
necessarily a male or a father, with whom a child 
can form a second dyad. (Benjamin, 1995, p. 57)

Benjamin’s words bring us to the preoedipal 
period of father and baby together, a place and 
time where this relationship actually matters on 
its own terms. In this process of becoming a 
father, from a developmental perspective, 
Diamond (2017), like Singley and Edwards 
(2015), argues that the transition to fatherhood 
offers men a chance to take on (potentially) pre-
viously denounced or disavowed qualities such 
as being more empathic, vulnerable, and trusting. 
Fatherhood allows these qualities to be experi-
enced directly as one’s own – rather than solely 
belonging to the feminine domain. Further, 
Diamond posits that during pregnancy the father 
begins to see himself and his function as a guard-
ian. This means “a watchful, protective presence 
for his infant, one who is ideally engaged in an 
intense mutual interaction with the mother.” This 
developmental shift occurs as the father transi-
tions from being the main character in the family 
story to the one standing close to the new center 
of the family’s world, the infant.

In conceptualizing the internal experience of 
the father, Leckman and colleagues (Leckman 
et al., 2004) broaden the concept of the primary 
maternal preoccupation with the infant (first 
described by Winnicott, 1965) to consider the 
paternal preoccupation with the infant. In its 
original form, primary maternal preoccupation 
refers to an altered mental state that begins dur-
ing the end of pregnancy and continues for the 
first months after birth in which the mother’s 

attention and focus is centered almost completely 
on the infant’s needs. The ability of the mother to 
enter this state is foundational to the infant’s 
development of self. In broadening this concept 
to consider the “primary paternal preoccupation,” 
Leckman and colleagues (Leckman et al., 1999) 
found that fathers went through a parallel experi-
ence that followed a similar time frame (later 
pregnancy to first postnatal months) but that the 
time devoted to thinking about the infant was 
approximately half of what they recorded in 
mothers (7 and 14 hours per day, respectively), 
yet still substantial.

Studies of early postnatal paternal parenting 
have found that fathers are actively engaged with 
their newborn infants. For example, Parke, 
Power, Tinsley, and Hymel (1980) observed 
fathers and mothers together with their infant 3 
days after birth and found that (as a triad) there 
was no difference in the amount of time spent 
interacting with the infant, with the main differ-
ence being that mothers were more likely to hold 
the infant in their arms. In addition, when each 
parent was alone with the infant, Parke et  al. 
(1980) found that fathers were as nurturing and 
involved with their infants as mothers, with a dif-
ference being that mothers were more likely to 
engage with their infants through smiling. In a 
more recent study, Dayton and colleagues 
(Dayton et al., 2015) examined early (1 month, 
4 months, and 8 months of infant age) soothing 
behaviors of cohabitating mothers and fathers in 
a mainly Caucasian, middle-class sample and 
found that mothers and fathers spent similar 
amounts of time cuddling/rocking and carrying 
their infants to soothe them. Other soothing tech-
niques (e.g., extra feedings, swaddling, singing) 
were used more frequently by mothers, however, 
and mothers reported the use of a wider variety of 
soothing techniques (7.7 on average) compared 
with fathers (5.9 on average). Taken as a whole, 
these findings point to both similarities and dif-
ferences in the early parenting behaviors of moth-
ers and fathers. Whether the internal experiences 
of parents vary by sex, and whether they are asso-
ciated with early parenting behaviors, is a topic 
of great interest in contemporary research (Foley 
& Hughes, 2018).
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In considering the expectant father’s experi-
ence over the course of pregnancy, Diamond 
(1986), drawing heavily on the work of Herzog 
(1982), proposes seven stages of prospective 
fatherhood, which we briefly summarize:

 1. Getting Ready: In this preconception stage, 
expectant fathers consciously think through 
aspects of timing, readiness, career issues, 
division of labor, and parent rearing beliefs. 
This stage is thought to be more rational and 
controlled than some of the later stages of 
expectant fatherhood. Experientially, unre-
solved developmental issues from a father’s 
own history may emerge, including fears of 
surpassing his own father, fears of being aban-
doned by his partner, and even envy of wom-
en’s creative capacities in pregnancy.

 2. Conception: This stage includes both concep-
tion and the medical confirmation of preg-
nancy. While some men may feel conflicted 
about the anticipated life disruption, many 
will be more in touch with feelings of joy, 
including the wish to love another and be 
loved. Men in this stage often experience a 
sense of pride and a fuller positive sense of 
self.

 3. First Trimester: In this stage, fathers begin to 
rework past and current relationships resulting 
in a shift in the sense of self. In doing this, 
expectant fathers may be thinking about the 
parenting they received as they begin to con-
sider their own role as a paternal figure. This 
may bring up difficult feelings from the past 
and tensions between the sense of what they 
received and who they will become. Some 
men may also begin to struggle with feelings 
of loss regarding the changing relationship 
with their partner.

 4. Midpregnancy: In midpregnancy, expectant 
fathers may become more in touch with the 
reality of the pregnancy. This is furthered 
through experiences such as seeing the baby 
in both still pictures and in motion through 
ultrasounds. The fetus is thus experienced as 
more alive. As a consequence of this, some 
men may begin to feel excluded from the rela-
tionship occurring between their partner and 

unborn infant. They may also be inspired in 
their own creative potentials within work or 
through other endeavors. Men may also feel 
more in touch with their own bodies and 
bodily symptoms as they attune and identify 
with their partner’s experience and changing 
body.

 5. The Turn Toward One’s Father and Fathering: 
Expectant fathers may begin to experience an 
increasing pressure to sort out unresolved 
issues with their family of origin, particularly 
around concerns about how issues with their 
fathers may impact their own fathering. 
Diamond (1986) proposes that the working 
through of this stage enables men to feel more 
present throughout the remainder of preg-
nancy resulting in the emergence of some-
times previously suppressed tender and 
gentler feelings. Men who are less able to con-
nect with a positive view of the past father are 
in what Herzog (1982, 2001) calls a state of 
“father hunger” and are expected to face more 
hurdles in being emotionally present in the 
remaining phases of pregnancy.

 6. Toward the End of the Second Trimester: In 
this stage of pregnancy, expectant fathers may 
experience the fetus as separate not only from 
themselves but also from their partner. The 
experience of thirdness may lead to feelings 
of competition and jealousy. Herzog (1982) 
has speculated that this may be due to uncon-
sciously re-experiencing old developmental 
feelings of recognizing that one is part of a 
particular triad (child-mother-father) as 
opposed to a more insular dyad 
(child-mother).

 7. The Last Trimester: In this final stage of 
expectant fatherhood, Diamond (1986) 
describes a paradoxical experience in which 
the father both experiences an intensification 
of being oriented to the reality of the 
expected infant and also becomes imbued 
with a feeling of awe, with regard to a sense 
of there being “magical forces at work.” 
This mixture of reality and magic may be an 
ideal state for the expectant father to be 
immersed in as he experiences the birth of 
his child.
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In reflecting on Diamond’s theorized stages for 
the expectant father, it is notable that they seem 
to be oriented to intact heterosexual father- 
mother couples in which the expectant father 
truly expected and was invested in the infant even 
prior to conception. Yet, we also see the universal 
struggle of the father trying to reconcile who he 
is and where he came from. Also evident is the 
father’s anticipation not only of who he will be in 
a new relationship with an infant but also in a 
changed relationship with his partner, an experi-
ence of being part of a triad as well as separate 
dyads, and a new sense of an individual “self” as 
he sees and experiences himself as a father. 
Recent empirical work has examined fathers’ 
shifting representations of themselves as fathers 
and of their emotional ties to their infant during 
the perinatal period, and we now turn to a review 
of that literature.

 Paternal Thoughts, Feelings, 
and Representations of the Infant 
Across the Perinatal Period

 Methodological Approaches

We begin this section with a description of the 
three methodological approaches that have been 
used to measure a father’s internalized relation-
ship with his infant across the perinatal period, 
namely, semi-structured qualitative interviews, 
self-report measures, and representational inter-
views. In reviewing this material, it is important to 
bear in mind that each of these approaches was 
initially developed and used with mothers. Indeed, 
as we have emphasized, within the parenting lit-
erature as a whole, mothers are typically consid-
ered the modal or default parent to which fathers 
are compared. Notable exceptions do exist, how-
ever, such as Paquette’s activation theory, which 
argues for a unique role for fathers in parenting 
their young children (Paquette, 2004; Paquette & 
Bigras, 2010). As the fathering field moves for-
ward, efforts to understand fathering using a 
father-centric approach will be important (Volling 
et  al., 2019). In the meantime, we review the 

research that informs our current understanding 
of the emotional journeys of expectant fathers.

First, Semi-structured Qualitative 
Interviews The use of semi-structured, open- 
ended, qualitative interviews arguably provides 
the most room for a father-centric approach to 
data collection and analysis. Because they are 
exploratory in nature and use an inductive 
approach to data analysis, qualitative interviews 
allow the researcher to follow the father’s lead in 
determining the manifest content of the inter-
view. Qualitative interviews focus on a particular 
subgroup of the population to better understand 
their lived experiences. Within the perinatal 
fathering literature, this approach has been used 
with a number of father subgroups including, for 
example, first time fathers (Deave & Johnson, 
2008), urban fathers (Dayton et al., 2016), ado-
lescent fathers (Wilkes, Mannix, & Jackson, 
2012), and fathers of preterm infants (Stefana, 
Padovani, Biban, & Lavelli, 2018). It has also 
been used to understand fathers’ reactions to var-
ious fathering experiences such as attending the 
prenatal ultrasound (Walsh et al., 2014), engag-
ing in infertility treatment (Herrera, 2013), and 
participating in genetic screening (Atkin, Berghs, 
& Dyson, 2015).

Second, Self-Report Measures Self-report mea-
sures capture the father’s emotional connection or 
“bond” with the infant beginning during preg-
nancy. Examples include the Paternal Fetal 
Attachment Scale (PFA; Weaver & Cranley, 1983) 
and the Paternal Antenatal Attachment Scale 
(PAAS) (Condon, 1993). Each of these measures 
has a corresponding maternal version, and both 
versions assess the overall quality as well as spe-
cific components of the parental-fetal relation-
ship. The most commonly used self- report 
measure of paternal prenatal bonding is the PAAS 
(Condon, 1993) which includes two subscales, 
quality of attachment and intensity of attachment. 
Self-report measures of prenatal bonding require 
considerably less time to administer and score 
than the more intensive interview assessments of 
prenatal relationship quality and have been found 
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to be related to the more time- intensive and in-
depth interview measures (Vreeswijk, Maas, Rijk, 
& van Bakel, 2014). For instance, Vreeswijk, 
Maas, Rijk, van Bakel, (2014) found that paternal 
prenatal bonding on the PAAS was highly corre-
lated with a father’s internal representation of his 
infant as measured by a semi-structured interview 
(WMCI, described below). Further, in a recent 
meta-analysis, Foley and Hughes (2018) found 
that, when combining data from mothers and 
fathers, self-report questionnaires assessing pre-
natal bonding were equally predictive of postnatal 
parenting as were representational interviews, 
which are described next.

Third, Representational Interviews A father’s 
prenatal internal working model of his child, 
described by Vreeswijk and colleagues 
(Vreeswijk, Maas, Rijk, Braeken, & van Bakel, 
2014) as the “meaning” of the child to the father, 
is measured using semi-structured interviews that 
are then transcribed and coded for narrative pat-
terns within both content and process elements, 
leading to a categorization of the quality of his 
internalized relationship with his child, usually 
expressed as a typology. The most commonly 
used representational interview with fathers is the 
Working Model of the Child Interview (WMCI; 
Zeanah et al., 1993). Based on the father’s narra-
tive responses, a typology of balanced, disen-
gaged, distorted, or disrupted representation is 
assigned. Each representational typology is 
related to a particular cognitive-affective regula-
tory stance the father has toward his infant (or 
fetus). Specifically, the narratives of fathers who 
hold balanced representations, the ideal, are well 
regulated with respect to the parent-child rela-
tionship. Fathers holding balanced representa-
tions are accepting of the infant’s authentic self 
and describe warm and connected feelings toward 
their infants. In contrast, fathers holding disen-
gaged representations of their infants are rela-
tively emotionally “shut down” with respect to 
the father-infant relationship, and their interviews 
convey an emotional distance from the child. On 
the other end of the spectrum, fathers holding dis-
torted representations of their child demonstrate 
over-activated affective ties to their infants that 

are characterized by expressions of strong emo-
tions and emotional lability. Their interviews are 
often tangential and self-focused and convey a 
sense of distance from the child due to the intense 
and overwhelming feelings the father is experi-
encing. Finally, fathers holding disrupted work-
ing models of their child (Tooten, et  al., 2014) 
tend to have histories of trauma and loss in their 
own backgrounds that manifest in their narratives 
as affective communication errors, role-boundary 
confusion, fearfulness, dissociation, disorienta-
tion, intrusiveness/negativity, and withdrawal 
(Crawford & Benoit, 2009).

There are pros and cons associated with each 
of these three methodological approaches to 
understanding the father’s emotional tie to his 
infant. Taken together, they inform our under-
standing of the development of fathers’ psycho-
logical, social, and emotional journeys across the 
perinatal period. Our current understanding of 
the development of the father-infant relationship 
during this period is described next.

 Development of the Father-Infant 
Relationship in the Perinatal Period

Contemporary social norms in the United States 
compel fathers to “be involved” in the lives of 
their children beginning in pregnancy. In the pre-
natal period, for example, fathers are encouraged 
to attend birth and parenting classes with the 
mothers of their children and to be present during 
labor and delivery (Reed, 2005). Theoretically, 
feelings of connection to their infants during the 
prenatal period will increase the likelihood that 
men will, in fact, be involved (Cabrera et  al., 
2008). Indeed, paternal involvement during preg-
nancy is associated with later long-term father 
engagement in the lives of their children (Shannon 
et al., 2009). Further, the need for fathers to take 
on more childcare responsibilities has increased 
as more women have joined the workforce 
(Bianchi, Robinson, & Milke, 2006; Maume, 
2011). However, expectant fathers encounter 
physical and social barriers that may diminish 
their feelings of connection with their infant 
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during the prenatal period, potentially leaving 
them less emotionally prepared to care for their 
young children (Hanson, Hunter, Bormann, & 
Sobo, 2009).

At the most basic level, men do not physically 
carry their babies. This means, of course, that it is 
not physically obvious to others that they are 
expecting a baby and, therefore, they do not 
receive the volume of public responses  – kind 
words, questions, and attention – that women do 
when their pregnancy begins to “show.” The curi-
osity and kindness expressed by the larger soci-
ety  – strangers on the bus or at the grocery 
store  – constitute a social acknowledgement of 
sorts, of the woman’s status as a mother. If this is 
her first pregnancy, this new status represents a 
transition as she shifts to a new social category 
that carries with it (for good or bad) a set of social 
expectations and responsibilities. In this way, she 
is frequently reminded  – by the outside social 
environment – that there is a change coming in 
her life. Although expectant fathers may have 
conversations with friends and family members 
who know of their expectant fatherhood status, 
they do not encounter the daily reactions from 
members of the larger society that women do. As 
a result, research has suggested that, during the 
transition to fatherhood, men’s identities as 
fathers are often delayed with respect to mothers’ 
and may undergo the most transformation during 
the postnatal period (Genesoni & Tallandini, 
2009; Habib & Lancaster, 2010).

In addition to the lack of social reinforcement, 
men also do not have the physical connection 
with the infant that women do during pregnancy. 
Research using qualitative interview methodol-
ogy suggests that this may influence the experi-
ences of closeness to the infant that men feel 
during pregnancy. For example, in a qualitative 
study of expectant fathers in the United Kingdom, 
Ives (2014) found that first-time expectant fathers 
felt that they had a central role to play in the lives 
of their infants, but they also felt a sense of sepa-
ration and distance. One father in Ives’ study 
described this experience in the following way, 
“… I think she’s [a] tiny bit more ahead because 
it’s natural, she’s physically feeling the changes… 
I think about myself as preparing to become a 

dad but you can see with her, she’s becoming a 
mother, that’s the difference [emphasis added].” 
In another qualitative investigation, Draper 
(2002) similarly found that men felt a distance 
from their infant during pregnancy. They 
described this distance in physical terms and 
sought out ways to connect to the infant in what 
Draper described as “body-mediated moments” 
such as watching and feeling (from the outside) 
the infant’s movement in the womb, viewing the 
infant on the ultrasound scan, and, ultimately, 
being present during the labor and delivery pro-
cess, which some fathers have described as the 
beginning of fatherhood (Poh, Koh, & He, 2014). 
It is important to note that fathers’ reliance on 
body-mediated interactions with the infant places 
the mother in a gate-keeping role (Schoppe- 
Sullivan, Brown, Cannon, Mangelsdorf, & 
Sokolowski, 2008), such that she can inhibit or 
enable the father’s engagement in the pregnancy- 
and infant-related events. Draper underscores the 
importance of the bodily experience of pregnancy 
for the woman that highlights the father’s need to 
seek out body-mediated connections with their 
infant via the mother’s body:

Our experience of ourselves in the world is very 
much mediated by our bodies. The body is not 
merely a container for but, rather is our existence. 
Our experience of our bodies, our embodiment, is 
a social process located in social spaces with 
within a network of people. (Draper, 2002, p. 556)

Ives and others (Widarsson, Engström, Tydén, 
Lundberg, & Hammar, 2015) have also found 
that expectant fathers often feel ignored and even 
pushed away during prenatal medical appoint-
ments such as ultrasounds. In response to feeling 
unwelcome at the prenatal visit, one father in 
Ives’ study reported wondering whether he 
should “wait outside” during the visits. Expectant 
mothers also witness the exclusion of their part-
ners in healthcare settings. One expectant mother 
in Widarsson et al.’s (2015) qualitative study put 
it this way:

The midwife hardly said hello to him [her partner], 
and then there was just a conversation between me 
and the midwife. So, he wondered afterwards,‘why 
was I there at all, the midwife treated me like 
air’… it was as if she didn’t have a single question 
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for him, she never once spoke to him. (Widarsson 
et al., p. 1063)

These kinds of messages in healthcare settings, in 
particular, may reinforce a sense of distance from 
the infant for fathers who are seeking body- 
mediated connections with their infants and are 
especially concerning in the face of evidence that 
the prenatal ultrasound has the potential to 
increase fathers’ feelings of connection with their 
infant (Rosich-Medina & Shetty, 2007; Walsh 
et al., 2014). Notably, however, some investiga-
tors have failed to find an increase in paternal 
bonding following attendance at a prenatal ultra-
sound (Righetti, Dell’Avanzo, Grigio, & Nicolini, 
2005), raising the question of whether these dis-
parate findings may be related to inconsistencies 
in the ways in which expectant fathers are treated 
during healthcare visits. Overall, the inherent 
contradiction of the contemporary societal narra-
tive that men should be more involved in the lives 
of their children with experiences of being 
unwelcome at prenatal healthcare visits may 
leave men feeling uncertain about their role and 
is especially concerning given the importance of 
paternal prenatal involvement to maternal and 
infant health outcomes (Plantin & Olykoya, 
2011) and to enduring father involvement in the 
lives of their children (Cabrera et al., 2008).

Taken as a whole, the lack of physical connec-
tion to the infant combined with the limited (rela-
tive to mothers) social reinforcement of the 
pregnancy could make it difficult for fathers to 
form stable and enduring prenatal emotional 
bonds with their infants. However, this does not 
appear to be the case for all, or even most, fathers 
(Habib & Lancaster, 2010; May, 1982). For 
instance, in a very early study of prenatal 
paternal- fetal bonding, May (1982) used qualita-
tive methodology and found a pattern of increas-
ing emotional investment in first time fathers 
across the course of the pregnancy. More recently, 
Habib and Lancaster (2010), using the PAAS, 
found small, but statistically significant, increases 
in paternal prenatal bonding from the first to the 
third trimester. These early studies suggest that 
fathers are, in fact, forming prenatal bonds with 
their infants over the course of the pregnancy. 

The quality of those bonds, however, may mani-
fest differently in the prenatal period than they do 
for expectant mothers. For instance, in line with 
paternal feelings of distance that have been 
reported in the qualitative literature, Vreeswijk, 
Rijk, Maas, and Bakel (2015)) found that expect-
ant fathers in a low-risk, community sample 
evinced higher rates of disengaged representa-
tions on the Working Model of the Child Interview 
(WMCI) (Zeanah et  al., 1993) than mothers. 
Specifically, they reported that the distribution of 
WMCI typologies for mothers was 61% bal-
anced, 27% disengaged, and 12% distorted, 
whereas the distribution for fathers was 44% bal-
anced, 49% disengaged, and 7% distorted. These 
investigators interpreted the increased rate of dis-
engaged representations in fathers (vs. mothers) 
as representative of fathers’ overall emotional 
distance from the fetus and hypothesized that this 
may be due, in part, to the fathers’ physical dis-
tance from his infant in the prenatal period. The 
results revealed that fathers’ prenatal representa-
tions remained relatively stable across time: 
fathers’ prenatal representations were signifi-
cantly related to their postnatal representations 
when infants were 6 months of age (Vreeswijk, 
Maas, Rijk, Braeken, van Bakel, 2014). 
Specifically, 82.4% of fathers who had a bal-
anced prenatal representation were also coded as 
balanced on the postnatal WMCI, and 49.6% 
with a non-balanced prenatal representation 
retained that category at the postnatal period. 
Despite this continuity, they also found that more 
fathers evinced balanced postnatal representa-
tions (64.4%) than balanced prenatal representa-
tions (43.6%). Their findings suggest that there is 
some continuity in representations across the 
perinatal period and also suggest that fathers may 
have an easier time bonding with their infants 
during the postnatal period.

The majority of the qualitative work that we 
have described in this section was conducted 
with fathers who were not burdened with expo-
sure to contextual risk such as poverty and vio-
lence. For fathers who are exposed to these kinds 
of contextual risks, we might expect their path-
ways to parenting to be more challenging. In the 
following sections, we describe what is known 
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about the risk factors influencing the father-infant 
relationship in fathers who are preparing to par-
ent a new infant and the ways in which specific 
resilience factors may mitigate these risks.

 Risk and Resilience Factors 
Affecting the Father-Infant Bond 
in the Perinatal Period

In this section, we review the risk and resilience 
factors affecting the development of the father- 
infant relationship that have been identified and 
replicated in the extant literature. Evidence sug-
gests that once the father-infant relational bond 
has developed, it remains relatively stable across 
the perinatal period and at least the first 2 years of 
the child’s life (de Cock et al., 2016; Luz et al., 
2017). Therefore, understanding the risk and 
resilience factors affecting its development is 
critical to the establishment of father-friendly 
policies in the places and spaces that expectant 
fathers visit and, where necessary, the creation of 
interventions with expectant fathers.

In the last few years, there has been increased 
research in the area of paternal-infant perinatal 
relationship development (Julian, Muzik, Kees, 
Valenstein, & Rosenblum, 2018; Vreeswijk, 
Maas, Rijk, & van Bakel, 2014), including work 
from our own laboratory which is described 
below (Dayton, Brown, et al., 2019). Converging 
findings from a small, but growing, number of 
studies suggest two important factors that influ-
ence the development of the father-infant rela-
tionship during the perinatal period: (1) paternal 
symptoms of psychopathology (Cameron, Sedov, 
& Tomfohr-Madsen, 2016) and (2) the father’s 
relationship with the mother of the infant 
(Ahlqvist-Björkroth et al., 2016).

Paternal Psychopathology The influence of 
perinatal psychopathology – including depres-
sion, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress  – on 
maternal parenting and child outcomes has 
been well established (Falah-Hassani, Shiri, & 
Dennis, 2017; Furtado, Chow, Owais, Frey, & 
Van Lieshout, 2018; Woody, Ferrari, Siskind, 

Whiteford, & Harris, 2017; Yildiz, Ayers, & 
Phillips, 2017). More recently, a focus on psy-
chopathology in early fatherhood has emerged 
in the clinical literature (Cameron et al., 2016; 
Kim & Swain, 2007; Sethna, Murray, 
Edmondson, Iles, & Ramchandani, 2018). A 
growing number of studies document the exis-
tence and effects of symptoms of psychopathol-
ogy in men during the perinatal period, with a 
focus on depression (Underwood et al., 2017), 
some attention to anxiety (Korja et  al., 2018), 
and very little attention to the influence of 
trauma on early fathering (for a notable excep-
tion see, Fredman et  al., 2019). The fact that 
trauma has not been explored in the empirical 
perinatal fathering literature highlights a criti-
cal gap  – the relative paucity of perinatal 
research focusing on fathers facing contextual 
risks such as poverty, racism, and chronic un/
underemployment. Unlike their mainly 
Caucasian, middle-class counterparts (within 
the United States), expectant fathers who are 
living with these risk factors are much more 
likely to be exposed to higher rates of violence 
and trauma. Further, in the context of the estab-
lished economic and racial health disparities in 
perinatal health outcomes for the mother and 
the infant, and the documented positive influ-
ence of father involvement on these outcomes, 
research that focuses on these populations is 
needed (Alhusen, Gross, Hayat, Rose, & 
Sharps, 2012; Bond, 2010).

To date, paternal perinatal depression has 
received the most empirical attention relative to 
other forms of psychopathology, leading to the 
possibility of determining trustworthy estimates 
of prevalence. For instance, in a recent meta- 
analysis of studies from multiple countries, 
Cameron et al. (2016) reported an overall random 
effect estimate of paternal perinatal depression of 
8.4%, with little variation across the prenatal and 
postnatal periods and a notably higher rate of 
13% for studies conducted in North America. 
Though the presence of anxiety in men in the 
perinatal period has received less empirical atten-
tion, a recent systematic review by Leach, Poyser, 
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Cooklin, and Giallo (2016) found that rates 
ranged from 4.1% to 16.0% in the prenatal period 
and 2.4% to 16.3% in the postnatal period.

Both depression and anxiety have been 
examined in relation to fathers’ prenatal rela-
tionships with their infants. The results are 
mixed from these examinations but point to the 
possibility that prenatal paternal psychopathol-
ogy poses a potential risk to the development of 
the relationship. Studies using the PAAS have 
generally found a negative relationship of bond-
ing and psychopathology. For example, 
Brandão, Brites, Pires, Hipólito, and Nunes 
(2019) found that PAAS scores were negatively 
associated with paternal depression in a com-
munity sample of Portuguese parents. 
Interestingly, in this sample, anxiety was posi-
tively associated with paternal prenatal bonding 
in the regression model (standardized regression 
coefficient = 0.19; p < 0.01), though the correla-
tion was not significant at the bivariate level 
(r = −0.057, ns). As described by the authors, 
mean levels of anxiety in this sample were 
within the normal range, and the authors won-
dered whether slight elevations in anxiety, at 
least for fathers, may result in a greater focus on 
the health and well-being of the fetus and moti-
vation to care for the mother and infant. In a 
community sample of primarily Dutch fathers, 
Vreeswijk, Maas, Rijk, van Bakel, (2014) found 
that fathers’ prenatal bonding as measured by 
the PAAS was negatively associated with symp-
toms of both depression and anxiety. However, 
the quality of their internal representations of 
the infant as measured by the WMCI was not 
associated with their symptoms of psychopa-
thology. These findings differ from studies of 
maternal representations where psychopathol-
ogy has been found to influence maternal work-
ing models (Korja et  al., 2018). The authors 
speculate that one reason for the disparate find-
ings may be that studies of maternal representa-
tions have utilized samples of mothers exposed 
to contextual risk, whereas Vreeswijk et  al. 
(2015) utilized a low- risk, community sample of 
fathers, pointing, again, to the need for fathering 
studies that include diverse samples, especially 

samples of fathers exposed to contextual 
risk (e.g., poverty, racism, violence exposure).

The prevalence rates for depression and anxi-
ety and their possible association with prenatal 
father-infant relationship development for men 
suggest that screening men for symptoms of psy-
chopathology in the perinatal period is indicated 
(Kerstis et  al., 2016). To date, however, most 
expectant and new fathers are not receiving rou-
tine mental health screenings (Musser, Ahmed, 
Foli, & Coddington, 2013). Complicating this 
picture is the fact that there are no diagnostic cri-
teria for paternal perinatal depression included in 
the most frequently used diagnostic manual 
(DSM; American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 
and very few male-specific measures of perinatal 
depression (for a recent exception, see Stephen 
Matthey & Della Vedova, 2019). Instead, consis-
tent with other approaches throughout the clini-
cal and empirical literature, the DSM diagnostic 
criteria and measures of perinatal depression for 
women are often applied to men (Musser et al., 
2013). For example, the most common measure 
used to assess perinatal depression in fathers is 
the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale 
(EPDS; Da Costa et al., 2019) which was origi-
nally developed for use with mothers. Although 
the EPDS has been established as a valid measure 
for use with fathers (Matthey, Barnett, Kavanagh, 
& Howie, 2001), Singley and Edwards (2015) 
have argued that measures such as the EPDS that 
were originally designed for women may miss 
the mark when applied to men because their 
symptoms often manifest as anger and with-
drawal such that the underlying depression is 
likely to be missed or misinterpreted. Further 
work is needed to determine whether perinatal 
depression may manifest differently for fathers 
and whether symptoms of psychopathology are 
robustly related to perinatal father-infant rela-
tionship development, especially in fathers 
exposed to contextual risk.

Couple Relationship Quality Prior work has dem-
onstrated that the quality of the father’s relationship 
with his romantic partner is consistently and robustly 
related to the quality of his parenting (Holland & 
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McElwain, 2013; Stroud, Durbin, Wilson, & 
Mendelsohn, 2011). This is also true for fathers 
within the perinatal period  (Ahlqvist- Björkroth 
et al., 2016; Luz et al., 2017; Yu, Hung, Chan, Yeh, & 
Lai, 2012). For instance, in a low- risk sample of pri-
marily well-educated and employed French couples, 
Luz et al. (2017) found that fathers’ postnatal bond-
ing (using the Paternal Antenatal Assessment Scale; 
Condon, 1993) was associated with self-reported 
marital quality and also with the quality of the par-
enting alliance. In addition, the strength of the 
maternal bond (using the Maternal Antenatal 
Assessment Scale; Condon, 1993) to the infant was 
related to the strength of the paternal bond. However, 
in this same study, maternal bonding was relatively 
independent from father- and couple-related vari-
ables. In other words, and consistent with some prior 
work, the maternal influence on the father- infant 
relationship was strong, whereas the opposite was 
not the case. In contrast, Ahlqvist-Bjorkroth and col-
leagues (2016) found that marital relationship qual-
ity for both mothers and fathers was associated with 
prenatal relationship quality as measured by the 
WMCI.  In interpreting their results with regard to 
fathers, these investigators argue that a distressed 
marital relationship may decrease a mother’s pro-
pensity to include the father in what Draper (2002) 
would call body-mediated experiences with the 
infant and thereby inhibit the healthy formation of 
the father-infant relationship through a process of 
prenatal gatekeeping. When parents are not married 
and not cohabitating, fathers may have an especially 
difficult time connecting with their infants in body-
mediated ways during pregnancy. In the following 
section, we review data from a sample of urban-
dwelling, expectant parents, the majority of whom 
were living apart and exposed to contextual risk dur-
ing the pregnancy.

 The Motown Family Relationships 
Laboratory: Early Fathering 
in an Urban Setting

We now turn to ongoing work in our own labora-
tory examining the process of prenatal bonding 
and relationship formation in a sample of pov-

erty- and violence-exposed fathers and mothers 
(n = 102; for a sample description, see Dayton, 
Johnson, et al., 2019; Dayton, Matthews, Hicks, 
& Malone, 2017; Dayton et  al., 2016). 
Investigations examining fathering in high-risk 
samples of men exposed to contextual risks have 
blossomed in the last few decades, generating a 
great deal of knowledge about the importance of 
father involvement in the lives of young children 
who, themselves, are risk exposed. However, as 
Volling and Cabrera (Volling et  al., 2019) have 
recently pointed out, assessments of father 
“involvement,” although they are critically 
important, do not offer a deep understanding of 
the process of early fathering. As they rightly 
highlight, we do not ask whether mothers are 
“involved” with their children. Instead, we try to 
understand, in nuanced and sophisticated ways, 
what they do, how they do it, and how, exactly, it 
matters for children. However, the majority of 
the studies examining the experiences of fathers 
in the perinatal period have focused on fathers 
who, although they may be struggling with peri-
natal psychopathology and relationship conflict, 
are otherwise facing very few contextual stress-
ors such as poverty, racism, and the violence 
exposure that is associated with these circum-
stances. Our research at the Motown Family 
Relationships Laboratory is currently asking 
these how, where, what, and why questions 
related to father involvement in an urban sample 
of expectant fathers, many of whom are living in 
poverty and have been exposed to high levels of 
interpersonal and community violence. We have 
taken a biopsychosocial approach to understand 
the pathways to parenting these men travel in 
preparing to parent a new infant. We use the three 
types of measurement approaches described 
above – qualitative, self-report, and typological – 
and we additionally measure fathers’ physiologi-
cal responses to parenting stress (e.g., cortisol 
and testosterone production and heart rate vari-
ability). Here we briefly review some of our pri-
mary findings to date, including factors that 
influence prenatal bonding, fathers’ views of 
early breastfeeding, and the importance of music 
in the lives of these fathers.
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 The Power of Relationships 
in the Lives of Expectant Fathers 
Experiencing Contextual Risk

As fathers prepared to parent a new baby, their 
self-report data and their answers to our inter-
view questions made it clear that they were 
actively thinking about central relationships in 
their lives – past and current – and that these were 
primary contributors to the prenatal bonds they 
were forming with their infants. For example, in 
an examination of the association of risk and 
resilience factors with prenatal bonding using the 
PAAS (Dayton, Brown, et  al., 2019), we found 
that a father’s belief in the importance of early 
fathering to the healthy development of young 
children (Role of the Father Questionnaire; 
Palkovitz, 1984) was robustly (r = 0.49, p < 0.01) 
associated with his prenatal bonding. However, 
findings from the qualitative data (Dayton et al., 
2016) suggest that fathers were primarily think-
ing about parenting their children when they 
were older – beyond the infancy and early child-
hood stage. Across interviews, fathers in this 
study described their intentions to parent their 
older children 281 times and described parenting 
their infants only 65 times. We argue that, taken 
together, these findings have important implica-
tions for intervening early with expectant fathers. 
Specifically, our results suggest that interventions 
that increase fathers’ beliefs in their importance 
to the health and well-being of their infants and 
young children may improve their prenatal bonds 
with them.

Across the multiple methods used in this 
study, a father’s history of relationships was 
found to be influential to his thoughts and feel-
ings about his infant. On average, fathers in this 
sample reported high levels of childhood neglect 
and abuse in their own histories. Interestingly, in 
the quantitative analysis described above, a his-
tory of child neglect – but not abuse – was nega-
tively associated with fathers’ prenatal bonding 
scores. Data from the qualitative interviews help 
us understand the ways in which fathers were 
grappling with these feelings of father absence 
and neglect in their own lives (Dayton et  al., 
2016) as they prepared to parent a new baby. One 

father described the neglect of his father and went 
on to describe his intention to “be there” for his 
new baby in a way that his own father was not 
there for him:

I wish [my father] would have been there more, 
and given more good advice instead of bad 
advice… . I have learned [about life] on my own… 
. Nothing that [my father] did I plan on doing with 
my child. (Dayton et al., 2016, p. 232)

I will be there [for his own child], no matter what. 
No matter if I’m the brokest person in the world I 
will be there. And that was his [his father’s] 
excuse, he said he wasn’t there because he didn’t 
have finances. But that ain’t no excuse to me … 
[so, the most important thing is] being there—me 
being there the whole time, and I’m gonna be 
there the whole time. And I’m proud of myself for 
actually coming to this. I’ve never done anything 
like this in my whole life. (Dayton et  al., 2016, 
p. 229)

Another father described how other caretakers – 
all women  – in his childhood helped to fill the 
gap of his father’s absence and neglect:

[My dad] didn’t teach me nothing. My grandma 
was my dad and my mom [and] my aunt… . [My 
mom provided] help and support.… My mom 
straightened me out … [and now] I know they are 
probably going to help support me when I need it 
[with the new baby]. (Dayton et al., 2016, p. 232)

 Fathers’ Views of Breastfeeding

Fathers reflected on their relationships as they 
prepared to parent across many domains. For 
example, in thinking about infant feeding deci-
sions for their new infant, a father’s very early 
relationship with his own mother was influential; 
fathers who had themselves been breastfed as 
infants were significantly more likely to say that 
they intended for their infant to be breastfed 
(Dayton, Johnson, et  al., 2019). Further, they 
described the ways in which family relationships 
and norms influenced their feelings about breast-
feeding. In the following case, a father who 
reported that he and his partner had not yet 
decided whether their baby would be breastfed 
describes a lack of knowledge about breastfeed-
ing throughout his family system:

12 Pathways to Parenting: The Emotional Journeys of Fathers as They Prepare to Parent a New Infant



188

“Shoot don’t nobody I know ever breastfed. My 
sister didn’t breastfeed. My cousins didn’t breast-
feed. No one breastfed in my family that I know 
of.” (Dayton, Johnson, et al., 2019)

 Music in the Lives of Expectant 
Fathers

Many fathers in this study described that they 
planned to use music to calm and soothe their 
infants, and when asked about their memories of 
music from their childhoods, fathers described 
the relationships within which music was present 
in their lives (Dayton et al., 2017). More than two 
thirds of the participants explicitly referred to 
their mothers when thinking about their memo-
ries of music, and one third referred to their father 
(or a father figure). One father put it this way:

[Music is] like the background music to your life. 
Like it [doesn’t] matter what I’m feeling, I got a 
song for it. Whatever I’m going through in my life, 
I got a song for it. And you know whether it’s good 
or bad as far as like the music I listen to … I just 
think it’s a connection in some kind of way kinda 
like how smells and food and stuff … that can con-
nect you to your memories and bring you back to 
that point. Like right now if I heard Bobby Brown 
playing I would just instantly think of my dad and 
the Friday night gatherings that he would have. 
(Dayton et al., 2017, p. 849)

 Summary and Key Points

In closing, our understanding of the experience 
and roles of fathers during the perinatal period 
is in its very early stages. There have been sig-
nificant changes in the societal expectations 
around father-infant interactions and involve-
ment that are at times in conflict with ideas of 
masculinity. Yet a growing body of theory and 
research suggests that the father’s participation 
and engagement in the prenatal phase and early 
infancy phase has benefits to the infant, mother, 
and father not only as individuals but also in 
relationship to one another. We hoped to empha-
size the importance of assessing and learning 
about the father’s internal experience of becom-

ing a father, with particular attention to his rep-
resentations of his infant and himself as a father. 
Given the need to consider the father-infant 
bond, we highlighted relevant risk and resil-
ience factors particularly in the domains of 
paternal psychopathology and the quality of the 
couple’s relationship. Finally, we closed the 
chapter by presenting a range of newly emerg-
ing qualitative and quantitative data about 
fathers and infants from the Motown Family 
Relationships Laboratory. The key points we 
wish to emphasize are as follows:

 1. The father-infant relationship begins during 
pregnancy through the development of the 
father’s internal representations of the infant. 
These paternal prenatal representations are 
predictive of qualities of the father-infant rela-
tionship, parenting, and child outcomes across 
early development.

 2. Factors that influence the paternal perinatal 
bond include paternal mental health and the 
quality of the father’s relationship with the 
mother. These areas deserve specific attention 
during prenatal care.

 3. The growing body of literature addressing the 
perinatal paternal bond suggests that fathers 
would benefit from more inclusion and sup-
port during pregnancy and postpartum as they 
build a relationship with their baby, maintain 
and rework their relationship to their partners, 
and think about their own identity.
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13Ghosts in the Ultrasound: 
Expectant Fathers’ Experience 
of Trauma

Richard M. Tolman and Tova B. Walsh

An ultrasound provides a window into the womb, 
a somewhat disorienting fuzzy view of a life 
within a life. With organs and spine visible 
through transparent skin, these first images can 
appear ghostlike and otherworldly. These indis-
tinct and confusing images seen on the screen are 
often subjected to parental (and sonographer) 
projections. For example, seeking connection, 
parents may speculate about family resemblances 
or suggest that a specific fetal movement indi-
cates the future child will one day enjoy the same 
activities as the parent (e.g., a kick is interpreted 
to mean the child is a future soccer player) 
(Walsh, 2018). The ultrasound images collected, 
codified, and analyzed are intended, in the medi-
cal realm, to identify risk to the fetus. Whatever 
the medical value of the routine fetal ultrasound, 
it has become an almost universal ritual on the 
route to parenthood, often experienced as a social 
event and opportunity for connection with the 
baby. But if the internal experiences of the fathers 
who attend a prenatal ultrasound could be simi-
larly displayed, one might also discern fuzzy 
transparent images: “ghosts” of traumas and 
adverse experiences that many fathers have lived 

through. In 1975, Selma Fraiberg, with col-
leagues Edna Adleson and Vivian Shapiro, pub-
lished the groundbreaking paper “Ghosts in the 
Nursery: A Psychoanalytic Approach to the 
Problems of Impaired Infant-Mother 
Relationships.” The paper introduced the concept 
of “ghosts in the nursery” to describe the intru-
sion of a parent’s conflicted past on present-day 
parenting. The “ghosts” are metaphorical, repre-
senting maternal developmental experiences that 
then influence maternal-infant interactions. The 
“nursery” is also metaphorical, as the interactions 
of parents with their children of course exist 
across settings beyond a room the infant occu-
pies. As Fraiberg described it, the conflicted past 
of a parent “may break through the magic circle 
in an unguarded moment,” and parents and chil-
dren “may find themselves reenacting a moment 
or a scene from another time….” These ghosts 
interfere in parental relationships with their chil-
dren and “appear to do their mischief according 
to a historical or topical agenda, specializing in 
such areas as feeding, sleep toilet training or dis-
cipline…” (pp. 377–388).

While Fraiberg spoke of parents, she mainly 
considered maternal ghosts in her work. Barrows 
(2004) extended the metaphor of “ghosts in the 
nursery” to consideration of the developmental 
histories of fathers, challenging the infant mental 
health field’s privileging of maternal “ghosts” 
over their paternal versions. Barrows makes a 
case for the importance of attending to the role of 

R. M. Tolman (*) 
School of Social Work, University of Michigan,  
Ann Arbor, MI, USA
e-mail: rtolman@umich.edu 

T. B. Walsh 
School of Social Work, University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, WI, USA

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020 
H. E. Fitzgerald et al. (eds.), Handbook of Fathers and Child Development, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_13

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_13&domain=pdf
mailto:rtolman@umich.edu
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_13#DOI


196

fathers in child development, and he theorizes 
about the location of ghosts in the internal worlds 
of parents, concluding they are perhaps best con-
sidered as introjected objects. The therapeutic 
task becomes one of assisting parents to “assimi-
late” these objects into the ego, thus interrupting 
the transmission of parental experiences to their 
offspring.

Here we extend the “ghosts” metaphor 
beyond, or rather to before, an infant inhabits the 
nursery; we believe paternal “ghosts” begin to 
make their presence known during pregnancy.

These ghosts are present just below the sur-
face of fathers’ experience in the ultrasound, 
rarely if ever are they made evident in that set-
ting or spoken about explicitly. However, in our 
interviews with fathers immediately after par-
ticipating in an ultrasound appointment, these 
“ghosts of trauma past” emerge readily. Not 
ever directly bidden or specifically probed for, 
they emerge from conversation starters like 
“Tell me about your experience of the ultra-
sound today” or “What impact do you think the 
ultrasound today will have on your becoming a 
father?” That these questions elicit trauma nar-
ratives is in itself meaningful. These prenatal 
ghosts simultaneously influence the developing 
bond between expectant parent and child-to-be 
and also their relationship to their pregnant part-
ner. (Note: the fathers we interviewed think and 
speak of the fetus as a “child” or “baby” “to-be,” 
and we use these terms to be consistent with 
paternal representations.) The acknowledge-
ment of the presence of these ghosts during the 
prenatal period presents an opportunity for pre-
ventive intervention to protect against a possible 
impairment of the parent-child relationship and 
the parent-child triad. There is extensive 
research to demonstrate that parents’ own expe-
riences as a child influence later parenting of 
their own children (Belsky, Conger, & Capaldi, 
2009; Madden et  al., 2015; Van IJzendoorn, 
1992). More specifically, a parent’s own early 
experience of adverse childhood experiences 
has been shown to influence their parenting 
stress and parenting practices (Lange, Callinan, 
& Smith, 2019; Lyons-Ruth & Block, 1996). 
Traumatic stress has been linked to decreased 

maternal ability to provide safe and sensitive 
parenting for children. Less is known about how 
trauma may impact upon fathering and upon 
paternal capacity to support their partners and 
co-parent effectively.

In this chapter, we will recount some of the 
paternal “ghosts” that emerge in the context of an 
interview after an ultrasound, at an important 
stage of the prenatal period. We explore not only 
the types of “ghosts” that emerge but also what it 
might mean that they surface at this particular 
moment in expectant fathers’ lives. We will 
examine what implications this might have for 
how to best support men in their transition to 
fatherhood and how it might benefit them, their 
partners, and their children for us to heed these 
ghosts.

 Transition to Fatherhood

Research demonstrates that fathers’ active 
engagement with their children provides cogni-
tive, behavioral, and social benefits that have last-
ing developmental benefits, from infancy to 
adolescence and beyond (Leidy, Schofield, & 
Parke, 2013; Pleck, 2010; Sarkadi, Kristiansson, 
Oberklaid, & Bremberg, 2008). This engagement 
can begin, or at least be shaped, during the prena-
tal period. Marsiglio (2008) conceptualized three 
domains of prenatal involvement—prenatal 
involvement with their pregnant partner, child 
(fetal)-focused prenatal activity, and the prospec-
tive construction of a father identity. Paternal 
involvement in the prenatal period can have pro-
found influence on maternal and child health out-
comes, including increasing mothers’ health 
behaviors (Bloch et al., 2010; Teitler, 2001), ear-
lier and increased prenatal care (Martin, 
McNamara, Milot, Haalle, & Hair, 2007; Singer, 
2012), maternal well-being (Bloch et al., 2010), 
reduced smoking (Bloch et  al., 2010; Martin 
et al., 2007), reduction of preterm births and low 
birth weight (Alio, Kornosky, Mbah, Marty, & 
Salihu, 2010; Bloch et  al., 2010; Lee, Sanchez, 
Grogan-Kaylor, Lee, & Albuja, 2018), and 
lower  infant mortality (Alio, Mbah, Koronosky, 
Wathington, Marty & Salihu, 2011) and prenatal 
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paternal involvement is associated with later 
paternal engagement (Cabrera, Fagan & Farrie, 
2008).

Paternal participation in prenatal care is 
increasing, and attendance at prenatal ultrasound 
examinations is rapidly becoming a norm in the 
United States. Expectant fathers are now playing 
an expanded role during pregnancy, labor, and 
delivery as compared to earlier eras. This raises 
issues for what men need to know about prepar-
ing themselves for fatherhood and to support 
their pregnant partner’s health needs, which are 
altered and intensified during pregnancy.

Beyond knowledge needs, the transition to 
fatherhood raises many other concerns for men 
that can task their ability to adjust and cope. Yet, 
there are serious gaps in the availability of sup-
port for expectant fathers. In the prenatal health- 
care system, expectant fathers recognize their 
role as “parent and partner” and yet experience 
treatment as “not-patient and not-visitor” 
(Steen, Downe, Bamford, & Edozien, 2012), 
which can lead to feelings of exclusion and 
alienation.

The prenatal period provides an opportunity 
to examine how paternal trauma may impact 
upon development of positive parenting and 
partnering. In our quantitative research, we have 
found that by both maternal report and paternal 
report, the great majority of men attend a prena-
tal ultrasound. In a nationally representative 
sample of households with children aged 10 and 
below, by maternal report (Walsh, Tolman, 
Singh, Davis, & Davis, 2017), we found that 
80.3% of biological fathers attended a prenatal 
ultrasound visit. We replicated that study with a 
nationally representative study of men aged 
18–35 and found that 88% of fathers of children 
aged 0–3 reported attending at least one ultra-
sound visit (Walsh et al., 2019). While dispari-
ties exist, e.g., fathers with less than high school 
education and low-income fathers are less likely 
to attend the ultrasound visit, even in these 
higher risk groups, the large majority of men 
report ultrasound attendance. Thus, in our view, 
prenatal visits serve as a convenient and mean-
ingful site for engaging expectant fathers.

 Qualitative Research 
with Expectant Fathers Attending 
Ultrasound

 Initial Study

We have conducted a series of studies that have 
all included a one-on-one, semi-structured inter-
view with expectant fathers who attended their 
partner’s routine prenatal ultrasound. In our ini-
tial study, we recruited 22 men who attended a 
routine ultrasound with their pregnant partner at 
approximately 16–20 weeks’ gestation. Our goal 
was to understand the experience of ultrasound 
attendance for expectant fathers and to explore 
the meaning and potential utility of engaging 
expectant fathers at this time of fatherhood. We 
interviewed fathers directly following the ultra-
sound examination, and in these interviews, we 
collected many accounts of the relief, exhilara-
tion, and motivation that attending an ultrasound 
could produce. As one participant told us:

You’re just kind of like blown away… just kind of 
like wow, like a piece of you is just about to be 
here. That’s really basically how I felt. I was just 
like so many emotions, I was just like happy, sad, 
excited, worried. It’s just like all emotions just 
flash through your mind… It just felt like- the feel-
ing’s indescribable.

We were so struck by the power of these mainly 
positively valanced experiences that we charac-
terized ultrasound as an opportunity for “moving 
up the magic moment” (Walsh et al., 2014). We 
noted that past literature focused on labor and 
delivery as a golden or magic moment for inter-
ventions to promote positive parent-child and 
partner relationships. But our interviews with 
fathers during pregnancy suggested that fathers’ 
enchantment with the developing fetus and with 
the potential of what fatherhood might mean for 
them offered an earlier opportunity for 
engagement.

We identified a set of main themes from the 
interviews that reflect the significance of prenatal 
ultrasound attendance for fathers. These include 
(1) reassurance that the pregnancy is proceeding 
normally, (2) heightened reality of the pregnancy 
and child, (3) rapid expansion of thoughts and 
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feelings about becoming a parent, (4) importance 
to partner relationship, (5) influence of the clinic 
setting, and (6) men’s motivation to change as a 
result of pregnancy. We did not specifically probe 
for men’s motivation to make changes—that 
theme emerged from participants who, 
unprompted, spoke about changes they wanted to 
make to enhance their health, relationships, 
finances, and work-life balance. This theme 
informed the design of our subsequent studies, 
which constitute most of this chapter. We set out 
in our subsequent work to learn more specifically 
how expectant fathers might be motivated by the 
ultrasound appointment and by the pregnancy 
overall to make changes in preparation for 
fatherhood.

Present Study In the second phase of our quali-
tative work, as in our initial study, we focused on 
recruitment of expectant fathers after attending a 
routine prenatal ultrasound appointment midway 
through pregnancy. We developed an interview 
protocol that we implemented across two set-
tings, using recruitment methods and interview 
settings that diverged in some ways. Rather than 
creating a threat to comparability of the data, we 
believe these divergences give the common 
themes that emerged more credibility.

At one institution, we recruited as we did in 
the first study described. We approached expect-
ant fathers who were present for a routine prena-
tal ultrasound and asked for their permission to 
interview them after the ultrasound. Both the 
expectant father and mother needed to give con-
sent for this interview. When both members of 
the couple consented to be interviewed, we also 
asked for permission to sit unobtrusively in the 
ultrasound exam in order to monitor the expect-
ant father’s participation and responses during 
the exam. Twenty-five fathers participated in this 
study.

At the second institution, pregnant women 
and their partners were recruited from four 
obstetric and gynecology clinics. Flyers about the 
study included information that the study was 
open to expectant first-time parents, including 
both mothers and fathers, who attend a routine 

prenatal ultrasound examination at ~20  weeks’ 
gestation. Ultimately, 22 expectant fathers from 
this site participated in the study. At this site, we 
met participants at the clinic prior to the ultra-
sound examination and conducted structured 
observation during the ultrasound, taking notes 
using an adaptation of the “Observation of 
Routine Screen Form” (Boukydis et  al., 2006). 
The form was modified to record the engagement 
of fathers in addition to mothers and the nature as 
well as number of questions and comments dur-
ing the exam, since this form has not previously 
been used in research with fathers. Following the 
exam, expectant fathers and mothers were inter-
viewed individually.

Table 13.1 summarizes the demographic char-
acteristics of the respondents in each setting. In 
both settings, we used the same interview proto-
col with expectant fathers. Interviews were semi- 
structured and audio-recorded and took 
approximately 30 minutes to complete. We kept 

Table 13.1 Demographic characteristics of the sample

Site 1 
(N = 25)

Site 2 
(N = 20)

Age in years

≤ 24 6 2

25–34 11 17

≥ 35 7 1

Race/ethnicity
White 9 14
Black 2 4
Asian 3 1
Latino 5 3
Native American 1
Other (biracial or declined to 
answer)

5

Education
Some high school –
High school 3 3
Some college 7 8
Completed college or more 15 9
Employment Full-time 
Part-time Unemployed

23 18
1 –
1 2

Household income per year
<$25,000 4 1
$25,000–$49,999 9 8
$50,000–$74,999 2 4
>$75,000– 10 7
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the time short to accommodate schedules as 
many of the fathers and mothers needed to return 
to work or childcare and to minimize interference 
with the couple’s time together subsequent to the 
prenatal visit.

The broad domains of the interview included 
the following: (1) experience attending ultra-
sound and other prenatal visits, (2) thoughts and 
questions about father role during pregnancy, (3) 
personal goals in anticipation of fatherhood, and 
(4) perceived need for information and support in 
the transition to fatherhood.

 Data Analysis

Each interview was professionally transcribed. 
We conducted thematic analysis of interview 
data, drawing on principles of grounded theory 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). We used an iterative 
process of review to develop codes for data inter-
pretation, independently review transcripts and 
then discuss, repeat until we reached agreement 
on code definitions, and then apply final codes to 
the data. We conducted within-case and cross- 
case analyses and met regularly to discuss cases 
and identify emerging themes, which we verified 
by going back to the data. Transcripts were 
entered into Dedoose software 8.2 (Dedoose, 
2019) and NVIVO 11 software (setting 2; QSR 
International, 2015) to assist with data analysis.

 Results

A pattern emerged from our analysis of the inter-
views we conducted. Many fathers, as they 
reflected on their experience at the ultrasound 
and in prenatal care, their thoughts and feelings 
about becoming a father, and the changes they 
wished to make in preparation for fatherhood, 
spoke about their own past experience of traumas 
and adverse experiences. While we did not 
directly question fathers about the past, over time 
we began to anticipate that fathers might discuss 
these types of experiences. As interviewers, we 
were empathic toward fathers’ accounts of their 
past experiences but did not probe them in detail 

or ask for additional description of what they had 
experienced. In the brief span of time available 
for the interviews and given that the exam and 
positive news about the health and normal devel-
opment of the fetus was mainly a positively 
valenced event for fathers, we did not attempt to 
engage fathers in more detailed discussion of 
these emotionally charged topics. We listened 
and validated what fathers shared and then con-
tinued to prompt for the implications of their 
adverse experiences on their own readiness to be 
fathers.

Out of the accounts of past traumatic and 
adverse experiences, multiple categories 
emerged. We classified the experiences of trau-
mas into several subcategories, including losses 
related to previous pregnancies, parental (both 
maternal and paternal) absence, abuse or neglect 
during childhood, and exposure to domestic vio-
lence and other violent environments. In the clas-
sification other adverse childhood experiences, 
subcategories included parental substance abuse, 
parental divorce or separation, and harsh disci-
pline. In terms of other stressors or adverse adult 
experiences, the following subcategories 
emerged: pregnancy related, lack of support, and 
external stressors.

 Traumas

 Pregnancy Loss Discovered During 
Ultrasound
Some of the traumas that fathers raised concerned 
previous pregnancies. The salience of these trau-
mas to the current interview situation seemed 
quite evident as the men had just attended a com-
pelling prenatal visit focused on the current preg-
nancy. A traumatic loss discovered at a prior 
ultrasound could be triggered by a subsequent 
ultrasound, as one father described:

…last time what happened was, I ended up fainting 
in one of these because it was during the miscar-
riage one and the lady just basically put the thing 
up, the, uh, ultra…what is it, the camera; she was 
going like this and she said, oh I’m sorry to let you 
know but, you know, this is … I was holding onto 
something and then I remember just hitting, I hit 
the floor….
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This account may characterize the way fathers 
are largely unseen in prenatal care—no profes-
sional staff addressed this father’s previous expe-
rience of passing out at an ultrasound with him in 
preparation for the current visit. The technician 
who conducted the current ultrasound most likely 
did not know this history and could not make 
adjustments in interacting with this father at a 
time of particular vulnerability.

 Pregnancy Loss
The memory of a traumatic loss of a child during 
pregnancy, even when the memory was not 
directly linked to an ultrasound examination, 
could be triggered at important moments during a 
subsequent pregnancy. As one father with experi-
ence of a prior loss described, an ultrasound can 
prompt memories of how a prior ultrasound 
offered reassurance but ultimately the pregnancy 
was lost:

We had this … where we’re looking at [the ultra-
sound screen] and we’re like, yeah, this looks 
good, you know and everything looked fine and, 
you know, then you find out that it’s not… 
Obviously you want your kid to be fine, and you 
know to assume that it is and then all of a sudden 
found out it’s not, is like devastating. That’s what 
happened to us before so it … kind of shadows 
you… Right now that’s kind of the only thing that 
I can think of….

Another respondent shows the complexity of the 
emotions regarding a pregnancy loss and the 
impact it may have on paternal-fetal attachment 
in a subsequent pregnancy. On the one hand, he 
wishes for more emotional preparation. On the 
other hand, he seems to deny the emotionality by 
noting that fathers are more logical than mothers. 
It seems he may be protecting himself from 
involvement with the fetus to manage the anxiety 
of the potential loss of the pregnancy:

It’s always scary for me; we had a miscarriage 
before…so there’s, I feel like there’s not really a 
lot of preparation emotionally going in there:…
and what if it was a bad situation today? …So 
these are, these are kind of like mixed blessings for 
me to come and see that the heart is beating, but I 
feel like there’s two lenses from the mother who’s 
emotionally wrapped into it and looking at it from 
like; oh there’s the heart and then the father who’s 

more kind of, I don’t know, I don’t want to say 
logical or reasonable coming from a point of rea-
son, but I think it’s just a different view that a 
father has with looking at the ultrasound.

 Parental Absence
The literature is replete with evidence of the neg-
ative impacts of father absence. Hence, many 
men are motivated to overcome such negative 
impacts as the absence of their own fathers to 
become good fathers themselves. The absence of 
their own fathers emerged as a key theme in our 
interviews:

I just want things to be different. I didn’t have a 
father I could go to and I want to be there for my 
son, want him to know he can come to me with 
anything. Just want to know what I need to know 
so I can get it right.

Of course, loss of a mother also resonates for a 
man as he prepares to become a parent himself. 
One respondent tied this preparation directly to 
his ability to be supportive to his partner and 
imagined an impact on his ability to co-parent:

My mother was never in the picture so that’s gonna 
be a hard part; is understanding what my wife is 
going through as a mom because there was never a 
mom in the picture.

 Abusive/Neglectful Parent
While the loss or absence of a parent resonates 
deeply, the presence of an abusive parent looms 
large as well:

I was beaten growing up you know so physical…I 
guess physical confrontation, gray area. Yeah, it 
damages you in ways that you really can’t…you 
know you really can’t imagine…You know I'm 27 
years old now and I'm still dealing with nonsense 
from when I was 12 years old. You’re like just…it’s 
like hell, what are you gonna do? Just stay away 
from hitting them.

The expectant father who passed out upon learn-
ing about the pregnancy loss is one of the men in 
our sample who had experienced abuse in his 
own childhood. It’s not hard to imagine the 
cumulative toll of loss and trauma that this man 
experienced creating an unbearable amount of 
anxiety in the context of becoming a father.
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The interviews illuminated the salience of the 
intergenerational transmission process of child-
hood trauma during pregnancy:

My father’s been divorced twice so he doesn’t…he 
doesn’t want me being a father, he doesn’t want me 
being a husband. He doesn’t want me doing 
 anything like that. He wants me to focus on myself 
and getting through this life alone because that’s 
what he’s doing… And I told him, I'm like, dad you 
are going to die a sad and lonely man. And both of 
my brothers have taken to…have taken to that life-
style and I see what it does to people… and it 
sucks. … it’s sad... I don’t even call him dad any-
more you know.

As this father exhibited, some expectant fathers 
have awareness of the risk of becoming such a 
father and strive to resist it and intentionally 
choose another way of being in relationships. 
Their accounts highlight the many forces at play 
in a man’s transition to fatherhood and suggest 
the value of support for those who must not only 
resist repeating patterns of the past but identify 
new ways of going forward.

 Exposure to Domestic Violence
Experiencing the abuse of one’s parent by another 
can traumatize a child. Reflecting upon his own 
childhood experiences after attending an ultra-
sound for his future child, one father who was 
exposed to domestic violence as a child shared 
his relief upon learning that his expected child is 
male. Specifically, he was relieved to avoid the 
risk that a daughter would face from predatory 
men and how that might prompt his own violent 
response. This account also shows how some 
fathers recognize the risks of passing on their 
exposure to violence and work to resist its 
transmission:

If it was a daughter I would have been at the police 
station right now like, save me a bed. …Cause it’s 
crazy out here man and you don’t know who to 
trust…And me having knowing that my momma 
and my sister got raped …I might be too protective 
now not knowing that I’m too protective because I 
know what’s out here.

 Exposure to Violent Environments
In addition to childhood exposure to family vio-
lence, some respondents also noted violent envi-

ronments in discussing preparation for becoming 
a father. Here, the respondent recalls the extreme 
violence he experiences and suggests that the 
child he is expecting relates to his chance to rec-
oncile his own traumatic history:

I’ve been shot five times... just getting my son [is] 
a second chance, giving me a second chance 
through another body.

Interviewed immediately after attending an ultra-
sound, fathers regularly surfaced the greatest 
challenges they face and went on to discuss how 
that would impact their need to protect and care 
for their future child.

 Other Adverse Childhood 
Experiences

Respondents also reported a host of other adverse 
childhood experiences, related to those we have 
classified as traumatic, but which, when we con-
sidered the overall context of what a father 
reported, did not warrant being classified as a 
trauma. As can be seen in the descriptions below, 
most of these were related to parenting, and these 
experiences were unsurprisingly on the minds of 
the expectant fathers as they looked ahead to 
becoming parents.

 Parent with Problem Drinking/
Drug Use
Many respondents discussed their own substance 
use and misuse as something they needed to 
change to be ready to parent their expected child. 
For several respondents, the history of substance 
misuse in their own family of origin was recalled 
as they discussed this:

I want there to be laughter. There was never any 
laughter in the house and there still isn’t. There’s 
just, you know, two alcoholics and one want-to-be 
Christian. … And it’s like okay what’s the best way 
this can be avoided?

Whether reflecting on their own substance mis-
use or that of important people in their lives, 
fathers emphasized their wish to protect their 
children from exposure to substance misuse and 
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the household environment of families struggling 
with substance misuse.

 Harsh Parenting
Not all harsh parenting may be experienced as 
traumatic, though recent literature documents the 
negative developmental impact of physical 
 punishment. Here again, we see the formulation 
of resistance to intergenerational patterns of dis-
cipline on the part of the expectant father:

I come from a way more severe style of parenting 
and um, learning through [my partner] I was able 
to see, um, the part that I’m not that good about 
that… I just feel like no matter what happens I 
want to always be there to support my child, no 
matter how stupid thing they can possibly do, I’m 
gonna be there to love them and just make sure 
they always know that.

Fathers affirmed their wish to always “be there” 
for their child and often described a reliance of 
their partner to help them make needed adjust-
ments to be the father they aspired to be.

 Divorce and Parental Separation
Unsurprisingly, perhaps, even when not per-
ceived as traumatic, parental separations found a 
place in the narratives of the expectant fathers, as 
they discussed their own readiness to parent their 
expected child:

I had a really, I wouldn’t say traumatic childhood, 
but some really messed-up family experiences that 
I'm still dealing with. But you know I buried my 
dad at 21, and my first memory is my parents 
divorcing when I was my son’s age, my eldest son. 
So, and I got the whole wicked stepfather from 
whatever Disney film we picked….

Fathers referred to experiences of separation, 
reflected on the impact, and discussed how they 
want things to be different with their own child.

 Sibling Health Crisis
Perhaps prompted by presence in a medical set-
ting, with the aim of determining the health of the 
developing fetus, other threats to a child’s health 
might be salient for expectant fathers:

My younger sister, my only sister, has a, had two 
holes in her heart in the, I can’t think of what it’s 
called, in the walls of the heart. So she had like a 

heart murmur when she was born. … I remember 
when they had to do open heart surgery on her. I 
remember even though I was so little because my 
parents and grandparents, everybody was really 
worried and I was scared too. So today I just really 
wanted to know about the heart.

Anxiety about the healthy development of the 
fetus is a prominent theme across our interviews. 
Fathers who had experience with health chal-
lenges among family members and close friends 
were particularly likely to invoke the possibility 
of health problems and highlight their relief fol-
lowing a reassuring ultrasound.

 Major Stressors

Our interviews also unearthed accounts of numer-
ous other stressful experiences and conditions 
that respondents linked to their readiness to be 
parents. We classified these in three subcatego-
ries: pregnancy related, lack of support, and 
external stressors.

 Pregnancy Related
Some fathers described feeling initially ambiva-
lent about the pregnancy and the stress and con-
fusion that prompted:

The test showed up positive and she was all ecstatic 
and I’m like; well I wasn’t disappointed I’m just 
like uh, it’s gonna be hard, it’s gonna be exhaust-
ing. … I don’t not want the baby but maybe a little 
bit of I’m not ready or we’re not going to be able to 
handle it with work and all that stuff.

Others described fears related to labor and 
delivery:

When the day actually comes, well like I don’t do 
well in situations where there’s blood… I more 
than likely will probably pass out when my baby is 
born… I want to be there, I want to be a part of it 
obviously, but I don’t…my wife doesn’t need to 
just have a baby and then have her husband laying 
on the floor next to her.

For some fathers, worry about disconnection 
from their partner was foremost on their mind:

The first few months [my girlfriend] was just, she 
was so sick it was hard to communicate about a lot 
of stuff because she would go to work all day and 
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she’d come home... And she would just literally go 
to sleep on the couch or the bed at six, seven 
o’clock and that was it. You know we’d both get 
home from work by 5:30 or 6 o'clock. So, that was 
hard because I couldn’t talk to her, couldn’t do 
anything for her.

Across these examples of pregnancy-related 
stressors, fathers’ worries all reflected a wish to 
be there for their partner and the baby, to be reli-
able, to know what needed to be done and do it to 
be effectively supportive, and to maintain 
connection.

 Lack of Support
Fathers offered many examples of gaps in sup-
port available to them and recognized the absence 
of support as a barrier to their ability to find con-
nection, empathy, and guidance for their parent-
ing. The absence of family support was noted as 
a particular challenge. In some cases, the absence 
of support was attributed to family members’ 
views about the pregnancy:

My parents think we’re too young, think we’re 
making a mistake. Maybe money’s tight but we’ll 
make it work… That’s the hardest part, that they’re 
not happy about it.

In one instance, fresh grief and a parent’s absence 
meant that support that would previously have 
been available was not currently available:

My mom had a stroke not that long ago. So like 
there’s just a lot of things that I’m thinking about 
and sometimes I just, some things fall by the 
wayside… Just I don’t know, really wish we had 
a kid sooner because it would have made my 
mom so happy. Not sure how I’m gonna do it 
without her.

Fathers also described feeling isolated when sup-
port was not available from people who shared 
important aspects of their identity:

I need to know more dads who know some of the 
struggles with the whole bi-racial thing. … you 
know not saying that only having a black family, 
only having a white family is a bad or good thing 
or whatever; it’s just that they may, you may not 
fully understand the struggles or whatever, so it’s 
nice to have people like you.

 External Stressors
Fathers spoke of a number of stressors they face, 
which impact on their priorities as they anticipate 
their child’s birth. Many fathers described signifi-
cant financial stress and their recognition that 
their child would be depending on them:

I need to get my own place, learn how to drive... I 
need to make sure I have a steady job because my 
child eating depends on me. If I don’t work, he 
don’t eat… I want to make sure that my child has 
every opportunity possible to do something great. 
So I’m gonna do whatever it takes….

Fathers also described work-related stress and 
concerns about balancing work and family:

I have a fairly stressful job and so I'm worried 
about that. Like right now I don’t have a ton of 
time so like when a kid comes … I don’t know how 
it’s all gonna fit.

In many ways, in discussing traumas, adverse 
childhood experiences, and other major past or 
current stressors that they face, fathers demon-
strated their awareness that their behaviors and 
choices will shape their child’s well-being and 
identified the opportunity to make choices to do 
differently in the future for the sake of their child 
and the father-child relationship they dream of.

 Discussion

Men’s openness and engagement in conversa-
tions following a prenatal ultrasound appoint-
ment demonstrate the promise of using that 
opportunity to reach out to expectant fathers in 
that setting. The pervasiveness of trauma and the 
potential pernicious impact it can have on part-
nering and parenting demonstrate the need to 
provide a gateway toward supportive services to 
address trauma and increase capacity to be effec-
tive fathers. Such services could help to address 
the risk that these traumatic and adverse events 
pose for effective parenting.

During pregnancy, both mothers and fathers 
develop a mental representation of the baby—
they begin to imagine their future child and their 
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relationship to that child. Their imagination is 
shaped by their own early experiences, includ-
ing particularly attachment experiences. 
Pregnancy in general and prenatal ultrasound in 
particular present an opportunity to engage 
fathers and create space for them to reflect on 
their own relationship histories, the relationship 
they hope to build with their child, and the steps 
they will take to get there. Prenatal mental rep-
resentations and parental- fetal (including mater-
nal-fetal as well as paternal-fetal) attachment 
have been found to be associated with post-birth 
representations, parenting, and parent-child 
relationships (Benoit, Parker, & Zeanah, 1997; 
Condon & Corkindale, 1997; Siddiqui & 
Hägglöf, 2000). It is thus important to find ways 
to support all expectant parents during preg-
nancy. Given that most fathers attend an ultra-
sound exam or at least one prenatal visit, that 
engagement with the health-care system pro-
vides a prime opportunity for engaging, assess-
ing, and supporting fathers in ways that will 
promote positive involvement, optimize attach-
ment, and foster a supportive fathering 
trajectory.

Our research explored fathers’ experiences in 
prenatal care and some of the traumas and sources 
of stress that emerged or became more salient 
during pregnancy, specifically at the ultrasound 
examination. Learning more about what fathers 
want and need from prenatal care and building 
understanding of potential opportunities to 
enhance father engagement in prenatal care set-
tings hold promise for better supporting families 
at a critical moment for relationship develop-
ment. In addition, in order to better engage and 
identify the needs of those fathers that do attend 
ultrasound, greater outreach is needed to wel-
come and encourage fathers’ attendance and to 
connect with and support those fathers who do 
not attend.

In Ghosts in the Nursery, Fraiberg notes that 
many people experience pain or difficulty during 
childhood but that not all parents inflict that 
same pain on their children. She recognizes the 
motivation that parents bring, and we heard often 
in our interviews with fathers that they wanted to 

do better for their children and to resist the trans-
mission of the painful past to the next genera-
tion. But Fraiberg also recognized that it is 
important to understand what can prevent the 
repetition. She emphasized the importance of 
remembering the pain. However, remembering 
alone is not enough to exorcise traumatic experi-
ences. Fraiberg also noted although their parent-
ing may be impacted, parents who have 
experienced adverse childhood experiences 
themselves may not seek or be receptive to sup-
port when offered:

These parents may not come to us for profes-
sional guidance. Ghosts who have established 
their residence privileges for three or more gen-
erations may not, in fact, be identified as repre-
sentatives of the parental past. There may be no 
readiness on the part of the parents to form an 
alliance with us to protect the baby. More likely 
we, and not the ghosts, will appear as the intrud-
ers. (pp. 388)

Our interviews hold some hope that some fathers 
could indeed welcome this help. Most fathers 
were eager participants in our interviews, and 
some acknowledged gratitude for the opportunity 
to focus on their own experiences in conversation 
with an empathic listener at the midpoint of a 
pregnancy. Fathers regularly referred back to 
their own history of adverse experiences, and 
some expressed active resistance to the potential 
that they would pass on these adverse experi-
ences to their own children. Many seemed ener-
gized and motivated to exorcise these influences 
from their own parenting.

Given the salience of fathers’ negative memo-
ries and experiences during this period, inviting 
fathers to reflect upon what is evoked during the 
pregnancy could be one component of prenatal 
care and support that might foster optimal devel-
opmental outcomes. Professionals can facilitate 
recognition that “ghosts” can influence the devel-
oping bond between parent and child-to-be and 
affirm the opportunity for fathers to reduce the 
power of such ghosts to intrude through con-
scious effort. This might include direct support or 
referrals for support, to remember, reflect upon, 
and avoid repeating the pain of the past.
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 Prompt Information for Couples 
with Prior Pregnancy Loss

Loss of a prior pregnancy and birth complica-
tions comprise one subset of traumatic experi-
ences clearly and directly relevant in the prenatal 
care setting. One father who had experienced a 
prior pregnancy loss envisioned a way to address 
these issues, but he saw little chance of actual 
implementation:

This is probably something that won’t even be pos-
sible but…and the only reason I say it is because of 
what we went through before. Like when you’re in 
there, just to have…and like I said, I don’t know if 
it’s possible, but to have someone in there that is 
like okay to tell you like that things are okay.

O’Leary (2009) describes the issues parents face 
in a subsequent pregnancy after a loss. She notes 
that fathers are frequently overlooked at the time 
of the loss and also during a subsequent preg-
nancy. Fathers’ anxieties about the safety of the 
baby may be heightened, eliciting the need for 
more reassurance about the progress of the preg-
nancy and the viability of the fetus. Fathers’ 
experiences of risk to the mother’s life may also 
be activated, as we saw in our interviews. These 
feelings of anxiety and fear may result in paternal 
withdrawal or increased controlling behavior 
toward their pregnant partners Alternately, fathers 
may defer their own needs to the well-being of 
the expectant mother, to further protect her and 
the developing baby, at risk of neglecting their 
own well-being. Fathers’ own well-being is 
important, and fathers influence the well-being of 
mothers and babies through positive and negative 
interactions before and after birth. Both in prena-
tal care and in the context of other services deliv-
ered during pregnancy (e.g., childbirth education, 
home visiting), attention to fathers’ experiences 
and needs stands to benefit fathers and families.

 Why Do these Traumas Emerge 
Openly?

Coates (2012) addressed the ways that a child 
might be a traumatic trigger for a parent. She 
notes that families are a “remembering context,” 

that is, they are rich with situations that can read-
ily evoke memories and affective schemas origi-
nating in parents’ own childhood families. 
Clinically, this remembering context gains 
importance when the child becomes a reminder 
of earlier parental trauma experiences. She iden-
tifies several of the particular triggering contexts 
that have emerged in her practice, including med-
ical examinations, delivery, baby’s cries, baby’s 
screams, defiance and temper tantrums, and 
physical resemblance. She emphasizes that such 
triggers are usually very specific.

We don’t see this kind of specific triggering as 
the explanation for the emergence of trauma nar-
ratives in our interviews with expectant fathers, 
except in the examples where the previous trauma 
was clearly related to the prenatal setting, preg-
nancy, or labor and delivery itself. A more gen-
eral mechanism would be needed to explain the 
broad range of both traumas and other adverse 
experiences that men spontaneously talked about 
in the context of preparing themselves for father-
hood. One underlying trigger would be the anxi-
ety that is ambient during pregnancy. While an 
ultrasound examination that confirms the preg-
nancy is proceeding normally may quiet some of 
the immediate fears about the unborn child dur-
ing pregnancy, it may leave deeper anxieties 
more accessible to men in the presence of a curi-
ous and empathic interviewer. We suspect the 
dispelling of the health concerns for the fetus and 
their partners, which would be the most readily 
available focus for the anxiety men feel, might 
leave room for the examination of other worries.

We also note that many men who re- experience 
these past traumatic and adverse events envision 
their ability to cope and manage these influences. 
Reestablishing a sense of control can help them 
contain the anxieties in the transition to father-
hood. When this control is directed toward 
healthful self-management (e.g., renouncing sub-
stance abuse), supportive behaviors toward their 
partners (e.g., supporting a pregnant partner’s 
healthy eating), or toward preparation for the 
expected child (e.g., obtaining a crib or discuss-
ing names for the baby), this desire for control 
can be marshalled in service of positive develop-
mental outcomes. If it takes the form of intrusive 
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or coercive actions toward his partner, then the 
risk of adverse outcomes increases.

 Not All Fathers Are Receptive 
to Support

Not all fathers were open about addressing their 
thoughts and feelings about emerging fatherhood 
midway through pregnancy. Some were reserved 
and gave primarily superficial answers. Some 
who named losses were reluctant to focus on 
them:

Do you have any thoughts about how that might 
[the loss of your own father when you were two 
years old] impact your own being a dad? You said 
you already give yourself some slack and know 
that kids are resilient.

Yeah, I think uh… Well I guess I haven’t thought 
about that for a while... Um, no, I just think that 
um, I probably wouldn’t be doing any favors to 
myself or the family by stressing out about, about 
anything you know. I’m already better relaxed and 
confident, so that’s my tack for now.

A critical aspect of engaging fathers during preg-
nancy is taking the time to understand what each 
individual father is experiencing, what challenges 
he perceives, and what support he is open to. 
Unlike the context of our interviews, service pro-
viders have the opportunity to build a relation-
ship over time and facilitate continued 
conversation and reflection that may lead to 
greater readiness to engage and to consider any 
actions that may be needed to achieve the desired 
father-child relationship.

 Implications for Services

In order to meet the challenge of expectant 
fathers’ needs of support, we note that changes in 
professional preparation and system changes are 
needed. Professionals that aid families during 
pregnancy should have the opportunity and the 
impetus as part of their training to reflect on their 
own beliefs and values about the role of a father. 
Identifying and attending personal beliefs and 
values that may contribute to a lack of father par-

ticipation is important. Examples of such contri-
butions may be that father participation is viewed 
as extra to the mothers, optional, or not impor-
tant; that fathers represent more risk than positive 
value to their family; and that fathers are not 
suited to be caretakers during pregnancy and 
infancy. Enhancing father participation is a criti-
cal step toward enhancing professional capacity 
to recognize and respond to the needs of fathers. 
True engagement of fathers depends on individ-
ual and institutional commitment to communi-
cate a clear and consistent message that fathers 
are welcome and valued and their needs matter. 
Prenatal care, maternal child health, and infant 
mental health home visiting are among the con-
texts in which professionals can leverage and cre-
ate opportunities to include fathers in the 
provision of support to families surrounding the 
birth of a child. Our interviews suggest a poten-
tial for direct engagement with fathers that 
addresses their role in pregnancy, infancy, and 
beyond. Presuming high interest, listening and 
learning about fathers’ own parenting motivation 
and goals, and offering resources to help fathers 
achieve their goals are strategies for establishing 
a foundation of trust to facilitate engagement. 
Attending to the way in which fathers wish to 
receive information and support is critical too. 
One father that we interviewed expressed a clear 
preference for verbal rather than written commu-
nication and opportunity to connect with peers:

I tend to be more socially oriented, rather than 
book orientated, so [rather than read something] I 
want to talk to people about it. I want to have con-
versations with other men about having kids.

Eliciting and demonstrating sensitivity to fathers’ 
individual needs and preferences for learning and 
support requires that professionals maintain 
awareness of the diversity among fathers and do 
not treat fathers as a monolithic group, and do 
not rely on gendered stereotypes to guide engage-
ment strategies.

Some possible domains of intervention with 
both expectant fathers and mothers include pre-
natal support, diet and nutrition, smoking ces-
sation, delivery involvement, breastfeeding 
allies, parenting preparation, parenting support, 
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and relationship enhancement (Arora et  al., 
2000; Blackburn et  al., 2005; Bottorff et  al., 
2006; Flouri & Buchanan, 2003; Singh & 
Newburn, 2000). The accounts of our inter-
viewees demonstrate that at least some fathers 
perceive need of support in each of these areas. 
The period of pregnancy may present a window 
of heightened motivation to engage on the level 
necessary to establish behavior change. As one 
father told us,

Having a kid is like the main encouragement [to 
quit]… I watched my parents grow up smoking 
and that’s pretty much; I mean I’m not blaming 
them for it but, I never thought anything bad about 
it. I’m like, oh well my mom and dad did it… I 
think if parents smoke it has a big impact on if your 
kid takes up smoking at some point. And what it 
does to you is just horrible.

Supporting fathers toward this type of behavior 
change will benefit their partners and children.

 Summary and Key Points

Across three qualitative studies, 69 expectant 
fathers were interviewed immediately after 
attending a prenatal ultrasound approximately 
midway through pregnancy. Fathers described 
powerful emotions evoked by attending the ultra-
sound and demonstrated interest and openness to 
reflecting on both where they have been and 
where they are going as they prepare for parent-
hood. Though our interviews were not designed 
to elicit “ghosts,” in their reflections, fathers vol-
untarily spoke of many ghosts, i.e., unresolved 
traumas and painful early experiences that were 
(re-)emerging as salient in the context of the tran-
sition to parenthood.

Ghosts identified by fathers were many and 
varied. They included interpersonal traumas 
experienced in childhood (e.g., abuse and neglect, 
exposure to domestic violence) and adulthood 
(e.g., loss of a prior pregnancy), as well as adverse 
childhood experiences (e.g., parental separation 
or divorce, parental problem drinking or drug 
use) and ongoing stressors in adulthood (e.g., 
financial- or work-related stress). Many fathers, 
in naming their personal ghosts, described the 

ways they want things to be different for their 
own children.

Supporting fathers to recognize and exorcize 
ghosts holds promise for promoting healing, 
growth, and capacity to be a sensitive and respon-
sive parent. Offered during the prenatal period, 
such support sets the stage for fathers to transmit 
a foundation of early love, unimpaired by pains 
of the past, that offers the best opportunity for 
their children to establish a core sense of security. 
Prenatal ultrasound and prenatal care more 
broadly offer a setting to encounter and engage 
expectant fathers and facilitate connections to 
care as needed. Care for expectant fathers stands 
to benefit mothers, children, and men 
themselves.
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14Antecedents of Fathers’ Stress 
in Fatherhood

Thomas Skjøthaug

Traditionally, the responsibility for rearing chil-
dren has been largely left to mothers, and parents 
have had more differential roles in participation 
with their children than fathers of today (Cabrera, 
Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & Lamb, 
2000). Social changes promote fathers as care-
givers, and new social trends and ideals force a 
reconceptualizing of the traditional view of 
fathers as breadwinners and mothers as primary 
caregivers. Young fathers currently participate 
more actively in caregiving of their infants than 
former fathers have done, and the role of fathers 
as attachment figures for young children high-
lights the importance of employing fathers as 
participants and informants in research and care-
giving. In some contemporary culture, fathers are 
more active in childcare and household work and 
go far beyond portrayals of men as “rough and 
tumble” playmates; they interact more as care-
givers during their child’s infancy (Shannon, 
Tamis-LeMonda, & Cabrera, 2006), and their 
influence in caregiving is commonly considered 
to be important for children’s development in 
infancy and early childhood (Cabrera & Peters, 
2000), even though it has sometimes been argued 
that fathers lack a “maternal instinct,” understood 
as an inborn quality that supposedly makes moth-

ers more sensitive to their babies than fathers 
(Solantus & Salo, 2005).

It is important to emphasize that fatherhood 
deserves more research and requires more knowl-
edge: about the transition from man to father, 
involvement processes between father and child, 
obstacles preventing fathers’ involvement, and 
evaluation of policy instruments and programs 
designed to include fathers in the care of their 
children (Tamis-LeMonda & Cabrera, 1999). 
Consequently, in line with the need of gaining 
more knowledge about these fatherhood issues 
are the experiences of stress in fatherhood.

The present chapter examines affiliated issues 
of stress research on father’s pathways from con-
ception toward fatherhood, such as childhood 
experiences, partner attachment, and fathers’ men-
tal health. Then the chapter sums up relevant issues 
to reduce the experience of stress, such as the tran-
sition from man to father, fatherhood involvement, 
autonomous ownership of the father’s role, the 
importance of the couple relationship and the fam-
ily triangle, and various aspects of how these mea-
sures are associated with fathers’ experience of 
parenting stress postpartum.

 Stress in Fatherhood

Becoming a father is a huge personal transition 
but unfortunately not exclusively a positive one. 
In this transition, we know that father’s parenting 
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is influenced by multiple intrafamilial and extra-
familial factors (Van Holland De Graaf, 
Hoogenboom, De Roos, & Bucx, 2014, 
Skjothaug, Smith, Wentzel-Larsen, Stänicke & 
Moe 2020). Previous research has shown that 
salient predictors of parental stress include nega-
tive life events; mental health problems, such as 
anxiety and depression; marital discord (Webster- 
Stratton, 1990); and parental developmental his-
tory (Belsky, 1984), and it is well known that 
parenthood can be experienced as stressful 
(Skjothaug, Smith, Wentzel-Larsen, & Moe, 
2018). It has been found that stress influences 
parenting behavior and may be a determinant of 
dysfunctional parenting (Abidin, 1990, 1992, 
1995; Belsky, 1984; Östberg & Hagekull, 2000).

Parenting stress can be defined as the discrep-
ancy between the required resources of the paren-
tal role and the perceived resources available to 
meet those requests (Abidin, 1995). Further, 
Abidin specified various determinants of parent-
ing stress, such as how parents perceive their 
child’s behavioral characteristics, which tap into 
child temperamental characteristics of long-term 
predictive power (Abidin, 1982; Korn, 1984).

It has been found that parental developmental 
history and negative life events influence parental 
child perceptions and child behaviors, thereby 
resulting in experienced parental stress (Belsky, 
1984; Webster-Stratton, 1990). Stress in the par-
ent–child system during the first 3 years of life is 
especially important to consider in relation to the 
many facets of child–parent characteristics, fam-
ily context, and life stress events. Even though 
we have some knowledge of parenting stress for 
both parents in child infancy, less is known con-
cerning knowledge of the antecedents of fathers’ 
stress and if stress expressed by their child per-
ception can be traced back to their own character-
istics and life experiences before the child is born 
(Barrows, 2004). Consequently, fathers’ experi-
ences measured before childbirth, such as father’s 
own childhood experiences, attachment style, 
mental health, and spousal harmony, act in con-
cert to shape child perceptions of their infants 
both directly and indirectly via other variables, 
which again may affect child development over 
time (Skjothaug et  al., 2018; Skjothaug et  al., 

2020). Skjothaug and colleagues found that pro-
spective fathers’ mental health, as well as their 
own adverse childhood experiences, significantly 
predicted parenting stress, expressed as nega-
tively perceived child behavior at 6 and 12 months 
postpartum. Even though there are many ways of 
expressing stress, this expression is an example 
of how one might express stress via child percep-
tion. So, how can such an effect arise? For exam-
ple, fathers addressing their children’s behavior 
negatively and throughout the first year of life 
may influence caregiving behavior negatively, 
which in turn may harm the children’s develop-
ment. And studies show that antecedents of such 
stress can be traced back to pregnancy, even 
before childbirth.

Some studies have focused upon direct asso-
ciations, and an important goal of social science 
research is the analysis of causal processes. 
Further, studies have shown that multiple risks 
exceed the effect of the adverse developmental 
impacts of singular exposures (Trentacosta et al., 
2008). During time, several variables may 
account for various effects and cooperate toward 
the outcome. Hence, the investigation of alterna-
tive causal mechanisms by examining the roles of 
intermediate variables situated in the path 
between predictors and outcome has been less 
studied, and most published mediation analyses 
have previously been based on the logic of the 
causal steps approach, inspired by an article pub-
lished by Baron and Kenny (1986). According to 
their approach, in order for M to be considered to 
be a mediator of the effect of X on Y, one must 
first establish that there is a significant effect 
from X on Y. If there is such an effect, one might 
proceed to the next step (mediation analysis). If 
there is no such significant effect, according to 
Baron and Kenny’s approach, one does not pro-
ceed with the analysis (Fig. 14.1).

As shown in the figure above, the total effect 
of X on Y is the direct one plus the sum of all the 
other effects. This means that there are multiple 
pathways that may exert effects on Y.  If we 
 suppose that X only exerts effect on Y via M and 
M’, and they may have about equal magnitude 
but different signs, then the total effect may be 
close to zero, meaning about no net effect. In 
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M

Y

M'

X

Fig. 14.1 X predicts Y 
directly. X also predicts 
Y via M and/or M’

such a case, this means that further analysis 
should stop, according to the causal steps 
approach. If so, we might end up underanalyzing 
data.

The estimation of causal effects has allowed 
researchers to explore whether a predictor affects 
outcome, while it cannot tell us how and why 
such an effect arises, which gives an excellent 
opportunity in future research. Hence, the esti-
mation of causal relationships allows researchers 
to explore the degree to which predictors are 
related to outcomes. Such causal patterns are 
always possible outcomes within a dynamic sys-
tems framework because the predictors and esti-
mated outcomes are contextual and may vary if 
contexts change. For example, a predicted set of 
father characteristics on child behavior will likely 
change if the father’s presence or “role” in the 
family changes.

According to such a mediator research view, is 
to explore how various antecedents of stress are 
influenced through time, not only by directly 
influencing stress but also indirectly via other 
variables. Such issues will be presented during 
the next parts of this chapter.

 Adverse Childhood Experiences 
and Stress in Fatherhood

Adverse experiences in childhood are relatively 
common and are related to many public health 
problems later in life, such as heart problems 
(Anda, Butchart, Felitti, & Brown, 2010), auto-
immune diseases (Dube et al., 2009), and depres-
sive feelings (Chapman, Whitfield, Felitti, 
Edwards, & Anda, 2004). Such difficult experi-

ences may include verbal and physical abuse, 
sexual abuse, substance abuse, mental illness, 
and divorce in the child’s first 18  years of life. 
There is consensus that difficult childhood expe-
riences pose a risk of developing health and 
social problems. There is also consensus that dif-
ficult childhood experiences increase the risk of 
social health problems (Anda et al., 2010), expe-
rienced stress in adolescence (Opacka-Juffry & 
Mohiyeddini, 2012), and depression (McEven & 
Gianaros, 2010) for many decades after exposure 
(Chapman et al., 2004).

However, most studies have looked at the con-
tributions to isolated instances of abuse and the 
outcome of these, although we know that the 
cumulative effect of multiple instances of abuse 
and various forms of abuse increase the risk of 
developing poor health in adulthood (Chartier, 
Walker, & Naimark, 2010). Thus, the difference 
between children’s outcome after exposure to 
isolated versus multiple instances of abuse may 
first become apparent many years after the events 
occurred (Anda et al., 2010). To understand how 
fathers affect children’s development pathways 
from pregnancy, birth, and infancy, it is important 
to focus on the accumulation of risk and preven-
tion factors, in addition to the child’s individual 
constitution (Sameroff & Fiese, 2000a, b).

Difficult childhood experiences can also pre-
dict depression in fathers, but there are very few 
studies on the predictors of anxious and depres-
sive feelings during pregnancy for expectant 
fathers. Skjothaug, Smith, Wentzel-Larsen, and 
Moe (2014) explored the question of how  difficult 
childhood experiences reported retrospectively 
by expectant fathers were correlated with depres-
sive and anxious feelings during pregnancy. The 
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results showed the strongest correlation in the 
early stage of pregnancy (week 22) for both 
depressive and anxious feelings but were also 
correlated with the rest of the pregnancy (except 
for a lower level of anxious feelings toward the 
end of pregnancy). Other research has empha-
sized that the childhood experiences of fathers 
with their own parents, their current relationship 
with their mothers, and demographic factors can 
affect fathers’ involvement during pregnancy and 
the childhood experiences of an expectant father 
and memories of his own childhood can affect 
how he views himself as a caregiver (Flykt et al., 
2009) and infancy (Shannon et al., 2006).

Expectant fathers have had their own fathers 
as role models, and their cognitive understanding 
of “fatherhood” and “father” must be prepared 
and matured on a personal level. It is often the 
case that women identify with their own mothers 
and the mothers’ child-rearing values when they 
themselves become mothers (Skjothaug et  al., 
2014). Thus, it is not so difficult to understand 
that expectant fathers also go through a similar 
process. As part of the process of becoming a 
father, it may be that many fathers have conflict-
ing feelings about their own child-rearing values 
and the caregiving values they experienced from 
their parents. Such conflicts can also have conse-
quences for how they view themselves as fathers 
and the feelings that this can generate. Fathers 
may therefore include and process their con-
scious and previous childhood experiences when 
they determine which values they will base their 
own fatherhood on. For example, healthcare pro-
viders may ask becoming fathers what they think 
about their anticipation of becoming a father, 
based on their own childhood memories.

Further, previous research has shown that neg-
ative life events may influence parental percep-
tions and behaviors (Webster-Stratton, 1990), 
thereby resulting in experienced stress. 
Longitudinal follow-up studies of adults whose 
childhood abuse was documented through 
records and interviews have consistently shown 
that their retrospective reports of childhood abuse 
were likely to underestimate, rather than to over-
estimate, the actual occurrence of abuse (Femina, 
Yeager, & Lewis, 1990; Williams, 1995) and may 

find it difficult to seek professional help when 
they experience mental health challenges (Addis 
& Mahalik, 2003).

It has further been demonstrated that adverse 
childhood experiences may influence later qual-
ity of life; the lasting effects of childhood abuse, 
neglect, and maltreatment are well recognized 
(Glaser, 2014).

 Partner Attachment Style 
and Stress

Bowlby (1969) proposed that early experiences of 
care from attachment figures shape feelings, 
beliefs, and expectations of relationships across 
the life span, a phenomenon he described as 
“internal working models” (IWMs). He suggested 
that early attachment experiences prevail over 
time and influence later attachment relationships, 
such as the attachment relationships to romantic 
partners. Moreover, he thought that the adult’s 
IWMs were related to the individual’s own child-
hood experiences (Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Fox, 
Platz, & Bentley, 1995; Nelson- Coffey, Borelli, & 
River, 2017). In the same line of reasoning, it has 
been proposed that reported infant behavioral 
characteristics may be partly related to parental 
perceptions, rather than being true judgments of 
the child’s character (Pauli- Pott, Mertesacker, 
Bade, Haverkock, & Beckmann, 2003). This 
implies that both parents’ representations of their 
infant may be present even before the child is 
born and that such representations are related to 
parental interpretations of child characteristics 
and behavior after birth (Benoit, Zeanah, Parker, 
Nicholson, & Coolbear, 1997; Lebovici, 1994). 
This notion highlights that such perceptions may 
be rooted in and expressed via the father’s own 
early exposures in childhood and his attachment 
experiences rather than purely expressing the 
child’s actual behavior.

Bowlby (1969) further noted that parents 
yearn to be bonded to their baby during preg-
nancy and that this desire includes being psycho-
logically close to their unborn child. He also 
proposed the concept of parenting alliance, which 
refers to the unique and specific component of 
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the marital relationship that concerns parenting 
(Weissman & Cohen, 1985), a process that usu-
ally begins before birth (Luz, George, Vieux, & 
Spitz, 2007). Several studies suggest that a care-
giver’s own bonding experiences are associated 
with the quality of the child–caregiver attach-
ment (Van IJzendoorn, 1995; Ward & Carlson, 
1995). It is commonly assumed that the emo-
tional relationship between parents and the child 
begins during pregnancy and that it continues 
into the postpartum period (Goulet, Bell, St-Cyr 
Tribble, Paul, & Lang, 1998). Consequently, in 
two-parent families, children simultaneously 
form attachment relationships with both their 
mother and their father (Easterbrooks & 
Goldberg, 1987). Newer studies, such as Dumont 
and Paquette (2013), offer new insights into 
father–child attachment. These workers com-
pared two attachment procedures: the Ainsworth 
strange situation (Ainsworth, Blehar, Water, & 
Wall, 1978), which is the classic gold-standard 
method of assessing attachment quality, and a 
newer method, the risky situation (Dumont & 
Paquette, 2013). The strange situation measures a 
kind of parent–child attachment in which the par-
ent takes on the role of comforting the child. 
Dumont and Paquette suggest that father–child 
attachment operates in a way that is different 
from merely comforting the children. According 
to Dumont and Paquette’s activation theory, the 
child–father relationship consists of two dimen-
sions: stimulation and discipline. Fathers encour-
age their children to explore the world as well as 
to be safe while doing so. They emphasize that 
the risky situation is a better predictor of chil-
dren’s socio-emotional development than the 
strange situation, even after controlling for pater-
nal involvement. This view represents an alterna-
tive to classical attachment theory and 
conventional soothing practices.

When meeting first-time parents, it is espe-
cially important that the health services pay 
attention to both partners and their child bonding 
qualities and family interventions ought to take 
place during pregnancy in order to prevent later 
parenting stress. Research has shown that inse-
cure adult attachment styles during pregnancy 
negatively predict parenting alliances 6 months 

postpartum (Bouchard, 2014). The parenting alli-
ance has also been found to be associated with 
child adjustment (Belsky, Woodworth, & Crnic, 
1996) and parental involvement (McBride & 
Rane, 1998).

Lastly, Skjothaug et  al.’s (2020) research 
showed that more insecure partner attachment 
style among prospective fathers and their adverse 
childhood experiences strongly predicted pater-
nal stress, mediated by mental health symptoms 
during pregnancy and spousal disharmony post-
partum. This work shows that early predictors 
already measured before birth are associated with 
postpartum spousal disharmony, which in turn 
influences parenting stress and how fathers per-
ceive their child’s behavior in infancy and how 
elevated feelings of anxiety and depression lead 
to experiences of stress in fatherhood.

 Mental Health of Fathers and Stress

Preparing for fatherhood includes going through 
a transformation of emotions (Finnbogadottir, 
Svalenius, & Persson, 2002). This process starts 
early in pregnancy with a mental preparation for 
fatherhood, and one process parents may experi-
ence is feelings of anxiety (Teixeira, Figueiredo, 
Conde, Pacheco, & Costa, 2009). Among pro-
spective fathers, high levels of anxiety and 
depression are probably more prevalent in preg-
nancy than during the postpartum period (Teixeira 
et al., 2009). Heightened levels of anxiety among 
fathers-to-be seem to be associated with a lack of 
information about pregnancy, forthcoming child-
birth, and poor social support (Condon, Boyce, & 
Corkindale, 2004). Early detection of depressive 
and anxious feelings in fathers during pregnancy 
is important because they are related to and pre-
dictors of depressive feelings in fathers after birth 
(Matthey, Barnett, Ungerer, & Waters, 2000). 
Both parents’ personality traits, self-confidence, 
and depression during pregnancy can predict 
experienced stress after birth (Saisto, Salmela- 
Aro, Nurmi, & Halmesmäki, 2008).

Luoma et al. (2012) studied 194 fathers imme-
diately after birth and found that 21 percent of the 
fathers and 24 percent of the mothers scored 
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above the limit for depressive symptoms, indicat-
ing that depressive feelings can affect fathers 
immediately after birth, just the same as mothers. 
Additionally, high levels of anxiety and depres-
sion occur more frequently during pregnancy 
than after birth in both mothers (Andersson, 
Sundström-Poromaa, Wulff, Aström, & Bixo, 
2006) and fathers (Condon et  al., 2004). Some 
studies have shown increased anxiety levels as 
most prevalent during the first and third trimes-
ters compared with the second trimester (Huizink, 
Mulder, Robles de Medina, Visser, & Buitelaar, 
2004; Teixeira et  al., 2009). It has also been 
shown that as many as 20% of fathers-to-be show 
high levels of anxiety during pregnancy, with a 
peak during the first and third trimester and 
higher levels in pregnancy, as compared to post-
partum (Figueiredo & Conde, 2011). Similarly, 
Kim and Swain (2007) also found that more than 
10% of fathers-to-be experienced some type of 
prenatal mood or anxiety disorder. Prevalence 
rates for “any” anxiety disorders are stable 
between the prenatal period (between 4.1% and 
16%) and postpartum (between 2.4% and 18%) 
(Leach, Poyser, Cooklin, & Giallo, 2016). Other 
research reported that fathers’ heightened levels 
of anxiety early in pregnancy predicted height-
ened levels of stress and depression later in preg-
nancy (Wee, Skouteris, Richardson, MacPhie, & 
Hill, 2015), thus highlighting the need for screen-
ing fathers-to-be for depression and anxiety in 
pregnancy. Surely, worries, preoccupations, gen-
eralized anxiety, and/or specific phobias can per-
sist during pregnancy and into the postnatal 
period (Fenaroli & Saita, 2013). Ramchandani 
et al. (2008) reported that high prenatal symptom 
scores for depression and anxiety were the stron-
gest predictors of paternal postnatal depression.

In addition, the research indicated that depres-
sion and depressive feelings in men are often 
associated with low satisfaction with their rela-
tionship with their partners and little social sup-
port (Wee et al., 2011), unemployment (Ballard 
& Davies, 1996), personal immaturity, and 
unplanned pregnancies (Schumacher, Zubaran, 
& White, 2008). The course of men’s anxiety 
from the prenatal to the postnatal period tends to 
be stable, with a potential to decrease after birth 

(Leach et al., 2016). Also, there is an association 
between age and depressive symptoms among 
first-time fathers; younger fathers seem to be 
more vulnerable than older ones to develop 
depressive symptoms (Bergstrom, 2013).

Less research has focused upon the predictors 
of depressive and anxious feelings in fathers pre-
natally (Skjothaug et al., 2014), and there is also 
limited amount of research on the association 
between fathers’ mental health and their percep-
tions of infant behavioral characteristics after birth 
(Parfitt, Ayers, Pike, Jessop, & Ford, 2014). The 
experiences of expectant fathers during pregnancy 
are described in some studies as more stressful 
than the postpartum period (Condon et al., 2004), 
while other studies indicate that the period from 
three to six months after birth is the most stressful 
for fathers (Paulson & Bazemore, 2010).

It has been found that parents with mental 
health problems in pregnancy experience stress 
elevation 12 months postpartum (Perren, Von 
Wyl, Bürgin, Simoni, & Von Klitzing, 2005), and 
comparable symptom scores have been found 
among depressed mothers and depressed fathers 
(Field et al., 2006; Figueiredo & Conde, 2011).

Even though there are fewer studies of the 
mental health of fathers as compared with moth-
ers, it has been shown that during pregnancy 
depressed fathers may experience similar symp-
toms as reported by depressed mothers (Field 
et al., 2004; Field et al., 2006). In a 2010 meta- 
study with 28,000 participants (Paulson & 
Bazemore, 2010), researchers found that 10.4 
percent of the fathers measured between the first 
trimester of pregnancy and the first year after 
birth had depression similar to a woman’s post-
partum depression. The level of depression in 
fathers was lower during the first 3 months (7.7 
percent) and highest when measured later 
between 3 and 6 months (25.6 percent). This 
meta-study is important because it took many 
studies conducted in various locations around the 
world and compared the data. The study also 
points out the importance of focusing on the 
mental health of the depressed partner, as depres-
sion often occurs in both parents. Other studies 
report a higher rate of depression among women 
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than in men, during pregnancy as well as 3 
months after birth (Figueiredo & Conde, 2011).

Further, little attention has been given to the 
relations between fathers’ depression and child 
development outcomes, and this is the case even 
though fathers’ mental health in the postnatal 
period is associated with children’s early behav-
ioral and emotional development (Ramchandani 
et al. 2008).

For example, in a study of mediating factors, it 
was found that paternal depression and child out-
comes were associated with and mediated 
through interparental conflict and maternal 
depression (Gutierrez-Galve, Stein, Hanington, 
Heron, & Ramchandani, 2015). It has also been 
shown that depression and anxiety mediate 
between parenting stress and parental dyadic 
adjustment at infant age 12 months (Rollè et al., 
2017). More specifically and in the same line of 
research, Field et al. (2006) reported that fathers 
living with depressed mothers had significantly 
higher depression and anxiety scores than those 
living with nondepressed mothers. Hence, men 
with poor partner relationships are at risk for 
depression as much as women during the transi-
tion to parenthood (Matthey et al., 2000).

Recent research suggests that mothers’ and 
fathers’ depression may have differential effects 
on child development. Specifically, Fredriksen, 
von Soest, Smith, and Moe (2019) found that par-
enting stress plays a mediating role in the predic-
tion of early child development from both 
parents’ perinatal depressive symptoms. More 
specifically, Fredriksen et  al. reported that 
fathers’ (but not mothers’) prenatal symptoms of 
depression were associated with child language 
development at 18 months (ibid). Another impor-
tant issue concerns who should assess fathers’ 
mental health during pregnancy and stress to pro-
vide reliable measures of fathers’ mental health 
issues. As we know, men seldom attend mental 
health service, even when needed and warranted.

 Assessment of Fathers’ Depression

Massoudi, Hwang, and Wickberg (2013) found 
that about 90 percent of the public health nurses 
said that they seldom thought about the father’s 
stress and less than one-fifth of the public health 
nurses had offered to have support conversations 
with fathers. Additionally, about 50 percent of pub-
lic health nurses had an ambivalent attitude about 
the caregiving capacity of fathers as compared with 
mothers. In the assessment to detect fathers’ symp-
toms of depressive feelings and depression, the 
Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS) is 
currently used at many well- baby clinics. The 
questionnaire was originally created to measure 
depression in women after birth but is also thought 
to be a reliable, valid method of measuring depres-
sion in both parents during pregnancy (Matthey, 
Barnett, Kavanagh, & Howie, 2001; Cox & Holden, 
2003; Skjothaug et  al., 2014). The EPDS has 
proven to be a valuable, effective measurement tool 
for identifying depressive feelings after birth in 
women (Luoma et al., 2012) and men (Edmondson, 
Psychogion, Vlachos, Netsi, & Ramchandani, 
2010). However, questionnaires and self-report 
measures of depression, specifically the use of the 
EPDS for men, have been criticized because men 
tend to use “externalizing” strategies when 
depressed; such strategies are not accounted for in 
the EPDS questionnaire. They rather include drug 
and alcohol abuse, road rage, aggression, suicide, 
risk- taking behaviors, cynicism, avoidance of 
social situations, and having affairs (Brownhill, 
Wilhelm, Barclay, & Schmied, 2005; Melrose, 
2010; Matthey et al., 2001). Actually, it has been 
argued that the EPDS may be a general measure for 
assessing men’s distress rather than depression 
(Matthey, 2008), since it picks up more worry, anx-
iety, and unhappiness than actual depression 
(Massoudi et al., 2013). Further research is encour-
aged where higher risk fathers participate and also 
other assessments than purely the EPDS alone, 
addressing depressive symptoms among 
fathers-to-be.

More knowledge about the mental health of 
fathers and the predictors of this are important so 
that the health services can provide the entire 
family with more and adequate assistance 
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(Fletcher, Matthey, & Marley, 2006). Depression 
in one of the parents should also trigger clinical 
awareness of the other parent; prevention and 
treatment should focus on the couple and the 
entire family rather than on the individual 
(Paulson & Bazemore, 2010).

It is also important to supplement the use of 
questionnaires with a clinical assessment, as 
most well-baby clinics are used to doing with the 
Edinburgh method. Knowledge about how fathers 
function as caregivers during the infancy period 
will increase the chance of prevention, detection, 
and treatment of mental illness and provide 
greater insight into intervention strategies for 
families at an early stage in the child’s life. The 
kind of experiences fathers themselves have had 
as children with their own caregivers provides 
important knowledge about how they will be as 
fathers and what motivates them in their own 
fatherhood. Descriptions of fathers’ experiences 
are often given by the mother as the informant. In 
clinical samples and research, there are also dis-
crepancies and little correspondence between 
reporting based on fathers and mothers, respec-
tively (Erlich, Cassidy & Dykas, 2011). Clearly, 
we need to address how to prevent stress both in 
research and in the clinics. The next part of the 
present chapter will reflect upon how to reduce 
stress among men in fatherhood.

 Transition from Man to Father

Fathers are sometimes excluded from the infant’s 
world, by the argument put forth that fathers lack 
the “mothering instinct,” which is understood as 
an innate quality that supposedly makes mothers 
more sensitive to their children than fathers are 
(Solantus & Salo, 2005). The preparation from 
being a man to becoming a father includes going 
through a transformation of feelings 
(Finnbogadottir et al., 2002), and the first transi-
tion is preparing mentally to become a father dur-
ing the pregnancy phase, which can result in 
anxiety (Teixeira et  al., 2009). Men experience 
changes during their pathway to parenthood, and 
these changes are important in developing the 
relationship with their child (Musser, Ahmed, 

Foli, & Coddington, 2013). Therefore, fathers-to-
 be who experience a lack of information about 
pregnancy and childbirth, and who have little 
social support, also experience higher levels of 
anxiety (Condon et al., 2004). Furthermore, men 
experiencing a discrepancy between a more tradi-
tional male gender role and contemporary expec-
tations of fathering behavior during pregnancy 
often experience distress (Singley & Edwards, 
2015). Such distress may result in disconnection 
and withdrawal from the family and in some 
cases lead to mental health concerns, such as 
anxiety and depression. A consequence of being 
depressed may be that the father experiences his 
child’s behavioral characteristics negatively and 
interacts with his child in a withdrawn way, 
thereby displaying less verbal and behavioral 
stimulation compared to nondepressed fathers. 
Hence, distressed fathers may initiate a compro-
mised pattern of parenting which may potentially 
negatively affect their children’s development 
(Sethna, Murray, Netsi, Psychogiou, & 
Ramchandani, 2015).

There is a relation between involvement in 
pregnancy and engagement with the child at ages 
1 and 3 (Shannon et al., 2006; Cabrera, Fagan, & 
Farrie, 2008), suggesting stability of dedication 
over time. Studies have shown how highly 
engaged fathers contribute to more favorable out-
comes; their children often have better cognitive 
development, better emotion regulation, better 
emphatic understanding toward peers (Radin, 
1994), and score higher on intelligence tests 
(Gottfried, Gottfried, & Bathurst, 1988).

Increased levels of anxiety in expectant fathers 
appear to be related to a lack of information about 
pregnancy, the upcoming birth, and a low level of 
social support (Condon et al., 2004). Becoming a 
father necessarily implies a personal change from 
man to father. Children often encounter an expec-
tation about the division of roles between the par-
ents while they are young. It is often the case that 
boys mostly come in contact with women as role 
models in important social arenas, such as day-
care, school, and the health services, because a 
majority of women are employed in these work-
places. The psychological preparation that boys 
undergo before they eventually become fathers 
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may be somewhat different than it is for girls 
before they become mothers. This may be the 
case because today’s fathers have not necessarily 
had their own fathers as role models, whereas the 
women of today have generally had their mothers 
as role models.

Finnbogadottir et  al. (2002) studied seven 
expectant fathers to learn how the transition from 
man to father is experienced. The fathers said that 
the situation felt unreal, and they described feel-
ings of inadequacy when they talked about the 
social and physical changes in light of their evolv-
ing feelings of responsibility during pregnancy.

Genesoni and Tallandini (2009) described the 
prenatal period as the most stressful for fathers 
because they experienced a psychological reorga-
nization, a feeling of unreality, and a change in 
experienced partner contact and their own iden-
tity. The change in identity highlighted the values 
that manifest in the transition from man and part-
ner to father and was most noticeable at the 
beginning of pregnancy. The transition in one’s 
own self and the connection to role models and 
one’s own identity, which is exemplified in con-
crete terms through the transformation from man 
to father, from two to three family members and 
the social change, were also described in the pre-
natal transition that fathers undergo. Such “tran-
sitions” are not so different from those found 
among women when they are expectant mothers. 
In the subsequent period, around birth, men say 
that they experience many feelings all at once and 
that they sometimes feel helpless, useless, wor-
ried, and vulnerable, in addition to great joy, of 
course. The final period described by Genesoni 
and Tallandini is the postpartum period in which 
the men’s life situation was impacted by external 
circumstances such as social support and less 
time to establish good contact with the child, as 
well as a change in lifestyle and a sexual “down” 
period. Fathers may also feel that they have less 
free time and lack confidence in their own ability 
to handle their infant.

Interaction factors such as these are related to 
children’s development. Although few studies 
have looked at the interaction of fathers with their 
children, some research has focused on the 
behavior of fathers during pregnancy and birth 

and how this behavior can predict the extent of 
their presence and involvement with their own 
children many years later (Shannon et al., 2006). 
This same study showed a correlation between 
the involvement of fathers in the pregnancy and 
their involvement with their child after birth. 
Other studies, such as the one conducted by 
Cabrera et al. (2008), found a stable correlation 
between prenatal involvement and involvement 
after birth, assessed when the children were 1 and 
3 years old.

However, we know too little about other 
important factors, such as a man’s motivation to 
become a father, the correlation between fathers’ 
results orientation in fatherhood, and their long- 
term investment in their own children (Cabrera & 
Peters, 2000).

Smith (2010) shows how families can have an 
“attachment hierarchy,” meaning that there is a 
distinction between which caregiving tasks are 
typically performed by the primary and second-
ary caregiver. He asserts that infants have a small 
network of caregivers and that cross-cultural 
studies suggest that infants choose one person as 
their “primary” caregiver (Van IJzendoorn & 
Sagi-Schwartz, 2008). However, children can 
have different qualities in their attachment to 
various caregivers, e.g., a child can be securely 
attached to her mother, while the child does not 
need to have the same quality in her attachment 
to her father (Howes & Spieker, 2008). In cases 
of divorce, focus is often placed on strengthening 
the bond between mother and child, which often 
has occurred at the expense of the relationship 
between father and child (Goldstein, Freud, & 
Solnit, 1979). More recent research has shown 
how infants have positive, meaningful attach-
ments to both parents at about the same age, 
between six and eight months (Cabrera & Tamis-
LeMonda, 2013). In order to ensure that relations 
between parents and children are maintained and 
strengthened, children need interactive experi-
ences with both parents performing the same 
tasks, such as feeding, bathing, playing, bound-
ary-setting, diaper changing, comforting (also at 
night), providing encouragement, and putting the 
child to bed. These are important, daily interac-
tive tasks that promote children’s psychosocial 
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development and play a key role in the attach-
ment between the caregiver and child. These 
tasks foster and maintain trust, security, and 
attachment to the parent (Lamb, 2002). It is cru-
cial that fathers also have an opportunity to per-
form these tasks, both for their own sake and with 
regard to the child’s development and attach-
ment. By doing so, we might hope for less stress 
among men in their fatherhood role.

 Paternal Involvement and Lack 
Thereof

Shannon and colleagues have shown how men’s 
childhood experiences with their parents influ-
ence their involvement with their own child in 
infancy. They also showed that there is a rela-
tionship between prospective fathers’ involve-
ment in pregnancy and subsequent engagement 
with the child after birth (Shannon et al., 2006) 
and that a better partner relationship is likely to 
contribute to more involvement with the child 
(Shannon, Tamis-LeMonda, & Margolin, 2005). 
For example, Cabrera et al. (2008) found a stable 
association between fathers’ prenatal involve-
ment and their postnatal engagement with the 
children at ages 1 and 3. Thus, it is important to 
understand which factors are operating in 
fathers’ capacity to be emotionally and practi-
cally involved with their children. One way of 
understanding involvement is to screen how 
many fathers attend and participate in the tradi-
tional health providers in the first-line services. 
Hence, it is mostly mothers who are seen at well-
baby clinics, and less fathers are probably 
included in the clinics’ activities because it is not 
assumed that they will accompany their children 
to various consultations. In spite of this, many 
well-baby clinics are trying to get more fathers 
to attend the various meetings at the clinics, 
which was not a matter of course for previous 
generations. Some public health nurses find that 
many fathers accompany their children to con-
sultations from 8 to 12  months of age but that 
they attend fewer consultations during preg-
nancy. Some well-baby clinics have also estab-
lished separate father groups and have put more 

focus on including fathers in various meetings. 
Of course, it is important that those of us who 
provide health services address the mother’s 
challenges in the relevant childhood arenas, but 
we should also be aware of the father’s chal-
lenges and take his experiences into account.

Previous generations of parents had a more 
traditional division of roles, and fathers from that 
time were not as visible during their child’s 
infancy as they are now. Mothers had the main 
responsibility for the children, and mothers and 
fathers had different roles and responsibilities, 
with the father working mainly outside the home 
(Cabrera et al., 2000). Older research indicates a 
role division in which mothers talk and offer 
comfort, while fathers are more involved through 
physical play, especially with boys. The under-
standing of fathers’ contribution to caregiving 
has been based primarily on the instrumental task 
in the family, such as finances, practical adapta-
tions, and creating a protective sphere for the 
mother–child dyad (Lamb, 2010).

In general, fathers are now more active during 
their children’s infancy, and they have responsi-
bility for caregiving tasks that previously were 
reserved for mothers, such as changing diapers, 
providing comfort, looking after the children, 
and performing household tasks (Shannon et al., 
2006). In most cases, therefore, the current gen-
eration of fathers during their child’s infancy will 
not have their own fathers as role models because 
of the change in roles from an instrumental helper 
to a caregiver. This is generally not the case for 
today’s mothers because they usually were raised 
by their mothers, who had responsibility for their 
infants (Fagerskiold, 2006).

 How to Involve Fathers

Boys growing up without fathers seem especially 
prone to problems in the areas of sex-role and 
gender-identity development, school perfor-
mance, psychosocial adjustment, and self-control 
(Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1986). Girls are 
also affected by father absence; girls growing up 
without a father are at risk for early sexual  activity 
and adolescent pregnancy (Ellis et  al., 2003). 
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Cabrera has underscored the importance of 
encouraging researchers, educators, and practi-
tioners to examine all aspects of fathering, includ-
ing how men become fathers, the nature of 
father–child involvement, the barriers to involve-
ment, and the design of effective policies and 
programs to include fathers (Tamis-LeMonda & 
Cabrera, 1999).The Clinton Administration 
launched a large-scale project called the 
Fatherhood Research Initiative as a result of what 
President Clinton described as a “fatherless 
America.” The purpose was to promote research 
and policy instruments related to fathers’ involve-
ment with their children. The follow-up to this 
project was initiated by George W. Bush and was 
called the Healthy Marriage Initiative. The aim of 
this follow-up project was to avoid marriage dis-
solution and ensure that fathers remained with 
the family to counteract unhealthy development 
in children with an absent father.

Europe has launched a slightly different policy 
approach to affect the family constellation and 
involvement of fathers – namely, the father quota. 
Hence, Norway is in a unique position with regard 
to parental leave and the father quota, since the 
father quota was introduced already 20 years ago, 
in 1993, by Gro Harlem Brundtland’s third gov-
ernment, and at that time it consisted of 4 weeks. 
Jens Stoltenberg’s first government increased the 
quota to 5 weeks, and in 2010 it was extended to 
14 weeks. Today (2019), Norwegian fathers have 
15 dedicated father quota weeks (www.nav.no). 
This form of parental leave is one part of Norway’s 
political effort to facilitate greater involvement by 
fathers with their children.

The notion of mandatory paternal leave, some-
times called “the daddy quota,” is catching on in 
policymaking circles as a way to help women 
return to the workforce and encourage fathers to 
share in caregiving and bonding during a child’s 
first year. Today, the “daddy quota means that 
90% of fathers take parental leave” (https://apo-
litical.co/solution_article/norways-daddy-quota-
means-90-of-fathers-take-parental-leave/). 
Nevertheless, some research, like Rege and Solli 
(2010), emphasizes in their study that the father 
quota actually increases the involvement of 
fathers with their children throughout their entire 

upbringing. Overall, the quota is regarded as an 
important instrument for increasing fathers’ con-
tact and involvement with their children. 
Generally, Cabrera and Peters (2000) underscore 
that there is little research that directly evaluates 
the effectiveness of existing social policies and 
programs targeted to increase father involvement, 
and in line with this view, the father quota as a 
policy instrument has undergone little evaluation. 
Few studies have looked at the efficacy of policy 
initiatives designed to encourage fathers to be 
more involved with their children. This illustrates 
the significance of studying more about how new 
social and policy initiatives can affect children’s 
development. They emphasize the importance of 
mapping and tracking how new social trends 
influence children’s development. The role of 
fathers as attachment figures for young children 
highlights the importance of employing fathers as 
autonomous participants and firsthand informants 
in research and caregiving.

As previously mentioned, there are very few 
studies on the involvement of fathers in the preg-
nancy, the psychological transition from man to 
expectant father, and how fathers function as 
caregivers. In addition, there is little research on 
the expectations that men have for their own 
fatherhood in the infancy period. There are also 
several reasons that it has been hard to obtain 
information from fathers. One reason is that it has 
been difficult to recruit fathers for research proj-
ects in this period of life (Cabrera & Peters, 2000; 
Flykt et al., 2009).

Previous research by Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, 
and Levine (1985) introduced the pillars that 
must be present in order for fathers to be involved 
with their children. He emphasized the impor-
tance of fathers’ interest in direct interaction with 
their children during play and leisure activities 
when they were together, that they shared experi-
ences, and that the fathers took responsibility for 
caregiving and played with the child. In order for 
this to be possible, the child must be accessible to 
the father, and the father must take responsibility 
for the child, with understanding and an 
 accommodating attitude toward the child’s needs 
and with participation in the planning and organi-
zation of the child’s life.
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In line with Lamb et  al.’s (1985) thinking, 
Pleck (2010) has shown that fathers’ involvement 
with their children should include three main 
components: (a) positive activities, (b) warmth 
and responsiveness, and (c) control. These are 
known “daily tasks” that are crucial for connec-
tion, involvement, and care in the contact between 
father and child. However, there are many ways 
to carry out these tasks, and there are different 
opinions about how this should be done.

Another indicator of engagement and involve-
ment appears to be couple satisfaction and how 
parents interact with their children from an early 
age. Fathers interact more frequently with their 
children when both they and their partners have 
supportive attitudes about the father’s involve-
ment. Lundy (2002) described how disharmony 
in marriage negatively affected the quality of 
interaction with the child, as well as the level of 
security in the father–child connection. It is also 
the case that experienced couple satisfaction is 
strongly associated with depression in mothers 
(Beck, 1996), and depression in mothers may 
lead to depression in fathers (Goodman, 2004).

In order for fathers’ involvement and knowledge 
to increase, it is important that hospitals and well-
baby clinics take it seriously that mother, father, and 
child must be treated as a whole, rather than focusing 
only on the mother and child. When a midwife or 
pediatrician asks how the mother is doing – ask the 
father as well! Well- baby clinics should also ensure 
that the physical environment encourages an “equal” 
talk with both parents who are present and that all 
communication about the child and the child’s 
development is conveyed to both parents, regardless 
of whether the midwife or public health nurse knows 
the mother best from previous interactions.

Relationship satisfaction with one’s partner is 
one of the most important individual factors we 
must look at when we assess the parents’ mental 
health, both during pregnancy and later. In order 
to develop an independent relationship to one’s 
own fatherhood during the infancy period, the 
father must be included, and focus must be placed 
on him, both at clinics and in research, on an equal 
footing with the mother. The father’s role as a 
caregiver should highlight fathers as independent 

participants and informants in research and at 
clinics and as caregivers for their children.

 Autonomous Ownership 
of the father’s Role

“Finance fathers” are often described in the 
Norwegian media as the type of father who pri-
oritizes his job over spending time with his 
children, and they are more concerned with, 
than about, their children. If the general focus 
of the caregiving task is placed on perfor-
mance, i.e., practical tasks with a clear “upkeep 
function” at the expense of attentive presence, 
security, and care, this will not necessarily help 
to build a good development pathway for the 
children. One might speculate that children 
who feel that their own needs do not get an 
independent space and who feel that their 
needs are secondary compared to their parents’ 
needs may have difficulty developing their own 
identity and attachment, and they may lose 
contact with their own needs. Problems with 
balancing the needs of the father and his child 
affect not only the father but both parents, and 
there may be a tendency today for a larger 
share of women to work a lot and therefore 
have less time to spend with their children and 
home. Especially in Norway, this can be seen 
as a natural consequence of fathers assuming 
more responsibility on the home front than 
they did in the past due to Norway’s welfare 
model where fathers have 15 weeks especially 
dedicated to paternal leave.

It is important that we view the father as an 
independent informant with regard to his own 
experiences, rather than focusing on the 
mother as the informant for the father’s feel-
ings. Ownership is motivated and adapted 
through mutual socialization with other fathers 
in the same situation. Socialization with other 
fathers helps to increase understanding of the 
father’s role, increase mastery, and improve 
exchanges of knowledge and experiences, in 
the same way that postnatal gatherings do for 
mothers.
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 The Mother–Father–Child Triangle 
and Paternal Involvement 
in Childcare

Winnicott (1971) stated that a child’s play and 
positive development presuppose potential space, 
which can be understood as the gradual separa-
tion between child and mother in an area between 
fantasy and reality. In this context, Green (2000) 
included fathers and how they may “break up” 
the dyadic relationship and form a triadic one, 
promoting the development of potential space.

Other researchers have also given due weight 
to the father’s contribution to the family system, 
such as Chiland (1982), who emphasized the 
importance of including the father in the relation-
ship. The importance of including fathers and 
focusing upon the triad, compared with the dyad 
only, has also been highlighted by more recent 
research than Winnicott and Chiland. Barrows 
(2004) described how the infant, already from 
birth, has to deal with numerous relationships. It 
is the characteristics of the parental couple that 
the child encounters which, above all else, will be 
of importance for the infant’s future mental 
health. Barrows maintains that our internal repre-
sentations (including ghosts from the past) may 
be reenacted within the current relationship in the 
heat of the moment (i.e., by stress), replaying 
scenarios from our own childhood that may have 
persisting influence across generations (Barrows, 
2004). In the beginning of this chapter, it was 
reflected upon the importance of addressing 
mediating effects between predictor and out-
come. In line with Barrows’ thinking, Skjothaug 
et al. (2020) showed that fathers’ perceived child 
behavior was highly stable during the second 
half-year of life, suggesting that their subjective 
perception and description of how the child 
behaves may be a lasting one. It is important to 
mention that the measure from this study was not 
an objective one, even though informative. The 
fathers’ own opinion was surely colored by own 
experiences from the present and past. Further, 
the fathers’ adverse childhood experiences and 
partner attachment were not significantly associ-
ated directly with stress, only indirectly when 
being mediated by spousal disharmony postpar-

tum (which itself may be experienced as stress-
ful). As described above, it is noteworthy that 
Barrows stated that it is not so much whose ghost 
it is that counts, whether it belongs to the father 
or the mother, but rather the nature of the interac-
tion that ensues between the parents and how this 
interaction affects the infant. Barrows further 
stated that a united couple is deeply reassuring 
(and protective) for the infant and lays the foun-
dation for its future emotional well-being, a 
notion that supports the importance of having 
fathers included in a mother–father–child trian-
gle. He claims that more critical for the develop-
ing infant’s future mental health than the father’s 
individual role is the nature of the parental couple 
relationship, conveying the notion that the emo-
tional climate within which the infant is born is 
of utmost importance (Barrows, 2004). This view 
is supported by previous research showing an 
association between unsatisfying marital rela-
tionships and parental stress (Grych & Clark, 
1999; Saisto et  al., 2008). Spousal disharmony 
has been found to have a mediating role; specifi-
cally, elevated anxious and depressive symptoms, 
more adverse childhood experiences, and less 
optimal partner attachment styles have been asso-
ciated with more spousal disharmony postpartum 
and less positive perceived child behavior (more 
stress) postpartum (Skjothaug et  al., 2018; 
Skjothaug et al., 2020).

Of course, we cannot be certain about how 
these fathers, based on their perceptions, actually 
interact with their children. But we may surmise 
that the caregivers’ adverse experiences and men-
tal health in childhood influence the interactional 
quality with their children. Other studies lend 
support to these findings concerning stress and 
spousal discord; reliable and active backing from 
one’s partner seems to improve a parent’s psy-
chological and relational satisfaction, thus 
enhancing parenting ability (Vismara et  al., 
2016). Vismara’s conclusion is also in line with 
one of Skjothaug et  al.’s (2018, 2020) findings 
that depressive feelings predict negative 
 perception of one’s child, via the experience of 
spousal disharmony. Hence, fathers seem to be 
consistently more involved in interaction with 
their infants when both they and their partners 
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have supportive attitudes to paternal involve-
ment. Thus, Lundy (2002) reported that marital 
dissatisfaction adversely affected paternal syn-
chrony and thus the security of infant–father 
attachment, underscoring the need of preventing 
spousal discord in order to prevent child 
misfortune.

The bond between the parents is vital to con-
sider because a disharmonic spousal relationship 
negatively affects the quality of interaction with 
the child, as well as the level of security in the 
father–child connection (Lundy, 2002). Other 
research considering interactional quality 
between parents and their children, such as 
Parfitt, Pike, and Ayers (2013), found that paren-
tal prenatal mental health, especially anxiety, 
was associated with parent–infant interaction 
postpartum. The associations between prenatal 
mental health and parent–infant interaction were 
even stronger than those based on postnatal men-
tal health scores (i.e., depression and post- 
traumatic stress). Specifically, fathers’ prenatal 
symptoms were associated with higher unrespon-
siveness and infant passivity postpartum, whereas 
postnatal symptoms were associated with higher 
levels of infant difficulty in father–infant interac-
tion. Insights from motherhood research show 
that during interaction with their children, 
depressed mothers often show less reciprocity 
and synchronicity and that they often fluctuate 
between being disengaged and intrusive (Luthar, 
D’Avanzo, & Hitches, 2003); these factors are 
related to the children’s developmental outcome. 
This insight has transfer value to fathers interact-
ing with their children, underscoring the need of 
treating couples and families, not only mothers, 
with their child individually, especially since 
mental health symptoms covariate between part-
ners and influence their children.

Anxiety research on mothers has similarly 
shown that anxiety is associated with interac-
tional quality; in a study of high-trait anxiety 
mothers, it was reported that these mothers were 
less sensitive and had reduced emotional tone 
during interaction with their toddlers (Nicol- 
Harper, Harvey, & Stein, 2007). This research 
has transfer value to fathers, and more recent 
research highlights fathers’ prenatal mental 

health, especially anxiety, and its association 
with father–infant interaction at 3 months post-
partum (Parfitt et al., 2013).

 Summary and Key Points

Family interventions ought to be started early in 
order to prevent parenting stress in infancy, since 
predictors obtained during pregnancy are associ-
ated with postpartum spousal disharmony, which 
in turn influences parenting stress and how fathers 
perceive their child’s behavior in infancy. Health 
providers should focus on treating the whole 
family, including the father, since we now realize 
that children’s well-being is dependent on both 
parents and that they are better off with parents 
who communicate and cooperate. Knowledge of 
paternal attributes as caregivers is supposed to 
provide a basis for better understanding of pre-
vention, detection, treatment, and intervention 
strategies for the children and their families at an 
early point of time. To understand how paternal 
attributes can impact on child development and 
mental health in the whole family, one should 
focus on the accumulation of risk and protective 
factors, in addition to taking the individual child’s 
characteristics into consideration (Sameroff & 
Fiese, 2000a, b).

Healthcare providers need to motivate pro-
spective fathers in their role as caregivers early in 
fatherhood. Fathers must be viewed as equal to 
mothers as caregivers, especially in child infancy. 
By providing qualified and updated information 
about the transition of a man to a father, by high-
lighting the importance of maintaining a har-
monic spousal relationship, and by providing 
guidance of how fathers can evaluate their father-
hood on their own premises, one may improve 
the quality of life for developing children. 
Specifically, we must focus upon fathers’ mental 
health in pregnancy, especially since fathers’ 
adverse childhood experiences and partner 
attachment as well as symptoms of anxiety and 
depression during pregnancy predict paternal 
stress and a negative perception of child behavior 
at 6 and 12 months postpartum and men seldom 
attend mental health services when needed. 
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Surely, parenting stress and caretaking casualty 
(e.g., related to postpartum depression or high 
parenting stress) constitute environmental risks 
for developing socio-emotional problems in 
young children.

How can we impact the involvement of 
fathers with their children to reduce stress in a 
concrete way and view fathers as equal caregiv-
ers? Key aspects of achieving such an impact 
may be to motivate fathers and mothers to 
acknowledge the importance of fathers in the 
early stage of pregnancy (and of course on ear-
lier points of time), inform them of what the 
transition from man to father may entail, 
increase their understanding that harmony in 
their relationship as a couple must be main-
tained, and ensure that fathers gain a sense of 
independent ownership on their own terms of 
their role as an important caregiver in the child’s 
life. Well-baby clinics currently organize pre- 
and postnatal gatherings for the mothers at the 
clinics. Although fathers of today in Scandinavia 
are far more present in their children’s early 
years than they were previously (cf. the father 
quota), no similar measures are arranged for 
men in Norway today. However, other measures, 
such as father groups, have been launched at 
well-baby clinics to include fathers and enhance 
the view of fathers as caregivers, but there is 
currently no systematic evaluation of such mea-
sures. Experience shows, though, that it is often 
easier for fathers to take part in arranged father 
groups when they are on parental leave and that 
fathers often do not participate to the same 
degree in the mother’s consultations during 
pregnancy, perhaps because they are at work. In 
order to involve fathers early on in their father-
hood is to use them as independent informants 
in clinics, and research has most often reported 
fathers’ experiences via mothers as the infor-
mant, especially since we know that there is 
usually a low correspondence between the expe-
riences of fathers and what mothers report about 
those experiences. Adding the dimension of 
behavioral observation to parents’ self-reports is 
needed as the correlations between behavioral 

observation and self-report measures are only 
weak to moderate (Alderfer et  al., 2008). 
Another argument for using fathers as autono-
mous respondents instead of addressing fathers 
via mothers is that parents’ subjective reports 
are not necessarily highly correlated. Lastly, 
future studies may address the child’s gender in 
separate analyses, especially since research has 
shown that child gender may be related to par-
enting quality. As such, there is evidence that 
parents are more sensitive to their girls than to 
their boys (Lovas, 2005). It may be that fathers 
perceive more stress with girls than with boys; 
with same- gender child, it may be easier to rec-
ognize the needs of the child due to the parent’s 
own experiences (Lam, McHale, & Crouter, 
2013). Hallers- Haalboom et al. (2014) reported, 
however, that among 389 families with children 
between the ages of 1 and 3, the child’s gender 
was not related to parenting in any of the analy-
ses. They suggested that parent gender is more 
salient than child gender in the prediction of 
parenting practices in early childhood, a sugges-
tion that is important to consider in future stud-
ies. In addition, future studies should strive to 
assess diverse methods to measure attachment 
security, not only by assessing soothing quality, 
as in the Ainsworth classic gold-standard 
method of evaluating child attachment quality, 
but also by employing newer methods, such as 
the risky situation method (Dumont & Paquette, 
2013).

In addition to increase fathers’ understanding 
of the father’s role and to increase the involve-
ment of fathers in their children’s lives in order to 
reduce stress, it can be important to:

• Focus on the father’s mental health and stress 
during fatherhood. Men seldom go to the doc-
tor for mental health issues.

• Be aware of ethnic minority groups, low- 
income groups, and cultural differences, both 
at well-baby clinics and in research.

• Shed light on policy instruments designed to 
involve fathers; protect and support earmark-
ing of the father quota. Men still find it is more 
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difficult to gain approval from their employers 
to take their father quota than women do with 
regard to maternity leave.

• Encourage fatherhood on its own terms and 
allow fathers to have ownership of their own 
fatherhood.

• Use more and different information methods 
and informants to increase specificity.

• Shed light on relationship satisfaction between 
the parents. Family interventions ought to take 
place already in pregnancy to prevent later 
parenting stress, especially since early predic-
tors of paternal stress are associated with post-
partum spousal disharmony, which in turn 
influences parenting stress and how fathers 
perceive their child’s behavior in infancy.
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15Paternal Prenatal and Postpartum 
Depression

James F. Paulson, Kelsey T. Ellis, 
and Regina L. Alexander

To fully understand the factors that influence par-
ents’ functioning and its eventual effect on family 
and child development inevitably requires atten-
tion to expecting parents and their transition to 
the early family. Research in this tradition over-
whelmingly emphasizes the mother’s role in the 
family system, often positioning her characteris-
tics as essential drivers of early child develop-
ment (Cummings, Keller, & Davies, 2005). In 
particular, early maternal depression has been 
extensively documented as a predictor of nega-
tive child developmental, emotional, and behav-
ioral outcomes (Bennett, Einarson, Taddio, 
Koren, & Einarson, 2004). Although a large body 
of research has accumulated around predictors 
and outcomes associated with maternal depres-
sion, research on paternal depression during this 
time is a newer and developing area. Recent stud-
ies of paternal depression have revealed that the 
incidence of depression is elevated prenatally in 
both mothers and fathers and remains elevated 
through the first year postpartum (Paulson & 
Bazemore, 2010). Moreover, depressive symp-
tom severity is correlated between new parents, 

even when they do not cohabitate (Paulson, 
Dauber, & Leiferman, 2011).

In terms of paternal depression’s implications 
for the family, this growing literature is providing 
evidence that bears similarity to established 
effects of maternal depression. Elevated paternal 
depression symptoms at 8  weeks postpartum 
were found to predict higher levels of child inter-
nalizing and externalizing behavior problems at 
child age 3.5  years. These same children of 
depressed fathers had higher rates of diagnosed 
psychopathology by age 7  years (Ramchandani 
et  al., 2005; Ramchandani et  al., 2011). 
Depression in fathers of infants has also been 
associated with reduced father-child activities, 
impaired bonding, increased parenting stress, and 
greater discord in the relationship with the child’s 
mother (Bronte-Tinkew, Moore, Matthews, & 
Carrano, 2007; Edhborg, Matthiesen, Lundh, & 
Widstrom, 2005; Paulson, Dauber, & Leiferman, 
2006).

Because of this growing literature, this chap-
ter will address paternal depression through the 
lens of the family system in which it arises and 
the developing family that it affects. We will 
focus on evidence that suggests that fathers’ 
adjustment during their partner’s pregnancy and 
in the early period of new parenthood is (a) asso-
ciated with an elevated risk of depression, (b) 
predicted by a range of risk and protective fac-
tors, (c) closely related to marital and family 
adjustment, (d) intertwined with maternal 
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 adjustment, and (e) predictive of important child 
development processes. Using evidence from 
these findings, we will then suggest an integrative 
model of perinatal paternal depression family 
system for better understanding the emergence of 
paternal perinatal depression and how it conveys 
risk to the early family and developing children.

 Definitions and Terminology

Various terms are used to refer to the period of 
time between conception to the end of the first 
year after delivery, with usage often following 
regional and national conventions. Prenatal is the 
term most often used to describe the pregnancy 
through delivery, whereas the duration and termi-
nology for the period of time after delivery is 
much more variable, with times extending from 
4 weeks to 1 year and terms that include postna-
tal, postpartum, antenatal, and puerperium. 
Other terms address the period from a midpreg-
nancy to time 4-6 weeks after delivery as perina-
tal or peripartum. This mix of sometimes 
conflicting terminology is found in the literature 
describing depression that occurs during this 
time period (O'Hara, Wisner, Asher, & Asher, 
2014), which is somewhat more consistent in 
characterizing a window of increased pregnancy, 
delivery, and postdelivery risk for depressive 
symptoms and other mental illness as stretching 
from early pregnancy to around 1  year after 
delivery, although this too varies. The Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM-5) offers little clarity in its designation of 
a “peripartum onset” specifier under major 
depressive disorder, which can be coded when 
depression occurs sometime in pregnancy or 
within the first 6 postdelivery weeks (American 
Psychiatric Association (APA), 2013).

A far greater agreement can be found around 
the nature of depression during this time period, 
with most investigators agreeing that it is a mani-
festation of major depressive disorder. This aligns 
with current practice and DSM-5 criteria, which 
define major depressive disorder by the presence 
of one or more major depressive episodes in the 
absence of significant evidence of mania or hypo-

mania (Uher, Payne, Pavlova, & Perlis, 2014). To 
meet the criteria for this disorder, five of nine 
symptoms must be present “nearly every day” 
during the same 2-week period. These symptoms 
include depressed mood, anhedonia, significant 
weight loss or gain, insomnia or hypersomnia, 
psychomotor agitation, fatigue, feelings of 
worthlessness, difficulties concentrating, and sui-
cide ideation. Furthermore, these symptoms must 
cause clinically significant distress or impairment 
in daily functioning and must not be attributable 
to a substance or medical condition (APA, 2013). 
Based on this, classifying major depressive disor-
der during this time period separates it in severity 
and persistence from postpartum blues, or “baby 
blues,” which has been common among mothers 
after delivery and which is now becoming 
increasingly adopted to address these same con-
cerns in fathers (Hübner-Liebermann, Hausner, 
& Wittmann, 2012).

For the purposes of this chapter, we will use 
the terms prenatal depression and postpartum 
depression to refer to depression occurring before 
and after delivery (Falah-Hassani, Shiri, & 
Dennis, 2017). When reviewing research that 
measures depressive symptom severity, we will 
use the term depressive symptoms to differentiate 
this from clinical diagnosis.

 History of Prenatal and Postpartum 
Depression in Fathers

A complete understanding of paternal prenatal 
depression must acknowledge the evolution of 
how researchers and developmentalists have his-
torically approached fathers and their influence 
on child development. In 1976, Michael Lamb 
published the first edition of The Role of the 
Father in Child Development. It marked the first 
coherent effort to organize the then fragmentary 
research under one integrative summary that 
broke new ground in acknowledging fathers as 
meaningful developmental figures, both through 
their indirect impact on the family system and 
their direct engagement with the child. Lamb 
sought, in the first edition of this book, to provide 
an inclusive bibliography of research in the area, 

J. F. Paulson et al.



231

ending with a reference list of a few pages. By 
1985, research in the fatherhood area had grown 
to the point that such a comprehensive bibliogra-
phy was no longer feasible, and Lamb noted in 
his third edition introduction that such a bibliog-
raphy would likely exceed the length of the writ-
ten text in the book (Lamb et al., 1985).

Despite the growth in studying fathers as key 
developmental figures that can be observed in the 
late twentieth century, modern developmental 
research is still often faulted for including fathers 
only partially as a research or not at all. The rea-
sons for this are likely multifactorial. First, 
because family structures often make mothers 
more available, they are more likely to be 
recruited as research participants. Many develop-
mental theories, particularly those involving psy-
chopathology, also tend to show a gender bias, 
centering influence (or blame) on mothers. 
Additionally, societal norms that have long been 
outpaced by our knowledge of fathers’ role in 
development are still influential in investigators’ 
conceptual and methodological approach to 
research, in particular, outdated norms that char-
acterize fathers’ primary, sometimes sole, role as 
breadwinning.

Building from this uncertain foundation in 
general developmental research on fathers’ influ-
ence, work in specific subpopulations suffers 
from yet more disproportionate representation of 
fathers. In a 2010 meta-analysis of studies that 
document rates of depression among expecting 
and new fathers, we identified a total of 43 pub-
lished peer-reviewed studies that documented 
rates of depression in fathers who were expecting 
a child or who had a child under age 1 year. Most 
of these articles documented studies that were 
not primarily focused on fathers, but collected 
their data as ancillary to main study purposes. 
Although the earliest study we were able to iden-
tify in this meta-analysis was published in 1984 
(one of two studies published in the 1980s), about 
75% were published after 2000. Much like in the 
broader child development literature, our under-
standing of fathers’ experiences and their impact 
on the child and family system is new and rapidly 
evolving. As a corollary to the new and largely 
uncharted nature of paternal prenatal and post-

partum depression, standardized practices for 
screening, identification, or treatment have yet to 
even be proposed.

 Prevalence

A number of primary studies have sought to esti-
mate the prevalence of depression in fathers dur-
ing their partners’ pregnancies and in their first 
postpartum year. This literature is international in 
scope, although most recent studies of prenatal 
and postpartum depression in fathers have been 
carried out largely in the developed world. For 
example, a study of 320 German fathers found 
that the prevalence of depression was 9.8% dur-
ing their partners’ pregnancy, falling to 7.8% dur-
ing the postpartum period (Gawlik et al., 2014). 
A Hong Kong–based study of 320 fathers found 
that significant depressive symptomatology was 
present in 3.3% of expecting fathers during early 
pregnancy, rising to 4.1% in late pregnancy, and 
5.2% at 6 weeks postpartum (Koh, Chui, Tang, & 
Lee, 2014). A study of 90 Mexican American 
fathers found that 9% of fathers met criteria for 
postpartum depression at both 15 and 21 weeks 
postpartum (Roubinov, Luecken, Crnic, & 
Gonzales, 2014). In a sample of 205 Iranian 
fathers, 11.7% evidenced significant depressive 
symptoms at 6–12 weeks postpartum (Kamalifard, 
Hasanpoor, Kheiroddin, Panahi, & Payan, 2014). 
In a sample of 885 Swedish fathers, 6.3% demon-
strated significant depressive symptoms at 
3  months postpartum (Massoudi, Hwang, & 
Wickberg, 2016).

These and many other studies have been syn-
thesized in several recent meta-analyses. In 2010, 
an international meta-analysis synthesized 43 
studies published between 1980 and 2009, find-
ing that the average rate of paternal depression in 
pregnancy and the first postpartum year was 
10.4% (Paulson & Bazemore, 2010). A more 
recent meta-analysis included 74 studies pub-
lished between 1980 and 2015, reporting an aver-
age rate of paternal prenatal and postpartum 
depression of 8.4% (Cameron, Sedov, & 
Tomfohr-Madsen, 2016). Both of these meta- 
analyses note a number of common features 
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among the research on paternal prenatal and 
postpartum depression: First, relatively few stud-
ies documenting this phenomenon were pub-
lished prior to the year 2000, and the pace of 
publication has rapidly increased since that time. 
Second, there is significant heterogeneity of 
reported rates of depression that seems to covary 
with measurement method, location, year of pub-
lication, and maternal depression. Last, Cameron 
et al. (2016) points out significant gaps that exist 
in our knowledge of paternal depression during 
certain time periods during pregnancy and in the 
postpartum, particularly in the first trimester and 
6–9 months postpartum.

 Predictive, Risk, and Resilience 
Factors

 Biological Factors

Recently, research has begun to examine the role 
that hormone changes during the prenatal and 
postpartum period may play in paternal depres-
sion. Some researchers have hypothesized that 
these hormone changes may lead to fathers’ 
experience of depression during this time (Kim & 
Swain, 2007; Tuszyńska-Bogucka & Nawra, 
2014), although the evidence for this hypotheti-
cal link is weak and correlational. Still, much of 
the thinking around causal biological mecha-
nisms for prenatal and postpartum depression in 
women has been mirrored as a framework for 
proposing biological causes of fathers’ 
depression.

One hypothesized predictor of paternal 
depression may be testosterone below baseline 
expected levels for age. Lower levels of testoster-
one have been associated with symptoms of 
depression in men (Seidman & Walsh, 1999). A 
systematic review and meta-analysis found sup-
port for this hypothesis and went on to describe 
relief in depressive symptoms with testosterone 
replacement therapy when compared to placebo 
(Zarrouf, Artz, Griffith, Sirbu, & Kommor, 2009). 
This effect has been extrapolated to suggest that 
some of the observed decreases in testosterone 
among men in the first few postpartum months 

(Berg & Wynne-Edwards, 2001) may play a 
causal role in paternal postpartum depression.

Another predictor of paternal prenatal and 
postpartum depression may be decreases in estro-
gens from baseline. Levels of estradiol, an estro-
gen that plays a key role in reproduction for both 
men and women, have been observed to increase 
in men during the last month of their partner’s 
pregnancy and remain relatively high through the 
early postpartum period (Berg & Wynne- 
Edwards, 2001). Fleming and colleagues (2002) 
reported that higher levels of estrogen were asso-
ciated with more father involvement in parenting. 
Taking these findings into consideration, Kim 
and Swain (2007) proposed that relative decreases 
in estrogens and potentially the lack of expected 
estradiol increase in expecting and new father-
hood may result in dysregulation of early parent-
ing behaviors that may go on to impose a risk for 
depression. It should be noted that more work is 
needed to reconcile the proposition that lower 
levels of both estrogens and testosterone increase 
risk for depression, as estradiol typically inhibits 
testosterone production and availability 
(Schulster, Bernie, & Ramasamy, 2016).

Paternal depression may also be linked to 
lower cortisol levels (Kim & Swain, 2007; 
Tuszyńska-Bogucka & Nawra, 2014). Higher 
levels of cortisol, a hormone which regulates 
physiological reactions to stressful events, typi-
cally correlate with higher levels of stress. 
However, in the context of maternal perinatal 
depression, studies have reported that higher cor-
tisol levels in mothers are generally associated 
with increased sensitivity to infant crying 
(Fleming, O’Day, & Kraemer, 1999) and lower 
level of depression (Fleming & Anderson, 1987). 
Thus, a lower level of cortisol among fathers may 
be related to difficulties in paternal bonding with 
the infant and in turn associated depressed mood 
(Kim & Swain, 2007).

Lower levels of vasopressin may be another 
predicting factor of paternal perinatal depression. 
Similar to oxytocin levels in mothers, vasopres-
sin typically increases in fathers in the days and 
weeks after childbirth (Young, 1999). This 
increase in vasopressin is believed to ultimately 
enhance bonding between father and infant 
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(Wang, Ferris, & De Vries, 1994) by activating 
the prefrontal cortex and its associated increase 
in organizing and planning for the future 
(Kozorovitskiy, Hughes, Lee, & Gould, 2006). A 
number of investigators have proposed that 
because of this key role in early fatherhood, 
insufficient vasopressin production may disrupt 
early bonding and parenting engagement, which 
may also introduce vulnerability to depression 
(Kim & Swain, 2007; Tuszyńska-Bogucka & 
Nawra, 2014).

Finally, paternal prenatal and postpartum 
depression may be related to changes in pro-
lactin levels, which is important for the onset 
and maintenance of parental behaviors. 
Prolactin levels in men typically increase dur-
ing their partners’ pregnancy and continue to 
increase during the first postpartum year. 
Higher levels of prolactin are associated with 
greater responsivity to infant stimuli among 
new fathers (Storey, Walsh, Quinton, & Wynne-
Edwards, 2000). Thus, deficits in prolactin 
may impact fathers’ ability to adapt to parent-
hood, thereby increasing risk for depression 
(Kim & Swain, 2007; Tuszyńska- Bogucka & 
Nawra, 2014).

 Psychosocial Factors

Psychosocial predictors of maternal prenatal and 
postpartum depression have been studied and 
reported extensively, with robust findings sug-
gesting that external stressful life events, parent-
ing stress, problems in the partner relationship 
with the father, social support, economic strains, 
and many other factors increase the likelihood of 
expecting and new mothers’ depression (Yim, 
Tanner Stapleton, Guardino, Hahn-Holbrook, & 
Dunkel Schetter, 2015). A newer and more lim-
ited effort has begun to characterize the role of 
these and similar factors in predicting fathers’ 
depression. This growing literature points to sev-
eral factors at the individual, social, and external 
stressor levels stress-related, as being predictive 
of the onset and persistence of paternal 
depression.

Individual Factors Individual factors such as 
sociodemographic background and underlying 
psychological processes have been identified as 
risk factors for paternal prenatal and postpartum 
depression. Sociodemographic factors such as 
age (e.g., <29  years; Bergström, 2013; Davé, 
Petersen, Sherr, & Nazareth, 2010), a low educa-
tion level (Koh et al., 2014), unemployment sta-
tus (Davé et al., 2010), and low social class and 
income (Davé et al., 2010; Koh et al., 2014) have 
been associated with paternal prenatal and post-
partum depression. Furthermore, Bergström 
(2013) reported that first-time fathers, especially 
younger fathers, are at higher risk for depression 
and may experience the responsibilities associ-
ated with a new family as more troublesome. 
History of mental health concerns has also been 
linked to prenatal and postpartum depression in 
fathers. A longitudinal study looking at predis-
posing factors for postpartum depression in 
fathers reported that a history of severe depres-
sive symptoms and having high anxiety after 
childbirth were its most significant predictors 
(Ramchandani et al., 2008).

Additionally, negative biases in processing 
information related to the self and life circum-
stances have been consistently linked to the onset 
and maintenance of depression (Baumeister, 
2013; Kernis, 1993). Lower life satisfaction 
(Morse, Buist, & Durkin, 2000) as well as con-
cerns about the future (Hall & Long, 2007; Morse 
et al., 2000) have also been linked to paternal pre-
natal and postpartum depression. Hall and Long 
(2007) suggested that fathers with lower life sat-
isfaction are more likely to make negative 
appraisals of their circumstances, particularly 
their role as fathers. Fathers with low self-esteem 
(Koh et al., 2014) and poorer perceived parenting 
efficacy (deMontigny, Girard, Lacharité, Dubeau, 
& Devault, 2013) are also at a higher risk for pre-
natal and postpartum depression. Koh and col-
leagues (2014) suggested that poor self-esteem, 
in combination with work-family conflict, led to 
fathers experiencing a negative sense of control 
and in turn at greater risk of failing to meet their 
own parenting expectations.
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Social Factors Social factors related to support, 
the partner relationship, and the parent-child rela-
tionship have been linked to paternal depression. 
Social support, defined broadly as an individual’s 
available interpersonal resources, tends to be 
mobilized when the individual experiences life 
stress or psychological distress (Gao, Chan, & 
Mao, 2009). The extant literature suggests that 
fathers with lower social support are more likely 
to experience depression (Bielawska-Batorowicz 
& Kossakowska-Petrycka, 2006; Wee, Skouteris, 
Pier, Richardson, & Milgrom, 2011). Gao et al. 
(2009) found that when fathers perceived lower 
social support when compared to their partners, 
they were more likely to endorse more depressive 
symptoms. Moreover, a study examining gender 
differences among parents across various psy-
chosocial risk factors for postpartum depression 
found that while lower social support was a sig-
nificant predictor of postpartum depression in 
both mothers and fathers, mothers were impacted 
more strongly by stress and fathers experienced 
greater depression in the presence of lower self- 
esteem (Wang & Chen, 2006).

Additionally, individual relationships within 
the family play an important role in parent func-
tioning. A meta-analysis of 30 studies found that 
one of the most common correlates of paternal 
prenatal and postpartum depression was having a 
partner with depression (Wee et  al., 2011). 
Roberts and colleagues (2006) found that men 
with depressed partners were more likely to have 
three or more comorbidities, including depres-
sive disorders, anxiety disorder, alcohol abuse, 
problem fatigue, and general affective problems. 
Additionally, multiple studies have reported that 
marital satisfaction has been negatively associ-
ated with paternal postpartum depression 
(Bielawska-Batorowicz & Kossakowska- 
Petrycka, 2006; deMontigny et al., 2013; Wee 
et  al., 2011). Fathers describe communication, 
intimacy, and support from their spouse as being 
critical aspects of the partner relationship during 
the postpartum period (deMontigny & Lacharité, 
2004); however, maintaining these supports, 
while also developing a co-parental alliance, is 
often challenging during this time (deMontigny 

et  al., 2013). For example, a study of fathers’ 
sense of exclusion from mother- infant bonding 
found that this posed a separate risk for their 
postpartum depression (Kim & Swain, 2007). 
Lower father-child engagement (Bronte-Tinkew 
et al., 2007), negative perceptions of their paren-
tal role (Zelkowitz & Milet, 1997), parenting 
stress (i.e., parenting distress, perceived difficult;  
deMontigny et al., 2013), and perception of a dif-
ficult infant temperament (Davé, Nazareth, Sherr, 
& Senior, 2005) have also been associated with 
paternal depression in pregnancy and the postpar-
tum. Furthermore, because fathers may be slower 
to develop emotional bonds with their child, 
depression during this time period may be par-
ticularly disruptive (Anderson, 1996; Edhborg 
et  al., 2005). Edhbord and colleagues (2005) 
reported that fathers who experience impaired 
bonding at 1  week postpartum also reported 
greater depressive symptoms at 2  months 
postpartum.

Stress-Related Factors Psychosocial stressors 
have been linked to the onset (Daley, Hammen, & 
Rao, 2000; Kendler, Karkowski, & Prescott, 
1999), severity (Hammen, Davila, Brown, 
Ellicott, & Gitlin, 1992), and course of depres-
sion (Burke, Davis, Otte, & Mohr, 2005). 
Occupational stress as well as economic pres-
sures associated with low social class and income 
have been linked to postpartum depression in 
fathers (Wang & Chen, 2006). Zelkowitz and 
Milet (1997) found that work-related stress is 
associated with fathers perceiving their marriage, 
role as parents, and infants’ behaviors as more 
negative. In addition, fathers who report exces-
sive parenting stress (Bergström, 2013) and dis-
tress (deMontigny et al., 2013) during pregnancy 
and postpartum are more likely to experience sig-
nificant depressive symptoms.

Complications of pregnancy and delivery have 
also been associated with paternal prenatal and 
postpartum depression. DeMontigny and col-
leagues (2013) reported that proportionally more 
depressed fathers had experienced previous peri-
natal loss than their nondepressed counterparts. 
Infants born at very low birth weight (Helle et al., 
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2015) and admission to neonatal intensive care 
unit (NICU; Gönülal, Yalaz, Altun-Köroğlu, & 
Kültürsay, 2014) are also predictors of paternal 
depression.

Resilience/Protective Factors In addition to 
risk factors, it is important to examine protective 
factors for paternal prenatal and postpartum 
depression. Limited research has explored spe-
cific protective factors for women at risk of peri-
natal depression, and even fewer studies have 
investigated this in father populations. For both 
mothers and fathers, suggested protective factors 
span individual and social factors. Individual fac-
tors such as better education, employment, and 
higher social class and income have been reported 
to be generally protective against depression, and 
this effect may also be at work in pregnancy and 
in the postpartum (Davé et  al., 2010; Sethna, 
Murray, & Ramchandani, 2012). Higher socio-
economic status can provide parents with access 
to better healthcare, healthy foods, opportunities 
for exercise, and other resources that facilitate 
healthy behavior (Everson, Maty, Lynch, & 
Kaplan, 2002; Lorant et  al., 2003). In addition, 
maintaining a work-life balance may also play a 
protective role against paternal perinatal depres-
sion (Koh et al., 2014). Koh and colleagues (2014) 
reported that higher levels of work-family conflict 
were associated with poor self-esteem as well as 
paternal postpartum depression, suggesting that 
balancing attention between work and family may 
be important in protecting against paternal depres-
sion during the prenatal and postpartum periods.

While partner depression and poor relation-
ship satisfaction seem to be vulnerability factors, 
interpersonal factors such as higher perceived 
social support from relatives, friends, colleagues, 
and partners play a protective role against depres-
sion in both the prenatal and postpartum periods 
(Wee et al., 2011; Yim et al., 2015). This interper-
sonal support may serve a protective function 
during the transition to parenthood by preserving 
or enhancing self-esteem and buffering the 
impact of daily demands and stress for parents 
(Yim et al., 2015). Preliminary research has also 
highlighted the protective role played by certain 

cultural factors (e.g., traditions, beliefs/values, 
and rituals) in maternal prenatal depression 
(Bina, 2008; Yim et al., 2015). For example, cul-
tures that emphasize family support to the mother 
over the first month postpartum have been associ-
ated with lower postpartum depression rates and 
delayed onset of symptoms (Halbreich, 2005; 
Yim et al., 2015). Research looking at father pop-
ulations has reported that progressive cultural 
values that diverge from gendered parenting roles 
promote father qualities such as warmth and 
involvement in parenting tasks that are often 
associated with traditional “feminine” gender 
roles (Saracho & Spodek, 2007) and that these 
progressive beliefs may buffer against paternal 
depression (Roubinov et  al., 2014). While 
research has begun to identify the protective role 
of culture in paternal perinatal depression, further 
exploration of these cultural factors is needed.

 Outcomes Associated with Paternal 
Prenatal and Postpartum 
Depression

Partner and Marital Functioning Depression 
in fathers has been linked to problems related to 
relationship satisfaction for both the father and 
his partner (Gawlik et  al., 2014; Ramchandani 
et al., 2011). A longitudinal study of 102 German 
fathers found that relationship satisfaction during 
the second and third trimester of their partner’s 
pregnancy predicted depression, anxiety, and 
partner satisfaction at 6  months postpartum 
(Gawlik et  al., 2014). Other studies have found 
the reciprocal of this, that earlier depression is 
predictive of later decreases in relationship satis-
faction. Moreover, higher levels of paternal 
depression have been associated with decreased 
confidence in the relationship’s longevity 
(Ramchandani et al., 2011). Another study found 
that both maternal postpartum depression and 
paternal postpartum depression are indirectly 
associated with decreased social support and 
relationship satisfaction, which then leads to fur-
ther decreases in relationship satisfaction in both 
partners and subsequent increases in paternal 
depression (Don & Mickelson, 2012).
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Child Development A range of problem out-
comes in children and adolescents have been 
identified as being related to earlier paternal 
depression, particularly when it occurs in infancy 
and early childhood. These problem outcomes 
have ranged from poor school performance to an 
increased risk of developing other psychiatric 
disorders (Gentile & Fusco, 2017). In terms of 
more immediate impacts on children, paternal 
depression has been associated with excessive 
crying in infancy and toddlerhood (Van den Berg 
et  al., 2009), hyperactivity and overall conduct 
problems during the preschool ages (Ramchandani 
et  al., 2005), poorer global child psychological 
impairment, and more frequent psychiatric diag-
nosis in school age (Gutierrez-Galve, Stein, 
Hanington, Heron, & Ramchandani, 2015).

These negative outcomes may in part be medi-
ated by impaired father-infant interactions. A 
study observing face-to-face interactions between 
fathers and infants reported that depressed 
fathers’ speech included more negative and criti-
cal statements and focused more on their own 
experiences as opposed to infants’ experiences 
(Sethna et al., 2012). A related study found that 
when engaging in face-to-face interactions with 
their infants, depressed fathers had less active 
engagement and playfulness when compared to 
their nondepressed counterparts (Sethna, Murray, 
Edmondson, Iles, & Ramchandani, 2018). While 
these studies highlight differences among 
depressed versus nondepressed fathers in their 
interactions with their infant, the manner in 
which these interactions impact infant develop-
ment has not been directly studied.

The effects of paternal prenatal and postpartum 
depression have also been examined in school-
aged children (i.e., ages 5–15  years). Paternal 
depression has been correlated with problems in 
social functioning (Ringoot et al., 2015), negative 
affect and depression (Fletcher, Feeman, Garfield, 
& Vimpani, 2011; Kryski et al., 2018) as well as 
other psychiatric disorders (Ramchandani et  al., 
2008), and behavioral problems (Fletcher et  al., 
2011) among school-aged children. A longitudinal 
study, which included an assessment of child 
development at 3.5 years and a follow-up of chil-
dren age 7, indicated that impaired child develop-

ment among children with fathers suffering from 
postpartum depression was detectible even several 
years after birth (Gutierrez-Galve et  al., 2015). 
These findings suggest that paternal prenatal and 
postpartum depression may have long-term effects 
on child outcomes. In addition, Ramchandani and 
colleagues (2008) reported that school-aged chil-
dren of depressed fathers during the postpartum 
period have a doubled risk for developing psychi-
atric disorders, specifically oppositional defiant 
disorder and conduct disorder, compared to chil-
dren of nondepressed fathers. The literature sug-
gests that these negative outcomes may be 
mediated by paternal positivity (Rice, Lewis, 
Harold, & Thapar, 2013), dual exposure to pater-
nal and maternal depression (Gutierrez-Galve 
et  al., 2015), marital conflict (Gutierrez-Galve 
et  al., 2015; Hanington, Heron, Stein, & 
Ramchandani, 2012), and child cortisol reactivity 
to depressed fathers (Mackrell et al., 2014).

Negative child outcomes such as depression 
and anxiety (Mikkonen, Moustgaard, Remes, & 
Martikainen, 2016; Pearson et  al., 2013; Reeb 
et  al., 2015) and poor academic performance 
(Shen et al., 2016) among adolescent populations 
have also been linked to paternal depression. A 
longitudinal study reported that paternal postpar-
tum depression had effects that were similar to 
maternal postpartum depression on 18-year-old 
adolescents. The study also reported that paternal 
depression that occurred in the child’s early ado-
lescence continued to predict that child’s own 
symptoms of depression and anxiety as late as 
age 21 (Pearson et al., 2013). In addition, Shen 
and colleagues (2016) reported that maternal and 
paternal perinatal depression were both indepen-
dently associated with poor academic perfor-
mance among adolescents age 16 years.

Parenting and Family While these findings 
highlight the negative effects of paternal prenatal 
and postpartum depression on child outcomes, 
there are some inconsistencies within the literature 
with respect to the mechanisms by which paternal 
depression may lead to child outcomes. Gentile 
and Fusco (2017) highlighted this limitation in 
their systematic review of untreated paternal pre-
natal and postpartum depression and child out-
comes. While some studies suggested that fathers 
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who experienced a weakened marital relationship 
were less likely to form successful bonds with 
their infant (Gutierrez-Galve et al., 2015; Kerstis 
et  al., 2016), other studies reported that marital 
conflict only partially mediated the relationship 
between postpartum depression and behavioral 
and emotional problems in children, suggesting 
that there may be other pathways explaining this 
relationship (Carro, Grant, Gotlib, & Compas, 
1993; Gentile & Fusco, 2017; Hanington et  al., 
2012). In studies of maternal depression’s impact 
on mother-infant interactions, parenting behavior 
has been implicated as an important dynamic sub-
system within the family, which conveys her 
depression’s effects to child outcomes. In particu-
lar, deficits in maternal responsiveness and posi-
tive affect have been linked to relatively poorer 
emotion regulation in young children (Feng et al., 
2008), with problematic emotion regulation being 
implicated as one developmental process that can 
lead to later child psychopathology (Keenan, 
2000). A growing parallel to these findings appears 
in the father literature, with good evidence that 
paternal depression is associated with decreased 
paternal warmth and sensitivity, increased hostility 
and disengagement, (O’Brien et al., 2017; Wilson 
& Durbin, 2010), and decreased paternal respon-
siveness (Sethna et al., 2018). Some investigators 
have identified system-level impacts of paternal 
depression, pointing to increases in co-parenting 
conflict and decreases in co-parenting coordina-
tion and support in families where the father is 
depressed during the postpartum (Solmeyer & 
Feinberg, 2011; Tissot, Favez, Ghisletta, 
Frascarolo, & Despland, 2017). While these paral-
lels with the maternal literature suggest that these 
pathways from paternal depression to child devel-
opment may be important, they have yet to be 
thoroughly investigated.

 An Integrative Model of Perinatal 
Paternal Depression

Taken together, the literature describes the posi-
tion of paternal prenatal and postpartum depres-
sion as a phenomenon that is multiply predicted 
and which results in a variety of short-and long- 
term outcomes. While some of this literature con-

nects to the broader evidence base on 
individual-level risks for depression, such as 
family history (e.g., Kendler, Gardner, & Prescott, 
2002, 2006), this literature highlights the strong 
role of the individual’s context, particularly with 
respect to familial and romantic relationships and 
stressful events. When looking specifically at 
what we understand of risk and causation of 
paternal prenatal and postpartum depression, the 
case for focusing on relationships, family, and 
transitions becomes far stronger. In particular, we 
propose viewing relationship disturbance as a 
function of either parent’s depression and a 
mechanism through which depression in one par-
ent evokes depression in the other as a needed 
step in building an understanding of early paren-
tal depression as a family systems phenomenon. 
Because of this, we propose a model that places 
paternal prenatal and postpartum depression in a 
relational context, in which parental relationship 
and co-parenting during pregnancy and the tran-
sition to parenthood plays a central role.

We combine four conceptual approaches to 
compose our proposed framework for contextual-
izing prenatal and postpartum depression in both 
fathers and mothers: The first approach comes 
from the work by Kendler and colleagues that has 
led to two expansive biopsychosocial models of 
the development of depression utilizing a large 
sample of monozygotic and dizygotic twins, 
specified separately by sex (Kendler et al., 2002, 
2006). Among other causes (including genetic 
risk, substance misuse, personality, and early his-
tory), Kendler and colleagues’ models for both 
genders place a strong emphasis on stressful life 
events and marital difficulties but also account 
for somewhat smaller effects in the genetic and 
distal factors domains.

Second, we utilize the contextual approach to 
understanding marital adjustment proposed by 
Simpson and colleagues, which relies heavily on 
adult attachment theory. Developed with mater-
nal depression in mind, Simpson and colleagues’ 
work suggests that an individual’s success in 
transitioning to parenthood is mediated by a 
strong relationship with their spouse and associ-
ated spousal support (Simpson, Rholes, 
Campbell, Tran, & Wilson, 2003). This perspec-
tive is based on the premise from attachment 
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theory, which posits that successful and resilient 
relationships buffer an individual’s vulnerability 
to stressors, enabling them to navigate those 
stressors in a manner that produces more favor-
able and adaptive outcomes. Belsky and Rovine 
formerly found that perceived marital love and 
intimacy declined linearly across the 3 years after 
the transition to parenthood (with a sharper qua-
dratic decline for new mothers), while marital 
ambivalence and conflict increased (Belsky & 
Rovine, 1990). However, there was considerable 
variability among trends, with some couples 
remaining level while others experienced 
increased marital quality over this time period. 
Some of this variation may be explained by the 
dynamics of depression in early parenthood 
(Dudley, Roy, Kelk, & Bernard, 2001; Hall & 
Long, 2007; Paulson et  al., 2006). Extending 
these findings into the co-parenting domain, mar-
ital attachment in both parents has been nega-
tively associated with co-parenting conflict in the 
postpartum. Interestingly, some evidence sug-
gests that co-parenting engagement during 
infancy is negatively predicted by earlier depres-
sion, but only for fathers (Elliston, McHale, 
Talbot, Parmley, & Kuersten-Hogan, 2008).

The third approach, Belsky’s determinants of 
parenting (1984), is a model of parenting deter-
minants that specifies three domains of influence: 
personal psychological resources of the parent, 
contextual stress and support (e.g., marital rela-
tionship), and child characteristics (e.g., infant 
temperament). According to Belsky, the three 
domains combine to influence parenting behav-
ior. This model has been applied in many studies 
addressing both parents and provides a broader 
systems context through which parenting, co- 
parenting, and child outcomes can be conceptu-
ally connected.

Finally, the literature on the development of 
emotion regulation (ER) describes a pathway 
through which children, via both expanded cog-
nitive and motor capacities and through learned 
strategies, become increasingly capable of moni-
toring their own behavior, interpreting the behav-
ior of others, and responding to social demands 
(Calkins & Hill, 2007). Although this capacity 
develops rather predictably, there is considerable 

individual variability in how an infant learns ER 
and the strategies that they develop to regulate 
themselves, much of this is attributable to care-
giving. Maternal depression has been associated 
with problematic ER strategies and a mediated 
pathway to internalizing problems (Silk, Shaw, 
Forbes, Lane, & Kovacs, 2006), and some authors 
have tied ER as an important early mechanism 
through which depression-associated parenting 
disturbances lead to the child emotional and 
behavioral problems (Cummings et al., 2005).

Together, these models emphasize partner 
relations during pregnancy and the postpartum as 
a dynamic that is both sensitive to and predictive 
of depression. This, combined with the growing 
evidence on relational ties in early parental 
depression, leads to our working model 
(Fig. 15.1). In this model, emphasis is placed on 
the parental relationship and co-parenting qual-
ity. We suggest that, in the postnatal period, the 
parental relationship is negatively impacted by 
depression in either parent. Moreover, problems 
in the parental relationship may increase the risk 
for depression in both partners, through either 
increased stress or eroded support. Parental rela-
tionship problems have direct negative effects on 
co-parenting, which, when disrupted, may fur-
ther expose both parents to depressive risk. 
Relationship and co-parenting negatively impact 
individual parenting experiences. Together, these 
disrupted systems lead to inconsistent or misco-
ordinated parent-infant interactions. Rather than 
providing the sense of security that infants gain 
when parents are united (Barrows, 2004), this 
disrupted context poses a threat to the healthy 
development of child emotion regulation, predis-
posing the child to emotional and behavioral 
problems as he or she ages. Additionally, pre- 
birth parental relationship quality is also 
 important as a moderator of the stresses sur-
rounding new parenthood, protecting against 
declines in relationship quality, poor co-parent-
ing quality, and depression. This model also 
accepts that each partner may be susceptible, at 
the individual level, to other individual risks for 
depression (Kendler et al., 2002, 2006), such as 
the personal history of depression and stressful 
life events.
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Fig. 15.1 A process model of the impacts of paternal and maternal depression on early parent and child functioning

 Screening and Treatment

Because paternal depression has been docu-
mented as occurring at above base rates in gen-
eral population of adult men, much like maternal 
depression (e.g., Paulson & Bazemore, 2010), 
clinicians who work with or meet men during this 
time period should make efforts to screen for 
depression in a general population. Several brief 
screening tools are available for this purpose, 
including the widely used Edinburgh Postnatal 
Depression Scale (EPDS), which has been vali-
dated for use during pregnancy and the postpar-
tum (Cox, Holden, & Sagovsky, 1987) and has 
been used in samples of expecting and new 
fathers (Matthey, Barnett, Kavanagh, & Howie, 
2001). Alternatively, the two-item PHQ-2 is 
promising for even more rapid screening of 
depression and can easily be incorporated into 
the general patient intake and screening practices 
in primary care and other medical settings (Löwe, 
Kroenke, & Gräfe, 2005).

As prenatal and postpartum depression in 
fathers and mothers is effectively a special case 

of major depressive disorder, healthcare profes-
sionals have access to many evidence-based 
interventions for most individuals with depres-
sion. These include the cognitive behavioral ther-
apies with their rich evidence base (e.g., Butler, 
Chapman, Forman, & Beck, 2006), brief 
problem- solving approaches, and pharmacother-
apy. Although the literature on treatment of 
depression in expecting and postpartum parents 
is small, promising evidence points to relative 
advantages of interpersonal therapy for individu-
als (O'Hara, Stuart, Gorman, & Wenzel, 2000) 
and couple-based intervention that aims to 
increase partner support of the depressed parent 
(Misri, Kostaras, Fox, & Kostaras, 2000). Both of 
these two postpartum-specific interventions con-
tain elements of enhancing relationship 
 functioning of the depressed parent, with the 
couple-based approach doing so explicitly, 
whereas interpersonal therapy focuses on the 
individual’s navigation of social relationships as 
part of the experience of depression and stress 
during transitions. In brief, this evidence points at 
treatment that is attuned to the family system as 
having a unique advantage to other modalities.

15 Paternal Prenatal and Postpartum Depression



240

 Summary and Key Points

Including fathers in prenatal and postpartum 
depression research is a relatively new and still 
developing trend that has yet to penetrate deeply 
in clinical practice. As of this writing, all of the 
three major medical associations devoted to pri-
mary prenatal and postpartum care, The American 
College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, The 
American Academy of Pediatrics, and The 
American Academy of Family Physicians, pro-
vide screening guidelines for pregnant and post-
partum mothers. Although the American 
Academy of Pediatrics’ guidelines mention the 
possibility of screening expecting and postpar-
tum fathers for depression, none of these organi-
zations offer a specific recommendation to do so. 
The building body of evidence argues strongly 
that fathers are at increased risk for depression 
during pregnancy and in the postpartum and that 
when depression occurs, it increases the risk for a 
range of negative outcomes in the child and fam-
ily. With the availability of a range of evidence- 
based treatments for depression, there is a clear 
case for healthcare professionals to screen for, 
counsel, and treat/refer to depression in this pop-
ulation. Corresponding with this suggestion, 
researchers should consider more systematic 
studies of the long-term outcomes of depression 
screening, counseling, and referral, particularly 
in terms of which factors make the screening to 
intervention process more or less effective.

Paralleling the evidence base in mothers, 
research on prenatal and postpartum depression in 
fathers suggests that this phenomenon is best 
understood within a family systems perspective 
that contextualizes its risks, protective factors, and 
ultimate impacts in terms of the partner and devel-
oping child(ren). Evidence is building to suggest 
that paternal depression disrupts the partner rela-
tionship and father-child interactions, with some 
preliminary findings that it may also negatively 
impact the overall quality of co- parenting. While 
an important foundation for understanding the 
complex pattern of impacts and interactions of 
depression and the family system, this evidence 
base is still in its early stages. It will benefit from 
research examining how depression interacts with 

specific aspects of relationship functioning (e.g., 
conflict, intimacy, support), co-parenting (e.g., 
coordination, conflict, maternal gatekeeping), par-
enting, and how these mechanisms combine to 
impact child emotion regulation, attachment, and 
eventual emotional and behavioral functioning.

Studying how depression plays out in a family 
system necessarily requires the inclusion of both 
parents, a need that is underscored by its appar-
ently contagious nature during this time period. 
Researchers should consider designs that include 
parents and elements of the extended family sys-
tem wherever possible. This approach should be 
extended to intervention efficacy and effective-
ness designs, insofar as the impact of any prena-
tal and postpartum intervention is rightly 
evaluated in terms of its impact on the whole 
family.

• Expecting and new fathers experience depres-
sion at higher rates than what is seen in the 
general population of adult men.

• Postpartum depression in fathers is associated 
with a range of negative child and family 
outcomes.

• It is important to understand prenatal and 
postpartum depression in parents from a fam-
ily systems perspective, as depression disrupts 
and is influenced by stresses in this system.

• Researchers should seek out ways to include 
mothers and fathers in the study of prenatal 
and postpartum depression in order to better 
reflect its nature as being embedded in the 
family system.

• Screening, counseling, referral, and interven-
tion should be a priority for clinicians who 
encounter fathers during their partners’ preg-
nancy and through early fatherhood.
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Is It Easier the Second Time 
Around? Fathers’ Roles Across 
the Transition from One Child 
to Two

Brenda L. Volling, Emily J. Steinberg, 
and Patty X. Kuo

The transition following the birth of a second 
child can be a stressful time for parents and their 
firstborn children (Volling, 2012). Some firstborn 
children experience externalizing problems such 
as aggression or hostility toward the mother or 
newborn (Field & Reite, 1984; Kolak & Volling, 
2013; Volling, Gonzalez, Yu, & Oh, 2017), 
whereas others exhibit increases in internalizing 
behavior problems such as anxiety, behavioral 
inhibition, and withdrawal (Kuo, Volling, 
Gonzalez, Oh, & Yu, 2017; Oh, Song, Gonzalez, 
Volling, & Yu, 2017; Thomason, Oh, Volling, 
Gonzalez, & Yu, 2017). Other children have dis-
turbed sleep (Field & Reite, 1984; Safyer, 
Stevenson, Gonzalez, Volling, Oh, & Yu, 2017) 
or revert back to behaviors from earlier develop-
mental periods, with increases in toileting acci-

dents or wanting a pacifier or bottle once weaned 
(Kayiatos, Adams, & Gilman, 1984; Stewart, 
Mobley, Van Tuyl, & Salvador, 1987). Changes 
in eating, toileting, sleeping, and frequency of 
physical complaints (e.g., stomachaches, head-
aches) have also been reported (Beyers-Carlson, 
Stevenson, Gonzalez, Oh, Volling, & Yu, 2017; 
Safyer et al., 2017). Yet, most children show little 
to no disruptive behaviors after the birth of their 
infant siblings (Volling, Gonzalez, Oh, Song 
et al., 2017), providing far more support for vari-
ability in children’s reactions to the birth of a sec-
ond child than a universal pattern of developmental 
crisis or psychological disturbance. It has been 
suggested in both professional and scholarly 
writings that fathers play an essential role in 
helping children adjust to the birth of their infant 
sibling by stepping in to care and provide emo-
tional support for firstborn children when moth-
ers are busily engaged with the care of a newborn 
(Kreppner, 1988; Stewart, 1990). As such, 
fathers’ engagement in child care during this time 
might help explain these individual differences in 
children’s adjustment across the transition to sib-
linghood. The primary goal of this chapter was to 
review extant research supporting this claim by 
focusing on the many family relationships in 
which fathers are embedded (father-child, co- 
parenting, marital) across the transition from one 
child to two, as well as paternal characteristics 
(parental competence, mental health) that are 
also affected or change across the transition, and 
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what ramifications these changes have for fathers, 
mothers, and children.

The fertility rate across the globe has declined 
significantly over the past several decades; yet, 
fertility rates average 2.5 children per woman 
globally (United Nations, 2015), with wide 
regional differences, ranging from 1.6 children 
per woman in Europe to 4.7 children per woman 
in Africa. Given that most families worldwide 
have two or more children, it is surprising how 
little attention developmental and family scien-
tists have devoted to understanding the transition 
period surrounding the birth of second or subse-
quent children in the family. This lack of atten-
tion to one of the most significant developmental 
milestones in the lives of children and their par-
ents is most likely a direct result of traditional 
developmental models emphasizing a “mother 
and one child only” research design. As such, the 
review that follows is by necessity limited in a 
number of ways. First, there are a surprisingly 
small number of studies that have addressed 
changes in family life after the birth of a second 
child, in general (see reviews by Fouts & Bader, 
2016 and Volling, 2012), and even fewer includ-
ing any information on fathers. Second, with a 
few exceptions (e.g., Kojima, Irisawa, & Wakita, 
2005; Pereira, da Silva, Piccinini, & Lopez, 
2015), most of the research on the pregnancy and 
birth of a second child has been conducted in the 
United States and Europe. But, here too, most, if 
not all, have included mothers’ perceptions of 
pregnancy and firstborn adjustment, and not the 
perspectives of fathers. As such, most studies 
including fathers have focused on white, middle- 
class families in Europe and the United States, 
and this is also reflected in the review that fol-
lows. There is a clear need for more research on 
the transition period from one to two children, in 
general, and from a global family perspective. 
Because there are so few studies addressing the 
transition from one child to two and even fewer 
that have included fathers, this chapter also 
includes recent findings looking at mothers’ and 
fathers’ reports of changes in firstborn children’s 
behavioral adjustment across the first year using 
data from the Family Transitions Study (FTS), a 
longitudinal investigation of changes in family 

and child functioning before and after the birth of 
a second child conducted in the United States. 
The FTS intentionally included fathers in the 
research design and is one of the only studies that 
allows an investigation into whether fathers’ 
involvement in caregiving with the firstborn child 
before the infant’s birth protects children from 
the development of problem behaviors (e.g., 
sleep problems, oppositional behavior, separa-
tion anxiety) after the birth of an infant sibling.

 Father Involvement and Children’s 
Adjustment Across the Transition

Fathers are hypothesized to be an important 
source of emotional and instrumental support for 
firstborn children during the transition to sibling-
hood, the period when only children become 
older siblings. This is a time when mothers are 
often busy with the care of a newborn and have 
less time and attention to dedicate to their first-
born children (Kreppner, 1988; Stewart et  al., 
1987). Confrontations between mothers and first-
borns increase after the infant sibling’s birth 
(Dunn & Kendrick, 1980; Kojima et al., 2005), as 
do increases in mothers’ harsh and punitive phys-
ical discipline directed at their first child (Baydar, 
Hyle, & Brooks-Gunn, 1997). Indeed, Baydar 
et al. (1997) found it was the increases in harsh 
maternal discipline that mediated the effects of 
the birth of the sibling on children’s problematic 
behaviors. In one study conducted in Japan, 
Kojima and colleagues (2005) reported that 
46.8% mother-child dyads showed more negative 
interactions after the birth of a second child, but a 
comparable percentage (46.8%) showed no 
change in the mother-child relationship, and even 
a small number of mother-child dyads (6.4%) 
experienced an actual increase in positive inter-
actions after the birth. These results are important 
for several reasons. First, Kojima et al.’s (2005) 
results are from one of the only studies to date 
conducted outside the United States and Europe. 
Second, the results reveal heterogeneity in the 
mother-child relationship after the birth of a sec-
ond child showing that for many mothers and 
children, the transition period is not fraught with 
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rivalry and negative firstborn behaviors. Finally, 
this variability in mother-child relationships 
across the transition may very well be explained 
by the supports to mothers in their new role of 
caring for two young children, which could cer-
tainly include fathers’ involvement in the family.

Fathers may buffer their children from these 
changes in the mother-child relationship by 
increasing their involvement in child care activi-
ties and, in turn, supporting children, as well as 
decreasing the burden on mothers to care for two 
children (Kreppner, 1988; Kuo, Volling, & 
Gonzalez, 2018; Legg, Sherick, & Wadland, 
1974). Indeed, Gottlieb and Mendelson (1990) 
found that girls receiving little emotional support 
from their fathers before the sibling’s birth were 
the most distressed afterward, suggesting that 
fathers’ involvement and support before the 
infant’s birth was protective and could mitigate 
children’s adjustment issues over the transition to 
siblinghood. These findings are similar to others 
finding that father’s support during the perinatal 
period does in some cases compensate for the 
effects of maternal depression on mother-infant 
interaction and children’s behavior problems in 
the United States (Mezulis, Hyde, & Clark, 
2004), Israel (Vakrat, Apter-Levy, & Feldman, 
2018), and Brazil (de Mendonça, Bussab, 
Rodrigues, Siqueira, & Cosette, 2013), even 
though others have not always found this to be 
the case (e.g., Goodman, 2008). In any event, 
future research may want to consider how fathers’ 
support to firstborns and mothers may ease the 
stresses of this transition period.

Recently, Volling and her colleagues (Volling, 
Gonzalez, Oh, Song et al., 2017) conducted one 
of the few longitudinal investigations of chil-
dren’s adjustment after the birth of an infant sib-
ling that included fathers by recruiting 241 
two-parent families (mothers and fathers) to test 
specifically (1) whether there were changes in 
children’s adjustment over the transition to sib-
linghood and (2) whether child (i.e., age, gender, 
temperament) and family characteristics, includ-
ing father involvement, co-parenting between 
fathers and mothers, and couple relationship 
quality, predicted these individual differences in 
children’s problem behaviors (e.g., aggression, 

withdrawal, sleep problems). These authors 
found that there were a number of areas in which 
fathers appeared to have an influential role in pre-
dicting children’s problem behavior and family 
relationship functioning. Specifically, fathers’ 
sense of competence in managing children’s dif-
ficult behavior and disciplining children was 
incredibly important in predicting individual dif-
ferences in trajectories of children’s aggression 
over the year following the sibling’s birth; the 
more competent and confident fathers felt in 
dealing with difficult child behavior, the less 
likely children were to engage in aggressive 
behavior before and after birth (Volling, 
Gonzalez, Yu, & Oh, 2017). Similarly, how well 
fathers and mothers worked together as co- 
parents before the infant was born predicted chil-
dren’s aggression and withdrawal after birth. 
When parents engaged in more undermining co- 
parenting, children were much higher in aggres-
sion and withdrawal even before the infant sibling 
was born and throughout the year following birth 
(Volling, Gonzalez, Oh,  & Yu,  2017: Oh et  al., 
2017). Further, when spouses reported more mar-
ital conflict before the birth of the infant sibling, 
children had higher scores on separation anxiety 
and depressed mood than when spouses reported 
less marital negativity  (Thomason et  al., 2017). 
In addition, when couples reported less positive 
marital relations prenatally, their children were 
more withdrawn than children whose parents 
reported more marital positivity (Oh et al., 2017). 
Finally, children with difficult temperaments 
(i.e., negative emotionality) were more likely to 
experience somatic complaints (e.g., headaches, 
stomachaches) than children low on negative 
emotionality, but only if they also had insecure 
attachments to their fathers before birth (Beyers- 
Carlson et al., 2017). Notably, children’s gender 
or the gender of the infant sibling played no role 
in predicting children’s adjustment, even though 
popular writings often underscore both gender 
and birth order as important determinants of sib-
ling rivalry. The age space between siblings, 
again often considered a primary determinant of 
children’s adjustment after the sibling’s birth, 
was only significant in predicting parent’s reports 
of children’s depression and anxiety, with older 
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children more likely to be depressed and anxious 
than younger children. As Dunn (1983) noted 
long ago, family functioning is a stronger predic-
tor of sibling relationship quality than structural 
family characteristics such as gender constella-
tion and birth order, and we would argue the 
same here for children’s adjustment after the 
birth of a sibling. Although few studies currently 
exist that address the transition period surround-
ing the birth of a second child, evidence is begin-
ning to emerge suggesting that fathers’ support as 
parent, co-parent, and spouse, as well as their 
confidence in parenting, predicts fewer behavior 
problems for their firstborn children, both before 
and after the birth of the infant sibling.

 Fathers and Children’s Jealousy 
of the Infant Sibling

Parents and professionals are often concerned 
about the firstborn’s jealousy and rivalry toward 
the new baby. In one of the first studies to exam-
ine changes in older sibling’s behaviors after the 
birth of an infant sibling, Dunn and Kendrick 
(1982) interviewed British mothers about their 
children’s jealousy of the new baby. Mothers 
stated that children appeared to be more jealous 
and upset when fathers interacted with the new-
born infant than when mothers did, although 
there is little observational research available to 
confirm these statements.

Only one study has directly observed chil-
dren’s behavior in response to father-infant inter-
action with a newborn sibling to address whether 
children are more jealous when fathers interact 
with the infant compared to mothers. Volling 
et al. (2014) investigated 241 two-parent, hetero-
sexual parents observed during 15  minutes of 
mother-infant and father-infant interaction 
1 month after the infant sibling’ birth and under-
took a person-centered approach (i.e., latent pro-
file analysis) to uncover behavioral profiles of 
children’s jealousy in response to parent-infant 
interaction. Using an attachment theoretical 
framework, they argued that when children 
watched their parents interact with their newborn 
sibling, strong attachment behaviors (e.g., fret-

ting, clinging, approach) would be elicited, and 
these behaviors would be organized in a manner 
that reflected children’s internal working models 
of attachment security with mothers and fathers. 
Children’s behaviors such as monitoring, 
approach, interference, aggression, and protest in 
response to mother-infant and father-infant inter-
actions were coded and then used in latent profile 
analysis to determine if distinct behavioral pro-
files emerged and whether these profiles were 
similar or different in response to mother-infant 
versus father-infant interaction.

Four distinct profiles of children’s behavior in 
response to mother-infant interaction were found, 
with the majority of children (61%) exhibiting a 
regulated-exploration pattern in which children 
monitored the interaction of mothers with their 
infant siblings closely while they engaged in 
exploratory play nearby, intermittently joining 
positively in triadic mother-child-sibling interac-
tions, but rarely disrupting the interactions or 
protesting and demanding attention. A second 
group of children (31%) was labeled approach- 
avoidant because they, too, monitored the inter-
actions between mothers and infants closely, but 
they did not engage in functional exploration of 
toys, nor did they approach to join the mother- 
infant interaction or attempt to disrupt or protest 
the interaction. It was as if they were “frozen” in 
place with an intense interest in what was trans-
piring between the mother and infant, but unable 
to disengage that interest and focus on other 
aspects of the physical and social environment, 
whether positively or negatively. A third smaller 
group (5.8%) of children was referred to as 
anxious- clingy because they spent most of their 
time in close proximity to the mother and infant, 
sometimes joining positively in interaction, but 
also interfering and protesting in response to the 
parents’ involvement with their infant sibling. 
Many of these children were younger than the 
other children in the sample. Finally, a small 
group (2.7%) was considered disrupted- 
dysregulated, because they also monitored inter-
actions closely but also protested and interfered 
in those interactions, sometimes approaching to 
join positively in interaction but also displaying 
an overall pattern of disruptive and dysregulated 
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behavior. One of the important implications of 
this research was to demonstrate that very few 
children actually displayed disruptive jealous 
behavior in response to mother-infant interaction. 
These disrupted-dysregulated children did dis-
play high levels of aggression and attention prob-
lems 3 months later when the infant sibling was 
4  months of age. However, it was the children 
labeled approach-avoidant who clearly had far 
more internalizing and externalizing behavior 
problems 4 months after the birth than the other 
groups, underscoring the need to attend to the 
emotional issues of these more withdrawn chil-
dren, whose quiet and nonconfrontational 
demeanor may be masking levels of anxiety and 
fear that are going unnoticed and unaddressed 
during a stressful period when the family may be 
undergoing significant change.

Volling and her colleagues (2014) also found 
very similar groups of children when considering 
the father-infant sessions with four clear profiles 
resembling the regulated-exploration, approach- 
avoidant, anxious-clingy, and disrupted- 
dysregulated, with similar percentages of children 
in each profile class. A fifth profile labeled 
attention- seeking was also found in which chil-
dren monitored father-infant interaction closely 
but also appeared to be content to interact with 
their fathers from a distance and employed more 
attention-seeeking strategies. Again, approach- 
avoidant children with fathers were higher on 
emotional reactivity, anxiety-depression, sleep 
problems, and aggression than regulated- 
exploration children at 4 months after the birth. 
Anxious-clingy children were more withdrawn 
and aggressive and had more sleep problems, and 
attention-seeking children were more anxious- 
depressed than regulated-exploration children at 
4  months. Even though similar behavioral pro-
files emerged for children across the mother and 
father sessions, children often did not behave 
similarly when mothers were interacting with the 
infant and when fathers were doing so (e.g., 
approach-avoidant children with mothers may be 
in the regulated-exploration group with fathers). 
This initial study is informative in showing that 
there are both differences and similarities in chil-
dren’s reactions to mother-infant and father- 

infant interaction shortly after the infant sibling’s 
birth, but clearly, far more research is needed.

 Change in Father-Child Interaction

One of the most consistently documented family 
changes after the birth of a second child is the 
change in mother-firstborn interaction, with an 
increase in confrontations and harsh discipline 
and decreases in attachment security (see Volling, 
2012, for a summary). Are similar changes appar-
ent for the father-firstborn relationship? It is dif-
ficult to know for certain, given there are currently 
so few studies available that have included 
fathers. Stewart and colleagues (Stewart, 1990; 
Stewart et  al., 1987) were some of the first to 
actually observe family interactions between US 
parents and their firstborn children both before 
the infant sibling’s birth and at 1, 4, 8, and 
12 months after during home visits to determine 
if there were changes in father-child interactions 
similar to changes reported between mothers and 
firstborn children. Parents of 40 families were 
instructed to engage in a building or construction 
task (e.g., blocks), and nine different interactive 
behaviors (e.g., talk, exploration, show, refusals, 
rewards, commands) were coded. Stewart (1990) 
found there were dramatic declines in mothers’ 
behaviors from the prenatal to 1-month postnatal 
session that remained relatively stable through-
out the remainder of the year; yet, this was not 
the case for fathers. There were no noticeable 
changes in fathers’ behaviors directed toward 
firstborns during home visits from pre-birth to 
1  month post-birth, but there was a gradual 
decline over the year. Children also directed more 
behaviors (exploration, refusals, talking, show-
ing) to their fathers over time with a correspond-
ing decrease in these behaviors toward their 
mothers from pre- to 1-month post-birth. These 
initial findings suggested that changes in mother- 
child interaction after the transition, even though 
quite dramatic, did not represent what was occur-
ring in father-child interactions over this same 
time. Not only did fathers maintain involvement 
with firstborns in the early months after the sib-
ling’s birth, but also children were directing more 
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social behavior toward their fathers, possibly 
because fathers were more available to respond 
to their children once mothers were more engaged 
in the care of the newborn. Understanding how 
children fare over the transition and how parent-
ing by mothers and fathers plays a role in chil-
dren’s adjustment will require a family systems 
perspective wherein children, fathers, and moth-
ers are viewed as interdependent, influencing one 
another both directly and indirectly.

 Father Involvement in Child Care

Because parents making the transition from one 
child to two are now confronted with balancing 
the care of two young children, understanding 
fathers’ role in child care requires an examination 
of parental involvement in the care of both chil-
dren and infants. In these newly created two- 
child families, mothers and fathers may need to 
engage in a “divide and conquer” strategy 
(Murphy, 2018), whereas one parent is responsi-
ble for the care of one child and the other special-
izes in the care of the other. Kreppner, Paulsen, 
and Schuetze (1982) reported there were three 
different ways by which couples could distribute 
child care responsibilities after the birth of a sec-
ond child: (a) fathers focus on housework and 
leave child care to mothers, (b) fathers specialize 
in the care of the firstborn, allowing mothers to 
bond with the infant, and (c) mothers and fathers 
juggle the care of both children. Kuo et al. (2018) 
examined couple reports of the division of child 
care for both the firstborn and infant at 1, 4, 8, 
and 12 months postpartum and were interested in 
knowing whether there was more support for the 
specialization or juggling hypothesis. Further, 
they asked whether there were differences in 
fathers’ child care involvement in dual-earner 
and single-earner families because fathers’ child 
care roles may differ considerably in households 
with two working parents versus households with 
a traditional breadwinner father and stay-at-home 
mother.

The findings revealed that fathers, in general, 
did specialize in the care of their firstborns imme-
diately after birth at 1  month and were less 

involved in the care of the infant who was cared 
for almost exclusively by mothers in the first 
month. But fathers’ involvement showed change 
over the year so that child care with the older 
child declined and care of the infant gradually 
increased over the year. By 12  months, fathers 
were involved similarly in the care of older sib-
lings and infants. Interesting patterns of change 
in child care were also evident based on family- 
earner status. One month following the birth, 
there were no differences in dual-earner and 
single- earner fathers’ involvement in child care 
with both children, but by 4 months, differences 
became apparent, and there was further diver-
gence over the year after the birth, with dual- 
earner fathers steadily increasing their 
involvement in child care, and single-earner 
fathers decreasing child care involvement from 1 
to 4 months and remaining at this level of involve-
ment across the year. Finally, Kuo and colleagues 
(2018) considered how egalitarian gender role 
beliefs and work-family conflict reported by 
fathers predicted men’s involvement in child 
care. Overall, difficulty balancing work and fam-
ily obligations predicted less father involvement 
in infant care directly after birth for both single- 
earner and dual-earner fathers. Egalitarian gen-
der roles predicted greater father involvement 
with firstborns 1 month after the birth, but only in 
dual-earner families. Greater involvement in 
infant care 1 month after childbirth predicted an 
increase in fathers’ involvement in the older sib-
lings’ care during the year, providing some sup-
port for the juggling hypothesis for both dual- and 
single-earner fathers.

Results emanating from this research indi-
cated that flexible parental leave policies that 
support fathers’ involvement in child care after 
childbirth may assist families in the transition to 
reduce conflict and stress between work and fam-
ily roles because work-family conflict was a 
stronger predictor of care than men’s gender role 
ideologies. In China, where the birth of a second 
child is of major interest owing to the lifting of 
the one-child policy in 2015, a recently published 
study by Liu and Zhou (2019) reported that the 
husband’s emotional support during the preg-
nancy, as well as an increase in shared housework 
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after the birth, was related to an increase in moth-
ers’ life satisfaction after the birth. It is interest-
ing to note that fathers’ involvement in the 
division of child care is also a significant predic-
tor of pregnancy intentions, with women more 
likely to have a second child sooner when fathers/
partners are more involved in child care with the 
first child, and this is the case in a number of 
countries, including the United States (Szabó, 
Dubas, Volling, & van Aken, 2017), Norway 
(Dommermuth, Hohmann-Marriott, & 
Lappegård, 2017), Italy (Pinnelli & Fiori, 2008), 
the United Kingdom (Schaffnit & Sear, 2017), 
and Korea (Park, 2012). Similarly, Szabo and 
colleagues (2017) found shorter birth intervals 
between first and second children when mothers 
reported more support from extended family and 
relatives. Because grandparents are relied upon 
in many countries (e.g., Condon, Corkindale, 
Luszcz, & Gamble, 2013; Hoang & Kirby, 2019; 
Hunts & Avery, 1998; Zamberletti, Cavrini, & 
Tomassini, 2018) for child care, future research 
needs to consider how fathers’ and other’s 
involvement in child care lends insights into the 
decisions and timing of the birth of the second 
child, as well as the adjustment of mothers and 
children, and suggests research needs to attend to 
the intricate relations between members of the 
family system and external social support sys-
tems during the transition.

 Co-Parenting and the Transition 
After the Second Child

As fathers and mothers learn to navigate the 
needs of two children after the birth of a second 
child, parents may also experience changes in co- 
parenting quality (e.g., support, cooperation, 
conflict, undermining) during this transition. A 
few studies suggest that cooperative and support-
ive co-parenting relationships mitigate firstborns’ 
behavior problems after the birth (Kolak & 
Volling, 2013) and foster positive sibling interac-
tions (Song & Volling, 2015), whereas undermin-
ing and high-conflict co-parenting contributes to 
firstborn’s behavioral difficulties (Kolak & 
Volling, 2013; Song & Volling, 2015). As such, 

understanding the nature of co-parenting during 
this period and the factors that shape this rela-
tionship may be critical to elucidating how two- 
parent families manage the transition. Both 
Szabó, Dubas, and van Aken (2012) and Kuo, 
Volling, and Gonzalez (2017) investigated co- 
parenting quality with the firstborn before and 
after the birth of a second child. Whereas Kuo, 
Volling, and Gonzalez (2017) examined immedi-
ate change across the transition (from the last tri-
mester to 4 months postpartum) in a sample of 
US families, Szabó et al. (2012) studied changes 
from the last trimester to 1 year postpartum in a 
sample of Dutch families. Analysis of the imme-
diate transition period showed that mothers and 
fathers reported increased co-parenting conflict 
and decreased cooperation (Kuo, Volling, 
Gonzalez, Oh, & Yu, 2017), whereas the com-
parison of 12  months postpartum co-parenting 
quality with prepartum quality evinced stability 
across the year (Szabó et al., 2012). Perhaps, the 
immediate transition period requires adjustment 
and adaptation before returning to prepartum lev-
els, similar to marital quality trajectories after the 
birth of a second child (Volling, Oh, Gonzalez, 
Kuo, & Yu, 2015). Interestingly, both studies 
found that the difficult temperaments of both the 
infant and the firstborn were risk factors for 
greater co-parenting problems and more so for 
mothers, compared to fathers (Kuo, Volling, & 
Gonzalez, 2017; Szabó et al., 2012). Specifically, 
infant siblings with more difficult temperaments 
contributed to mothers’ lowered perceived stabil-
ity in co-parenting quality for the firstborn across 
the year (Szabó et  al., 2012) and mothers’ 
increased co-parenting conflict 4 months postpar-
tum (Kuo, Volling, & Gonzalez, 2017). In con-
trast, firstborn children’s difficult temperament 
was related to lower levels of co-parenting coop-
eration during the immediate transition period 
(Kuo, Volling, & Gonzalez, 2017), but not at the 
end of the first year (Szabó et al., 2012). Mothers 
may experience more caregiving stress when 
children have highly negative temperaments due 
to having a greater share of childcare responsi-
bilities compared to fathers (Kuo et  al., 2018). 
Taken together, these studies highlight the het-
erogeneity in the couple’s co-parenting 
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 relationship during the transition to second-time 
parenthood and a need for further investigation 
into these family dynamics.

 Marital Relationships 
and the Transition After the Second 
Child

Given the prevalence of studies examining mari-
tal change across the transition to parenthood, it 
is noteworthy how few studies have examined 
marital change across second-time parenthood, 
even though a meta-analysis by Twenge, 
Campbell, and Foster (2003) found that marital 
quality continued to decline after the birth of sub-
sequent children. There are studies that have 
looked at partner relationship quality after the 
birth of an infant based on parity (first or subse-
quent children). However, studies considering 
marital relationship quality and parity have not 
found consistent findings, with some reporting 
greater decreases in marital satisfaction and rela-
tionship quality for multiparous couples (Belsky, 
Spanier, & Rovine, 1983; Krieg, 2007; Lindblom 
et al., 2014) and others reporting similar declines 
in marital quality for both primiparous and mul-
tiparous couples (O’Brien & Peyton, 2002).

A recent study by Canário and Figueiredo 
(2016) examined marital relationship changes 
among first-time and second-time Portuguese 
parents in both positive and negative aspects 
across the first trimester of pregnancy to 
30  months postpartum and found that from the 
first trimester of pregnancy to 3 months postpar-
tum, there were greater declines in partner rela-
tionships for second-time parents and women. 
When considering the postpartum period from 3 
to 30  months after birth, however, there was a 
greater deterioration of relationship quality for 
first-time parents. It is not clear what is respon-
sible for these different patterns of change at dif-
ferent points in pregnancy and the postpartum for 
men and women and for first- and second-time 
parents. Canário and Figueiredo (2016) con-
cluded that the partner relationship deteriorated 
over this time from early pregnancy to 30 months 
with an increase in negative and a decrease in 

positive relationship quality for both men and 
women, as well as for first- and second-time par-
ents, leaving a less than positive impression on 
the effects of children on the couple relationship. 
Attempts to examine between-group differences 
for first- and second-time parents, with respect to 
the partner relationship after the birth of an infant, 
overlooks the individual differences that exist in 
couple relationship quality for parents making 
the transition from one child to two children. 
Further, there is little evidence in research studies 
on the transition to parenthood, whether for first- 
time or second-time parents, that any decline in 
positive or increase in negative dimensions of 
partner relationship quality is a cause for clinical 
concern or a call for action. These changes may 
be normative in response to the addition of a new 
member to the family and may simply reflect a 
period of adjustment for children, parents, and 
couples.

Only one study has looked at within-group 
heterogeneity in marital relationship change by 
focusing on the trajectories of positive and nega-
tive marital relations in a sample of US husbands 
and wives after the birth of their second child, 
acknowledging that not all marriages of second- 
time parents are the same and that research needs 
to capture this heterogeneity for couples having a 
second child. To address this possibility, Volling 
et al. (2015) conducted a person-centered analy-
sis using growth mixture modeling to search for 
different patterns of marital change at the dyadic 
level by examining change in both negative and 
positive martial relations simultaneously for hus-
bands and wives in the same analyses. Volling 
et  al. (2015) identified five distinct patterns of 
marital relationship change from before birth to a 
year after the birth of a second child. Most of the 
229 couples were distributed across two different 
patterns of relationship change. The largest group 
exhibited a gradual decrease in positive relations 
for wives over the year with husbands showing a 
honeymoon effect (i.e., a decline in negative mar-
ital relations from prenatal to 1 month after that 
then rebounded back by 4 months; 44% of cou-
ples). In these marriages, both husbands and 
wives reported significantly higher positive than 
negative marital relationships. A second group 
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(34.5%) had wives showing a gradual increase in 
negative marital relations over the year and hus-
bands showing a pattern of adjustment and adap-
tation (i.e., a decline in positive relations from 
pre-birth to 1 month post-birth that rebounded by 
4 months). Still, these couples had higher scores 
on positive than negative relationship quality, and 
there was no indication that these couples were 
on the brink of marital dysfunction. The remain-
ing four groups, comprising approximately 21% 
of the sample, demonstrated different patterns of 
marital relationship change, suggesting that cou-
ples in these marriages struggled with maintain-
ing the quality of their relationships, with 
husbands and wives having discrepant views 
(e.g., husbands more negative than wives), 
greater declines for wives than husbands, and 
wives experiencing a honeymoon period of 
increasing positivity and decreasing negativity 
that did not last past the first month (see Volling 
et al., 2015, for a detailed presentation and dis-
cussion of these results). When examining differ-
ences across the different marital trajectory 
groups, Volling et al. (2015) found that the man-
ner in which couples discussed disagreements 
around child care was a key aspect of differentiat-
ing the better functioning marriages (husbands 
and wives had similar positive views of their mar-
riages) from the more troubled marriages (hus-
bands and wives had very different views of their 
marriages, often reporting increases in marital 
negativity over time). Couples in troubled mar-
riages were more likely to use destructive marital 
communication (e.g., scolding, blaming, yelling, 
cursing) in solving child care disagreements than 
couples in well-functioning marriages, who were 
more likely to engage in constructive marital 
communication to solve disagreements. There 
was also evidence suggesting that parents 
reported more depressive symptomatology in 
“troubled marriages” than in more positively 
functioning marriages. Future research would 
benefit by studying the heterogeneity in partner 
relationships within families undergoing the tran-
sition, taking into consideration socioeconomic 
status, sexual orientation of the parents, marital 
status, blended families, and father residence, as 
just a few examples.

 Paternal Well-Being and Parental 
Competence

Because there are so few studies on the transition 
after the second child and even fewer that have 
included fathers, there are also few studies that 
have examined paternal characteristics such as 
parental efficacy and mental health (e.g., depres-
sion, anxiety) and how these characteristics affect 
their children and family relations across the 
transition. Ferketich and Mercer (1995) exam-
ined experienced (2 or more children) and inex-
perienced (first-time) fathers with respect to 
parental competence, self-esteem, sense of mas-
tery, depression, and anxiety at birth and at 1, 4, 
and 8 months after the birth of their infants. There 
were no differences for experienced and inexpe-
rienced fathers for self-esteem, and experienced 
fathers reported more mastery but only at 1 month 
after the birth and not later. Experienced fathers 
did report less anxiety and depression at both 4 
and 8  months compared with inexperienced 
fathers. Further, lower depression and more part-
ner relationship support were significant predic-
tors of paternal competence for experienced 
fathers in the first 8  months after the infant’s 
birth. Condon and Esuvaranathan (1990) have 
also found in an Australian study that fathers of 
multiparous women reported more postpartum 
depression than fathers of primiparous women.

A more recent study looking at parity effects 
for mothers and fathers in 260 Portuguese cou-
ples during the pregnancy (first, second, and third 
trimester), at childbirth, and at 3 months postpar-
tum found significant parity effects at some, but 
not all, timepoints (Figueiredo & Conde, 2011). 
For instance, second-time parents reported more 
anxiety and depressive symptoms in the second 
and third trimester and 3 months postpartum but 
not at childbirth. Yet, different patterns of change 
in anxiety and depression appeared to be the case 
for first- and second-time parents over the course 
of the study, with both first- and second-time par-
ents experiencing higher levels of both anxiety 
and depression during the pregnancy than after 
the birth, and women reporting higher anxiety 
and depressive symptoms, in general, than men, 
regardless of parity.
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Research on parity effects, particularly those 
in women, do not paint a consistent picture, as 
some studies find that primiparous women report 
more anxiety and depression than multiparous 
women (e.g., Gameiro, Moura-Ramos, & 
Canavarro, 2009; Giakoumaki, Vasilaki, Lili, 
Skouroliakou, & Liosis, 2009), more depression 
in second-time mothers than first-time mothers 
(e.g., DiPietro, Costigan, & Sipsma, 2008; 
Figueiredo & Conde, 2011), or no differences 
(e.g., Breitkopf et  al., 2006). Such inconsisten-
cies in the literature may have more to do with 
the focus on between-group differences based on 
parity than individual or within-group differences 
(focusing only on second-time parents). Further, 
analyzing men and women separately does not 
take into account the couple- or family-level 
dynamics that may be important for understand-
ing not only how children adjust to the transition 
but also how parents do.

Only one study to date has considered a 
within-family perspective and analyzed mothers’ 
and fathers’ depressive symptoms simultane-
ously from before to a year after the birth of their 
second child. Volling, Yu, Gonzalez, Tengelitsch, 
and Stevenson (2018) conducted a latent class 
growth analysis on 231 families in a longitudinal 
study (prenatal, 1, 4, 8 and 12 months) and found 
four different family patterns of depression: (1) 
both mothers and fathers low in depressive symp-
toms (40.7%), (2) mothers low and fathers high 
(24.7%); (3) fathers low and mothers high 
(21.5%), and (4) both mothers and fathers high 
(9.5%). Utilizing a cumulative risk model, 
Volling and colleagues (2018) found that chil-
dren had far more externalizing and internalizing 
behavior problems after the birth of their sibling 
when both mothers and fathers were high in 
depressive symptoms, compared with children 
who had only one or no parent high on depressive 
symptoms. Further, parents also struggled when 
both parents had high depressive symptoms; both 
mothers and fathers reported more negative mari-
tal relations and parenting stress and less positive 
marital relations and parenting efficacy compared 
with parents in families with either one or no par-
ent being high on depressive symptoms. Once 
again, there is heterogeneity within families 

undergoing the transition to a second child with 
women having higher depressive symptoms than 
men in some families and men having higher 
depressive symptoms than women in others. 
More research is needed that attempts to examine 
heterogeneity among families making the transi-
tion from one child to two because such studies 
will allow us to identify risk and protective fac-
tors that predict individual differences in chil-
dren’s problem behavior and family stress that 
can be used to inform parent education and inter-
vention efforts.

 The Family Transitions Study (FTS)

Because there are few studies available to directly 
test the supportive role of fathers for firstborn 
children across the transition to siblinghood, the 
remainder of this chapter presents recent analy-
ses examining children’s adjustment after the 
birth of an infant sibling and whether fathers’ 
involvement in the care of firstborn children 
before the birth is a protective factor that miti-
gates increases in children’s problem behavior 
once the infant sibling is born. Data are from the 
Family Transitions Study, a longitudinal investi-
gation of 241 families visited at five timepoints 
starting in the third trimester of the mothers’ 
pregnancy with their second child and 1, 4, 8, and 
12 months after the birth of the infant sibling to 
address individual variation in children’s adjust-
ment across the year and what child and family 
factors predict problematic outcomes for 
children.

The sample included 241 two-parent, hetero-
sexual couples in the United States with fathers 
of the infant residing in the home (see Volling, 
Gonzalez, Oh, Song, et  al., 2017 for complete 
details of recruitment criteria, protocols, and 
sample characteristics). The mean age of mothers 
at the prenatal timepoint was 31.60  years 
(SD  =  4.22) and 33.20  years (SD  =  4.78) for 
fathers. The majority of mothers (83.9%) and 
fathers (79.2%) earned a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. Most couples (98%) reported being mar-
ried (M = 5.77 years, SD = 2.74). Most families 
were European American (85.9% of mothers, 
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86.3% of fathers), and most (37.8%) had incomes 
ranging from $60,000 to $99, 999. Firstborns 
included 131 female and 110 male children and 
were 31.17 months (SD = 10.13) at the time of 
the infant’s birth. Attrition over the study was 
15% resulting in 203 families at 12 months. For 
the current analysis, firstborn children were 
grouped into one of three age groups based on 
their age at the time of the infant sibling’s birth: 
1- to 2-year-olds (M = 20.15 months, SD = 2.38), 
2- to 3-year-olds (M = 29.26 months, SD = 3.40), 
and 3- to 4-year-olds (M  =  40.88  months, 
SD  =  3.31). Only 10 children were older than 
4  years, so they were excluded from further 
analysis.

 Firstborn Adjustment

Both parents completed 36 items of children’s 
behavior using a 5-point scale, ranging from (1) 
almost never to (5) almost always to assess first-
born children’s adjustment. Items were created 
based on a review of the literature with attention 
to reports of problematic behaviors after the birth 
of a sibling (e.g., “makes a fuss about eating,” 
“has temper tantrums,” and “has bad dreams or 
wakes at night crying”). A series of exploratory 
factor analyses (EFA) were conducted, deleting 
any items that did not load greater than 0.40 on 
factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.00. This 
resulted in 18 items that loaded onto five factors, 
which were used to create five scales of chil-
dren’s adjustment, with fair to good internal con-
sistency across the five timepoints: sleep 
problems, separation anxiety, oppositional 
behavior, emotional distress, and toileting acci-
dents (see Table  16.1), which were also fairly 
stable over time for both mothers and fathers, 
r = 0.15–0.76, all p’s < 0.05.

In an effort to validate the subscales, we ran 
correlations between the subscales of children’s 
adjustment at each timepoint and the broadband 
dimensions of externalizing and internalizing 
behavior problems completed by parents on the 
widely-used Child Behavior Checklist 

1.5–5  years (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000). 
Internalizing and externalizing scores were sig-
nificantly correlated with mothers’ and fathers’ 
reports of separation anxiety, sleep problems, 
opposition, and emotional distress at each time 
point. Fathers’ reported toileting accidents were 
significantly correlated with externalizing at 1, 4, 
and 12  months and internalizing at 1 and 
4 months. Mothers’ reported toileting problems 
were correlated significantly with externalizing 
at prenatal, 1, 4, and 12 months and internalizing 
at prenatal and 1  month only. Thus, there was 
convergent evidence to suggest that subscales of 
the current measure were valid indicators of chil-
dren’s behavioral adjustment as reported by 
mothers and fathers.

Table 16.1 FTS scales of children’s adjustment after the 
birth of a sibling

1. Sleep problems (α = 0.63 to 0.78)
  1. Wakes frequently at night
  2. Needs help to fall asleep
  3. Makes a fuss or cries when going to bed at night
  4. Has bad dreams or wakes at night crying

2. Separation anxiety (α = 0.60 to 0.71)
  5. Follows mother/father around the house
  6. Wants to spend time with mother/father
  7. Tries hard to get mother’s/father’s attention
  8. Fears mother/father leaving him/her

3. Oppositional behavior (α = 0.59 to 0.69)
  9. Confrontations with mother/father involving 

hitting, slapping, biting, or other inappropriate 
physical acts

  10. Breaks toys or other objects
  11. Challenges mother/father when she/he requests 

child to do something
  12. Withdraws from social interaction with mother/

father
  13. Is naughty or does things child knows he/she 

should not do

4. Emotional distress (α = 0.62 to 0.75)
  14. Cries/is weepy or tearful
  15. Has temper tantrums
  16. Whines a lot

5. Toileting accidents (α = 0.50 to 0.77)
  17. Wets the bed at night
  18. Has daytime toileting accidents

16 Is It Easier the Second Time Around? Fathers’ Roles Across the Transition from One Child to Two
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 Father Involvement

During a joint couple interview conducted during 
the prenatal home visit, mothers and fathers were 
asked to jointly agree on who did 11 different 
child care tasks from the Child Care Checklist 
(Ehrenberg, Gearing-Smll, Hunter, & Small, 
2001) on a scale of (1) always wife to (5) always 
husband, with (3) both equally (e.g., “making 
snack for child,” “taking child to the doctor,” and 
“staying home when child is sick”; α  =  0.73, 
M = 2.35, SD = 0.50).

 Results: Age and Gender Differences 
in Children’s Adjustment Over Time

Because mothers and fathers may have different 
perceptions of their children’s problematic 
behaviors (Burney & Leerkes, 2010; Ventura & 
Stevenson, 1986) and because of the lack of 
information on fathers’ perspectives across the 
transition from one to two children, both moth-
ers’ and fathers’ reports were analyzed sepa-
rately. The first descriptive analysis used 
mixed-model ANOVAs: 5 (time: pre-birth, 1, 4, 
8, 12  months) × 2 (parent: father, mother) × 2 
(gender: boy, girl) × 3 (age group: 1–2  years, 
2–3  years, 3–4  years) with time and parent as 
repeated factors, age and gender as between- 
group factors, and each of the five behavior prob-
lem scales as dependent variables. Table  16.2 
summarizes the results for these analyses.

There were significant main effects of the age 
group for emotional distress and toileting acci-
dents with 2-year-olds having more problems 
than 1- and 3-year-olds (see Table  16.2). All 
1-year-olds were still in diapers at the time, so 
parents often reported toileting accidents were 
not a problem or did not occur with these young 
children, but they started to consider soiling and 
bed-wetting problematic starting when children 
were 2 years of age. Because parents often start 
toilet training between 18 and 24  months (Van 
Aggelpoel, Vermandel, Fraeyman, Massart, & 
Van Hal, 2019; van Nunen, Kaerts, Wyndaele, 
Vermandel, & Van Hal, 2015), this increase in 
reported toileting accidents for 2-year-olds may 

very well reflect the normative timeline for toilet 
training and not necessarily any direct result of 
the birth of a sibling. In fact, toilet training is 
experienced as difficult and time-consuming by 
many parents (Van Aggelpoel et  al., 2019), in 
general, so attempting to do so while also caring 
for a newborn infant may be perceived as prob-
lematic and stressful. The fact that parents 
reported that 2-year-olds experienced more emo-
tional distress than 1-year-olds may reflect the 
significant changes occurring over 2–3 years in 
which children are developing a sense of self, an 
understanding of others, and critical skills for 
behavioral and emotional regulation (Thompson, 
2006).

There was only one gender difference, with 
boys showing more oppositional behavior than 
girls. This finding is consistent with research 
reporting that aggression and conduct problems 
are often more common among boys than girls of 
this age (Baillargeon et al., 2007; Shaw, Keenan, 
& Vondra, 1994; Zahn-Waxler, Shirtcliff, & 
Marceau, 2008) and that boys increased in delib-
erate naughty behavior after the birth of a sibling 
(Kendrick & Dunn, 1980). Again, these findings 
may very well reflect normative differences in 
aggression in early childhood and have nothing 
to do with the birth of a sibling. For instance, 
Baillargeon et al. (2007) found toddler boys were 
higher on aggression than toddler girls and that 
there was stability in toddler aggression from 17 
to 29 months of age. We also did not find abun-
dant gender differences when examining changes 
in children’s behaviors over the year. Indeed, 
there were no significant time x gender interac-
tions for any of the behaviors, indicating that 
none of the behaviors changed differently for 
boys and girls. We also performed a follow-up 
analysis to determine whether the gender of the 
infant mattered as some have suggested that there 
are more or less problems when the older child is 
the same or opposite gender of the infant. Again, 
only one significant main effect was found for 
children’s emotional distress, F (2,160)  =  4.74, 
p = 0.03, ηp

2 = 0.03, with children in same-gender 
dyads, M = 2.42, SD = 0.06, more distressed than 
children in opposite-gender dyads, M  =  2.25, 
SD = 05, although it should be underscored that 
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gender differences in children’s adjustment are 
not consistently reported across studies examin-
ing the transition to siblinghood (see Volling, 
2012).

There were significant main effects of time for 
children’s sleep problems, separation anxiety, 
oppositional behavior, and emotional distress, 
indicating these behaviors often differed across 
timepoints (see Table 16.2). Many prior studies 
of the transition to siblinghood have only consid-
ered short-term change (1  month before to 
1 month after the birth) or post-birth adjustment 
with no pre-birth assessment (Volling, 2012). 
Based on the current findings from before to 
1  year following the infant’s birth, in only two 
instances, sleep problems and separation anxiety, 
were there significant changes across the prenatal 
and 1  month timepoints. Children actually 
showed significant declines in their sleep prob-
lems and separation anxiety in the first month, 
with subsequent increases by 4  months. Some 
children may actually experience a period of 
adjustment and adaptation and perhaps improve-
ment in their behavior, even if only for a short 
period of time, which is consistent with some of 
the early work by Dunn and Kendrick (1982) 
reporting that some children actually evinced 
more mature behaviors after birth (e.g., relin-
quishing a pacifier), a finding that stands in strong 
contrast to popular conceptions of the birth of a 
sibling as a time of developmental crisis and 
intense rivalry.

There were no significant differences in moth-
ers’ and fathers’ reports of any of the adjustment 
issues, suggesting that both parents, on average, 
rated their children’s behavior similarly. There 
were, however, two significant parent  x  time 
interactions for separation anxiety, 
F(4,158) = 6.81, ηp

2 = 0.15, p < 0.001, and oppo-
sitional behavior, F(4,158)  =  3.49, ηp

2  =  0.08, 
p < 0.01, and these are depicted in Fig. 16.1. Post 
hoc comparisons (all p’s < 0.05) revealed separa-
tion anxiety, as reported by fathers pre-birth, was 
significantly higher at 1, 4, and 8 months and sig-
nificantly lower at 4  months compared to 
1  month. For mothers, separation anxiety was 
significantly higher at 4 months compared to 1, 8, 
and 12 months and significantly higher pre-birth 

compared to 1 month. For oppositional behavior, 
fathers reported significantly fewer opposition 
problems at 4  months compared to 1 and 
8 months, whereas mothers reported significantly 
more opposition pre-birth compared to 4 and 
12 months (all p’s < 0.05).

There was also a significant two-way interac-
tion between parent and child age for opposi-
tional behavior, F(2,161)  =  4.28, ηp

2  =  0.05, 
p  <  0.05. Post hoc comparisons (p  <  0.05) 
revealed that mothers of 2- and 3-year-olds 
reported significantly more opposition problems 
than mothers of 1-year-olds, whereas fathers of 
2-year-olds reported significantly more opposi-
tion problems than fathers of 1-year-olds. Such 
differences may reflect the different views that 
fathers and mothers have about their children’s 
problem behaviors, either because they are not 
spending equal amounts of time interacting with 
their children (e.g., mothers were more involved 
overall in the care of their children than fathers) 
or parents simply have different expectations for 
children’s behaviors (e.g., fathers may be less 
concerned about opposition than mothers).

 Father Involvement as a Protective 
Factor

To address whether fathers’ involvement in child 
care before the birth might buffer children’s mal-
adjustment such that children with more involved 
fathers would demonstrate better adjustment tra-
jectories over time (see Kreppner, 1988), we 
computed a median split on the division of child 
care measure at the prenatal timepoint resulting 
in two groups: high and low father involvement 
(below and above 2.35). Recall that a score of 3 
corresponds to both husband and wife doing the 
task equally, so high and low father involvement 
here is relative to other fathers in the sample, and 
not in relation to mothers’ involvement in child 
care. We then conducted 5(time) × 2(parent) × 2 
(high/low father involvement) mixed-model 
ANOVAs with time and parent as repeated fac-
tors and father involvement as a between-group 
factor for each of the five behavior problems. 
Because time and parent effects were reported 
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Fig. 16.1 Parent x time interactions for mothers’ and fathers’ reports of children’s oppositional behavior and separa-
tion anxiety

earlier, we only report the main effects of father 
involvement or interactions with father involve-
ment here. A significant interaction between par-
ent (father, mother) and father involvement was 
found for separation anxiety, F(1,165)  =  4.19, 
ηp

2  =  0.03, p < 0.05, revealing that mothers 

reported significantly more separation anxiety, 
M  =  2.97, SE  =  0.05, than fathers, M  =  2.90, 
SE  =  0.05, in families with low father involve-
ment, but not in high father involvement families. 
There was also a significant time x father involve-
ment interaction for separation anxiety, 

16 Is It Easier the Second Time Around? Fathers’ Roles Across the Transition from One Child to Two



260

2.7

2.75

2.8

2.85

2.9

2.95

3

3.05

3.1

3.15

Prenatal 1 mo 4 mo 8 mo 12 mo

M
ea

n

Time

Separation Anxiety

High Low

Fig. 16.2 Time x father involvement (high/low) interaction for children’s separation anxiety

F(4,162) = 3.05, ηp
2 = 0.07, p < 0.05, which is 

depicted in Fig. 16.2, and shows that separation 
anxiety changed differently over time for chil-
dren with low and high father involvement. For 
children in families with low father involvement 
before the birth, children’s separation anxiety 
started high, dropped significantly at 1  month 
shortly after the birth, but then increased consis-
tently through 12  months; children had signifi-
cantly lower separation anxiety at 1 month than 
any other timepoint, all p’s < 0.01. For children in 
families with high father involvement before the 
birth, separation anxiety decreased steadily 
throughout the year (see Fig. 16.2), with children 
having significantly higher separation anxiety at 
the pre-birth timepoint than any other timepoint, 
all p’s < 0.05.

One of the main aims of FTS was to consider 
the protective role of fathers for children under-
going the transition to siblinghood. Only in the 
case of separation anxiety did we find evidence 
that fathers’ involvement in child care was influ-
ential. Children’s separation anxiety decreased 
over the year in families in which fathers were 
highly involved in child care before the infant 
sibling was born. Even though separation anxiety 

also declined from prenatal to 1 month after birth 
for children with fathers low in child care involve-
ment, these children experienced a sudden 
increase in separation anxiety from 1 to 8 months, 
before experiencing a modest decline again, 
1 year after the birth. Fathers’ increased attention 
and support may indeed buffer children’s separa-
tion anxiety, at a time when changes in the 
mother-child relationship are many and attach-
ment security declines (Stewart, 1990; Teti, 
Sakin, Kucera, Corns, & Eiden, 1996). It is note-
worthy that the effects of father involvement 
emerged for separation anxiety, which is a more 
relationship-based aspect of social functioning 
(e.g., following parents around the house, seek-
ing attention, wanting to spend time with parents) 
than children’s sleep problems, emotional dis-
tress, oppositional behaviors, or toileting acci-
dents, which may be far more dependent on 
children’s developmental level or their individual 
psychological characteristics such as tempera-
ment. Parents as well as health-care providers 
may want to consider how fathers can play a 
more active role in their children’s care and the 
benefits of such involvement during the transition 
from one child to two.
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 Summary and Key Points

For the vast majority of families in the United 
States and across the globe, parents often decide 
to have more than one child, indicating that sib-
lings are an important part of family life for 
most children. The transition from one child to 
two is a significant life event for both the first-
borns who have gone from being an only child 
to becoming an older sibling and their parents, 
who must now reorganize family life to care for 
two young children, as well as extended family 
members who may be called upon to provide 
child care. Despite the prominence of families 
undergoing this important developmental transi-
tion, there are few longitudinal studies that have 
attempted to address how children and their par-
ents adjust after the birth of an infant sibling, in 
general, yet alone entertain how this transition 
might differ for families from different racial 
and ethnic backgrounds, different cultures, dif-
ferent economic circumstances, and diverse 
family structures. One of the key points to be 
made here is the need for more research to 
understand these complexities in family forma-
tion for individuals from diverse backgrounds 
when having a second child, which may be 
intentional and carefully planned or uninten-
tional and unwanted, with one or two parents, 
within extended family support networks or an 
isolated nuclear family, with resident or non-
resident fathers, or in the United States or else-
where around the world. The manner in which 
families manage the birth of second and subse-
quent children is a topic about which we know 
very little, a point also emphasized recently by 
Fouts and Bader (2016) in their review of the 
role of culture for understanding the transition 
to becoming an older sibling. These authors 
noted that currently, there are no focused cross-
cultural studies addressing this issue which 
“limits our understanding of the extent to which 
culture (i.e., socially transmitted knowledge, 
beliefs, and practices) may influence the transi-
tion to becoming an older sibling (p. 221).” The 
few examples they found in the ethnographic 
record with respect to becoming an older sibling 
suggests that children in different parts of the 

world experience both jealousy and joy at the 
arrival of their baby sibling, highlighting the 
large individual differences in how children 
react and respond to the birth of a sibling. 
Pereira and colleagues (2015) interviewed a 
sample of 24 Brazilian mothers expecting their 
second child and focused on the rivalry and jeal-
ousy of the firstborn toward the mother and the 
new baby already during pregnancy. As research 
on the transition to siblinghood begins to cap-
ture the diverse cultural and family circum-
stances that make meaning of this transition for 
children and their families, we need to be mind-
ful to focus on both the positive (affection, joy, 
interest, pride) and negative (jealousy, opposi-
tion, distress) behaviors of young children in 
response to a new sibling in the family and not 
overemphasize the transition as a period of 
developmental crisis (see Volling, Gonzalez, 
Oh, Song et  al.,  2017, for a rebuttal of this 
position).

Even though the research base on the transi-
tion from one child to two is sparse and even 
sparser when you consider the role of the father, 
there are several key points worth noting. First, in 
contrast to popular opinion and earlier writings 
about firstborn children’s adjustment when a new 
baby arrives on the scene, the transition to sib-
linghood is not a time of developmental crisis for 
firstborn children. Most children and their par-
ents may experience a brief period of disruption 
shortly after the birth as both parents and children 
reorganize and renegotiate family routines and 
family life, but eventually, families adapt and 
new routines replace the old ones. Both men and 
women move on in their new roles as the parents 
of two children instead of one. We must be aware, 
however, that some parents and their children do 
struggle with the transition, and life with two 
children may be more challenging and difficult to 
manage than life with only one child. There is a 
need to develop interventions, parent education 
classes, or just written materials that accurately 
reflect what we know to date about this transition 
and how health-care professionals and parents 
can best prepare children for the impending birth 
of a second child. Given the fact that the transi-
tion is still portrayed in many child-rearing books 
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and on parenting websites as a time of crisis for 
young children, developing such materials is an 
important next step in helping parents and their 
children across this major life event.

Second, there does appear to be evidence that 
fathers’ involvement in the care of firstborn chil-
dren helps offset stress for children and mothers 
after the birth of a sibling. In the results reported 
here from the FTS, fathers’ emotional support 
and involvement in the care of their first child 
even before the birth of the second helped allevi-
ate children’s distress and separation anxiety in 
the months and years after the birth. Further, the 
extent to which fathers felt confident in their abil-
ities to discipline children and manage disruptive 
child behavior before and after the birth appeared 
to be particularly important in whether or not 
older siblings engaged in aggressive behavior. 
Providing information and parenting skills to 
assist fathers in managing children’s difficult and 
challenging behavior may ease the transition for 
both children and their parents.

Finally, fathers’ roles as both a co-parent and 
a spouse also played a part in how both parents 
and children flourish over the transition. Our 
research demonstrated that whether fathers were 
supportive co-parents or spouses, they played 
some role in how smooth the transition was for 
their children, themselves, and the mothers of 
their children. When fathers and mothers 
engaged in cooperative co-parenting before the 
infant was born, older siblings experienced less 
internalizing and externalizing behavior prob-
lems and showed more positive interest in the 
care of their infant sibling compared to children 
whose parents were unsupportive and undermin-
ing in their co-parenting roles. When parents dis-
agreed about child care arrangements and 
engaged in destructive rather than constructive 
conflict resolution, this ineffective means of 
problem-solving did not bode well for marriages 
or parental mental health. Overall, the interde-
pendent nature of family and ecological systems 
highlights the complexity of fathers’ and moth-
ers’ roles as parents, co-parents, and spouses, 
which, in the end, contribute to the well-being of 
children, mothers, and fathers across the transi-
tion from one child to two.
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17Overview to Part III: Father-Child 
Transactions in Early Development

Natasha J. Cabrera

The main question linking the chapters in this 
part is: How do fathers matter to children? This is 
a bold question that is firmly rooted in theoretical 
perspectives as well as empirical evidence that 
fathers are parents and as such are integral part of 
the family system (Cabrera et  al., 2014). The 
family system is composed of individuals (moth-
ers, fathers, children) as well as subsystems (co- 
parenting, parenting) that are interdependent and 
influence each other in particular ways. In these 
systems, relationships are the mechanisms 
through which parents and children influence 
each other in transactional and dynamic interac-
tions  (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Thus, 
the parent-child relationship is not driven by the 
parent or by the child but rather by the reciprocal 
interaction of both, parents and children. In turn, 
each individual brings to the relationship a set of 
predispositions, genetically and environmentally 
determined. These transactional relationships 
between individuals in a family system change 
over time as both parents and children get older, 
giving us a long-term view of human 
development.

The father-child relationship is best under-
stood as being nested in a network of other rela-
tionships, both proximal and distal that develop 

in different contexts (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2006). Important adult caregivers at home and in 
child care and school settings, also referred to as 
microsystems, are the most proximal to the child, 
especially in the early years, and thus the most 
consequential  for children’s development. The 
interaction of these microsystems, the mesosys-
tem, also impacts children’s development in 
expected ways. As children get older, other rela-
tionships beyond the home and the school, such 
as romantic  partners and colleagues, become 
more proximal and important. All these relation-
ships are also impacted by other macrolevel 
influences at the broader cultural and social lev-
els. The study of fathers, then, at its core is the 
study of relationships between children and 
fathers, between fathers and their partners, and 
between fathers and other adults.

The research on how fathers matter for chil-
dren has produced significant empirical evidence 
that fathers’ contributions to children’s develop-
ment are over and above mothers’ contributions 
and that father effects can be both direct as well 
as indirect and moderated by important contex-
tual variables. The chapters in this part offer 
excellent summaries of the progress we have 
made as a field in documenting father effects in 
important domains of development.

In Chap. 19, Paquette, Gagnon, and Macario 
de Medeiros review the empirical evidence test-
ing activation relationship theory, including the 
activation relationship, challenging parenting 
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behaviors, and rough-and-tumble play. Paquette 
and colleagues also examine the complementar-
ity of attachment relationships (CAR) project to 
determine the prevalence of the types of activa-
tion relationships in father-child and mother- 
child dyads and verify gender differences in 
parent-child activation relationship with 
toddlers.

In Chap. 20, Bergmann and Klein focus on 
fathers’ emotional availability (EA), that is, the 
overall affective quality of the father-child inter-
action or the observed global emotional climate 
of the interaction as well the emotional respon-
siveness of father and child. They summarize the 
current state of research on fathers’ EA with their 
children up to pre-K age. They then discuss 
empirical evidence on the differences between 
fathers’ EA and mothers’ EA, the determinants 
of fathers’ EA, the associations between fathers’ 
EA and child development, and ways to improve 
fathers’ EA. 

In Chap. 21, Hennigar, Cabrera, and Chen 
focus on the impact that fathers have on the 
development of children’s social competence, 
broadly defined as the possession of an array of 
skills such as self-control and interpersonal com-
munication that help children learn to recognize, 
form, and sustain positive relationships (Denham, 
2006; Ladd, Herald, & Kochel, 2006; La Paro & 
Pianta, 2000; Raver, 2002). They provide a short 
review of the ways children’s social development 
has been defined and operationalized in the liter-
ature and discuss key theoretical frameworks for 
understanding social development. They then 
review the current literature on the association 
between fathers’ parenting and their children’s 
social development from birth through 8  years 
and conclude with a summary discussing the lim-
itations of this work and offer future directions 
for research.

In Chap. 22, Vallotton, Foster, Harewood, 
Cook, and Adekoya examine how play, especially 
during infancy and early childhood, contributes 
in important ways to children’s development. 
They present theoretical perspectives on the cen-
tral role of play in fathering and how mothers and 
fathers function together within their family sys-
tems in ways that are different, alike, and com-

plementary. They then explore the differences 
and similarities between father-child and mother- 
child play and the associations between father- 
child play and young children’s developmental 
outcomes. In Chap. 23, Pancsofar focuses on the 
theoretical models guiding research on fathers’ 
language input during early childhood and then 
presents an overview of the empirical evidence 
that compares mothers’ and fathers’ language 
input; shows the contributions of fathers’ lan-
guage input to early language development; and, 
examines the factors associated with fathers’ lan-
guage input to young children. Pancsofar then 
highlights emerging scholarship on the role of 
fathers’ linguistic input in the language develop-
ment of young children with disabilities. 

Closely related to how fathers’ linguistic 
input is associated with children’s language 
skills, Duursma, Jialing Ho, Townsend, Grenyer, 
and Herbert examine the importance of father 
shared book reading on children’s language and 
literacy development in Chap. 24. They 
focus  particularly on how fathers and children 
engage in conversations during shared book 
reading. They review current knowledge about 
the importance of the home literacy environ-
ment and shared book reading on children’s lan-
guage and literacy development and then present 
evidence that links father engagement in shared 
book reading to children’s language and literacy 
skills. They conclude by presenting preliminary 
data showing the diversity and responsiveness 
in with which fathers in two-parent families and 
their 3-year- olds talk about the story and 
respond to each other during a book reading 
interaction.

In Chap. 25, Meuwissen focuses on how 
fathers matter for the development of their chil-
dren’s executive function (EF), a set of higher- 
level thinking skills that enable children  to 
control their behavior and emotions and direct 
them toward long-term goals. To this end, she 
reviews theoretical frameworks that link parent-
ing generally and, fathers specifically, to child EF 
development. She also presents empirical evi-
dence for links between mother and father par-
enting and EF, highlighting these processes for 
families facing risks and challenges.
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18Father-Child Attachment 
Relationships

Geoffrey L. Brown and Hasan Alp Aytuglu

Attachment theory has long been the predomi-
nant framework for conceptualizing parent-child 
relationships in infancy and early childhood. 
Beginning with John Bowlby’s classic work 
(Bowlby, 1969), attachment theory has articu-
lated the fundamental nature and purpose of the 
parent-child relationship for the infant’s survival, 
security, and subsequent socio-emotional growth. 
A voluminous body of conceptual and empirical 
research has been devoted to elucidating the 
nature and origins of individual differences in 
mother-child attachment relationships and the 
consequences of these individual differences for 
development throughout the lifespan (Thompson, 
2000).

Despite its undeniable impact on our under-
standing of relationships between parents and 
young children, both attachment theory and 
empirical research arising from an attachment 
theoretical perspective have generally underrep-
resented fathers. As a result, the extent to which 
fathers serve as attachment figures for their chil-
dren, as well as the consequences of these attach-
ments for children, is relatively unknown. 
Although father-child attachment relationships 
remain vastly overlooked relative to mothers, an 

emerging body of research has begun to docu-
ment the developmental sequelae of father-child 
attachment relationships. In the following sec-
tions, we (1) summarize relevant historical con-
text for the study of father-child attachment 
relationships, (2) document patterns of attach-
ment in father-child dyads, (3) review empirical 
support for the correlates of father-child attach-
ment security in early childhood, (4) review 
empirical support for the developmental conse-
quences of father-child attachment security in 
early childhood, and (5) turn to a discussion of 
current and future directions in research on 
father-child attachment relationships.

 Historical Context on Father-Child 
Attachment Relationships

In Bowlby’s classic attachment volumes, he 
articulates the developmental course of early 
attachment relationships from an ethological 
perspective (Bowlby, 1969/1982). Briefly, 
infants are predisposed to engage in attachment 
behaviors, including proximity seeking, prefer-
ential desire for contact with the caregiver, and 
use of the caregiver as a “secure base” from 
which to explore the environment. These affilia-
tive behaviors are thought to be particularly 
important during times of threat or distress, 
when the infant’s “attachment system” is acti-
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vated. In this way, attachment relationships 
serve an evolutionary purpose for very young 
children of many species by protecting young 
children and maximizing their likelihood of 
survival.

The pioneering work by Mary Ainsworth in 
both Uganda and the United States helped to 
further refine the conceptualization and mea-
surement of attachment relationships in infancy 
(e.g., Ainsworth, 1967), including the develop-
ment of the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP; 
Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) as a 
method for assessing infant-parent attachment 
security. Infants and young children develop a 
sense of felt security in the attachment relation-
ship when they use their caregiver as a safe 
haven to explore their environments and regu-
late emotions during times of distress. In the 
context of the SSP, for example, securely 
attached infants are often distressed by the 
departure of a caregiver but greet the caregiver 
warmly at the time of reunion and settle quickly 
after gaining proximity and/or contact. As such, 
attachment security represents the infant’s trust 
and confidence in the caregiver to meet his or 
her needs. In contrast, children who are inse-
curely attached fail to use the caregiver to regu-
late emotions. In the SSP, this occurs via several 
different insecure patterns, which are most 
clearly evident immediately following reunions: 
avoidance of the caregiver (insecure-avoidance), 
a mixture of proximity-seeking and ambivalent 
or angry behavior toward the caregiver 
(insecure- resistance), or failure to mount a 
coherent strategy toward the caregiver’s return 
(disorganization).

Broadly speaking, attachment relationships 
are hypothesized to form through early patterns 
of interaction between the caregiver and child 
(Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1974). When a 
caregiver is sensitive and responsive to the 
needs of the infant (e.g., responding promptly to 
cries), then the infant comes to see the parent as 
a trustworthy source of support and direct 
attachment behaviors toward them. This theo-
retical proposition is supported by numerous 
empirical studies documenting associations 
between early parental sensitivity and infant-

parent attachment security (e.g., De Wolff & 
van Ijzendoorn, 1997). In turn, secure attach-
ment relationships in infancy are posited to 
shape individual and interpersonal functioning 
throughout childhood and beyond (Sroufe, 
2000). Theoretical writings on attachment 
hypothesize that early attachment relationships 
serve as an “internal working model” (IWM) 
that is carried forward into other important rela-
tionships and social interactions (e.g., Bretherton 
& Munholland, 2008), such that infants who are 
securely attached to caregivers in infancy should 
form a secure representation of attachment rela-
tionships that leads to more adaptive social-
emotional functioning across the life course 
than those with insecure early relationships. 
This proposition is supported by meta- analytic 
evidence that attachment security predicts 
socio-emotional development in many domains 
(Groh, Fearon, van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-
Kranenburg, & Roisman, 2017).

Early work in developmental science focused 
almost entirely on the contributions of mother- 
child relationships, and parenting research today 
has continued to study mothers far more than 
fathers (e.g., Cabrera, Volling, & Barr, 2018). 
Consistent with this approach, Bowlby’s early 
writings emphasized the concept of monotropy – 
the notion that infants attach to a single, primary 
caregiver who is responsible for meeting the 
child’s needs in early infancy. Given that this role 
has been traditionally reserved for mothers in 
human and non-human species, relatively little of 
his early work discussed fathers explicitly. 
However, Bowlby did suggest a hierarchy of 
attachment figures in children’s lives (with the 
primary caregiver at the top) and argued that chil-
dren were at least capable of forming attachments 
to non-maternal figures who provide regular care. 
When Bowlby’s attachment volume was reedited 
in 1982, he not only maintained that mothers 
were necessarily the child’s first attachment rela-
tionship but also acknowledged that slightly later 
in infancy fathers serve as important attachment 
figures. This claim was supported by early attach-
ment research revealing that many infants are 
likely to be distressed upon separation from 
either parent (Field et  al., 1984; Kotelchuck, 
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1976) and that they direct attachment-related 
behaviors toward both mothers and fathers upon 
reunion (Lamb, 1976a, 1976b, 1977a, 1977b).

Thus, theorizing on the father-child attach-
ment relationship suggests that most children 
whose fathers are involved in their lives should 
form attachment relationships to them during 
infancy. Understanding how and when these 
attachment relationships emerge and the extent to 
which father-child attachment security vs. inse-
curity might be lawfully related to children’s out-
comes can shed necessary light on the 
contributions of early father-child relationship 
quality for developmental consequences in early 
childhood and beyond.

To better elucidate father-child attachment 
relationships necessitates bringing to bear a 
family systems theoretical perspective on the 
study of these relationships (Cowan, 1997; 
Cowan & Cowan, 2019). A family systems per-
spective on father-child attachment requires 
considering the extent to which characteristics 
at all levels of the family system (e.g., couple 
relationship quality, triadic family processes, 
child temperament) might affect the father-child 
attachment relationship. Moreover, a family 
system lens argues for examining unique contri-
butions of father-child attachment security to 
child outcomes over and above mothers’ contri-
butions. Finally, research on father-child attach-
ment relationships should examine the ways in 
which father-child and mother-child attachment 
security interact to affect child outcomes, 
including compensatory (e.g., father-child 
attachment security may protect against delete-
rious consequences of an insecure mother-child 
relationship) and accumulative (e.g., secure 
attachments to both parents may be more adap-
tive than a secure attachment to only one) mod-
els  (e.g., Dagan & Sagi-Schwartz, 2018). 
Although father-child attachment research 
remains limited relative to studies including 
mothers, empirical evidence addressing each of 
these issues has begun to emerge over the last 
several decades. This evidence is reviewed in 
the sections that follow.

 Patterns of Father-Child 
Attachment

Father-child attachment relationships  – like 
mother-child relationships  – can theoretically 
emerge at any point in the life course or shift as a 
function of changes in caregiving or other envi-
ronmental experiences throughout childhood 
(e.g., Palm, 2014). Nonetheless, the vast majority 
of research on attachment to mother or father has 
focused on the relationship between parents and 
their infants or young children. The literature 
reviewed in this chapter largely reflects this 
research focus (consistent with Bowlby’s claims) 
on early childhood as a sensitive period for the 
development of father-child attachments.

Though results vary substantially based on 
variations in measurement and sample character-
istics, distributions of attachment classifications 
in the SSP using both four-category (secure, 
insecure- avoidant, insecure-resistant, and disor-
ganized) and secure vs. insecure distinctions are 
roughly similar for mother-child and father-child 
dyads in most studies (Ahnert, Pinquart, & Lamb, 
2006). Although infants seem to form secure 
attachment relationships to fathers with roughly 
the same frequency that they do for mothers, it 
could be (as Bowlby hypothesized) that infants 
still prefer mothers over fathers as attachment 
figures. However, data bolstering the proposal of 
a possible attachment hierarchy among multiple 
attachment relationships is very much mixed. 
Some early studies in the field of father-child 
attachment showed clear preferences for children 
to display attachment behaviors toward mothers 
over fathers in dyadic interaction (Cohen & 
Campos, 1974; Lamb, Frodi, Hwang, & Frodi, 
1983) and to turn to mothers preferentially when 
distressed during triadic interaction (Lamb, 
1977a, 1977b). However, other early findings 
failed to find this attachment preference and 
argued that it may only occur during a specific 
developmental period (12–18  months) (Lamb, 
1976a, 1976b; Sagi et al., 1985). The lack of clar-
ity with respect to infants’ strong preferential 
treatment of mothers over fathers reinforces the 
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idea that fathers could be prominent attachment 
figures for young children. Thus, since this early 
work on attachment preferences, there has been a 
shift in the field away from studies attempting to 
identify the most prominent or important attach-
ment figure and toward understanding the deter-
minants and consequences of children’s 
attachments to multiple caregivers (e.g., Dagan & 
Sagi-Schwartz, 2018).

Conceptually, attachments to multiple care-
givers are thought to develop largely independent 
of one another, so that some children could 
develop a secure relationship with one parent and 
an insecure relationship with the other (e.g., 
Sroufe, 1985). However, there does appear to be 
significant, albeit modest, concordance between 
mother-child and father-child attachment (Fox, 
Kimmerly, & Schafer, 1991), such that children 
who are securely attached to their mothers are 
somewhat more likely to also be securely attached 
to their fathers. Meta-analytic evidence has found 
an overall correlation of .17 between infant 
attachment to mother and father (van Ijzendoorn 
& de Wolff, 1997). Numerous explanations may 
account for the similarity in infants’ attachments 
to their mother and father. This includes mate 
selection tendencies, or the tendency of parents 
to select mates with personalities and parenting 
beliefs and behaviors that are similar to their 
own. Concordance between children’s attach-
ment security with mother and father may then 
get higher beyond infancy, given that parents who 
stay in a committed relationship may show 
increasingly convergent parenting attitudes and 
parenting styles.

 Predictors of Father-Child 
Attachment Security

Consistent with the tenets of attachment theory 
and empirical research with mothers, the most 
commonly examined correlate of father-child 
attachment security is paternal sensitivity. 
Sensitivity refers to the extent to which caregiv-
ing is prompt and responsive to the child’s cues, 
affectively warm, and provides appropriate levels 
of stimulation (Ainsworth et al., 1974). Despite 

its prominence in attachment theory and research 
with mothers, the evidence linking sensitivity to 
father-child attachment security is decidedly 
mixed, with numerous studies finding small and 
nonsignificant associations (Hazen, McFarland, 
Jacobvitz, & Boyd-Soisson, 2010; Volling, 
McElwain, Notaro, & Herrera, 2002). Overall, 
meta-analyses indicate that paternal sensitivity is 
significantly related to attachment security (van 
Ijzendoorn & de Wolff, 1997). However, this 
effect size of .12 is approximately half the size of 
the meta-analytic association between maternal 
sensitivity and mother-child attachment security 
(Lucassen et al., 2011). Notably, the association 
between sensitivity and father-child attachment is 
larger as children age into preschool and middle 
childhood periods, suggesting that this effect 
may only be smaller in infancy when the infant- 
father attachment bond is still developing. The 
discrepancy between mothers’ vs. fathers’ effect 
sizes may also in part emerge because of fathers’ 
unique interactional styles with young children, 
which may not be captured by conceptualizations 
and measurements of parental sensitivity that are 
commonly used in research with mothers (e.g., 
Grossmann et al., 2002). Moreover, the extant lit-
erature has looked at correlates beyond sensitive 
parenting by considering a number of parenting, 
personal and psychological, sociocultural, and 
child characteristics that may account for varia-
tion in the quality of father-child attachment 
relationships.

 Characteristics of Fathers’ Parenting

Several studies have examined other elements of 
fathers’ parenting (beyond sensitivity) as poten-
tial correlates of father-child attachment. Perhaps, 
the most widely studied of these has been the 
construct of father involvement, most often con-
ceptualized as the quantity or frequency of time 
spent with children (Schoppe-Sullivan & Fagan, 
2020). Although father involvement is a critical 
construct in the literature on fatherhood and 
appears to have significant benefits for children 
(see Sarkadi, Kristiansson, Oberklaid, & 
Bremberg, 2008; Cabrera et al., 2018; Schoppe- 
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Sullivan & Fagan, 2020 for reviews), it has his-
torically not been considered as a determinant of 
attachment security. Nonetheless, it seems likely 
that fathers must spend a threshold of time with 
children to serve as attachment figures (Lamb, 
2012), and several investigations find associa-
tions between the quantity of fathers’  involvement 
and attachment security. For instance, higher lev-
els of self-reported father involvement at 
3 months have been linked to a greater likelihood 
of secure infant-father attachment classification 
in the Strange Situation Procedure at 12 months 
(Cox, Owen, Henderson, & Margand, 1992). 
Moreover, self-reported involvement was concur-
rently related to higher Attachment Q-Sort 
(AQS;  Waters & Deane, 1985) scores among 
father-child dyads with 14-month-old children 
(Caldera, 2004) and more secure representations 
of father-child attachment relationships among 
school-aged children (Coyl-Shepherd & 
Newland, 2013).

Two recent studies have shown that the mag-
nitude of association between involvement and 
attachment may depend on the specific types of 
activities in which fathers engage with their 
children. Fuertes, Faria, Beeghly, and Lopes-
dos- Santos (2016) demonstrated that fathers’ 
self-reported quantity of involvement in play 
activities (but not caregiving activities such as 
bathing or feeding) predicted attachment quality 
at 12 months, although involvement in both play 
and caregiving predicted attachment quality at 
18  months. Brown, Mangelsdorf, Shigeto, and 
Wong (2018) found that associations between 
father involvement as reported on a retrospec-
tive time-diary interview and father-child 
attachment differed as a function of the type of 
activity and when those activities occurred. 
Specifically, fathers’ greater involvement in 
play activities on non-workdays and caregiving 
on workdays were related to attachment security 
as rated on the AQS with 3-year-old children, 
over and above the contribution of observed 
paternal sensitivity.

Other investigations have found that the inter-
action between quality (i.e., observational assess-
ments of fathers’ parenting) and quantity (i.e., 
self-reports of fathering) is a better predictor of 

father-child attachment quality than either vari-
able alone (Brown, Mangelsdorf, & Neff, 2012; 
Brown, McBride, Shin, & Bost, 2007). In both 
cases, when the quality of parenting was high, 
then there was no significant association between 
involvement and attachment security, such that 
most sensitive fathers developed secure relation-
ships with their children regardless of the quan-
tity of time they spent together. In contrast, 
greater involvement has been linked to lower lev-
els of attachment security when fathers engaged 
in negative or intrusive parenting behavior 
(Brown et al., 2007).

Among other studies that examine fathers’ 
parenting behavior as a correlate of attachment 
security, some attention has been devoted to 
fathering that is characterized by the quality of 
physically stimulating play. In the groundbreak-
ing work by Grossmann et  al. (2002), fathers’ 
sensitivity in challenging play contexts was 
related to a greater likelihood of attachment secu-
rity. More recently, Bureau et  al. (2017) also 
found that fathers’ observed play sensitivity was 
related to attachment security in preschoolers 
even after accounting for numerous contextual 
variables such as parenting stress and child gen-
der. Another recent investigation found that 
fathers’ stimulation (i.e., physical and/or object 
stimulation) at 9 months was subsequently asso-
ciated with greater odds of a secure father-infant 
attachment classification in the Strange Situation 
(Olsavsky, Berrigan, Schoppe-Sullivan, Brown, 
& Kamp Dush, 2019). Despite considerable theo-
rizing on the prominence of physically stimulat-
ing play for father-child relationships (Paquette, 
2004), however, studies linking these fathering 
behaviors to attachment quality remain scarce, 
with others failing to find an association between 
rough-and-tumble play and attachment (Paquette 
& Dumont, 2013).

 Parental Characteristics 
and Psychological Resources

Consistent with recent conceptual models of the 
determinants of fathering (e.g., Cabrera, 
Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Roggman, 2014), several 
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studies have examined the extent to which 
fathers’ personal characteristics and develop-
mental histories affect father-child attachment 
security. For instance, the personality character-
istics of extroversion and agreeableness mea-
sured when children were 10  months old were 
related to a greater likelihood of secure father- 
child attachment 3  months later, presumably 
because these characteristics foster more posi-
tive, proximal interactions between fathers and 
infants (Belsky, 1996). Although parental beliefs 
have rarely been considered as correlates of 
attachment, beliefs and attitudes toward the 
parental role may interact with other factors to 
concurrently predict father-child attachment 
security. In one study, fathers who viewed the 
paternal caregiving role as important were more 
likely to develop secure relationships when infant 
fussiness or marital quality was high (Wong, 
Mangelsdorf, Brown, Neff, & Schoppe-Sullivan, 
2009). Another recent study found that fathers’ 
pleasure in parenting, as coded from fathers’ 
interviews about their parenting experiences, 
moderated the association between sensitivity 
and attachment and that the degree of congruence 
between reported parenting pleasure and 
observed sensitivity was significantly related to 
infant-father attachment classifications (Brown 
& Cox, 2019).

One intrapersonal antecedent of father-child 
attachment considered in prior research is 
fathers’ recollections of their early caregiving 
histories in the family of origin. Volling and 
Belsky (1992) found that men’s more positively 
recollected child-rearing histories were related 
to a greater likelihood of secure attachment 
with their children. Furthermore, fathers’ own 
attachment styles on the Adult Attachment 
Interview (Main & Goldwyn, 1995) also appear 
to be a robust predictor of father-child attach-
ment security in the next generation. 
Specifically, men with secure- autonomous 
states of mind with respect to their early care-
giving experiences are more likely to develop 
secure attachment relationships with their own 
children in two-parent families (McFarland-
Piazza, Hazen, Jacobvitz, & Boyd- Soisson, 
2012; Psouni, 2019; Steele, Steele, & Fonagy, 

1996). Although little is known about the mech-
anisms that may mediate or moderate these 
associations, the extant literature supports the 
notion that fathers who can discuss their past 
experiences in coherent, balanced, and flexible 
ways are likely to foster a sense of felt security 
in their own children.

 Socio-Contextual Characteristics

Consistent with the proposition that fathering 
and father-child relationships are likely to be 
affected by family and contextual factors 
(Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1998), past 
studies have documented associations between 
the quality of the father-child attachment rela-
tionship and contextual variables both within 
and outside the family system. The most atten-
tion has been devoted to associations between 
the quality of the marital or interparental rela-
tionship and father-child attachment. Numerous 
studies indicate that fathers in marital relation-
ships characterized by higher levels of reported 
satisfaction, more positive interactions, and less 
conflict in infancy are more likely to form secure 
attachment relationships with their children later 
in infancy and early childhood (Cox et al., 1992; 
Frosch, Mangelsdorf, & McHale, 2000; Owen & 
Cox, 1997). Further, more recent evidence sug-
gests that the quality of the co-parenting partner-
ship may also be a unique predictor of father-child 
attachment. In particular, several studies have 
found that both parental reports and observations 
of more supportive and less competitive co-par-
enting behavior were related to a greater likeli-
hood of concurrent security in the father-child 
relationship in infancy (Brown, Schoppe-
Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, & Neff, 2010; Caldera & 
Lindsey, 2006) and elementary school (Coyl-
Shepherd & Newland, 2013).

In considering contextual factors beyond the 
family system, characteristics of the work-fam-
ily interface have been implicated in the devel-
oping father-child attachment relationship. 
Belsky (1996), for example, documented that 
more positive emotional spillover between work 
and family was related to a greater likelihood of 
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father-child attachment security, perhaps 
because men with satisfying work lives are also 
more inclined to be positively engaged with 
their children. Other investigations have posited 
that different processes may be responsible for 
the development of father-child attachment in 
single-earner (i.e., families in which only one 
parent is employed outside the home) vs. dual-
earner families (i.e., families in which both par-
ents are employed outside the home) (e.g., 
Volling & Belsky, 1992). Lickenbrock and 
Braungart-Rieker (2015) found that the fre-
quency of self-reported father involvement mea-
sured at 3–7  months child age was related to 
attachment security at 14  months only when 
family resources (e.g., parental education, fam-
ily income) were high and that this was espe-
cially likely among dual-earner but not 
single- earner households. Interestingly, several 
studies found that boys from dual-earner fami-
lies were more likely to develop insecure rela-
tionships in the SSP at 13  months with their 
fathers but not with their mothers (Belsky & 
Rovine, 1988; Braungart-Rieker, Courtney, & 
Garwood, 1999). Despite the consistency of 
these findings, however, there is little evidence 
over the last 20 years to indicate that maternal 
employment status or the quantity of non-mater-
nal care that children are exposed to affect the 
quality of father-child attachment.

 Child Characteristics

The primary focus of research linking child 
characteristics to father-child attachment has 
been on individual differences in emotionality. 
Given that Strange Situation classifications are 
in part characterized by clear variation in infant’s 
emotional reactivity (i.e., little crying or distress 
in insecure- avoidant dyads, intense crying and 
distress in insecure-resistant dyads), attachment 
theory and research has long been concerned 
with the connection between individual differ-
ences in temperament and attachment. In gen-
eral, reviews of this literature have determined 
that temperamental characteristics may play a 
role in attachment subclassifications, but are 

unlikely to affect security vs. insecurity of 
attachment to either parent (Mangelsdorf & 
Frosch, 1999; Vaughn & Bost, 2008). Father-
child attachment research specifically has also 
found few associations between temperament 
and attachment. Braungart-Rieker, Garwood, 
Powers, and Wang (2001) found that infant affect 
predicted attachment classifications for mother-
child but not father-child dyads. Volling and 
Belsky (1992) found that maternal reports of 
infant difficulty at 3 months  were related to 
infant-father attachment security, but this asso-
ciation was nonsignificant when measuring 
infant difficulty at 9  months. One exception 
comes from work by Planalp and Braungart- 
Rieker (2013) who found that infants classified 
as ambivalent with fathers were rated by mothers 
as higher in perceptual sensitivity and cuddliness 
than other infants. Wong et al. (2009) also found 
that the relation between attitudes toward the 
paternal role and father-child attachment secu-
rity was only significant when infant fussiness 
was high. Collectively, these findings suggest 
that father-child attachment quality is at best 
modestly related to infants’ innate temperamen-
tal tendencies.

Similarly, despite qualitative differences 
between father-son and father-daughter interac-
tions, there is little indication of gender differ-
ences in rates of security for boys vs. girls. 
Nonetheless, child gender may interact with 
other parenting or socio-contextual variables, as 
exemplified by aforementioned evidence docu-
menting that dual-earner family status was a risk 
factor for father-child insecurity for boys but not 
girls (Belsky & Rovine, 1988; Braungart-Rieker 
et  al., 1999). Schoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, 
Brown, and Sokolowski (2007) found that 
although mothers and fathers in two-parent fami-
lies were similarly sensitive to daughters and 
sons, daughters’ attachment security with fathers 
and mothers was similar, whereas sons’ was not, 
suggesting the utility of future research examin-
ing unique patterns of attachment as a function of 
both parent and child gender. Recent models of 
fatherhood emphasize the need to blend research 
on individual characteristics (of both fathers and 
children) with ecological contexts (Cabrera et al., 
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2014). Future directions may include the exami-
nation of other child characteristics, including 
child health status and developmental delays, that 
may expand the realm of father-child attachment 
research to children with special needs and those 
in hospitalized settings. Such an approach may 
continue to shed light on the complex interplay 
between early child development, social context, 
and father-child relationships.

 Developmental Consequences 
of Father-Child Attachment

Given  that many children use  fathers as attach-
ment figures, it is critically imporant  to under-
stand the contributions of father-child attachment 
to children’s developmental outcomes. Research 
in this domain faces a number of methodological 
challenges, and many studies linking father-child 
attachment to child outcomes fail to examine the 
independent effects of mother-child and father- 
child attachment. Family systems approaches to 
attachment, however, have begun to elucidate 
both the independent and interactive contribu-
tions of father-child attachment relationships to 
multiple domains of development. These empiri-
cal studies are reviewed in the sections that 
follow.

 Socio-Emotional Functioning

Consistent with attachment’s theoretical under-
pinnings, a limited body of evidence suggests 
that father-child attachment plays a role in chil-
dren’s early social relationships. For example, in 
a sample of 267 Canadian high school students, 
father-child attachment security (as well as 
mother-child attachment) was related concur-
rently to children’s reports of positive friendship 
qualities and the lack of conflict with best friends 
(Lieberman, Doyle, & Markiewicz, 1999). 
Similarly, in a prospective longitudinal study of 
over 200 families, mother-child and father-child 
attachment assessed at ages 2–4 were both sig-
nificant, independent predictors of social compe-
tence at age 5 (Neppl, Wedmore, Senia, Jeon, & 

Diggs, 2019). These studies report very similar 
effect sizes for mother-child and father-child 
attachment, suggesting that the relative predic-
tive power of attachment for social outcomes 
may be similar across parent gender. These 
results dovetail with claims in the broader father-
hood literature that fathers play a particularly 
critical role – one that may be on par with moth-
ers  – in preparing children for social relation-
ships in the outside world beyond the 
microsystem of the immediate family (Parke, 
1996).

Other studies report links between father-child 
attachment and aspects of early-emerging emo-
tion and self-concept development. Diener, 
Mangelsdorf, McHale, and Frosch (2002), for 
instance, found that infant-father attachment (but 
not infant-mother attachment) was related to pat-
terns of child emotion regulation, such that 
infants in insecure-avoidant relationships were 
more likely to distract themselves and children in 
insecure-resistant relationships were more likely 
to engage in self-soothing during a stressful labo-
ratory task. Children’s representations of the 
security of both the mother-child and father-child 
attachment relationships were also associated 
with lower emotional understanding concurrently 
at age 5 (Psychogiou et al., 2018). These findings 
suggest a potential role of father-child attachment 
in the emotional underpinnings of personality 
and self-development. Moreover, father-child 
attachment security at 2 years has been found to 
be a unique predictor (over and above mother- 
child attachment security) of children’s self- 
esteem at age 5 (Pinto, Veríssimo, Gatinho, 
Santos, & Vaughn, 2015). In sum, this body of 
research suggests that the quality of the early 
father-child attachment relationship may have a 
small to modest impact on multiple domains of 
normative socio-emotional development. But 
results overall paint a mixed picture regarding the 
relative strength of mother-child and father-child 
attachment and the independent effects of each 
on socio-emotional outcomes. Further, the extent 
to which attachments to fathers in infancy and 
early childhood continue to influence social and 
emotional well-being into the school years is not 
yet well known.
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 Psychopathology and Behavior 
Problems

Research has identified early father-child 
attachment quality as an antecedent of some 
forms of psychopathology. In general, these 
findings suggest that attachment quality is par-
ticularly likely to have an effect on dysregu-
lated and problematic child behavior in early 
and middle childhood. Bureau, Deneault, and 
Yurkowski (2019), for example, found that 
father-child attachment security in preschoolers 
predicted greater self- esteem in middle-child-
hood, even after controlling for the quality of 
the mother-child attachment relationship, and 
lower levels of nonclinical externalizing behav-
ior problems when children were also securely 
attached to mothers. Similarly, Kochanska and 
Kim (2013) reported that infants insecurely 
attached to both parents in infancy exhibited 
more internalizing and externalizing behavior 
problems in elementary school. Moreover, 
attachment insecurity in toddlerhood among 
father-child dyads has been linked to elevated 
levels of parent-reported antisocial behavior at 
age 12 (Goffin, Boldt, & Kochanska, 2018) and 
in one study was a better concurrent predictor 
of child conduct problems among preschoolers 
than mother-child attachment (Bureau et  al., 
2017).

In addition to affecting child outcomes 
directly, father-child relationship quality and 
child characteristics may also interact to explain 
variance in child behavior. One example of such 
an interaction comes from Brock and Kochanska 
(2018) who found that elevated levels of infant 
anger predicted both father- and teacher-reported 
oppositional behavior in the early school years in 
insecure (but not secure) father-child dyads. 
These findings suggest that father-child attach-
ment may not necessarily predict child behavior 
problems directly, but instead that the association 
could be moderated by child characteristics or 
perhaps other aspects of family systems. Moving 
away from exclusively main effects models to 
consider these moderating effects in future 
research could help to elucidate the cumulative 
impact of father-child attachment security and 

other family system characteristics on both nor-
mative and atypical development of young 
children.

 Cognitive and Language 
Development

Consistent with the theoretical propositions of 
attachment and meta-analytic empirical data 
from mother-child dyads (Groh et al., 2017), the 
preponderance of  studies examining the conse-
quences of father-child attachment have focused 
on social and emotional domains. It stands to rea-
son that early relationships with both fathers and 
mothers would affect emotional and personality 
development, functioning in close relationships, 
and dysregulated patterns of child behavior. 
Though it is not addressed explicitly in attach-
ment theory, early attachment relationships may 
provide a context for cognitive and linguistic 
growth as well. In the context of loving and 
secure early relationships, both parents and chil-
dren may be more comfortable engaging in ver-
bal communication with one another. Further, 
parents of securely attached children may be 
likely to support children’s exploration of their 
environments and the cognitive growth that 
accompanies this exploration. Finally, the back- 
and- forth turn-taking interactions that often char-
acterize parental sensitivity may play a role in 
promoting linguistic competence.

Nonetheless, the extent to which father-child 
attachment affects cognitive and language devel-
opment has rarely been examined empirically. 
Belsky, Garduque, and Hrncir (1984) docu-
mented associations between attachments to both 
parents and children’s executive capacity in play. 
One recent study also found that father-child 
attachment predicted receptive language skills in 
early childhood, even controlling for mother- 
child attachment and parental education (Teufl, 
Deichmann, Supper, & Ahnert, 2019). These two 
areas seem particularly ripe for further explana-
tion, given evidence that father-child interaction 
quality makes unique contributions to the predic-
tion of children’s executive functioning (Hertz, 
Bernier, Cimon-Paquet, & Regueiro, 2019) and 
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language development (Lankinen, Lähteenmäki, 
Kaljonen, & Korpilahti, 2019). Given the seem-
ingly important role of fathers in facilitating lan-
guage development, future investigations should 
consider whether the reach of father-child attach-
ment may extend to impact cognitive and lan-
guage domains and examine the mechanisms by 
which attachment quality affects these domains.

 Future Directions

The state of research and theory building on the 
father-child attachment relationship is perhaps 
best captured by recognizing two historical trends 
in this domain. The first is the clear increase in 
attachment research (and family research in gen-
eral) that has included fathers in recent decades, 
which represents an undeniably important form 
of progress. The second is the lingering paucity 
of studies that include fathers relative to those 
that assess attachment relationships in mother- 
child dyads (Cabrera et  al., 2018). Overall, the 
studies discussed in this chapter rely on homog-
enous and relatively small sample sizes ranging 
from less than 50 to no more than 125. Clearly, 
the field would benefit from larger samples with 
increased power to detect significant findings. 
Similarly, effect sizes (even when significant) are 
in the low to modest range (approximately .1 to 
.3) in all cases, suggesting that more comprehen-
sive models of the determinants and conse-
quences of father-child attachment should be 
pursued. Much important work has been done, 
but much remains to elucidate the correlates, 
consequences, and societal implications of 
father-child attachment. In the sections that fol-
low, we outline some suggestions and promising 
new directions for conceptual and empirical work 
on early father-child attachment relationships.

 Expanding Determinants of Father- 
Child Attachment

Particularly given the lack of studies consistently 
linking sensitivity to attachment to fathers, the 
field would benefit from examining a more 

diverse range of predictors to better explain vari-
ance in father-child attachment security. To some 
extent, this approach could capitalize on already 
existing advances being made in our understand-
ing of fathering from other perspectives. Despite 
both distant (Cowan, 1997) and recent (Fagan, 
2019) calls for father-child attachment to more 
fully integrate family context (e.g., co-parenting, 
maternal gatekeeping), still relatively few investi-
gations apply a family systems approach to the 
study of attachment (Cowan & Cowan, 2019). 
Developmental science as a whole has made 
great strides in characterizing the complexity of 
family life, family relationships, and interactions 
within the family over the last several genera-
tions. The father-child relationship is inevitably 
embedded within these complexities, and 
research examining the development of this rela-
tionship should continue to incorporate compre-
hensive assessments of family functioning and 
important ecological contexts that reside outside 
the family (Cabrera et  al., 2014; Palkovitz & 
Hull, 2018).

Moreover, although an extensive body of lit-
erature has been devoted to explicating the con-
struct of father involvement (e.g., quantity or 
frequency of parenting behaviors), few studies 
have integrated assessments of both father 
involvement and father-child attachment simulta-
neously. The development of parallel literatures 
in these domains is in part a result of distinct 
methodological traditions. Namely, father 
involvement is typically assessed using survey or 
time-diary measures assessing the quantity or 
frequency of fathers’ engagement in various par-
enting activities. In contrast, attachment research 
is largely grounded in a tradition based on obser-
vational assessments of parent-child interactions 
and relationship quality. Nonetheless, bridging 
the gap between these research traditions can 
yield promising results (Brown et  al., 2007; 
Brown et  al., 2012) that have much to tell us 
about the mechanisms underlying father-child 
attachment formation. As such, future work that 
incorporates father involvement and father-child 
attachment quality can help to push forward our 
understanding of the multifaceted dynamics of 
father-child relationships.
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 Father-Specific Conceptualizations 
of Parenting

The evidence reviewed in this chapter supports 
the continued study of fathers from an attachment 
theoretical perspective. Nonetheless, father-child 
attachment research has by and large relied on 
methodological tools and theoretical concepts 
that were originally designed for use with moth-
ers exclusively. The application of these methods 
and concepts to the study of fathers has proven 
fruitful but may fail to capture exhaustively the 
characteristics of father-child interactions and 
relationship quality. The utility of attachment 
theory as a paradigm for conceptualizing father-
ing may depend on the field’s ability to success-
fully integrate the fundamental tenets of 
attachment with new methodological tools, cod-
ing systems, and conceptualizations designed to 
capture aspects of early parent-child relation-
ships that are unique to fathers.

One prime example of a generative, father- 
centric conceptualization is the development of 
“activation theory,” as outlined by Daniel 
Paquette (Paquette, 2004). The recognition that 
father-child relationships may be organized 
around the central purpose of activating children 
both physically and emotionally is an important 
observation that has in part contributed to 
advances in experimental paradigms (i.e., “the 
risky situation”) (Paquette & Bigras, 2010) and 
observational coding systems of father-child 
interactions (i.e., rough and tumble play quality) 
(Fletcher, StGeorge, & Freeman, 2013). These 
measures have, in general, focused solely on 
fathers’ activating and stimulating behaviors and 
have not yet been applied in varying cultural con-
texts. Nonetheless, these advances have allowed 
the field to better – or at least more fully – char-
acterize some of the qualitative differences 
between father-child and mother-child relation-
ships in early childhood and the potential conse-
quences of father-centric parenting practices for 
children.

It seems clear that fathers often engage with 
children in stimulating and activating ways and 
that those interactions are a common and likely 
important context for the developing father-child 

relationship. But how (or whether) these parent-
ing behaviors contribute to attachment quality 
specifically remains to be seen. Although prelim-
inary data linking patterns of activation and 
attachment are rather mixed (e.g., Gaumon, 
Paquette, Cyr, Émond-Nakamura, & St-André, 
2016; Paquette & Dumont, 2013), this area of 
inquiry serves as a promising exemplar of ways 
in which attachment research can be broadened 
to more fully encapsulate fathers’ contributions. 
Some progress is apparent in calls for new attach-
ment measures to be validated with both fathers 
and mothers (Solomon & George, 2016), a prac-
tice that is increasingly common (e.g., Boldt, 
Kochanska, Grekin, & Brock, 2016; Deneault, 
Bureau, Yurkowski, & Moss, 2019). However, 
the next generation of father-child attachment 
research would benefit from further attempts to 
develop novel, father-centric conceptualizations 
of early parent-child interactions and 
relationships.

 Expanding Outcomes of Father-Child 
Attachment

Future efforts to document the unique effects of 
father-child attachment for children’s develop-
ment would also benefit from a broadened scope 
of developmental outcomes. One primary chal-
lenge is disentangling the independent contribu-
tions of the father-child attachment relationship 
to child well-being from mother-child relation-
ship quality and other family system characteris-
tics. More investigations assessing mother-child 
and father-child relationships within the same 
family, as well as broader aspects of family func-
tioning (e.g., interparental relationship quality, 
co-parenting), would help to establish the contri-
butions of the father-child relationship above and 
beyond other important family systems 
elements.

Another fruitful approach may be to more sys-
tematically consider constellations of mother- 
child and father-child attachment quality as 
determinants of development. Despite the unde-
niable importance of the IWM as a conceptual 
mechanism for transmitting the effects of early 
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life experiences, the ways in which the IWM 
operates in the context of multiple attachment 
figures are not yet well known. Does the IWM 
emerge in response to experiences with a single, 
primary caregiver? Are multiple attachment rela-
tionships integrated into a single IWM represen-
tation? Is a secure relationship with a father 
enough to compensate for insecurity in the 
mother-child relationship or vice versa? Do chil-
dren form multiple IWMs that may serve differ-
ent purposes in different contexts? These and 
other questions are ripe for exploration as 
research continues to adopt a family systems 
approach to the study of attachment.

Dagan and Sagi-Schwartz (2018) discuss this 
issue at length and note the critical importance of 
examining integrative effects of attachment to 
mother and father on children’s outcomes while 
acknowledging that studies accomplishing this 
goal are few, based on small samples, and not 
well-designed longitudinally. One notable excep-
tion comes from Kochanska and Kim (2013), 
who found that those children with insecure rela-
tionships with both parents (i.e., “double- 
insecurity”) had more externalizing problems 
than those who were securely attached to at least 
one parent. Security with one parent provided 
protective effects, and security with both pro-
vided no additional benefits. This approach of 
considering the combined effects of attachments 
to mother, father, and potentially other attach-
ment figures could further elucidate the ways in 
which multiple attachments conspire to impact a 
range of child outcomes.

Another promising direction for father-child 
attachment research includes an increased 
emphasis on biological and health outcomes for 
children (and perhaps fathers). Numerous recent 
calls in the scientific literature have advocated for 
a greater understanding of the neurobiology of 
fathering (Abraham & Feldman, 2018) as well as 
the relations between attachment and physical 
health (Ehrlich & Cassidy, 2019). Although this 
body of literature lags behind parenting research 
with mothers, recent studies have increasingly 
examined the biological underpinnings of father-
hood, including the neural basis of fathers’ par-
enting (Rilling & Mascaro, 2017), neuroendocrine 

functioning among fathers (Gordon, Zagoory- 
Sharon, Leckman, & Feldman, 2010), and epi-
genetic processes that may underlie the 
intergenerational transmission of fathers’ parent-
ing (Soubry, 2018). This line of work demon-
strates that early fathering is in some ways 
biologically embedded, but studies documenting 
the unique biological effects of father-child 
attachment for fathers and/or children are still 
quite rare. One excellent model of such work, 
however, comes from Kuo, Saini, Tengelitsch, 
and Volling (2019), who found that infants who 
were securely attached to only fathers (but not 
mothers) had higher cortisol levels and a blunted 
cortisol response relative to infants that were 
securely attached to their mother. That this study 
failed to find a protective effect of father-child 
attachment security is in and of itself intriguing. 
Future investigations that integrate measures of 
attachment with physiological, neurological, and 
biological assessments will continue to shed 
much-needed light on the ways in which early 
father-child attachment relationships may get 
under the skin to affect both psychosocial and 
physical well-being in father-child dyads.

 Social Policy and Father-Child 
Attachment Research

A final, overarching goal for father-child attach-
ment research is to broaden the social policy 
impact of this work by addressing issues that are 
relevant for policies and practice serving fathers 
and young children. A logical starting point could 
consist of expanding the scope of the populations 
included in this body of literature (Volling, 2019) 
to include greater representation of low SES, eth-
nic minority, and nonresident fathers in research 
on attachment. Indeed, research on father-child 
attachment suffers from a striking lack of diver-
sity. Notably, the entirety of the dozens of empiri-
cal studies on father-child attachment reviewed 
in this chapter focused on (a) populations from 
the United States, Canada, or Western Europe, 
(b) samples that were predominantly Caucasian 
or European American, (c) families in which two 
married, biological parents resided with the child, 
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and (d) households that were middle to high in 
socioeconomic status. As such, one must take 
great caution in generalizing conclusions from 
these findings to other populations. The case of 
ethnic minority families in the United States pro-
vides one useful test case. There is no theoretical 
reason, for example, to predict that the correlates 
of attachment security differ among African 
American vs. European American father-child 
dyads. However, African American fathers are (a) 
less likely to reside in the same home as their 
child relative to European American fathers and 
(b) more involved in children’s lives than 
European American fathers when they are non-
residential (Jones & Mosher, 2013). As such, 
nonresidential African American fathers may 
well serve as attachment figures for their young 
children, but the determinants and consequences 
of father-child attachment security for African 
American and/or nonresidential fathers are not 
yet known.

One particularly promising avenue for expand-
ing diversity in this area of research is the study 
of father-child attachment among gay father fam-
ilies. Establishing the processes that underlie 
attachment in same-sex families – and the conse-
quences of these attachment relationships for 
children – is both a pressing scientific question 
and one with implications for changing social 
stigmas and perhaps legal rights for same-sex and 
adoptive parents. An initial step in this regard 
comes from the work by McConnachie et  al. 
(2019), who found that children in adoptive gay 
father families were actually more likely to 
develop secure relationships than children in les-
bian mother and heterosexual households. Future 
investigations of attachment in same-sex house-
holds should continue to inform both our scien-
tific understanding of father-child attachment 
formation and the development of policies to 
support best practices in family formation.

Finally, relatively little attachment research 
has focused on applications of attachment theory 
to interventions and preventive interventions with 
fathers and young children. Given the promi-
nence of attachment theory over the last 50 years 
and the relative dearth of empirical studies that 
have included fathers during that time, it is 

wholly appropriate that the field has been con-
cerned with addressing questions of basic science 
and theory testing. However, mounting evidence 
of the importance of father-child relationships 
suggests that the next steps in the study of father- 
child attachment could include evaluation of 
interventions specifically targeting the father- 
child attachment relationship.

Although this work is rare, the very few inter-
vention studies that have targeted fathers’ sensi-
tivity, for example, suggest that paternal 
sensitivity may be even more amenable to inter-
vention effects than is maternal sensitivity 
(Bakermans-Kranenburg, Van Ijzendoorn, & 
Juffer, 2003). In a recent study Walter, Landers, 
Quehenberger, Carlson, and Brisch (2019) uti-
lized a randomized control trial to assess the effi-
cacy of a primary prevention program designed 
to promote infant-parent attachment. They found 
a significant difference between program and 
control participants in the rates of infant-father 
but not infant-mother attachment security, sug-
gesting that the program was particularly effec-
tive in promoting father-child attachment. 
Similarly strong effects have been shown for a 
preventive intervention focused on father involve-
ment that led (particularly when mothers also 
participated) to reduced parenting stress and 
child behavior problems and increased couple 
relationship quality (Pruett, Pruett, Cowan, & 
Cowan, 2017), suggesting the utility of targeted 
prevention work with fathers. The subsequent 
development of programming specifically to sup-
port father-child attachment relationships – and 
rigorous evaluations of those programs  – is a 
critical new direction for those interested in fos-
tering high-quality attachments between fathers 
and their young children.

 Summary and Key Points

Despite being the predominant theoretical frame-
work for conceptualizing early parent-child rela-
tionships, fathers in attachment theory and 
research have been overlooked historically. 
Nonetheless, an emerging body of research on 
father-child attachment has begun to elucidate 
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patterns of early father-child attachment, as well 
as the personal and contextual correlates and 
developmental consequences of attachment secu-
rity in predominantly White, middle-class, and 
residential father-child dyads. Most children 
form attachments to these fathers, with rates of 
security generally similar to what has been 
observed in mother-child dyads, and typically 
modest to moderate concordance between 
mother-child and father-child attachment within 
families.

Father-child attachment security is only 
weakly correlated with paternal sensitivity. As 
such, research on the predictors of attachment 
security has identified other parenting behaviors 
(e.g., involvement, stimulation) that appear to 
play a role in fostering father-child attachment 
security. Overall, family socio-contextual vari-
ables (e.g., marital quality, co-parenting) are col-
lectively among the strongest and most consistent 
predictors of attachment security. Employment 
characteristics (e.g., single vs. dual-earner fami-
lies) may play a role both as a direct and moderat-
ing influence on father-child attachment. Child 
characteristics (e.g., temperament and gender) 
are not generally related to father-child attach-
ment security, with a few notable exceptions.

Disentangling the unique effects of father- 
child attachment on children’s developmental 
outcomes remains a challenging task. Extant data 
suggests, however, that early father-child attach-
ment security may have beneficial consequences 
for children’s social and emotional outcomes in 
early and middle childhood. Children in secure 
father-child dyads exhibit elevated emotion regu-
lation capacities and social competence and 
reduced psychopathology and externalizing 
behavior problems. Links to other outcomes, 
including cognitive and language development, 
are still tenuous.

With fathers more commonly considered in 
attachment theory and research in recent years, 
the unique correlates and consequences of the 
father-child relationship have begun to come 
into focus. These findings provide a roadmap for 
important future directions in the study of this 
critical early relationship. In order to more fully 
understand the generalizability of these results, 

research with more diverse samples (in terms of 
race/ethnicity, SES, and family structure) and 
greater attention to sociocultural contexts is 
essential. Further, study designs that more fully 
incorporate a family systems perspective with 
the goal of distinguishing unique, interactive, 
and cumulative effects of father-child and 
mother- child attachment relationships are sorely 
needed to establish the mechanisms whereby 
father-child attachment in the context of the fam-
ily leads to positive developmental trajectories. 
Greater diversity in the selection of predictors 
and outcomes  – with an emphasis on unique, 
father- centric processes – in attachment research 
can continue to shed light on the full range of 
fathers’ contributions. As the body of basic sci-
ence on father-child attachment relationships 
continues to grow, there are opportunities for 
both scientists and practitioners to inform 
applied efforts such as family policy, parent edu-
cation, prevention and intervention program-
ming, and clinical work targeting father-child 
relationships.
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19Fathers and the Activation 
Relationship

Daniel Paquette, Carole Gagnon, 
and Julio Macario de Medeiros

This chapter begins with a look at theoretical per-
spectives before presenting research findings 
from the past 15 years, since the activation rela-
tionship theory was published in 2004. The stud-
ies will be examined in four respective sections: 
(a) the activation relationship and activative 
fathering, (b) paternal behaviors of openness to 
the world, (c) challenging parenting behavior, 
and (d) rough-and-tumble play. Next, we draw on 
the complementarity of attachment relationships 
(CAR) project to determine the prevalence of the 
three types of activation relationships in father- 
child and mother-child dyads and to verify the 
sex differences in parent-child activation rela-
tionship with toddlers. Finally, we conclude with 
potential future lines of research.

 Theoretical Perspectives

This first portion of this chapter is intended as a 
complement to the activation relationship theory 
published by Paquette (2004a). We begin by 
revisiting the adaptive value of attachment for 
survival and reproduction. Next, we distinguish 
between the maternal and paternal functions in 

our species and suggest that these functions 
emerged in our hunter-gatherer ancestors. We 
also explain why mothers also activate their chil-
dren, even if fathers are generally the primary 
activation figure. Finally, we discuss the impor-
tance of father-child and mother-child relation-
ships in the differential socialization of the sexes, 
according to evolutionary perspectives, and make 
predictions regarding the activation relationship 
and the attachment relationship.

 The Gregarious Nature of Our 
Species and the Mother-Child 
Attachment Relationship

Parenting is a reproductive strategy adopted 
through natural selection mainly in birds and 
mammals. With a few exceptions, fish, amphibi-
ans, and reptiles produce many eggs, which are 
abandoned after being laid by the mother. This 
“quantitative” reproductive strategy increases the 
odds that a certain number of offspring will sur-
vive their environmental hazards so they can, in 
turn, reproduce in the future. Birds and mam-
mals, in contrast, have espoused a “qualitative” 
strategy by producing few offspring but caring 
for and protecting them to ensure they survive to 
adult age. Imprinting in altricial birds and attach-
ment in mammals are analogous mechanisms 
that emerged in the course of evolution to help 
develop a mother-child bond that maintains the 
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proximity required to feed and protect offspring 
efficiently.

The survival strategy of sociality, or living in 
groups, emerged in a number of species, deliver-
ing numerous advantages such as protection from 
predators and the possibility of leveraging the 
learning of others (cultural transmission). In the 
social species of mammals (such as wolves, lions, 
elephants, and primates), attachment bonds are 
also forged with other individuals in the group, 
throughout development from infancy to adult-
hood, to foster social cohesion (Paquette, 2015). 
Humans live in more extended groups than do 
other primates, and human beings considerably 
set themselves apart from other primates by their 
ability to cooperate with others (Tomasello, 
2014). In our nomadic ancestors, large groups 
enabled, among others things, the emergence of 
collective large-game hunting, our ecological 
niche.

Previous studies in humans have mainly suc-
ceeded in demonstrating that the attachment rela-
tionship is a mechanism that fosters the 
development of social competencies (sociability, 
reciprocity, popularity, positive social orienta-
tion, synchrony, communication, etc.), emotion 
regulation, and willingness to explore the envi-
ronment: children who have a secure relationship 
with their mother tend to have stronger social 
competencies and to explore their environment 
more than their insecure peers (Moss, Bureau, 
Cyr, Mongeau, & St-Laurent, 2004; Weinfield, 
Sroufe, Egeland, & Carlson, 2008 for a review).

 Fathers and Maternal Functions

The effects of mothers’ parenting behaviors on 
the development of children have been studied 
exhaustively given that, across the globe, mothers 
are more involved in upbringing than fathers 
(Geary, 2010; Gray & Anderson, 2010). This 
greater involvement is fundamentally due to the 
fact that, in mammals, females are responsible 
for their children’s caretaking after pregnancy 
(Geary, 2010). The attachment theory (Bowlby, 
1969) has helped shed light on the importance for 
children of having an emotional bond with a sig-

nificant person who will be able to meet their 
basic needs. In many cultures, fathers give their 
children scarce or no direct care (Hewlett, 2000), 
but they do generally assume important roles for 
the family as providers and protectors (Paquette, 
2004a). Moreover, around the end of childhood, 
fathers generally take on various responsibilities 
related to boys’ adaptation to the physical and 
social environment, depending on the culture 
(Paquette, 2004a). In industrialized Western soci-
eties, women’s entry into the workforce in con-
junction with smaller families has led fathers to 
become more involved with children. They first 
engaged in physical play with boys, which moth-
ers in North America sometimes viewed as super-
fluous or useless to children’s development, and 
even a behavior to banish if the physical play 
involved fighting (Panksepp, 1993). Next, fathers 
gradually engaged in general caretaking of 
younger and younger children (Bianchi, 2000), 
and probably as much with girls as boys in the 
case of babies, although fathers scored signifi-
cantly higher on the parental involvement index 
for sons than for daughters at 11–16  months 
(Harris, Furstenberg, & Marmer, 1998). Studies 
on the effects of fathers’ parenting behaviors are 
thus much more recent and initially tended to 
focus on paternal behaviors from a perspective of 
maternal functions. The Strange Situation 
Procedure (SSP) developed by Mary Ainsworth 
and colleagues (1978) made it possible to assess 
the quality of 12–18-month-old children’s attach-
ment with their primary caregiver. This proce-
dure, which was validated with mothers, was also 
used with fathers (who are generally children’s 
secondary attachment figures). The low stability, 
low transmissibility, and low predictability of 
father-child attachment led a growing number of 
researchers to question the relevance of using this 
procedure with fathers who had little involve-
ment in daily caregiving (Suess, Grossmann, & 
Sroufe, 1992; van IJzendoorn, 1995; Youngblade, 
Park, & Belsky, 1993). Grossmann et al. (2002) 
showed paternal sensitivity during play with 
2-year-old children to be a better predictor of 
attachment 14 years later than father-child attach-
ment as measured by the strange situation. The 
activation relationship theory, as explained 

D. Paquette et al.



293

below, was developed by Paquette (2004a, 
2004b) precisely to better understand paternal 
functions.

 The Paternal Function of Openness 
to the World

Le Camus (2000) has examined a marginal litera-
ture showing that fathers prompt children to take 
initiatives in unfamiliar situations, to explore, to 
take chances, to overcome obstacles, to be braver 
in the presence of strangers, and to stand up for 
themselves. His conclusion is that the various 
parental roles played by the father, including 
authority figure, are part of a broader function of 
opening the child up to the world. Along these 
lines, Paquette (2004a, 2004b) defined the activa-
tion relationship as the emotional bond that fos-
ters children’s openness to the world, with special 
focus on parental behavior during the child’s 
exploration and especially parental stimulation 
and control.

According to the evolutionary perspective, the 
division of maternal and paternal functions in 
parents occurred in the days of our hunter- 
gatherer ancestors. The very wide majority of pri-
mate species live in multi-male/multi-female 
groups (promiscuous species) or are polygynous. 
Only the mothers take care of the children; the 
adult males mainly assume a group protection 
role, even if they occasionally can be found play-
ing with youths (not necessarily their own off-
spring, since they are unable to recognize them), 
but they provide no paternal care. Children are 
therefore mainly socialized via contact with the 
mother and then with peers, especially during 
rough-and-tumble play (RTP). RTP consists of a 
variety of vigorous behaviors, such as wrestling, 
grappling, jumping, tumbling, and running that 
would appear aggressive if not for the play con-
texts in which they occur (Pellegrini & Smith, 
1998). It is more common in males than in 
females across primate species (Chalmers, 1983) 
and across human cultures starting from 3 years 
of age (Carson, Burks, & Parke, 1993). Rough- 
and- tumble play among peers begins in humans 
at preschool age, peaks between 8 and 10 years, 

and trails off at the beginning of adolescence 
(Pellegrini & Smith, 1998). Hence, as in the case 
of our primate cousins, human girls and boys 
interact with same-sex peers more frequently 
than with opposite-sex peers, starting from 
3 years of age (Rose & Rudolph, 2006).

The human system of reproduction features a 
mix of union types. Although polygynous mar-
riages can be found in most human societies, 
monogamy remains predominant across the 
globe given that, in most polygynous societies, 
only a small portion of men have more than one 
wife (Chapais, 2008). Humans lived in hunter- 
gatherer societies for over 99% of the evolution-
ary history of the genus Homo (Chapais, 2011). 
This division of labor increased the reproductive 
success of the human species by enhancing chil-
dren’s likelihood of survival while reducing mor-
tality and the lapse of time between births 
(1–3 years for humans versus 5–6 years for chim-
panzees). In sum, this means it is possible that in 
our primate ancestors, mothers assumed both 
attachment and activation functions with their 
offspring, and the emergence of the hunter- 
gatherer lifestyle among our hominid ances-
tors—and hence the sexual division of labor—led 
to differentiated maternal and paternal functions. 
This in turn could legitimize the hypothesis of the 
emergence of psychological mechanisms mainly 
promoting the learning of maternal function- 
related skills in mother-daughter dyads and pater-
nal function-related skills in father-son dyads, 
consistent with the tendency of peers to interact 
with the same sex.

Fathers’ ways of activating their children vary 
depending on the culture and the physical and 
social environments that must be adapted to. 
Father-child RTP is not universal but rather a 
fairly recent development in our individualistic 
and competitive Western industrialized societies 
(Allès-Jardel, Schneider, Goldstein, & Normand, 
2009; Paquette, 2004a). We posit that many 
decades ago, when families had large numbers of 
children, it was the older brothers who played 
with younger boys, preparing them to interact 
with their peers outside the home, and women’s 
entry into the workforce and the advent of smaller 
families led fathers to replace brothers in play 
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with boys. In light of the great plasticity of human 
behavior, and the current ideological and social 
context, it may be hypothesized that parental dif-
ferences between mothers and fathers are on the 
wane, at least in terms of frequency of parental 
behaviors. However, relations between parental 
behavior and child development may be expected 
to continue to differ depending on the sex of the 
parent and the child. We know that a given paren-
tal behavior may have different effects on the 
child depending on whether the behavior is 
enacted by the father or the mother (Roggman, 
Bradley, & Raikes, 2013). Moreover, the quality 
of the behavior can vary depending on the par-
ent’s sex. Fathers likely have a more dynamic and 
transient way of changing children’s diapers than 
mothers (disruptive harmony in fathers vs. 
homeostatic harmony in mothers: see Herzog, 
1992), and fathers are more stimulative and direc-
tive with their children in the context of RTP than 
mothers (see Paquette, Carbonneau, Dubeau, 
Bigras, & Tremblay, 2003).

Maternal and paternal functions in couples are 
here seen as complementary, whether the couple 
is composed of same- or different-sex parents. 
Although children develop both types of relation-
ships with each parent, generally speaking, 
women will tend to act as the primary attachment 
figure (performing maternal functions), while 
men will tend to serve as the primary activation 
figure (performing paternal functions). In a 
minority of cases, the woman will be the primary 
activation figure in a heterosexual couple, just as 
a man may be the primary attachment figure. It 
may be hypothesized that complementary func-
tions also exist in homosexual couples for the 
same reason, that is, to be able to optimally meet 
the child’s many needs.

 Attachment and Activation 
Relationships

According to Bowlby (1969), the attachment the-
ory consists of two complementary behavior sys-
tems: (1) the proximity behavior system, which 
ensures the child’s protection; and (2) the explo-
ration system, which fosters the child’s acquisi-

tion of knowledge and adaptation to unfamiliar 
environments. The parent acts as a “safe haven” 
by providing comfort to the children when tired, 
hungry, sick or afraid, or when feeling insecure in 
the presence of novelty, and this comfort pro-
vides them with the necessary confidence to fur-
ther explore their environment (indirect role). 
The parent also acts as a “secure base” by being 
available and encouraging the autonomy during 
their exploration (direct role). The activation 
relationship theory is complementary to attach-
ment theory and places greater focus on the 
exploration pole: parents promote their children’s 
exploration by actively stimulating them during 
the process, and their encouragements foster the 
confidence for the child’s risk-taking.

As proposed by Grossmann, Grossmann, 
Kindler, and Zimmermann (2008), we distin-
guish between attachment in the broad sense and 
attachment in the strict sense. Broadly speaking, 
the attachment relationship refers to the adult- 
child emotional bond resulting from daily inter-
action and ensuring the child’s protection. In the 
strict sense of the term, children’s feelings of 
confidence result from parental sensitivity to 
their comfort-seeking in times of distress  (as 
assessed  by the Strange Situation Procedure), 
with parents protecting their children by main-
taining a close distance with them  (Bowlby, 
1973). Furthermore, the activation relationship 
concerns the safety of exploration (see Grossmann 
et al., 2008) as evaluated by the Risky Situation 
Procedure (Paquette & Bigras, 2010). According 
to the activation relationship theory (Paquette, 
2004a), children’s feelings of confidence result 
from parents’ encouragement of risk-taking dur-
ing children’s exploration of their environment, 
with parents also protecting their children 
through discipline (limit-setting, control). In 
sum, the activation relationship is also an attach-
ment bond but develops with a parent particularly 
engaged in the parental dimensions of stimula-
tion and control.

The activation relationship could also be 
described as the parent-child attachment bond 
that is developed to foster regulation of risk- 
taking in children as a function of the child’s tem-
perament (Paquette & Bigras, 2010). The 
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activation relationship theory considers risk- 
taking to be a basic need that enables children to 
develop their motor and competitive skills, 
explore their physical and social environments, 
and adapt as needed. Given that men have a uni-
versal tendency to take more psychological and 
physical risks on average than women in all 
spheres of daily life (Baker & Maner, 2008; 
Byrnes, Miller, & Schaffer, 1999; Farthing, 2007; 
Pawlowski, Atwal, & Dunbar, 2008), fathers may 
be better suited than mothers to helping their 
children, especially boys, learn to control their 
risk-taking, provided that they have learned to 
regulate their own risk-taking. Men’s greater 
risk-taking is the result of sexual selection, that 
is, preservation of the anatomical and behavioral 
characteristics that provide an individual with a 
reproductive advantage over others of the same 
sex (Darwin, 1871). Through risk-taking, men 
are able to show women their skill as protectors 
and resource providers, as well as demonstrate to 
other men that they are adversaries to be reck-
oned with (Wilke, Hutchison, Todd, & Kruger, 
2006). Studies have shown that women prefer 
men who take risks, but not when the risks are so 
high as to cost the man his life—unless in an act 
of heroism—since they would then be alone in 
raising their offspring (Farthing, 2007).

The use of the risky situation procedure has 
shown the existence of three types of activation 
(Paquette & Bigras, 2010). Underactivated chil-
dren tend to engage in little exploration, be pas-
sive, and withdraw from novelty or stay close to 
the parent. Activated children are confident and 
prudent in their exploration and obey when the 
parent sets a limit. Finally, overactivated children 
are reckless and noncompliant when the parent 
sets limits. According to life history theory 
(Aimé, Paquette, Déry, & Verlaan, 2018; 
Paquette, 2015), a child’s overactivation proves 
adaptive in a setting fraught with competition 
over immediate access to unpredictable resources; 
the child is then inclined to take greater risks to 
capture as many resources as possible in the short 
term. In theory, overactivated children will tend 
to use aggression and other antisocial behaviors, 
regardless of the context, and to strive for high 
social dominance status in order to maximize 

immediate access to resources. This profile may 
be expected to develop mainly in boys living, for 
example, in situations of poverty and when the 
parents have a high number of children, to the 
detriment of their parental involvement with each 
child. This reproductive strategy is referred to as 
“quantitative,” since it involves having as many 
children as possible as early as possible (early 
reproduction). In contrast, the two other profiles 
bring into play a “qualitative” reproductive strat-
egy that consists in preparing the individual for 
later reproduction. The activated profile is adap-
tive in a context of sufficient and stable resources. 
The child is able to take calculated risks to 
acquire resources. Theoretically, activated chil-
dren develop a varied repertory of behaviors to 
cope with diverse competitive situations: they 
may be expected to use assertiveness, and, if nec-
essary, aggression in confrontational contexts 
with threatening children, but prefer to use coop-
eration whenever possible. According to 
Charlesworth’s (1988) evolutionary model, coop-
eration is the best competitive strategy for obtain-
ing more resources in the long term. Child 
underactivation would be adaptive in a dangerous 
social or physical environment. This danger can 
be real or merely perceived by the parents. The 
underactivated profile could result from parent 
overprotection, for example, due to the interac-
tion between the lower number of children per 
family in Western societies today and the over-
representation of various dangers in the media. 
This profile may be expected to develop mainly 
in girls, in order to avoid injury or even death, 
given that their reproductive success strongly 
depends on their ability to bear children. 
Underactivated children will tend to avoid con-
flicts, submit to others, and leave resources to 
those who demand them. Although these indi-
viduals will delay their reproduction, they can 
still increase their reproductive success indirectly 
through kin selection (Hamilton, 1964), that is, 
by helping or caring for relatives, especially their 
siblings. In short, while the activation relation-
ship can be theoretically associated with compe-
tition and power relationships (e.g., dominance 
and leadership), the attachment relationship can 
be associated with empathy and intimacy in 
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friendships, romantic relationships and parent- 
child relationships (Paquette, 2015).

 Double Moderation by Parent’s Sex 
and Child’s Sex

Evolutionary perspectives call for simultane-
ously taking into account the sex of parent and 
child within child development research (Möller, 
Majdandzic, de Vente, & Bögels, 2013). Very few 
studies have taken into account the interaction 
effect between parent’s sex and child’s sex on the 
development of psychological gender differences 
(Bornstein, 2013; Pomerantz, Fei-Yin Ng, & 
Wang, 2004). Yet given that fathers and mothers 
can have different effects on children, and boys 
and girls influence parents differently, it is essen-
tial, according to Bornstein (2013), to compare 
the four types of dyads (mother-son, father-son, 
mother-daughter, and father-daughter). 
Pomerantz et  al. (2004) suggest that the match 
between children’s and parents’ sex may play an 
important role in the gender socialization pro-
cess, since it is easier to identify with a parent of 
the same sex. The socialization process could 
therefore be more effective in father-son and 
mother-daughter dyads. This greater effective-
ness could be rooted in gender segregation, a 
robust and cross-culturally universal preference 
for affiliating with children of the same sex, 
emerging as early as age two (Edwards & 
Whiting, 1993). In fact, in families with children 
of both sexes, fathers spend more time with boys, 
and mothers spend more time with girls (Crouter, 
Helms-Erickson, Updegraff, & McHale, 1999).

The parent-child attachment relationship 
being known to have important implications for 
children’s emotional development and social 
competence, Eisenberg, Spinrad, and Cumberland 
(1998) have suggested that the secure relation-
ship could make children relatively receptive to 
parental socialization attempts. Given the gre-
garious nature of our species, we go a step further 
by maintaining that the parent-child attachment 
relationship (in the broad sense, resulting from 
parent-child interaction history, taking into 
account the personal characteristics of parents 

and children) is an essential pillar of effective 
socialization. If this is the case, one might predict 
that the quality of parent-child relationship will 
be more predictive of children’s gender differ-
ences than parenting behaviors. Hence, the 
parent- child relationship—attachment and acti-
vation—would consist of proximal mechanisms 
by which biologically predisposed sex differ-
ences in children may diminish or increase 
according to the socio-cultural values of the cur-
rent environment. Children’s gender differences 
in behavior and emotional expression would then 
be associated with and preceded by sex differ-
ences in the parent-child relationships, more so 
than by father or mother parenting. According to 
our model, the moment of the emergence of sig-
nificant sex differences in parent-child relation-
ships would depend on the kind of relationship. 
Given that the attachment relationship (in the 
strict sense of maternal functions) serves the base 
function of ensuring children’s survival through 
the provision of care and parental protection dur-
ing the period of maximal dependence on par-
ents, there is no reason to expect to find a sex 
difference in the prevalence of attachment types 
in infancy and early childhood. Indeed, no such 
difference appears in the literature (van 
IJzendoorn et al., 2000). However, with regard to 
the maternal function of caretaking, it would be 
logical for there to be a sex difference in attach-
ment just before puberty. Del Giudice (2009) 
recently proposed that sex differences in attach-
ment emerge in middle childhood (7–10 years of 
age), become stronger in young adulthood, and 
finally decline markedly toward middle age. 
Hence, in the attachment relationship, the mother 
could be expected to influence the child’s devel-
opment more than the father, and both parents 
may have a greater influence on girls than on 
boys; thus, the descending order would be 
mother-daughter, father-daughter, mother-son, 
and father-son. In the activation relationship 
(paternal functions), one could expect the father 
to activate children more than the mother, yield-
ing a descending order of father-son, mother-son, 
father-daughter, and mother-daughter. These sex 
differences in the parent-child activation relation-
ship should already be significant with toddlers, 
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since competition over resources (food, toys, 
warmth from adults, social rank, friends, etc.; 
Charlesworth, 1988) begins early, judging by the 
peak in 2-year-olds’ physical aggression 
(Tremblay et al., 1999), with boys becoming sig-
nificantly more physically aggressive than girls 
and girls displaying more indirect aggression 
than boys, starting from age three (Archer & 
Côté, 2005; Vaillancourt, 2005).

 The Research to Date

This section presents studies inspired by the acti-
vation relationship theory that have developed 
instruments (the risky situation procedure, open-
ness to the world, challenging parenting behav-
ior, etc.) to be able to explore the effects of 
paternal behaviors on children’s development. 
We will also address physical play, and especially 
rough-and-tumble play, since it is theoretically 
associated with activation (see Paquette, 2004a). 
The reader should be advised that this section 
will sometimes be in the form of a flowing list of 
findings as opposed to a series of logically con-
nected paragraphs. We have intentionally omitted 
sociodemographic data from most of the studies 
given their significant volume and their low rele-
vance to our analysis. Finally, the section puts 
special emphasis on the presence or absence of 
sex differences in parents and children.

 (a) The Activation Relationship and Activative 
Fathering

Drawing inspiration from the Strange 
Situation Procedure (SSP; Ainsworth et  al., 
1978), Paquette and Bigras (2010) validated the 
Risky Situation (RS) with fathers and mothers, a 
20-minute standard observation procedure 
assessing 12–18–month-olds’ activation relation-
ship. In the RS, the child is invited to take pro-
gressive risks, first social and then physical. The 
parent is asked not to interact with the child and 
especially not to encourage the child to explore. 
However, the parent may comfort the child at any 
time and is asked to ensure the child’ safety and 
protection. After instructions have been given to 

the parent, the child is seated on the floor in front 
of available toys, while the parent reads a maga-
zine on a chair behind the child (Episode 1). 
Then, a male stranger enters the room, sits on the 
floor, and starts playing with the toys without 
interacting with the child or the parent (Episode 
2). After 3 minutes, or earlier if the child initiates 
interaction with him, the male stranger starts 
playing with the child and becomes increasingly 
stimulating and intrusive (Episode 3). Toys are 
put away and a big colorful set of stairs that was 
hidden behind drapes is revealed (Episode 4); the 
parent is instructed to get up from the chair to 
make sure the child is safe during exploration 
only if the latter starts to climb the stairs. The 
parent is then told to ask the child to go up and 
down the stairs (Episode 5). Finally, the parent is 
asked to forbid the child to climb the stairs 
(Episode 6). The coding grid permits children to 
be classified as activated, underactivated, or over-
activated and also provides three scores from 0 to 
5; a high activation score is indicating the degree 
to which the child is optimally activated (with 5 
being the most positive activation relationship). 
As previously introduced, in the RS, underacti-
vated children tend to engage in little exploration, 
be passive, and withdraw from novelty or remain 
close to the parent. Activated children are confi-
dent and prudent in their exploration and obey 
when the parent sets a limit. Overactivated chil-
dren are reckless and noncompliant when the 
parent sets limits. In theory, underactivation is 
related to parental overprotection, and overacti-
vation is related to a lack of parental discipline. 
The coding system with its five criteria was 
designed for ease of use by clinicians as well as 
researchers, requiring an average of 30 minutes 
per case. The Preschool Risky Situation (PRS), 
an RS adaptation that essentially involves pre-
senting toys suitable for children 2–5 years old 
(replacing the set of stairs with a stepladder), was 
subsequently created for children of this age 
(Gaumon & Paquette, 2013).

Administering the SSP and the RS to a small 
sample of father-child dyads with toddlers has 
revealed both measures as being orthogonal, 
since only 24% of children had both a secure 
relationship and an activated relationship with 

19 Fathers and the Activation Relationship



298

the same parent (Paquette & Dumont, 2013a). 
Observational studies on the activation relation-
ship have systematically shown that parents acti-
vate boys more than girls at age 12–18 months 
(Dumont & Paquette, 2013; Paquette & Bigras, 
2010) and at preschool age (Gaumon & Paquette, 
2013). The use of the RS has also uncovered 
associations between father-child activation and 
internalizing problems in toddlers (Dumont & 
Paquette, 2013) and preschoolers (Gaumon & 
Paquette, 2013): underactivated children with 
fathers have significantly more internalizing 
problems.

There were significant associations between 
some dimensions of temperament and the activa-
tion relationship, but the paternal stimulation of 
risk-taking explains activation once child sex and 
temperament, the father-child attachment rela-
tionship, and emotional support are taken into 
account (Paquette & Dumont, 2013a). Moreover, 
discipline (punishment) and stimulation (com-
prising items from the physical play, emotional 
support, and opening to the world scales) are 
moderator variables of the activation—social 
competence association (Dumont & Paquette, 
2013). When paternal involvement in punishment 
was low, the more children were positively acti-
vated, the more socially competent they were. 
The same result was obtained when paternal 
involvement in stimulation was low.

Moffette (2013) found no significant associa-
tion between father’s parental stress and father- 
child activation and attachment relationships. 
Hamel (2014) verified the stability of the father- 
child activation relationship with 39 dyads who 
underwent the RS and the PRS.  The findings 
highlighted that only 46% of the children 
remained in the same category. However, the per-
centage of activated children climbed from 44 to 
77, suggesting an improvement in the activation 
relationship over time. Bueno, Vieira, Crepaldi, 
and Faraco (2017) recently confirmed the validity 
of PRS in evaluating the father-child activation 
relationship in Brazil and concluded that fathers 
have a greater tendency to activate boys and to 
protect girls.

Gaumon, Paquette, Cyr, Emond-Nakamura, 
and St-André (2016) administered the preschool 

SSP to mother-child dyads and the PRS to father- 
child dyads in the same family in a clinical sam-
ple (82% of boys). They found (1) no significant 
correlation between activation scores and anxiety 
scores, (2) no significant association between the 
attachment relationship with the mother and the 
activation relationship with the father, and (3) the 
status of the father-child activation relationship 
as a protective factor in the relation between dis-
organized attachment to mother and child anxi-
ety: disorganized attachment with the mother is 
predictive of fewer anxiety symptoms in children 
when the quality of the activation relationship 
with the father is good (high activation score). In 
the same sample, unpublished results showed 
that overactivated preschoolers displayed signifi-
cantly more externalizing problems than did chil-
dren with either an activated or an underactivated 
relationship with their father. The use of a larger 
sample of the general population will help verify 
in the future if activation is associated with com-
petition, externalizing problems, and physical 
and relational aggression in children.

Rather than evaluate activation in terms of 
dyads, a recent approach has been to focus on the 
activative behaviors of the parents. In the United 
States, Stevenson and Crnic (2013) have used 
four variables arising from observation of 
preschool- age children (low detachedness, high 
intrusiveness, high opportunity for interaction, 
and high cognitive stimulation) to obtain a latent 
factor called “activative fathering.” Results 
showed, among other things, that high activative 
fathering was associated with later lower levels 
of behavior dysregulation during a problem- 
solving task as well as higher levels of child 
sociability. Contrary to expectations, paternal 
control did not moderate these relations. 
According to the authors, it would have been 
preferable to evaluate control during specific 
tasks related to risk-taking rather than with 
respect to activities such as play with friends and 
bedtime routines.

Also, in the United States, Volling, Stevenson, 
Safyer, Gonzalez, and Lee (2019) observed 
12-month-old infants during three challenging 
teaching tasks with fathers and mothers. The use 
of a person-centered approach highlighted four 
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similar parenting profiles in fathers and mothers, 
but fathers outnumbered mothers in the activa-
tion profile. These fathers engaged in moderate 
intrusiveness and cognitive stimulation, with 
moderately high levels of sensitivity and positive 
regard. Moreover, 30% of infants had an activa-
tion profile with both fathers and mothers.

Future research would benefit from exploring 
new avenues for evaluating activation. For exam-
ple, in the course of their participation in the 
Jacobs Foundation residence Program in 
September 2015, Brenda Volling, Matthew 
Stevenson, Natasha Cabrera, and Daniel Paquette 
developed an observation grid to be able to evalu-
ate the activation relationship based on parent- 
child play. The grid is intended to be more 
user- and environmentally friendly than the RS, 
which requires the use of precise materials in a 
laboratory. The instrument is composed of three 
Likert 5-level questions (very low to very high or 
consistent): active challenging behavior, excita-
tion/arousal/destabilization, and proper limit- 
setting/control. It is currently being validated 
with various types of play (free vs. structured, 
physical vs. pretend, etc.). The second version 
with four scales has recently been tested by 
Daniel Paquette and Carole Gagnon, first with 
8-minute father-child RTP and second with the 
2-minute laughing task, completed after the 
RS. The first scale, the active challenging behav-
ior scale, focuses on parental behaviors of stimu-
lating exploration and risk-taking. The second 
deals with parental behaviors that surprise or 
momentarily destabilize the child, thus raising 
their level of excitement. The control dimension 
was divided into two scales to distinguish 
between (a) parental behaviors of discipline and 
limit-setting that ensure the child’s safety in high- 
risk situations and (b) parental behaviors seeking 
to structure the game and guide the activity. The 
scale used here for each of the dimensions has 
four levels: 0  =  no parental behavior; 1  =  low 
level; 2  =  optimal level; 3  =  excessive level. 
Compared to the previous version and to the 
observational CPB of Majdandzic, de Vente, and 
Bögels (2016), the two main advantages of this 
new grid, currently being validated, are the fol-
lowing: (1) better evaluating the parent’s level of 

behavior according to the child’s reactions and 
(2) taking into account the fact that “too much” is 
just as detrimental to the child as “not enough.” 
For example, it is well known that children 
develop behavior problems in cases of “too much 
discipline” (overcontrol) as in cases of “too little” 
(permissiveness).

 (b) Paternal Behaviors of Openness to the World

Paquette, Eugène, Dubeau, and Gagnon 
(2009) created the Openness to the World 
Questionnaire (OWQ) to evaluate paternal behav-
iors linked to the activation relationship with 
preschool-age children. The factor analysis 
revealed three dimensions explaining 42% of 
total variance: stimulation of perseverance, pun-
ishment, and stimulation of risk-taking. The aver-
age scores on the three scales were not 
significantly different between boys and girls.

Michel Martin Eugène, Daniel Paquette, and 
Amélie Dubé created the Adolescent Openness to 
the World Questionnaire (AOWQ), a self-report 
questionnaire for teenagers, regarding the “open-
ness to the world” their father demonstrated dur-
ing their childhood. The factor analysis brought 
to light five factors explaining 49% of total vari-
ance (Eugène, Paquette, & Claes, 2010). 
Stimulation of exploration includes items related 
to environmental exploration, the invention of 
new games, and the use of new words. Stimulation 
of competition has to do with encouragement to 
compete and achieve victory in sports and other 
activities. Stimulation of risk-taking consists in 
encouraging the child to engage in risky activities 
and giving them significant autonomy in explor-
ing their environment. Stimulation of persever-
ance consists in encouraging the child to 
successfully carry out difficult undertakings and 
to persevere in the face of adversity. Finally, pun-
ishment refers to punishing the child when he/she 
disobey an order or act inappropriately. The boys 
were found to be more stimulated to take risks 
and compete than the girls.

Bachand (2013) adapted the QOMA to create 
the Parent Openness to the World Questionnaire 
(POWQ) for children of primary school age. It is 
made up of four factors: stimulation of 
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 competition, stimulation of risk-taking, stimula-
tion of perseverance, and discipline and teaching 
of responsibilities. Results showed that stimula-
tion of perseverance and discipline and responsi-
bilities are significantly positively associated 
with the total score for quality of father-child 
attachment relationship (assessed with the child’s 
attitude toward the father; Giuli & Hudson, 1977) 
and with the score for father’s sense of parental 
competence.

Paraventi et al. (2017) adapted the OWQ for 
adults without children, regarding their percep-
tion of parents in general. They asked university 
students in Southern Brazil to successively fill 
out a father-son version and a father-daughter 
version of the questionnaire, using a counterbal-
anced approach. Brazilian university students 
perceive fathers as more strongly stimulating 
risk-taking, stimulating perseverance as well as 
punishment in boys as opposed to girls.

Vandystadt (2017) has created a global index 
of openness to the world by combining three 
scales from the Montreal Father’s Involvement 
Questionnaire (Paquette, Bolté, Turcotte, 
Dubeau, & Bouchard, 2000): introduction to nov-
elty, physical play, and discipline. Findings 
showed that this index of openness to the world is 
not associated with the level of activation by 
fathers in children aged 12–18 months and that 
the parental alliance does not moderate this 
association.

In sum, questionnaires completed by fathers 
on encouraging openness to the world in their 
preschool-age children showed no differences 
according to child’s sex, be it in Canada (Paquette 
et  al., 2009) or in Brazil (Bueno et  al., 2018). 
However, retrospective questionnaires completed 
by adolescents or young adults have shown sex 
differences in children both in Canada (Eugène, 
2008; Eugène et al., 2010) and in Brazil (Paraventi 
et al., 2017; Schulz, 2015).

A few specific dimensions of parental behav-
ior seem to more readily highlight differences 
according to child’s sex and parent’s sex. 
Adolescents revealed that Canadian fathers stim-
ulate their sons to take more risks and to compete 
than their daughters and stimulate risk-taking 
more than mothers (Eugène et  al., 2010). 
However, mothers stimulated exploration and 

perseverance more than fathers and stimulated 
competition more strongly in boys than in girls 
(Eugène et al., 2010). Adolescents revealed that 
Brazilian fathers stimulate more risk-taking and 
competition in boys but more exploration in girls 
(Schulz, 2015). Brazilian university students per-
ceive fathers as more strongly stimulating risk- 
taking, stimulating perseverance as well as 
punishment in boys as opposed to girls (Paraventi 
et al., 2017). To date, few studies have explored 
the link between parents’ openness to the world 
and youths’ development. A study in Canada 
showed that only paternal stimulation (and not 
maternal stimulation) is associated with adoles-
cent homelessness after controlling for emotional 
deprivation and sexual abuse: the homeless 
received less stimulation of openness to the world 
from their fathers than the nonhomeless (Eugène, 
2008). In Brazil, stimulation of perseverance and 
stimulation of risk-taking as reported by fathers 
are not associated with prosocial behaviors but 
are associated with fewer behavior problems in 
preschoolers, with family functioning also play-
ing a moderating role between stimulation of per-
severance and behavior problems (Bueno et al., 
2018). When family functioning is positive (high 
balanced cohesion or high balanced flexibility), 
the more stimulation of perseverance is associ-
ated to less emotional symptoms in the child. It is 
worth noting that da Silva (2017) used the “Big 
Five” personality traits with this sample to shed 
light on the four personality profiles of fathers 
with respect to dimensions of openness to the 
world. Two profiles proved to be associated with 
greater stimulation of risk-taking: the first was 
more associated with punishment, whereas the 
second was more associated with more stimula-
tion of perseverance. In Belgium, no significant 
parent sex differences were found on the chal-
lenge/encouragement scale (Fliek, Daemen, 
Roelofs, & Muris, 2015).

Finally, for future research, it is important to 
stress that the punishment scale is inadequate and 
should be replaced with a real measurement of 
positive control focused on parental limit-setting 
and guidance to ensure children’s safety during 
exploration of their environment. Punishment has 
been positively associated with behavior prob-
lems  in children (Bueno et  al., 2018), has not 
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been found to significantly contribute to the phe-
nomenon of adolescent homelessness (Eugène, 
2008), and has not been associated with chil-
dren’s injury-risk behavior, whereas encourage-
ment of perseverance and less risk-taking 
stimulation have predicted lower injury-risk 
behavior in preschoolers (StGeorge, Fletcher, 
Freeman, Paquette, & Dumont, 2015).

 (c) Challenging Parenting Behavior

Paquette (2004a, 2004b) suggested that fathers 
are primarily engaged in an activation relation-
ship with their children, that is, challenging them 
to confront and master unfamiliar and unpredict-
able elements in the outside world.

Majdandzic et  al. (2016) have created and 
validated self-report questionnaires and observa-
tional procedures to evaluate challenging parent-
ing behavior (CPB) in fathers and mothers when 
their children are, respectively, aged 4  months, 
1  year, and 2.5  years. The CPB questionnaires 
assess the degree to which the parent encourages 
the child socio-emotionally and physically to 
exhibit risky behavior, or behavior that causes the 
child to go beyond his/her comfort zone. It 
includes seven subscales: teasing, RTP, encour-
agement of risk-taking, social daring, competi-
tion, encouragement of assertiveness, and 
challenging modeling. It should be mentioned 
that the RTP scale contains only one item on 
rough-and-tumble-play, with the others being 
physical play.

Questionnaires completed by Dutch parents 
showed that fathers have a significantly higher 
score than mothers on global CPB only for chil-
dren 2.5  years and above and only on physical 
(not verbal) CPB (Lazarus et  al., 2016; 
Majdandzic et al., 2016). However, according to 
Majdandzic, Möller, de Vente, Bögels, and van 
den Boom (2014), fathers were significantly 
more challenging toward their 2-year-old child 
than mothers and did not differ toward the 4-year- 
old. At 1 year of age, fathers set themselves apart 
only for more physical play than mothers, and 
mothers, by more challenging modeling than 
fathers (Majdandzic et  al., 2016). Observations 
of challenging behavior did not reveal a clear pat-
tern of differences between fathers and mothers, 

likely owing to the types of tasks that were cho-
sen. For example, Majdandzic et al. (2016) used 
varied tasks, while Majdandzic et al. (2014) used 
risk-free tasks focused on verbal components 
(puzzle and game tasks). These studies found no 
differences between girls and boys on global 
CPB score, with the exception of one study that 
found more stimulation of competition in father- 
son dyads than in father-daughter dyads with 3- 
to 4-year-old children (Majdandzic et al., 2018). 
The fathers engaged in more physical play and 
stimulation of competition than the mothers with 
2.5-year-old children (Majdandzic et al., 2016).

Studies on challenging behavior showed that 
the factorial structure of the CPB questionnaire is 
equivalent for fathers and mothers, in two differ-
ent countries, in Dutch and Australian families 
(Majdandzic et al., 2016; for the 4–6 years ver-
sion: Majdandzic, Lazarus, et  al., 2018). The 
CPB scores obtained by questionnaire and by 
observation were also positively correlated 
together. The scores of the fathers and the moth-
ers were also positively correlated together. Only 
paternal (not maternal) CPB was associated with 
less behavioral inhibition (Majdandzic et  al., 
2014) and less fear in children when controlling 
for parental anxiety (Möller, Majdandzic, & 
Bögels, 2015). Finally, the CPB scores of both 
parents were associated with less anxiety in chil-
dren (Lazarus et al., 2016), but only the father’s 
score was significantly associated with anxiety 
when both scores were entered into the same 
model (Majdandzic, de Vente Colonnesi, & 
Bögels, 2018).

 (d) Rough-and-Tumble Play (RTP)

In the seminal article on the theory of the acti-
vation relationship, Paquette (2004a) posited that 
the activation relationship develops primarily 
through physical play. The catalyst behind this 
theory is the fact that fathers are generally less 
involved than mothers in all dimensions of par-
enting with the exception of physical play. 
Research over the last few years in Brazil, 
Belgium, Netherlands, and Canada have, indeed, 
confirmed that fathers engage in vigorous physi-
cal contact play more frequently than mothers do 
(Fliek et  al., 2015; Gomes, 2015; Majdandzic 
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et  al., 2016). Paquette (2004a), primarily inter-
ested in the socialization of aggression in chil-
dren 2–5 years old, focused more specifically on 
RTP (the most frequent type of physical play) as 
a possible mechanism for regulating aggression. 
The article also postulated that the father’s con-
trol in father-child RTP promotes children’s obe-
dience and that role reversals enable the 
development of competition skills in children.

Fathers generally report more often engaging 
in RTP with their young children than mothers 
and more so with boys than with girls (Flanders, 
Leo, Paquette, Pihl, & Séguin, 2009; Paquette 
et  al., 2003). However, still according to ques-
tionnaires, mothers do not engage in more RTP 
with boys than with girls (Flanders, 2008). Our 
observational pilot study entitled Père-En-Jeux 
(see Paquette et al., 2003) uncovered greater dif-
ferences in the frequency and duration of father- 
son RTP than father-daughter RTP, but the most 
recent observational study by Dubé (2011) found 
no significant differences.

The use of self-report questionnaires by par-
ents has shown that father-child and mother-
child RTP frequencies are positively correlated 
with each other (Flanders et  al., 2007). The 
same is true of physical play (Fliek et al., 2015). 
None of the studies on father-child RTP fre-
quency has turned up direct significant associa-
tions with behavior problems or prosocial 
behaviors, except for one positive correlation 
with physical aggression in boys (Paquette 
et  al., 2003). Dubé (2011) also obtained no 
direct significant correlations between duration 
or frequency of father-child RTP as self-reported 
by fathers in a questionnaire and the social 
adjustment of children in daycare (social com-
petence, anxiety/withdrawal, aggression/irrita-
bility) evaluated by the educator. However, 
Gomes (2015) showed that a higher frequency 
of father-child physical play in Brazil predicted 
fewer externalizing behaviors in children. In 
this comparative study, the Canadian fathers 
engaged in more physical play than the Brazilian 
fathers, but the latter disciplined their children 
more than the former. Moreover, according to 
StGeorge et  al. (2015), father-child RTP dura-
tion (but not frequency), assessed by question-

naire, was negatively associated with injury- risk 
behaviors in children.

Flanders (2008) has reported some 
questionnaire- based studies on mother-child RTP 
conducted by the GRIP (research unit on chil-
dren’s psychosocial maladjustment). Two studies 
have shown that mother-child RTP frequency is 
not associated with behavior problems (physical 
aggression, hyperactivity, and opposition) 
(Flanders, 2008; Flanders et al., 2007); two stud-
ies have found that it is positively associated with 
prosocial behaviors (see Flanders, 2008); and one 
study has found that it is positively associated 
with hyperactivity and inattention in children 
(see Flanders, 2008). In addition, frequency of 
mother-child RTP may be associated with physi-
cal aggression when taking into account child 
age and aggression trajectories: mother-child 
RTP is negatively associated with physical 
aggression for children under 60 months of age in 
the high trajectory and appears to be positively 
associated with physical aggression for older 
children, also in the high trajectory (Flanders, 
2008). In other words, if these results are con-
firmed by other research, it might mean that 
mother-child RTP is effective in regulating emo-
tions in preschool-age children who have longitu-
dinally maintained a high aggression score but 
has a negative effect for school-aged children in 
the high trajectory. It is worth pointing out that 
researchers have not attempted to verify these 
results for the children’s trajectories with fathers.

Fletcher, StGeorge, and Freeman (2013) have 
developed an observational measure of RTP 
quality (RTP-Q), which they used in Australia in 
two contexts enabling the occurrence of RTP, 
namely, get-up and sock wrestle games, and 
showed that high-quality father-child RTP is neg-
atively associated with behavior problems (espe-
cially conduct problems and peer problems) in 
children after controlling for father involvement 
in caregiving tasks. The RTP-Q score was not 
associated with prosocial behavior. The fact that 
the behavior problems were not associated with 
another type of traditional play, such as toy play 
(StGeorge, Fletcher, & Palazzi, 2017), confirms 
that RTP is a better context than other types of 
games for teaching children to regulate their 
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emotions and hence diminish 
behavior problems.

Significant associations appear when play 
quality indices act as moderating variables. 
Observational studies have shown that the domi-
nance relationship during play is an important 
indicator of quality for predicting aggressive 
behavior, at least in China and in Canada 
(Anderson, Qiu, & Wheeler, 2017; Flanders 
et al., 2009, 2010). Thus, when the father exerts 
more dominance over his child, frequency of 
RTP is negatively associated with physical 
aggression and emotion regulation problems. 
Two other moderating variables have been 
brought to light, but only in boys (Dubé, 2011). 
The hierarchy of the father with respect to the 
boy must be coupled with mutuality: when inter-
actions tend to be two-way, long duration of RTP 
is associated with greater social competence and 
less aggression in the boy. In other words, to 
enable reciprocity between the play partners, the 
hierarchy must not be too pronounced. The other 
moderating variable is the boy’s fear during the 
play. Activation consists in provoking emotions 
in the child and then helping him regulate them. 
To do so, the father must be sensitive to the opti-
mal margin of excitement depending on the spe-
cific characteristics of his child (e.g., 
temperament). It has been shown that when the 
boy is slightly but not overly frightened, duration 
of father-child is associated with greater social 
competence. This supports the idea of an optimal 
level of excitement and that, as noted previously, 
“too much” is just as detrimental to the child as 
“not enough.” Finally, father-child RTP fre-
quency at 3 years of age has been positively asso-
ciated with the activation score only in boys 
(Paquette & Dumont, 2013b).

 Sex Differences in Parent-Child 
Activation Relationship 
with Toddlers

The primary objective of this section is to verify, 
using a larger sample than prior studies, the pres-
ence of sex differences in the parent-child activa-
tion relationship at 12–18  months, and more 

specifically the prediction that fathers activate 
children more than mothers but that both parents 
activate boys more than girls. The secondary pur-
pose of this section is to verify whether the acti-
vation relationship is associated with 
sociodemographic characteristics. To this end, 
we use data from the complementarity of attach-
ment relationships (CAR) project and more par-
ticularly the RS coding for 12–18-month-olds, 
which has recently been made available.

The main goal of the CAR project in 
Montreal (Canada) is to verify whether the 
mother-child attachment  and father-child acti-
vation relationships are complementary in pre-
dicting socio- affective development and 
risk-taking in the children of two-parent fami-
lies in the general population. Children may be 
expected to be better adjusted to their environ-
ment when the parental functions between the 
two parents are complementary. Both the 
attachment relationship and the activation rela-
tionship of children are evaluated respectively 
using the SSP and the RS with each of the two 
parents, first between 12 and 18 months of age 
and then between 3.5 and 4 years old. The chil-
dren’s social adjustment is evaluated at age 4 by 
the daycare educator. This project will also 
allow for verifying the stability and predictive 
validity of RS.  The activation relationship is 
anticipated to better predict externalizing prob-
lems (especially aggression) and internalizing 
problems (particularly anxiety) than the attach-
ment relationship (ABC system). It is also 
expected that the activation relationship will 
predict children’s competition at daycare, 
whereas attachment will predict their empathy 
and ability to forge positive and lasting rela-
tionships with others. The father is expected to 
activate the children more than the mother, and 
both parents are expected to activate boys more 
than girls. Hence, the primary activation figure 
is expected to have a greater influence on the 
children’s development than the secondary; the 
same goes for attachment. Finally, associations 
are expected to be found between children’s 
temperament and the activation relationship, 
but stimulation of risk-taking is anticipated to 
more strongly explain activation after control-
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ling for children’s characteristics (sex and 
temperament).

Interrater agreement was obtained for the 
entire sample by two raters (one man and one 
woman) and stands at 81% (Kappa  =  .66) for 
classification. The intraclass correlations are, 
respectively, 0.92 for the underactivation scale, 
0.83 for the activation scale, and 0.91 for the 
overactivation scale. Disagreements were dis-
cussed with a third judge until a consensus was 
reached. RS procedural flaws were observed in 
9.7% of mother-child dyads and 11.9% of father- 
child dyads, but they are not significantly associ-
ated with the three activation scores. 
Counterbalancing the RS (at a 1-month interval) 
with the father and the RS with the mother is sig-
nificantly correlated with the father-child activa-
tion score (r  = −.197, p  =  .008), such that the 
father-child activation score is lower when the 
RS with the father comes first.

Table 19.1 outlines the demographic charac-
teristics of the sample, 49.7% of which is com-
posed of boys (89/179). A total of 75% of the 
fathers and 53% of the mothers have an annual 
personal income of $40,000CAN or more. In the 
sample, 23% of the fathers and 24% of the moth-
ers were born outside Canada.

Table 19.2 shows that the prevalence of the 
activated relationship is relatively similar in the 
father-child dyads and mother-child dyads, that 
is, respectively 63.7% and 59.2%. The same is 
true of the underactivated relationship, that is, 
respectively 21.8% and 20.7%. However, the 
prevalence of the overactivated relationship is 
greater in the mother-child dyads (20.1%) than in 
the father-child dyads (14.5%).

Table 19.2 also shows that 41.9% of the chil-
dren have an activated relationship with both par-
ents. The crossed distribution between fathers 
and mothers differs significantly compared to 
random distribution (chi2  =  29.30, df  =  4, 
p <  .001). In particular, there are more children 
under/under, fewer act/under and under/act, and 
more act/act and over/over than would be 
random.

The results of the paired T-test show that the 
underactivation and activation scores are signifi-
cantly higher in the father-child dyads than in the 
mother-child dyads, while the overactivation 
score is significantly higher in the mother-child 
dyads (Table 19.3).

Table 19.4 presents the three mother-child and 
father-child scores according to child’s sex. 
Neither fathers nor mothers activate boys more 
than girls. However, mothers and fathers (and 
more so the latter) underactivate girls more than 
boys. In addition, mothers and fathers (and more 
so the former) overactivate boys more than girls. 
The results of Tables 19.3 and 19.4 did not change 
when using residuals after controlling for the 
counterbalancing of the two RS procedures.

According to Table 19.5, more boys than girls 
are overactivated, for both mother-child and 
father-child dyads. However, more girls than 
boys are underactivated in the father-child dyads.

We conducted analyses to determine whether 
the activation relationship was associated with 
sociodemographic variables. The father’s income 
is associated with the father-child activation rela-
tionship, whereas the mother’s income is associ-
ated neither with mother-child activation nor 
with father-child activation (although both 
incomes are significantly correlated: r  =  .18, 
p = .017). More specifically, the father’s income 
is slightly correlated with underactivation score 

Table 19.1 Sociodemographic characteristics of the 
sample (n = 179)

Mean 
(SD)

Min- 
max

Mother’s age 32.7 
(4.5)

17–46

Father’s age 34.6 
(4.7)

23–45

Mother’s education 16.2 
(2.8)

9–27

Father’s education 15.6 
(2.8)

6–23

Mother’s number of hours worked 
per week

26.4 
(15.3)

0–55

Father’s number of hours worked 
per week

37.8 
(13.6)

0–80

Child’s age at the RS with the 
mother (months)

15.3 
(1.8)

12–19

Child’s age at the RS with the 
father (months)

15.4 
(1.8)

12–20

No. of children in family 1.5 (.8) 1–5
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Table 19.2 Prevalence (%) of father-child and mother-child types of activation relationship in 179 families

Mother-child Father-child Total
underactivated activated overactivated

Underactivated 10.6 8.9 1.1 20.7
Activated 9.5 41.9 7.8 59.2
Overactivated 1.7 12.8 5.6 20.1
Total 21.8 63.7 14.5 100

Table 19.3 Paired T-tests on activation scores between mother-child and father-child dyads

Scores Mother-child Father-child t (df = 178) p
Underactivation 2.11 (1.34) 2.37 (1.18) −2.69 .008

Activation 3.15 (.99) 3.35 (.98) −2.11 .037

Overactivation 2.16 (1.29) 1.86 (1.17) 3.07 .002

Table 19.4 Comparison of means (SD) of mother-child (M-C) and father-child (F-C) scores between boys and girls

Scores Boys (n = 89) Girls (n = 90) t (df = 177) p
M-C underactivation 1.90 (1.34) 2.30 (1.30) −2.03 .044

M-C activation 3.10 (1.06) 3.21 (.91) −.73 .464

M-C overactivation 2.43 (1.21) 1.89 (1.31) 2.88 .004
F-C underactivation 2.17 (1.15) 2.56 (1.17) −2.26 .025

F-C activation 3.37 (.94) 3.33 (1.04) .24 .815
F-C overactivation 2.08 (1.21) 1.65 (1.10) 2.51 .013

Table 19.5 Percentage (%) of boys in mother-child and father-child according to activation types

Underactivated Activated Overactivated
Mother-child dyads 45.9 47.2 61.6
Father-child dyads 33.3 51.8 65.4

(r  =  .15, p  =  .050) and overactivation score 
(r = −.17, p = .024). The three father-child activa-
tion scores are not associated with the father’s 
education, age, number of hours worked per 
week, number of children in the family, or immi-
gration factor (born outside of Canada). The 
same is true of the three mother-child activation 
scores, except for a significant correlation 
between activation score and number of children 
in the family (r =  .15, p =  .047). Moreover, the 
mother-child activation score is significantly cor-
related with the father’s number of hours worked 
per week (r = −.22, p = .003): the mother mainly 
activates the children when the father works less.

 Discussion

As Möller et  al. (2013) have noted, fathers and 
mothers prepare their children for their future 
gender roles. Our results support the conclusion 
that sex differences in the parent-child activation 
relationship emerge very early on, that is, well 
before children’s behaviors differ significantly 
according to sex. The paternal function, whether 
assumed by either or both parents, could open the 
child up to the world by enabling them to explore 
their physical environment and to cope with 
social competition.
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The analyses conducted with this larger sam-
ple of toddlers show for the first time that fathers 
activate children more than mothers when the 
child’s sex is not taken into account, and starting 
at an early age (12–18 months old). However, in 
contrast with what has been found with smaller 
samples to date, fathers and mothers do not acti-
vate boys more than girls, at least according to 
activation score. This is confirmed by the equal 
number of girls and boys in the activation 
category.

Above all, our results bring to light that fathers 
underactivate children more than mothers, and 
both underactivate girls more than boys; this 
yields a descending order of father-daughter, 
mother-daughter, father-son, and mother-son. 
Additionally, mothers overactivate children more 
than fathers, and both overactivate boys more 
than girls, for a descending order of mother-son, 
father-son, mother-daughter, and father-daughter. 
This translated into more boys in the overactiva-
tion category and more girls in the father-child 
underactivation category. In other words, fathers 
have a tendency to overprotect girls more than 
boys, whereas mothers exhibit greater difficulty 
setting limits for boys. Rather than contradicting 
the theory, these results clarify which scales of 
the activation relationship are important for shed-
ding light on sex differences.

Research has uncovered that both maternal 
and paternal overprotection are associated with 
more child anxiety and with less challenging par-
enting behavior (Majdandzic, de Vente Colonnesi, 
& Bögels, 2018). Fathers appear to engage in less 
overprotection than mothers (Möller et al., 2015), 
but more challenging parenting behavior than 
mothers (Lazarus et  al., 2016). Our results on 
underactivation nevertheless support the idea that 
fathers’ overprotection has a greater impact on 
children’s development than mothers’ overpro-
tection. Along these lines, Majdandzic, de Vente 
Colonnesi, and Bögels (2018) have shown that 
only paternal CPB predicts anxiety when mater-
nal and paternal CPB are entered into the same 
model.

Fathers’ greater overprotection of daughters 
could magnify girls’ biological predisposition to 
be more cautious, that is, more risk-aversive, on 

average than boys (Eckel & Grossman, 2008), 
and potentially to develop anxiety problems. 
Mothers’ greater difficulty with disciplining and 
setting limits on boys during exploration than 
fathers could magnify boys’ biological predispo-
sitions to take more risks on average and poten-
tially to have more accidents and to develop 
aggression problems. A meta-analysis by Else- 
Quest, Hyde, Goldsmith, and van Hulle (2006) 
has shown significant differences between sexes 
with respect to young children’s temperament: an 
average effect size in favor of boys for the “sur-
gency” factor (level of activity, impulsiveness, 
enjoyment associated with high-intensity stimuli, 
etc.) and a large effect size in favor of girls for the 
“effortful control” factor (sustained attention, 
inhibitory control, enjoyment associated with 
low-intensity stimuli, etc.). Girls express fear 
earlier than boys and show more hesitation and 
greater distress in approaching novel objects 
(Campbell, 2009). According to Campbell 
(2009), the sex difference in fear accounts for a 
considerable portion of differences observed in 
aggressive behavior.

Finally, the prediction that overactivation 
would be associated with a quantitative reproduc-
tive strategy is partly confirmed. Father-child 
overactivation is indeed correlated with a lower 
paternal income. In addition, as predicted, we 
obtained more overactivated boys than overacti-
vated girls. However, more siblings were 
expected to be found in this profile than in the 
two other profiles, which did not turn out to be 
the case. It would be worth verifying, in the 
future, if overactivated boys use more physical 
aggression than children in the two other profiles. 
The fact that mother-child activation score is 
associated with more children at home and a 
spouse who works less often may potentially be 
explained by the fact that the presence of peers 
and the greater presence of the spouse at home 
promote optimal mother-child activation—either 
directly, via the modelling of the spouse and 
older children, or indirectly, via a fairer distribu-
tion of parental tasks between the two spouses, 
which would enable mothers to be more active in 
paternal functions. It would also be worthwhile 
to verify if fathers engage more in daily tasks 
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when they work less outside the home. Another 
aspect to be investigated would be whether the 
quality of the mother-child activation relation-
ship is lower in single-parent families. Finally, 
we confirmed the presence of more girls than 
boys in the underactivated profile, but only for 
the father-child activation relationship. This 
result once more confirms that more paternal 
overprotection likely has a greater impact on 
children’s development than maternal 
overprotection.

 Summary and Key Points

To sum up, fathers appear to play a greater role 
than mothers when it comes to activating chil-
dren, whether via RTP, openness to the world, or 
challenging behavior. The activation relationship 
as evaluated by the RS helps bring to light the 
presence, already in toddlers, of double modera-
tion by parent’s sex and child’s sex, while paren-
tal behaviors related to activation (RTP, openness 
to the world, and challenging behavior) are show-
ing differences between girls and boys only start-
ing from preschool age (3 years old) when there 
are differences. The results of studies on open-
ness to the world as well as challenging parenting 
behavior indicate that the most important dimen-
sions of paternal functions in highlighting sex 
differences are stimulation of competition and 
stimulation of risk-taking.

It would be important in the future to diversify 
the outcome variables. For example, the open-
ness to the world questionnaires and quality of 
RTP observations could be used in connection 
with internalizing problems in children and anxi-
ety in particular. The challenging behavior instru-
ments could help verify associations with 
competition, risk-taking, and externalizing prob-
lems in children, especially aggression. Finally, it 
is important to avoid confusing physical play and 
RTP given that different types of physical play 
can in theory serve different functions in chil-
dren’s development.

It is important to note that prosocial behaviors 
do not seem to be associated with father-child 
activation. The only association found has been 

between father-son RTP and social competence 
in Canadian boys but only when the boy’s fear is 
low during the RTP (Dubé, 2011). No association 
was found in Brazil between fathers’ openness to 
the world and prosocial behaviors in children 
(Bueno et al., 2018). Research has shown proso-
cial behaviors as being associated with mother- 
child RTP in Canada (Flanders, 2008), and not 
with father-child RTP in Australia (Fletcher et al., 
2013). An association has been found between 
the activation relationship and the social compe-
tence of Canadian children, but only when the 
fathers displayed little involvement in stimula-
tion or in punishment (Dumont & Paquette, 
2013). In the United States, Stevenson and Crnic 
(2013) have found an association between their 
concept of activative fathering and sociability, 
but the use of puzzle tasks rather than risk-taking 
tasks may have influenced the results. In other 
words, the play context and the dimensions 
observed are of paramount importance in shed-
ding light on father-mother differences and their 
differential impact on children’s development. 
Bureau et al. (2014) have shown that mothers are 
in greater synchrony with their child during the 
laughing task without toys than are fathers. If 
these researchers have found no other differences 
between the mothers and fathers of preschool- 
age children, it might be because the scales used 
to establish the factors were based on concepts of 
collaboration, sensitivity (in the traditional sense 
of the term), and respect for the child’s rhythm in 
a context of caring (snack time) and quiet play. It 
may be supposed that the use of scales based on a 
definition of sensitivity adapted to the exciting 
physical play concept, and on concepts of com-
petition, intrusiveness, risk-taking, and surpris-
ing the child, could reveal differences in favor of 
the fathers. In their discussion, these last authors 
mention having had the impression that fathers 
mainly tended to engage in physical play and 
intrusiveness, and their children tended to 
“express a wider variety of emotional states such 
as surprise and momentary discomfort while also 
becoming hysterically happy and hyperaroused.”

In our view, prosocial behaviors should nor-
mally be mainly associated with maternal func-
tions. Logically, we should also expect to find 
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more sex differences for emotions respectively 
associated with the maternal functions and the 
paternal functions. As the principal agents of 
socialization up through the end of preschool 
age, parents help children learn to modulate their 
emotional expressions according to the everyday 
contexts they encounter and the values embraced 
by society. Gender socialization arises from soci-
etal constructions of gender and from distinct 
biological predispositions of girls and boys 
(Pomerantz et al., 2004). Parents often show dif-
ferential attention to boys and girls that reinforce 
biological predispositions toward different gen-
der roles (in the same direction). In the United 
States, women are expected to express more 
emotions that support relationships than men, 
and men are expected to be more assertive and 
even overtly aggressive if needed (Chaplin, Cole, 
& Zahn-Waxler, 2005).

The field dedicated to emotion socialization 
could, in the future, be examined in light of 
maternal and paternal functions as presented in 
activation relationship theory. Indeed, mothers 
and fathers are both invested in their children’ 
emotional lives, but their roles differ depending 
on child’s sex and the type of emotion the child is 
displaying (Kennedy Root & Rubin, 2010). 
Mothers seem to play a much greater role in com-
munication and the expression of emotions, both 
of which are key elements of the attachment rela-
tionship. Compared to fathers, mothers elaborate 
more on emotional experiences during conversa-
tions with children, are more intensely expressive 
of both positive and some negative emotions, are 
more apt to experience a wider variety of emo-
tions, and are more accurate decoders of emo-
tions (Denham, Bassett, & Wyatt, 2010; Leaper, 
Anderson, & Sanders, 1998; Premo & Kiel, 
2014; van der Pol et al., 2015; Zaman & Fivush, 
2013). Moreover, mothers engage in more con-
versational, supportive, and interpretative com-
munication with daughters than with sons from 
infancy through at least elementary school 
(Lovas, 2011). Mothers and fathers use a greater 
number and variety of emotion words with 
daughters than with sons during the preschool 
years (Fivush, Brotman, Buckner, & Goodman, 
2000). During childhood and adolescence, moth-

ers focus with daughters on internal feeling states 
and with sons on the causes and consequences of 
their actions and on practical problem-solving 
skills (Fivush, 1989, 1991; Kuebli, Butler, & 
Fivush, 1995).

Fathers use more instrumental language, such 
as directives and informing statements (Leaper 
et al., 1998). In case of perceived difficulties in 
the child, fathers have been found to engage in 
more discussion of emotional antecedents (causes 
of sadness) than mothers, whereas mothers have 
devoted more of the discussion to emotional 
states (Cassano & Zeman, 2010). There is bur-
geoning evidence that under conditions of risk, 
fathers may play a particularly important role in 
emotion socialization (Garside, 2004). We posit 
that anger may be more closely associated with 
the activation relationship whereas sadness may 
be more closely associated with the attachment 
relationship. Parents tolerate anger expressions 
more in boys than in girls, while sadness and fear 
are discouraged more in boys than in girls (see 
van der Pol et al., 2015). Mothers respond atten-
tively to their toddler boys’ expression of anger 
but tend to ignore or attempt to inhibit their girls’ 
anger (Radke-Yarrow & Kochanska, 1990). 
Mothers even encourage anger in boys, since 
they demonstrate more positive emotional 
responses to their preschool-age sons’ anger dis-
plays than their daughters’ anger (Cole, Teti, & 
Zahn-Waxler, 2003). Mothers and fathers have 
discussed sadness more frequently with daugh-
ters than with sons, even though girls did not ini-
tiate conversations about sadness more than boys 
(Adams, Kuebli, Boyle, & Fivush, 1995; Fivush 
et  al., 2000). Finally, fathers are particularly 
punitive in response to their son’s displays of 
negative emotions, especially vulnerable emo-
tions such as sadness and fear (Eisenberg et al., 
1999). In future research, it would be especially 
important to undertake observational studies 
since, according to Leaper et  al.’s (1998) meta- 
analysis, parents are more likely to treat girls and 
boys differently when behavioral observations 
are used rather than self-report methods. This 
could be explained by social desirability. It could 
also be explained by the primary role of indirect 
socialization (interactions and behaviors that do 
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not especially reflect a socializer’s beliefs, val-
ues, and goals), which has its roots in our primate 
ancestors, well before the development of human 
consciousness and hence direct socialization. 
Educators know that children tend more strongly 
to do what we do ourselves, as opposed to what 
we tell them to do.
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20Fathers’ Emotional Availability 
with Their Children: Determinants 
and Consequences

Sarah Bergmann and Annette M. Klein

Enormous changes during the past 60 years in the 
societies of many Western industrialized coun-
tries have contributed to reshaping the traditional 
division of labour in the family, particularly with 
respect to the role of the father and his role in 
parenting and childcare. This is reflected by the 
rising numbers of fathers making use of parental 
leave, becoming primary caregivers and in gen-
eral increasing the amount of time they spend in 
childcare activities (e.g. Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, 
& Levine, 1987). These societal changes pro-
moted great interest in efforts to understand 
fathers’ quantity, quality and patterns of interac-
tion with their children and to comprehend how 
fathers directly and indirectly affect their chil-
dren’s development. To this end, in order to 
describe the quality of the parent-child relation-
ship, research on fatherhood relied on concepts, 
which originally had been developed for assess-
ing the child’s relationship with the mother as the 
traditional primary caregiver, such as sensitivity, 
responsiveness and attachment security (e.g. 

Kochanska & Aksan, 2004; Lucassen et  al., 
2011). One of these concepts is emotional avail-
ability (EA), which refers to the overall affective 
quality of a dyadic interaction and describes the 
extent to which caregivers and children share a 
healthy dyadic relationship (Biringen, 2000). As 
a theoretical construct, EA partly originates from 
attachment theory (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & 
Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1973). However, in contrast 
to attachment theory, EA sets a greater emphasis 
on the observed global emotional climate of an 
interaction and the emotional responsiveness of 
caregiver and child (Biringen, Derscheid, 
Vliegen, Closson, & Easterbrooks, 2014). Other 
attachment-related concepts describing caregiver- 
child interactions target individual behaviour of 
the caregiver (mainly the mother) rather than 
viewing adult and child in a relational context 
(Biringen & Robinson, 1991). In contrast, EA is 
based on a bidirectional or dyadic approach; 
adult and child are considered as individuals but 
viewed within their specific dyadic relationship 
as affecting one another (Biringen et al., 2014). 
In addition, EA takes the contributions to the 
interaction provided by both partners of a dyad 
into consideration. Hence, the behaviour of the 
child is taken into account when judgements on 
caregiver’s EA are made. For example, if the 
child avoids his or her mother, the mother will 
not be considered as highly emotionally available 
(Biringen et al., 2014). However, particularly in 
cases in which children suffer from disabilities or 
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in the context of adoptive or foster families, 
scores on adult and child dimensions can differ, 
i.e. parents show greater emotional availability 
than children (Biringen et al., 2014). Moreover, 
EA takes the role of covert emotions into account 
and encompasses various aspects of the caregiv-
ers’ behaviour rather than focusing on sensitivity 
only. Therefore, EA presents a broader picture of 
interactive exchange. As EA has shown to be 
associated with children’s attachment security or 
attachment classifications in relationship towards 
their mothers (e.g. Easterbrooks, Biesecker, & 
Lyons-Ruth, 2000; Feniger-Schaal & Joels, 2018; 
Ziv, Aviezer, Gini, Sagi, & Koren-Karie, 2000) as 
well as with caregivers in substitute care 
(Altenhofen, Clyman, Little, Baker, & Biringen, 
2013), it seems to be a relevant contributing fac-
tor to the nature of attachment relationships.

Being also partly rooted in family systems the-
ory (e.g. Guttman, 1991), the EA construct 
reaches beyond the mother-child relationship and 
encompasses a variety of relationships, including 
the father-child relationship (Biringen, 2008; 
Saunders, Kraus, Barone, & Biringen, 2015). 
Though research measuring fathers’ EA still 
remains scarce compared to the wealth of studies 
focusing on maternal EA in various contexts, the 
body of research addressing father-child EA has 
been significantly growing especially during the 
last 10 years. Therefore, in this chapter we want to 
summarize the current state of research on fathers’ 
EA with their children up to prekindergarten age 
regarding the following four questions: (1) Is 
fathers’ EA different from mothers’ EA? (2) 
Which factors are determinants of fathers’ EA? 
(3) Does fathers’ EA affect child development? 
(4) How can fathers’ EA be improved? Moreover, 
we want to provide suggestions for future 
research. However, before doing so we briefly 
give an introduction on how EA is operationalized 
and assessed in the following section.

 Operationalization of EA

In order to provide an operationalization of EA 
assessed in dyadic mother-child interactions, 
Biringen and Robinson (1991) suggested com-

posite scores derived from observing mothers 
and children to capture different components of 
EA. These were referred to as “emotional avail-
ability scales” (EAS; Biringen, Robinson, & 
Emde, 1998). Since then the EAS have been 
revised several times, so that the 4th edition is 
currently available (Biringen, 2008). The EAS 
can be flexibly used across various contexts (e.g. 
laboratory or home observations, unstructured or 
structured tasks, stressful contexts) with children 
of different age (e.g. infants, toddlers, children, 
young adolescents) and various caregivers (e.g. 
mother, father, childcare professionals) (Biringen 
et al., 2014). Usually, the coding of the EAS is 
based on filmed adult-child interactions with a 
recommended minimum length of 20  minutes 
(Biringen, 2008). However, due to time con-
straints, it is not uncommon for researchers to use 
shorter periods of observation: for example, Ziv 
et al. (2000) used 6 minutes of observation, and 
the results of their study indicate validity by 
showing small significant associations between 
the mother-child EA with attachment security 
and attachment classifications. In accordance 
with the definition of EA as mirroring the overall 
emotional climate between adult and child, the 
EAS reflect a macroanalytic holistic approach 
towards assessing the quality of the caregiver- 
child interactions (Bornstein, Hahn, Suwalsky, & 
Haynes, 2011) in a multidimensional way. Four 
dimensions refer to the adult’s contributions to 
the interaction, and two dimensions refer to the 
child’s contributions to the interaction. According 
to the 4th edition of the EAS (Biringen, 2008), 
sensitivity encompasses the adult’s ability to cre-
ate a general positive emotional climate within 
the interaction, which is characterized by authen-
ticity and genuineness, and the adult’s ability to 
correctly recognize the child’s emotional cues 
and signals and to respond appropriately and 
promptly. Structuring refers to the adult’s ability 
to adequately frame the child’s activities and to 
provide appropriate mentoring, scaffolding and 
guidance, which support the child’s autonomous 
attempts and are successfully picked up by the 
child. Nonintrusiveness captures the absence of 
overly suggestive, overly directive or overly pro-
tective tendencies shown by the adult as well as 
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of behavioural or verbal interferences and 
 overstimulation. Nonhostility refers to the 
absence of open (behaviour or statements that are 
clearly hostile) or covert (e.g. subtle signs of 
impatience, frustration) hostility shown by the 
adult in the interaction. Child responsiveness 
reflects the child’s desire and ability to respond to 
the caregiver in emotionally available ways and 
to show joy and enjoyment during the interaction 
with the adult rather than negative emotions and 
behaviours. Child involvement describes the 
capacity as well as the interest of the child to 
involve the caregiver into the child’s activity, e.g. 
by using eye contact, verbal means and physical 
positioning, while keeping a healthy balance 
between involving behaviours and age-appropri-
ate autonomy.

The internationally widely used EAS reflect 
the most validated, reliable and objective opera-
tionalization of the EA construct. Hence, when 
alluding to EA in this chapter, we only refer spe-
cifically to studies using the EAS.

 Is Fathers’ EA Different 
from Mothers’ EA? Current Evidence 
Comparing Fathers and Mothers

In Western industrialized societies, fathers have 
been attributed a different style of interaction 
with their children as compared to mothers. Their 
behaviour towards their children appears particu-
larly physical, challenging, animating and stimu-
lating including less predictability during the 
interaction as well as rough-and-tumble play 
(Crawley & Sherrod, 1984; Paquette, Carbonneau, 
Dubeau, Bigras, & Tremblay, 2003; St George & 
Freeman, 2017; Yogman, 1981). Hence, the ques-
tion arose if fathers in Western societies would 
also differ from mothers regarding aspects of the 
relationship quality towards their children. As 
pointed out before, when studying fathers’ rela-
tionship with their children, research often relies 
on measures, which have originally been devel-
oped for assessing the child’s relationship with 
the mother as the traditional primary caregiver 
despite the fact that fathers may also share differ-
ent activities with their children (e.g. Cabrera, 

Volling, & Barr, 2018). This may be one reason 
why studies regarding this question yielded 
inconsistent results, on the one hand suggesting 
that fathers are no different from mothers in 
terms of sensitivity and responsiveness towards 
their children (e.g. Cabrera, Shannon, & Tamis- 
LeMonda, 2007; Malmberg et al., 2016) and on 
the other hand reporting fathers to be less sensi-
tive and responsive towards their children (e.g. 
Kochanska & Aksan, 2004) as assessed by obser-
vational instruments other than the EAS. To find 
out whether these differences between fathers 
and mothers would also emerge when the emo-
tional connection between parent and child is 
considered in a more global way, researchers 
started to investigate EA in fathers as well as in 
mothers (e.g. Lovas, 2005) and compared them 
regarding their mean levels of EA. To the best of 
our knowledge, 14 publications compared 
fathers’ to mothers’ EA so far (sometimes con-
ducting secondary analyses of data sets). The 
samples, which were investigated, included typi-
cally developing children but also children with 
Down syndrome, feeding disorders and sleeping 
disorders, children of refugees and clinically 
referred children (see Table 20.1). Seven of these 
14 studies indicate that fathers appear to achieve 
lower EA scores than mothers in typically devel-
oping children (Bergmann et al., 2013; Hallers- 
Haalboom et al., 2017; Hallers-Haalboom et al., 
2014; Lovas, 2005) and in samples partly includ-
ing children with feeding disorders or develop-
mental disabilities (Atzaba-Poria et  al., 2010; 
John et al., 2013; Menashe-Grinberg & Atzaba- 
Poria, 2017). Lower sensitivity in fathers com-
pared to mothers was observed consistently in 
these studies except for one (John et al., 2013); 
differences regarding other dimensions of EA 
were observed less constantly. For example, 
Lovas (2005) prospectively investigated effects 
of parent and child gender on EA in the USA 
when children were 19 (n = 113) and 24 months 
(n = 90) old. Fathers in this study were reported 
not only to be less sensitive but also to be less 
structuring than mothers at both points of assess-
ment and more intrusive at 19  months. In line 
with these results, Bergmann et  al. (2013) also 
found fathers in Germany to be less sensitive, 
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Table 20.1 Overview on studies comparing parent-child EA in fathers and mothers (studies presented according to 
child age)

Study Sample Context Results
Martins, 
Mateus, 
Osorio, 
Martins and 
Soares (2014)

N = 52 (31 boys, 59.6%)
Child age: 9–11 months (M = 10.38, 
SD = .36)
Sample from Portugal
Middle to middle-upper class

Home observations, 
30 min (20 min usual 
routines, 10 min free 
play)
EAS: 3rd edition

Sensitivity: no difference
Nonintrusiveness: fathers > 
mothers
(no other EA dimensions 
assessed/reported)

Martins, 
Soares, 
Martins and 
Osório (2016)

N = 50 (31 boys, 62%)
Child age: 10 months old (M = 10.38, 
SD = .36)
Sample from Portugal
Middle to middle-upper class

Home observations, 
30 min (20 min usual 
routines, 10 min free 
play)
EAS: 3rd edition

Father total EA (sum of all 
subscales) > mother total EA 
(sum of all subscales)

Wiefel et al. 
(2005)

N = 68 (42 boys, 61.8%)
Child age: 6 weeks–3 years 10 months 
(M = 1.11 years)
Sample of clinically referred children 
(mainly attachment disorders, feeding 
disorders, regulatory disorders 
according to DC 0–3; no organic 
disorders) in Germany, predominantly 
middle class

Laboratory observation, 
5 min for infants aged 
2–9 months and 10 min 
for older infants in free 
play; feeding situation 
instead of free play for 
some children with 
feeding disorders
EAS: 3rd edition

No difference between 
fathers and mothers 
regarding total EA (sum of 
all 6 subscales)

Lovas (2005) N = 113 (63 boys, 55.8%)
Child age: t1, 18–20 months (M = 19.2, 
SD = 0.41), t2: 23.9–25.9 months 
(M = 24.5, SD = 0.42)
Sample from the USA (89% 
Caucasian, 6% Hispanic, 4% Asian 
American and 1% African American; 
14% of the families were multi-ethnic), 
predominantly middle class

Laboratory observation, 
12 min (7 min free play, 
5 min of clean-up)
EAS: 3rd edition

Sensitivity: fathers < 
mothers at t1, t2
Structuring: fathers < 
mothers at t1, t2
Nonintrusiveness: fathers < 
mothers at t1
Nonhostility: no difference
Child responsiveness: 
fathers < mothers at t2
Child involvement: fathers < 
mothers at t2

Atzaba-Poria 
et al. (2010)

n = 28 children diagnosed with feeding 
disorder and n = 28 children without 
developmental or feeding disorders 
(control group)
Child age: 1–3 years (M = 1.97, 
SD = .86)
Sample from Israel
Mainly (group with feeding disorders/
control group) high school education 
(61%/64% of mothers, 61%/63% of 
fathers) and post-secondary school 
education (39%/50% of mothers, 
39%/36% of fathers)

Home observation, 
12 min play
(5 min structured and 
5 min unstructured play, 
2 min
clean-up session), 
12 min one-to-one 
feeding
EAS: 3rd edition

Sensitivity: fathers < 
mothers in the group with 
feeding disorders
No significant difference in 
other EA dimensions in the 
group with feeding disorders
No significant differences in 
the control group

Menashe and 
Atzaba-Poria 
(2016)

N = 65 (22 boys, 34%)
Child age: 1–3 years (M = 1.97, 
SD = 0.86)
Sample from Israel, about half of the 
children suffered from feeding 
problems
Mainly high school education (62% of 
parents)

Home observation, 
12 min play
(5 min structured and 
5 min unstructured play, 
2 min
clean-up session)
EAS: 3rd edition

Sensitivity: no difference 
Nonintrusiveness: no 
difference
No other dimensions 
reported

(continued)
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Table 20.1 (continued)

Study Sample Context Results
Menashe- 
Grinberg and 
Atzaba-Poria 
(2017)

N = 111 (47 boys, 42.0%)
Child age: 1–3 years (M = 1.91, 
SD = 0.76)
Sample from Israel, about half of the 
children suffered from feeding or 
sleeping problems
Mainly high school education (45% of 
mothers and 40% of fathers) and 
post-secondary school education (37% 
of mothers and 36% of fathers)

Home observation, 
12–15 min
(structured and 
unstructured play, 
clean-up session)
EAS: 3rd edition

Sensitivity: fathers < 
mothers
Structuring: no difference, 
only trend for fathers < 
mothers
Nonintrusiveness: no 
difference
(No other EA dimensions 
reported)

van Ee, 
Sleijpen, 
Kleber and 
Jongmans 
(2013)

N = 80 children (37 boys, 46%), 29 
fathers, 51 mothers, both parents 
participated for 18 children
Child age: 18–43 months (M = 27.14, 
SD = 9.10)
Sample of asylum seekers in the 
Netherlands from various geographic 
regions (Middle East, 43.8%; Africa, 
32.5%; East Europe, 12.5%; Asia, 
8.8%; South America, 2.6%) with 
experience of trauma, low socio- 
economic status, diverse education

Laboratory observation, 
15 min free play
EAS: 4th edition

No difference between 
fathers and mothers 
regarding sensitivity, 
structuring, nonintrusiveness 
and nonhostility, child 
dimensions not assessed/
reported

de Falco, 
Venuti, 
Esposito and 
Bornstein 
(2009)

N = 22 children with Down syndrome 
and their parents
Child age: 18–48 months (M 
chronological age = 35.32 months)
Sample from Italy
Low to middle socio-economic status 
in the Italian population

Laboratory observation, 
10 min free play
EAS: 3rd edition

No difference between 
fathers and mothers 
regarding all EA dimensions

Bergmann, 
Wendt, von 
Klitzing and 
Klein (2013)

N = 48 (25 boys, 52.1%)
Child age: 7–46 months (M = 25.19, 
SD = 12.26)
Sample from Germany
Mainly well-educated: general 
qualification for university entrance, 
83.8% of mothers and 79.2% of 
fathers; entrance qualification for 
studying at a university of applied 
sciences, 3 mothers (6.3%) and one 
father (2.1%); Certificate of Secondary 
Education, 10.4% of mothers and 
18.8% of fathers

Laboratory observation, 
16 min free play
EAS: 4th edition

Sensitivity: fathers < 
mothers
Structuring: fathers < 
mothers
Nonintrusiveness: fathers < 
mothers
Nonhostility: no difference
Child responsiveness: no 
difference
Child involvement: no 
difference

Hallers- 
Haalboom 
et al. (2014)

N = 389 families with 2 children: 107 
boy-boy (28%), 91 girl-girl (23%), 98 
boy-girl (25%) and 93 girl-boy (24%)
Firstborn child age: 2.5–3.6 years at T1 
(M = 3.0, SD = 0.3)
Second-born child age: 12.0 months 
old (SD = 0.2)
Sample from the Netherlands
Mainly high educational level: 79% of 
mothers and 76% of fathers with 
completion of academic or higher 
vocational schooling

Home observation, 
8 min free play
EAS: 4th edition

Sensitivity: fathers < 
mothers
Nonintrusiveness: fathers < 
mothers for younger child 
but no difference for older 
child
(No other EA dimensions 
assessed/reported)

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Study Sample Context Results
Hallers- 
Haalboom 
et al. (2017)

N = 390 families with 2 children: 99 
boy-boy (27%), 86 girl-girl (24%), 90 
boy-girl (25%) and 89 girl-boy (24%)
Firstborn child age: 2.5–3.6 years at T1
(M = 3.0, SD = 0.3)
Second-born child age: 12.0 months 
old (SD = 0.2) at T2
T2 and T3 followed when second-born 
child was 24.0 (SD = 0.3) and 
36.0 months (SD = 0.7) old, 
respectively
Sample from the Netherlands
Mainly high educational level: 79% of 
mothers and 77% of fathers with 
completion of academic or higher 
vocational schooling

Home observation, 
8 min free play
EAS: 4th edition

Sensitivity: fathers < 
mothers
(No other EA dimensions 
reported)

John, 
Halliburton 
and 
Humphrey 
(2013)

N = 18 (11 boys, 61.1%)
Child age: 2–4.5 years (M = 2; 7 years; 
months)
Sample from the USA
Five children with diagnosis of a 
developmental disability varying in 
type and severity
Household income: 10,000–200,000$ 
(median = 70,000$)

Home observation, 
semi-structured 
(18–20 min mother- 
child interaction 
followed by 12–15 min 
father-child interactions) 
at dinner or play table 
with a standardized set 
of toys
EAS: 4th edition

Structuring: fathers < 
mothers
No difference regarding all 
other EA dimensions

Piermattei, 
Pace, 
Tambelli, 
D'Onofrio and 
Di Folco 
(2017)

N = 20 (13 boys, 65%)
Child age: 4.5–8.5 years 
(M = 81.8 months, SD = 13.4)
Sample of late-adopted children and 
adoptive parents in Italy; age of 
adoption: M = 63.5 months, SD = 16.7; 
Min. = 37.0, Max. = 93.0; time spent 
by children in the family, 
12–36 months; absence of special 
needs for all children
Mainly well-educated: 50% of mothers 
with bachelor’s degree, 60% fathers 
with high school diploma

Home observation, free 
play
EAS: 4th edition

No difference between 
fathers and mothers 
regarding sensitivity, 
structuring, 
nonintrusiveness, 
nonhostility, child 
responsiveness and child 
involvement

less structuring and more intrusive in comparison 
to mothers when assessing EA in 48 families 
with children aged 7–46 months and controlling 
for the effects of child gender and age. 
Investigating 111 children of a similar age range 
(1–3  years) in interaction with their parents in 
Israel, Menashe-Grinberg and Atzaba-Poria 
(2017) reported only significantly lower levels of 
sensitivity for fathers, whereas there was just a 
trend for lower structuring in fathers and no dif-
ference regarding nonintrusiveness (other dimen-
sions of EA were not reported). Notably, half of 
the children in this sample suffered from sleeping 

and feeding problems. When specifically com-
paring fathers and mothers of 28 children with 
feeding disorders aged 1–3  years, fathers 
achieved lower scores on the sensitivity scale but 
did not differ from mothers on any other of the 
EA dimensions (Atzaba-Poria et al., 2010). Using 
a within-family approach to study families with 
two children in the Netherlands, Hallers- 
Haalboom et  al. (2014) explored differences 
between mothers and fathers in separate interac-
tions with their youngest children aged 12 months 
as well as with their oldest children aged 2.5–
3.6 years. Apart from lower sensitivity for fathers 
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compared to mothers in interaction with both 
children, they also reported higher intrusiveness 
for fathers compared to mothers in interaction 
with the younger child; however, no difference 
regarding nonintrusiveness occurred in interac-
tion with the older child. Last but not least, no 
differences between fathers and mothers regard-
ing sensitivity occurred in a small sample of 18 
preschoolers and their parents in the USA; how-
ever, fathers showed lower levels of structuring 
as compared to mothers (John et  al., 2013). 
Notably, almost one third of the 18 children in 
this sample (i.e. five children) had a diagnosis of 
a developmental disorder.

Taken together, studies reporting differences 
between fathers and mothers regarding the adult 
dimensions of EA indicate that – in addition to 
lower sensitivity scores  – fathers also tend to 
show lower structuring and lower nonintrusive-
ness compared to mothers, though not all studies 
found significant differences in the latter two 
dimensions (Atzaba-Poria et al., 2010; Menashe- 
Grinberg & Atzaba-Poria, 2017). Remarkably, 
studies including the assessment of nonhostility 
reported no significant differences between 
mothers and fathers regarding their covert or 
overt hostile behaviour (Atzaba-Poria et  al., 
2010; Bergmann et  al., 2013; de Falco et  al., 
2009; Lovas, 2005).

In contrast to these results, other studies did 
not find any differences between mothers and 
fathers regarding EA. For example, in a sample 
of 68 clinically referred German children aged 
6  weeks to 46  months with mainly attachment 
disorders, eating disorders and regulatory disor-
ders, no significant differences between mother- 
child and father-child interactions regarding total 
EA (sum of all EA subscales) were reported 
(Wiefel et  al., 2005). Likewise, when assessing 
22 children with Down syndrome from 18 to 
48  months in interaction with their parents in 
Italy, de Falco et al. (2009) did not observe any 
significant difference between mothers and 
fathers on the six EA dimensions. In the same 
vein, in a sample of 28 children aged 1–3 years 
without developmental disorders (who served as 
a control group to a group with feeding disorders) 
from Israel, Atzaba-Poria et  al. (2010) did not 

find any differences between mothers and fathers 
regarding adult dimensions of EA.  Similarly, 
fathers and mothers were equally sensitive and 
nonintrusive (no other dimensions reported) in a 
sample of 65 children between 1 and 3  years 
investigated by Menashe and Atzaba-Poria 
(2016) in Israel. Again, half of the children in this 
sample suffered from sleeping and feeding prob-
lems like in their study from 2017, which did 
report differences regarding sensitivity in a 
greater sample of N  =  111. No differences 
between non-biological mothers and fathers in 
any of the six EA dimensions were reported for a 
small sample of 20 families with late-adopted 
children between 4.5 and 8.5  years in Italy 
(Piermattei et al., 2017). Moreover, in a sample 
of 80 asylum-seeking families in the Netherlands 
who showed high rates of parental post-traumatic 
stress symptoms, no differences between fathers 
and mothers regarding adult EA dimensions were 
reported in interaction with their children aged 
18–42  months (child dimensions were not 
assessed; van Ee et  al., 2013). However, this 
study is limited by the inclusion of only 29 
fathers. Moreover, though 18 children partici-
pated with both mother and father, the study did 
not provide comparisons between these 18 fathers 
and 18 mothers interacting with the same child.

Apart from either observing higher EA in 
mothers compared to fathers or observing no sig-
nificant differences at all, there is only one study 
reporting greater EA in fathers compared to 
mothers: in a sample from Portugal, Martins 
et al. (2014) found fathers to show lower intru-
siveness than mothers in interaction with their 
10-month-old infants, whereas mothers and 
fathers did not differ regarding their level of sen-
sitivity (see also Martins et al., 2016).

Although EA is a dyadic construct, which 
underlines the importance of considering the 
child’s contributions to the interaction when eval-
uating the adult’s behaviour (and vice versa), the 
question of whether children are more or less 
responsive to and involving of their mothers than 
their fathers did not receive much attention in the 
EA literature so far. Those few studies dealing 
with this topic mainly indicate no significant dif-
ferences between fathers and mothers regarding 
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the child dimensions of EA (Atzaba-Poria et al., 
2010; Bergmann et  al., 2013; de Falco et  al., 
2009; John et  al., 2013). Only in the sample 
investigated longitudinally by Lovas (2005), chil-
dren at the age of 24 months were more respon-
sive to and involving of mothers than of fathers.

To summarize, several studies point towards 
differences between fathers and mothers with 
respect to both the adult dimensions and child 
dimensions of EA.  However, as not all studies 
reported these differences, the base of evidence 
appears relatively inconsistent. This inconsistency 
in results might be due to several factors, e.g. the 
lack of power to detect differences resulting from 
small sample sizes (see below). Another factor in 
particular might be the variety of samples included 
in the studies, which differ in culture and chil-
dren’s age range and developmental characteris-
tics (e.g. typically developing children vs. 
clinically referred children). Interestingly, almost 
all of the studies (except for Atzaba-Poria et al., 
2010, when investigating the control group) 
reporting no differences in fathers’ compared to 
mothers’ EA included children with a need of 
intense parenting and caregiving due to severe 
psychological or developmental problems. As de 
Falco et  al. (2009) pointed out, fathers might 
develop a mechanism of compensation when 
being faced with challenges, which put their chil-
dren’s development at risk. This mechanism of 
compensation might involve a greater focus on 
affective exchanges in the father-child interaction. 
Moreover, these fathers may pay more attention to 
their children’s signals and needs, which yields a 
level of EA comparable to that of mothers. Similar 
conclusions have been drawn by van Ee et  al. 
(2013) for the fathers in their refugee sample who 
are also confronted with a situation that bears a 
potential risk for their children’s development. As 
these fathers were not allowed to work or study 
due to their status as asylum seekers, it could even 
be speculated that the time fathers spent with their 
children in shared activities or even in caregiving 
tasks might have increased. As greater paternal 
involvement is a factor that is associated with 
higher EA (see below), fathers in the refugee sam-
ple may therefore show no difference in EA com-
pared to mothers. However, this assumption 

seems refuted by the fact that in the sample of van 
Ee and colleagues, fathers were four times less 
involved in caregiving and activity tasks than 
mothers. Another potential reason for non-signifi-
cant differences in EA between fathers and moth-
ers in these at-risk samples might also be that 
mothers who are confronted with a child who 
shows severe impairment in his or her functional 
abilities diminish in their EA especially when 
affected by depressive symptoms (Barfoot, 
Meredith, Ziviani, & Whittingham, 2017). To fur-
ther investigate the phenomenon that fathers’ EA 
does not differ from mothers’ EA when their chil-
dren bear a considerably severe risk for their 
development and functioning, future research is 
necessary. In this context, it would be a good start-
ing point to compare father-child EA in at-risk 
samples with control groups.

Regarding the question of whether fathers’ EA 
differs from mothers’ EA, it is important to keep 
the following things in mind: First, including 
fathers in studies tends to be associated with great 
difficulties and particular effort by researchers (e.g. 
Mitchell et al., 2007). Given the dearth of research 
on father-child EA, all of the studies mentioned 
above make significant contributions to the 
advancement in this field of research. However, 
some of the samples examined might have not been 
large enough to provide sufficient power to detect 
small differences between fathers and mothers 
regarding EA.  Thus, continuous effort, sufficient 
resources and effective recruitment strategies are 
needed to extend the number of fathers participat-
ing in research. Second, all of the studies men-
tioned above contrasted mean levels of fathers’ and 
mothers’ EA, i.e. even for those studies which 
found significant differences on average between 
fathers and mothers regarding the EA dimensions, 
a proportion of fathers were presumably as emo-
tionally available as mothers. In this context, 
research on father-child EA might benefit from dif-
ferent data analysis approaches, which take various 
patterns of the EA dimensions into account. For 
example, when focusing on other constructs than 
EA, Karberg, Cabrera, Malin and Kuhns (2019) 
showed that for fathers periods of intrusive behav-
iours towards their children were characterized by 
more positive affect on the side of the father and on 
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the side of the child compared to periods of intru-
sive behaviours displayed by mothers. For the 
child, this might indicate a different meaning of the 
situation. Moreover, when comparing fathers and 
mothers regarding various aspects of parenting in a 
challenging context, another study reported signifi-
cant differences regarding sensitivity, positive 
regard, stimulation of cognitive development 
(lower scores for fathers) and detachment (higher 
scores for fathers) but none regarding intrusiveness 
(Volling, Stevenson, Safyer, Gonzalez, & Lee, 
2019). However, when analysing latent profiles 
based on these aspects of parenting, this study 
found similar profiles in mothers and fathers rather 
than unique ones. For example, an activation par-
enting profile (moderate to high sensitivity, positive 
regard and stimulation, moderate intrusiveness, 
low detachment) was observed in both parents, 
with a greater proportion of fathers (58%) showing 
this profile compared to mothers (49%) (Volling 
et  al., 2019). Hence, complex methodological 
approaches may be a fruitful way to detect similari-
ties and differences between mothers and fathers 
regarding EA with their children. This may also be 
underlined by the fact that for most studies pre-
sented in this section, the differences in maternal 
and paternal EA mean scores were small, which 
raises the question whether these differences would 
in fact affect children’s development, and if they do 
so, to which degree. Finally, yet importantly, it 
remains unclear why differences between father- 
child and mother-child EA can be observed at least 
in some studies and which factors contribute to 
these differences. In general – despite rich research 
on predictors of mother-child EA – there is a lack 
of studies investigating determinants of father-
child EA. In the following section, we provide an 
overview on the existing empirical evidence 
regarding this question. As a framework, we follow 
Belsky’s (1984) process model of parenting.

 What Are the Determinants 
of Father-Child EA?

In the following section, Belsky’s model of par-
enting (Belsky, 1984) is used as a framework to 
review the current literature on determinants of 

fathers’ EA.  This model conceptualizes parent-
ing as being multiply determined by the three 
major subsystems of determinants: (1) character-
istics of the parent, such as psychopathology or 
personality; (2) characteristics of the child, such 
as temperament; and (3) characteristics of the 
family’s social context, such as social support 
and quality of the marital relationship. The influ-
ential factors, which are discussed below follow-
ing the three levels of Belsky’s model, are not 
meant to be exhaustive in theoretically predicting 
father-child EA but specifically reflect the current 
state of empirical evidence on potential 
determinants.

 Fathers’ Characteristics 
and Involvement

Though Belsky’s assumption that parents’ own 
psychological and personality characteristics as 
well as their developmental history significantly 
affect parenting has found continuous empirical 
support (e.g. Belsky & Jaffee, 2006), not much is 
known on how these aspects relate to father-child 
EA. Whereas mother-child EA has shown to be 
linked to several aspects, e.g. mothers’ psychopa-
thology, age, experiences of trauma or maltreat-
ment, attachment representations or attachment 
styles (see Biringen et  al., 2014 for a review), 
investigating these and other aspects as predic-
tors of father-child EA has been strongly 
neglected by the EA literature. So far the little 
evidence indicates that fathers’ post-traumatic 
stress relates to father-child EA: in a study includ-
ing refugees and asylum seekers, parental sensi-
tivity, structuring and nonhostility and by trend 
nonintrusiveness were negatively associated with 
the extent of parental post-traumatic stress inde-
pendent of parental gender (van Ee et al., 2013). 
However, due to the small sample size (only 29 
fathers participated) and broad parental cultural 
diversity, generalization of these findings is 
impeded. To the best of our knowledge, only 
Rossen et al. (2018) utilized a longitudinal design 
to investigate potential risk and protective factors 
regarding EA for n = 191 (biological and social) 
fathers and n = 191 mothers. Potential predictors, 
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such as substance use (alcohol, tobacco), self- 
reported bonding, depression, stress and anxiety, 
were assessed at 8 weeks after birth of the child, 
and parent-child EA was assessed when the child 
was 12 months old. Results of this study indicate 
that higher levels of paternal tobacco use pre-
dicted lower father-child EA when children were 
12  months old. The authors suggest either that 
tobacco use could be an indicator for factors 
associated with low socio-economic status and 
therefore relates to father-child EA (social con-
text, see below) or that it could be an indicator of 
difficulties in emotion regulation, which contrib-
ute to the development of tobacco addiction. 
Difficulties in emotion regulation in turn may 
impede the father from connecting emotionally 
with the child and from contributing to the child’s 
affect regulation, which is reflected by low 
EA.  Contrary to the expectations, depression 
only predicted later parent-child EA in dyadic 
analyses combined for mothers and fathers (by 
applying generalized estimating equations analy-
sis, which allows to control for clustering based 
on the dependence of observations by mothers 
and fathers of the same child and offers more 
power). The same was true for parental age, 
which was positively associated with parent- 
child EA.  This result dovetails other studies 
showing that adolescent parenthood is a risk fac-
tor for the quality of parent-child interactions 
(e.g. Riva Crugnola & Ierardi, 2018), which 
might be due to less implicit and explicit knowl-
edge about childcare and child development, to 
lower emotional maturity or to their greater 
socio-economic disadvantages (see below; 
Rossen et al., 2018).

Apart from psychological symptoms, greater 
paternal involvement (i.e. the time fathers spend 
with their children absolutely or relatively to 
mothers) could contribute to a higher extent of 
EA in fathers: Atzaba-Poria et  al. (2010) found 
mothers of children with feeding disorders only 
to be more sensitive than fathers, when father 
involvement in caregiving tasks (e.g. dressing, 
feeding) and their responsibility in childrearing – 
relative to mothers involvement  – was low. If 
father involvement was high, no difference 
between the mothers and fathers regarding sensi-

tivity could be observed. One explanation for this 
finding might be that due to a larger amount of 
time spent with their children, fathers gain a 
greater level of familiarity, routine and practice 
with them and therefore may find it easier to rec-
ognize emotional cues and needs exhibited by 
their children and to respond to those appropri-
ately. Support for this assumption may be gained 
from former research showing that the extent of 
convergence between mothers’ and fathers’ per-
ceptions of child problem behaviour increased if 
fathers spent more time with their children 
(Fitzgerald, Maguin, Zucker, & Reider, 1994). 
Another explanation might be that fathers who 
are more involved with their children– such as 
men who choose to take parental leave – are char-
acterized by certain health-related or sociodemo-
graphic aspects, which might predispose them for 
showing higher EA with their children (e.g. 
Mansdotter, Fredlund, Hallqvist, & Magnusson, 
2010). However, the generalizability of this find-
ing is put into question as in another sample of 26 
children with sleep problems and 25 children 
without sleep problems, the correlation between 
parental involvement and paternal sensitivity was 
even negative (Millikovsky-Ayalon, Atzaba- 
Poria, & Meiri, 2015). Hence, future research is 
needed not only to explore mechanisms underly-
ing the possible association between paternal 
involvement and father-child EA but also to 
investigate potential paternal determinants of 
father-child EA in general.

 Characteristics of the Child: Gender, 
Age, Temperament and Regulatory 
Problems

When discussing contributions of the child to 
parenting in the context of his model, Belsky 
(1984) did not give a broad overview but rather 
focused on child temperament as one specific 
characteristic, which he asserts shapes the way 
parents treat their children. Research since then 
has taken additional characteristics of the child 
into account and provided information on more 
complex associations between these characteris-
tics and parenting, such as bidirectional, moder-
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ated or mediated pathways, and on how 
children – depending on their individual charac-
teristics – differ in their susceptibility to environ-
mental influences including positive and negative 
parenting (e.g. Belsky & Pluess, 2009). Thus, in 
the following we will review characteristics of 
the child, which have been investigated in rela-
tion to father-child EA, namely, gender, age, tem-
perament and regulatory problems.

 Child Gender
Child gender is one of the most widely investi-
gated determinants of parenting behaviour. It is 
assumed that parents treat sons and daughters dif-
ferently and therefore contribute to gender- 
differentiated behaviour exhibited by their 
children later in life (e.g. Leaper, 2002; Lovas, 
2005). The literature which explored differences 
in EA depending on child gender mainly focused 
on mother-child dyads so far and showed mixed 
results: On the one hand, no differences in EA 
between boys and girls were found – neither on 
the adult dimensions nor on the child dimensions 
of EA (Biringen et  al., 1999; Bornstein et  al., 
2006; Bornstein, Gini, Suwalsky, Putnick, & 
Haynes, 2006; Cornish, McMahon, & Ungerer, 
2008; Hallers-Haalboom et  al., 2014; Wiefel 
et al., 2005). On the other hand, studies indicate 
higher sensitivity and structuring for mothers of 
girls than for mothers of boys (Bornstein et al., 
2008; Celia, Stack, & Serbin, 2018) and higher 
responsiveness and involvement for girls in com-
parison to boys (Bornstein et  al., 2008; Celia 
et al., 2018; Stack et al., 2012; Ziv et al., 2000). 
In contrast to these results indicating higher EA 
for interactions with girls, Biringen et al. (2000) 
reported mothers to show less hostility with their 
sons rather than with their daughters, and Kim 
and Teti (2014) reported higher maternal EA (i.e. 
sum score of sensitivity, structuring, nonintru-
siveness and nonhostility) in interactions with 
male infants than female infants.

Only five studies investigated fathers’ EA 
with their sons and daughters. Similarly to the 
findings on mother-child EA, a recent study from 
Australia showed that fathers of sons tended to be 
less sensitive, more intrusive and more hostile 
compared to fathers of daughters when children 

were 12 months old (age was corrected for pre-
term infants) (McMahon et al., 2019). These dif-
ferences might diminish over time as indicated 
by a longitudinal study investigating the develop-
ment of parental sensitivity in firstborn and 
second- born children. In this study, fathers were 
more sensitive in interaction with second-born 
daughters than with second-born sons aged 
12 months. However, from age 12 to 36 months, 
fathers’ sensitivity in interaction with sons 
showed a greater increase than their sensitivity 
towards daughters. Also, no significant effect of 
child gender was observed for the firstborn chil-
dren who were on average 2 years older than their 
second-born siblings, i.e. aged 2.5–3.6  years at 
the first wave of assessment (Hallers-Haalboom 
et al., 2017). Moreover, Lovas (2005) reported a 
significant effect of child gender on parent-child 
EA: In a global analysis, parents were less opti-
mally structuring at 19  months of age and less 
sensitive at 24 months of age towards sons than 
towards daughters, and daughters were more 
responsive and involving than sons at both points 
of measurement. Specific dyadic comparisons of 
father-son with father-daughter interactions, 
however, did not reveal any significant differ-
ences. This is in line with two other studies that 
did not find any differences between sons and 
daughters regarding father-child (as well as 
mother-child) EA in children aged 7–46 months 
(Bergmann et  al., 2013) and regarding paternal 
sensitivity in children aged 12 months and their 
older siblings aged 2.5–3.6  years (Hallers- 
Haalboom et al., 2014).

Due to these inconsistencies in the results 
reported above, it would be premature to draw 
any conclusions regarding the effect of child gen-
der on father-child EA. Future studies are needed, 
which explore differences in EA between father- 
son and father-daughter dyads (as well as mother- 
son and mother-daughter dyads) within the same 
families and explore the stability of potential dif-
ferences over time.

 Child Age
Developmental achievements regarding chil-
dren’s social and emotional competences or 
motoric mobility might also come along with a 
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reorganization of the relationship to the care-
giver. Therefore, the question whether there are 
differences in caregiver and child dimensions of 
EA depending on child age and whether EA 
changes across time as children grow older has 
concerned research in the EA field since its early 
days (e.g. Biringen, Emde, Campos, & 
Appelbaum, 1995).

Regarding the association between child age 
and adult dimensions, results of longitudinal 
research including mother-child dyads are some-
what inconsistent, reporting increasing maternal 
EA with increasing child age on the one hand (e.g 
Biringen et  al., 1999) and no change over time 
(Celia et  al., 2018; Stack et  al., 2012) or even 
decreases (Bornstein et  al., 2010) on the other 
hand. Another cross-sectional study also reported 
a negative correlation between child age and 
mother-child EA (sum of all scales; Martins 
et al., 2016). The few studies on fathers’ EA in 
association with child age more consistently 
report fathers to exhibit greater EA with older 
children: In a cross-sectional study with children 
aged 7–46 months, fathers showed higher levels 
of sensitivity and structuring if children were 
older, whereas for mothers these dimensions 
seemed to be similarly pronounced regardless of 
child age (Bergmann et al., 2013). These results 
dovetail a study on families with two children 
where fathers were more sensitive towards their 
older child as compared to their younger child. 
The same was true for nonintrusiveness; how-
ever, fathers were only more intrusive towards 
their younger child if it was a boy (Hallers- 
Haalboom et  al., 2014). As these results could 
also reflect an effect of birth order rather than of 
child age, the authors conducted further analyses 
in a follow-up longitudinal study and compared 
sensitivity in parent-child interactions when the 
first- and second-born child were 3 years of age. 
The results revealed no significant differences, 
indicating an effect of child age rather than of 
birth order (Hallers-Haalboom et  al., 2017). 
Moreover, in this longitudinal study, mothers’ as 
well as fathers’ sensitivity was reported to change 
in relation to child age, showing an increase from 
12 to 24 months and staying stable between 24 
and 36 months (Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2017). 

Taken together, the positive association between 
fathers’ EA and child age could be a reflection of 
an enhanced routine of fathers in interaction with 
the respective child (see above), which also might 
be due to the fact that fathers get more involved 
as children grow older (e.g. Yeung, Sandberg, 
Davis-Kean, & Hofferth, 2001). Furthermore, the 
mentioned results could also be a reflection of 
children’s growing language and motor abilities, 
social-emotional competences and clearer com-
munication, which may make it easier for fathers 
to be a more emotionally available partner of 
interaction. However, in contrast to these results, 
Wiefel et al. (2005) did not find any significant 
association between child age and father-child 
EA (sum score of all EA dimensions) in a child 
psychiatric population consisting of children 
aged 6 weeks up to 3 years 10 months. Hallers- 
Haalboom et  al. (2017) even reported fathers’ 
(and mothers’) sensitivity in interaction with 
3-year-old firstborn children to decrease over the 
following two years. Thus, longitudinal research 
including several waves is needed to explore tra-
jectories of father-child EA in typically develop-
ing children as well as in high-risk dyads using 
appropriate methodological approaches (e.g. 
growth modelling), which have already been 
applied to research on mother-child EA (Celia 
et al., 2018; Kim, Chow, Bray, & Teti, 2017).

Developmental changes in children as 
reflected by children’s age do play a role not only 
for changes in adult dimensions of EA but also 
for child dimensions of EA.  In general, cross- 
sectional research on parent-child EA as well as 
short-term longitudinal studies across infancy 
and toddlerhood consistently report that children 
show higher degrees of responsiveness to and 
involvement of their mothers with increasing age 
(e.g. Bergmann et al., 2013; Lovas, 2005; Stack 
et al., 2012; see Martins et al., 2016 for a contrary 
finding). More specifically, assessing long-term 
stability of mother-child EA using the 2nd edi-
tion of EAS across four waves, Celia et al. (2018) 
showed that between infancy (6  months and 
12  months, respectively) and preschool age 
(55 months), children’s levels of responsiveness 
to and involvement of their mothers increased by 
0.01 and 0.03 points on the scales per month, 
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respectively. This growth in children’s EA can be 
explained by the fact that – especially during the 
first years of life – children’s skills and compe-
tences in many areas of their development, such 
as emotion regulation, motor skills, language and 
social competences, advance significantly, which 
makes it easier for them to be adequately respon-
sive to and involving of their caregivers. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that the same pat-
terns were observed for father-child interactions 
in cross-sectional (Bergmann et  al., 2013; de 
Falco et  al., 2009) and short-term longitudinal 
studies (Lovas, 2005) as well. However, there is a 
lack of studies investigating patterns of long-term 
change regarding child responsiveness to and 
involvement of their fathers. This could be even 
more of interest as the increase in children’s 
responsiveness and involvement does depend not 
only on the achievement of milestones in chil-
dren’s development but also on other factors, 
such as caregivers’ EA. In this regard, Stack et al. 
(2012) showed that especially greater maternal 
sensitivity and structuring contributed to higher 
child responsiveness and involvement. The spe-
cific contribution of fathers’ EA to children’s 
dimensions of EA remains unclear, and as to the 
best of our knowledge, no study has investigated 
these associations so far.

 Child Temperament
When underlining the importance to take the 
influence on parenting exerted by the child into 
account, Thomas, Chess and Birch (1968) postu-
lated that the “goodness of fit” or “poorness of 
fit” between characteristics of the child, such as 
temperament, and contextual or environmental 
factors predict optimal or distorted development 
in children, respectively. If children show behav-
iours or characteristics, which do not conform to 
the expectations or demands of parents, they are 
at risk to experience negative social interactions 
and an unfavourable development in conse-
quence. In the same vein, Belsky (1984) referred 
to the child’s temperament, which makes it either 
easier or more difficult for parents to care for and 
rear their child. Within a psychobiological frame-
work, three factors of temperament are often con-
sidered in infancy: surgency/extraversion, an 

orienting/regulatory capacity and negative affec-
tivity (Gartstein & Rothbart, 2003). Surgency is 
described as the infant’s tendency to react with 
positive affect, vocal reactivity and engagement 
with (rather than withdrawal from) stimuli. The 
factor orienting/regulatory capacity involves the 
duration of orienting, low-intensity pleasure, 
cuddliness and soothability and seems to be a 
precursor of effortful control later in life (Putnam, 
Rothbart, & Gartstein, 2008). Negative affectiv-
ity refers to the child’s reaction to stressors, 
which is characterized by high levels of anger, 
frustration, discomfort and fear/anxiety. In gen-
eral, if children show a more difficult tempera-
ment, such as high negative affectivity, parents 
are more likely to show less positive, less sup-
portive and harsher behaviour, whereas higher 
levels of positive affect and self-regulation in 
children are associated with more responsive 
caregiving (Belsky & Jaffee, 2006). Based on 
these results, it can only be expected that parent- 
child EA should also be associated with child 
temperament. However, empirical evidence is 
scarce and mainly focused on mother-child EA, 
yielding mixed findings (Aviezer, Sagi, Joels, & 
Ziv, 1999; Jian & Teti, 2016; Kaplan, Evans, & 
Monk, 2008; Kiang, Moreno, & Robinson, 2004; 
Licata et al., 2014; Martins et al., 2016; Moreno, 
Klute, & Robinson, 2008). Similar inconsisten-
cies occur for the few studies investigating father- 
child EA in relation to child temperament. 
Whereas in one study no association between 
father-child EA, such as sensitivity, with child 
temperament was found (Martins et  al., 2016), 
another study reports children’s fussy-difficult 
temperament to be negatively correlated with 
fathers’ sensitivity during feeding (no other EA 
dimensions assessed; Millikovsky-Ayalon et al., 
2015). In another study, which additionally inves-
tigated the links between fathers’ structuring and 
nonintrusiveness with child negativity (includes 
oppositional behaviour, such as disobedience and 
lack of cooperation, and negative affect such as 
sadness, fear, anger), higher child negativity was 
associated with lower sensitivity, structuring and 
nonintrusiveness (Menashe-Grinberg & Atzaba- 
Poria, 2017). However, due to the cross-sectional 
nature of the mentioned studies, we cannot draw 
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any conclusions on the causal relationships 
between fathers’ (as well as mothers’) EA and 
child temperament. In line with Belsky (1984), it 
could be assumed that children with a more dif-
ficult temperament are more likely to elicit lower 
EA in father-child interactions. However, lower 
EA may also increase difficult aspects of tem-
perament in children. Moreover, empirical data 
point to a bidirectional association between nega-
tive parenting and difficult temperament, poten-
tially yielding a cascading effect over time (e.g. 
Micalizzi, Wang, & Saudino, 2017). This could 
also apply to the association between EA and 
child temperament but has to be further investi-
gated. Taken together, there is an enormous gap 
of research regarding the relation between child 
temperament and parent-child EA (Biringen 
et al., 2014).

 Child Regulatory Problems
Regulatory problems in children, such as feeding 
or sleeping problems, can represent a risk factor 
for more negative parent-child relationships or 
interactions (e.g. Feldman, Keren, Gross-Rozval, 
& Tyano, 2004; Morrell & Steele, 2003). Indeed, 
mother-child EA in children with feeding disor-
ders has shown to be lower compared to mother- 
child EA in typically developing children (i.e. 
lower sensitivity, structuring, nonintrusiveness, 
child responsiveness and child involvement during 
feeding and lower sensitivity, child responsiveness 
and child involvement during play; Atzaba-Poria 
et al., 2010). In another study mother-child EA in 
children with feeding disorders was even lower 
than mother-child EA in children with other clini-
cal diagnoses, e.g. sleeping and crying or external-
izing disorders (Wiefel et  al., 2005). Moreover, 
lower quality of infant sleep has been associated 
with lower maternal EA assessed during bedtime 
(Philbrook & Teti, 2016; Teti, Kim, Mayer, & 
Countermine, 2010). Similar results can also be 
found in the scarce evidence including fathers, 
both in the context of feeding problems as well as 
sleeping problems of children. In a study compar-
ing father-child EA in 1–3-year-old children with 
a diagnosed feeding disorder (i.e. nonorganic fail-
ure to thrive) and father-child EA in typically 
developing children, Atzaba-Poria et  al. (2010) 
reported lower sensitivity and lower nonintrusive-

ness during feeding as well as lower structuring 
and nonintrusiveness during play for fathers of 
children with a feeding disorder. Moreover, chil-
dren with feeding disorders were less responsive 
and involving when interacting with their fathers 
during both contexts. Thus, these results may mark 
spillover effects from difficulties around feeding 
to other situations (play) or relationships (as moth-
ers’ EA was also lower). Further explanations 
could be that deficits in father-child EA may con-
tribute to the development of feeding disorders in 
children or that both aspects influence each other 
reciprocally.

Not only children with feeding disorders are 
more likely to experience lower EA in interaction 
with their fathers but also children with sleep dis-
turbances. Compared to fathers of children with-
out sleep disturbances, fathers (but not mothers) 
of children with sleep disturbances showed lower 
sensitivity during feeding interactions (no other 
EA dimensions assessed; Millikovsky-Ayalon 
et al., 2015). This finding could implicate that as 
parents are challenged by children’s problems 
with sleeping during the night, it is more difficult 
for fathers to show sensitive behaviour during the 
day, potentially because their own quality of 
sleep and well-being is adversely affected (e.g. 
McDaniel & Teti, 2012). Of course, it is also pos-
sible that deficits in fathers’ sensitivity contribute 
to the prospective development of sleeping prob-
lems in children (e.g. Bordeleau, Bernier, & 
Carrier, 2012) or that reciprocal associations 
between parent-child EA and children’s sleep 
patterns occur (Philbrook & Teti, 2016).

However, considering that current evidence 
regarding the association between children’s reg-
ulatory problems and father-child EA is – to the 
best of our knowledge  – limited to two studies 
only, further research is needed to replicate these 
results and to investigate how father-child EA 
and the persistence of regulatory problems in 
children affect each other over time.

 Social Context

Just as the mother-child relationship is embedded 
within a broader family system, so too is the 
father-child relationship (Cabrera, Karberg, 
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Malin, & Aldoney, 2017), which therefore cannot 
be viewed isolated but only in the broader context 
of other relationships, especially the spousal rela-
tionship. For example, the quality of the marital 
relationships, i.e. the level of discord which 
fathers perceive in the relationship to the mother, 
is negatively associated with the quality of the 
father-child interaction (e.g. Bernier, Jarry- 
Boileau, & Lacharité, 2014; Schacht, Cummings, 
& Davies, 2009). This is potentially due to the 
adverse effect which marital conflicts exert on 
fathers’ psychological well-being (e.g. Cheung, 
Theule, Hiebert-Murphy, & Piotrowski, 2019) or 
by creating spillover effects of detriments from 
the marital relationship to the father-child rela-
tionship (Erel & Burman, 1995). Thus, by adopt-
ing an ecological perspective, Belsky (1984) 
reviewed the influence of sources of stress and 
support in the social environment in which the 
parent-child relationship is embedded on parent-
ing. Specifically, he focused on the marital rela-
tionship, support provided by the social network 
and the experienced level of occupational stress. 
In accordance with his model, we will give an 
overview on the scarce empirical evidence, view-
ing father-child EA in the context of family rela-
tionships (mother-child EA, co-parenting quality) 
as well as in association with socio-economic 
aspects.

 Mother-Child EA, Co-Parenting Quality
A large amount of studies provide empirical evi-
dence that within the family microsystem the 
father-child relationship is interrelated with other 
relationships (e.g. Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, 
& Roggman, 2014; Cabrera, Shannon, & La 
Taillade, 2009; Cox & Paley, 2003; Cox, Paley, & 
Harter, 2001; Holland & McElwain, 2013). 
However, not much is known about how family 
subsystems influence each other regarding 
parent- child EA.  Research on mothers showed 
that father presence (i.e. whether the father 
resided in the home or not) and marital status (i.e. 
whether the mother was married or not) seem to 
be positively associated with mother-child EA 
(Bornstein, Putnick, & Suwalsky, 2012). 
Moreover, high quality of co-parenting (experi-
encing increased closeness, support, endorse-

ment) as reported by mothers predicts greater EA 
in mother-infant interaction as compared to when 
mothers report conflicts or competition in the 
relationship to the father (Kim & Teti, 2014). 
However, it is unclear whether this applies to 
fathers in the same way, yet what is striking is 
that in many studies taking both mothers’ EA and 
fathers’ EA in interaction with their children into 
account, moderate to strong positive correlations 
between maternal and corresponding paternal EA 
dimensions were reported (e.g. Atzaba-Poria 
et  al., 2010; de Falco et  al., 2009; Hallers- 
Haalboom et  al., 2014; Martins et  al., 2016; 
Millikovsky-Ayalon et  al., 2015). Even when 
investigated longitudinally, fathers’ sensitivity 
positively related to mothers’ sensitivity over 
time (Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2017). There are 
several explanations for these findings. First, 
parent- child EA does not reflect a fixed charac-
teristic of either parent or child but rather an 
aspect of their relationship (Biringen et al., 2014). 
Thus, convergences between father-child and 
mother-child EA could be an indicator of the 
overall family climate, such as the level of con-
flict, cohesion or emotional atmosphere (e.g. Yoo, 
Popp, & Robinson, 2014) and spillover effects 
from one dyadic relationship to another. Second, 
positive associations between father-child and 
mother-child EA could be due to “assortative 
mating”, i.e. persons choose those individuals as 
partners who resemble them regarding their level 
of EA or potential determinants of EA, e.g. cer-
tain emotional competences (Bergmann, von 
Klitzing, et al., 2016). Third, the positive associa-
tion could also be based on the fact that both par-
ents interacted with the same children who due to 
their own characteristics (see above) trigger simi-
lar emotional exchanges with both their parents.

Taken together, despite current findings on 
associations between father-child and mother- 
child EA, we still lack knowledge on how EA in 
father-child relationships relates to the quality of 
other familial relationships and on processes 
underlying these associations.

 Aspects of Socio-economic Status
The socio-economic conditions experienced by 
families impact the way in which mothers and 
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fathers parent their children in complex man-
ners, e.g. by affecting parental well-being and 
health or by reflecting disparate access to 
material resources (e.g. Roubinov & Boyce, 
2017). Socio- economic status (SES) consists 
of multiple facets but is often operationalized 
using indicators such as income, level of edu-
cational attainment and occupation. Though 
low SES appears to be a relevant contextual 
risk factor for lower maternal EA, e.g. lower 
sensitivity, structuring and nonhostility in 
some studies (e.g. de Falco et  al., 2014; 
McCarthy et  al., 2003; Ziv et  al., 2000), the 
association of aspects of SES with father-child 
EA seems less clear. Whereas in a study of 
families with two children, higher education in 
fathers was associated with higher paternal 
sensitivity in interaction with the youngest 
child (Hallers- Haalboom et al., 2014), no asso-
ciation between family SES and father-child 
EA was found in other samples (de Falco et al., 
2009; Martins et  al., 2016). Furthermore, 
fathers’ EA with infants of 12 months was not 
related to family social risk which besides 
including aspects of SES also included further 
risks such as maternal age at birth and lan-
guage spoken at home (McMahon et al., 2019). 
In contrast to these cross-sectional findings, in 
the longitudinal study by Rossen et al. (2018), 
greater socio-economic disadvantage assessed 
8  weeks after childbirth significantly nega-
tively predicted father-child EA when children 
were 12 months old. Hence, future research is 
needed to explore whether or not SES influ-
ences father-child EA and to further investigate 
mechanisms of this potential association.

 Does Fathers’ EA Affect Child 
Outcomes?

Fathers significantly impact their children’s 
development  – often independently from moth-
ers’ influence on child outcomes (Volling & 
Cabrera, 2019). Positive aspects of fathers’ 
behaviour when interacting with their children 

(e.g. supportiveness, mutual responsiveness etc.) 
predict greater socio-emotional competence, 
emotion regulation and language development in 
children, whereas negative aspects (e.g. intru-
siveness, negativity, etc.) are associated with 
negative child outcomes such as externalizing or 
internalizing symptoms (e.g. Volling & Cabrera, 
2019).

Despite this base of evidence, studies investi-
gating if and how father-child EA affects child 
development remain scarce. From studies on 
mother-child dyads, we know that high mother- 
child EA significantly predicts a variety of posi-
tive child outcomes, such as greater social 
competence (e.g. Bergmann, Schlesier-Michel, 
et al., 2016; Biringen et al., 2005) and emotion 
regulation (Little & Carter, 2005) as well as 
increased cognitive and language development 
(e.g. Austin et  al., 2017). In addition, high 
mother-child EA seems to be a protective factor 
against the development of child psychopathol-
ogy (e.g. Biringen et  al., 2005; Bödeker et  al., 
2018). These findings have only recently been 
extended to fathers in a prospective study in 
Australia, which investigated the effect of fathers’ 
EA (i.e. sensitivity, structuring, nonintrusiveness, 
nonhostility) with 81 preterm and 39 full-term 
infants at 12  months of corrected age on child 
development at 24 months of corrected age. This 
study demonstrated that  – after controlling for 
child sex, family social risk and preterm vs. full 
term birth – high paternal sensitivity as well as 
high structuring at 12  months predicted greater 
child language development at 24  months. 
Moreover, a high level of structuring predicted 
greater child cognitive development, whereas 
greater paternal intrusiveness (i.e., lower nonin-
trusiveness) at 12  months predicted a greater 
extent of child externalizing symptoms at 
24 months. No effect of fathers’ EA on children’s 
motor development was found (McMahon et al., 
2019). A potential mechanism that could underlie 
the association between father-child EA and 
child development could involve children’s emo-
tion regulation, which evolves within the early 
relationship with the caregiver: If children expe-
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rience adequate regulation of their arousal and 
emotional state by a responsive and attuned care-
giver, they are more likely to develop healthy 
emotion regulation competences, which in turn 
could protect them from maladaptive develop-
ment (e.g. Sroufe, 2000). Thus, fathers’ EA might 
also contribute to children’s development of 
emotion regulation. This assumption is supported 
by a study, which investigated if EA (sum of all 
scales) in mother-child and father-child dyad 
would be associated with emotion regulation 
exhibited by 10-month-old infants across parents. 
When father-child EA was high, children were 
more likely to show adaptive emotion regulation 
with both parents than adaptive emotion regula-
tion with just one parent. Likewise, when father- 
child EA was low, children were more likely to 
show maladaptive emotion regulation with both 
parents than adaptive emotion regulation with 
one parent. Mother-child EA, however, was not 
associated with emotion regulation concordance 
(Martins et  al., 2016). In line with this result, 
findings of other studies suggest that deficits in 
father-child EA could promote the development 
of regulatory problems in children (Atzaba-Poria 
et al., 2010; Millikovsky-Ayalon et al., 2015; see 
also above: child characteristics as determinants 
of EA).

To summarize, there are first indications 
that young children benefit from high father-
child EA. However, as there is still a lack of 
studies which replicate these results, more 
research investigating the contribution of 
fathers’ EA on various aspects of child devel-
opment is needed. Beyond that, due to a poten-
tial benefit of children from high father-child 
EA, the question arises how EA in father-child 
dyads can be improved.

 How Can Fathers’ EA Be Improved?

In general, there are several interventions, which 
seem to increase EA in various populations, 
though not all of them have been investigated yet 
in randomized controlled trials (RCTs). The 

majority of interventions use relationship- or 
attachment-based approaches, which can be part 
of home-visit programmes and usually focus on 
mothers and their children ranging from infancy 
up to prekindergarten age (e.g. Flierman et  al., 
2016; Nicolson, Judd, Thomson-Salo, & 
Mitchell, 2013; Olds et al., 2002; Ziv, Kaplan, & 
Venza, 2016). As indicated by evidence-based 
research, interventions based on video feedback 
are particularly effective (Bakermans- 
Kranenburg, van Ijzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003). 
One specific example is the Video-feedback 
Intervention to promote Positive Parenting 
(VIPP; Juffer, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van 
Ijzendoorn, 2008), which integrates aspects of 
attachment theory and social learning theory. 
Within a strength-based approach, it aims to pro-
mote responsive and sensitive parental behav-
iour by providing supportive feedback to parents 
on positive aspects of their behaviour (e.g. sensi-
tivity, empathy) in (video-recorded) interactions 
with their children. Though previous studies 
indicate that video feedback is feasible with 
father- child dyads and well-accepted by fathers 
(Iles, Rosan, Wilkinson, & Ramchandani, 2017; 
Lawrence, Davies, & Ramchandani, 2013), its 
effect on EA has not yet been explicitly investi-
gated in father-child dyads so far. Still, small 
numbers of fathers are included in studies inves-
tigating effectiveness of video-feedback inter-
ventions on parent-child EA: An RCT by 
Poslawsky et al. (2015) included fathers (n = 8, 
i.e. 10% of parents) as primary caregivers when 
examining the effect of VIPP opposed to care as 
usual (control condition) on parent-child EA in 
children with autism. After the intervention, par-
ents who had received VIPP showed an increase 
in EA: Parental nonintrusiveness was signifi-
cantly higher than before the intervention. In the 
control group, however, nonintrusiveness 
decreased. Likewise, a tele-intervention 
approach using videoconferencing (i.e. Skype) 
to deliver a programme (EA2 intervention) was 
applied to mothers (n  =  12) as well as fathers 
(n = 3) with adoptive children. Of these families, 
n  =  8 received the intervention immediately, 
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whereas the control group of n  =  7 families 
received the intervention after a waiting period 
of 6  weeks. The intervention included various 
elements with group discussions on videotaped 
interactions of other parent-child interactions 
and video feedback among them (Baker, 
Biringen, Meyer- Parsons, & Schneider, 2015). 
Though due to the very small sample size, cau-
tion is warranted when interpreting the results, 
this pilot study suggests an increase of EA (all 
adult dimensions and child responsiveness) in 
parents who immediately received the interven-
tion compared to a randomized wait-list group, 
which showed slight decreases in structuring, 
nonintrusiveness and nonhostility (Baker et al., 
2015). As the number of fathers was small in 
both cases  – in the study by Poslawsky et  al. 
(2015) as well as in the study by Baker et  al. 
(2015) – these studies did not provide separate 
analyses for mothers and fathers regarding the 
effects of the intervention on parent- child EA. 
Hence, we cannot draw any conclusion whether 
the interventions reported above are equally 
effective regarding an improvement of father-
child-EA as they are regarding mother-child 
EA. However, an answer to this question would 
be helpful as there seems to be a tendency to 
apply the same templates of interventions that 
have been developed to improve mothers’ EA 
likewise to fathers. In order to develop interven-
tions specifically tailored to improve EA in 
fathers, a greater evidence base regarding deter-
minants of father-child EA and its effect on child 
development is needed.

 Summary and Key Points

Parallel to fathers’ growing active role in parent-
ing and childcare in Western countries, they have 
also increasingly become a focus of research. It 
was and is of great interest how fathers interact 
with their children, which aspects are favourable 
or impeding for positive interactions and rela-
tionships between fathers and their children, 
which domains of child development are affected 

by the way fathers and children shape their rela-
tionships and whether there are opportunities to 
positively influence father-child interactions and 
thus also child development. Contributing to the 
continuously growing literature in the field of 
fatherhood research, the aim of this chapter was 
to give an overview of the current state of research 
on the affective quality of father-child interac-
tions, i.e. as assessed by father-child EA. Although 
the number of studies dealing with EA in father- 
child interactions is comparably low, considering 
the plethora of studies assessing mother-child 
EA, which currently encompasses a number of 
300 studies and more, the information accumu-
lated in publications on father-child EA and sum-
marized in this chapter could serve as a starting 
point for future research based on the following 
key points.

First, studies contrasting mean levels of father- 
child and mother-child EA are common within 
the EA literature but inconsistent regarding their 
results. The reasons for this inconsistency may be 
found in methodological aspects (e.g. character-
istics of the sample, sample size, statistical 
approach) but so far remain unclear. Hence, 
future research is needed to shed some more light 
on the question under which circumstances 
fathers are different from mothers regarding EA 
and whether or not potential differences would 
result in any consequences for child 
development.

Second, though studies investigating EA in 
fathers have grown in number throughout recent 
years, not much is known on potential determi-
nants of father-child EA, due to both the lack of 
studies and inconsistent results across studies. 
The majority of available evidence regarding this 
issue is based on results derived from cross- 
sectional, correlational and non-experimental 
studies, which do not allow any conclusions 
regarding the causality of effects. Using longitu-
dinal study designs and gaining understanding 
and knowledge on which factors influence father- 
child EA and what makes it more difficult for 
some fathers than others to exhibit high EA is of 
utmost relevance not only for identifying poten-
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tial risk factors for child development but also for 
the development of means of prevention and 
intervention, which effectively improve EA in 
fathers and their children.

Third, there is a dearth of studies investigating 
the effect of father-child EA on different domains 
of child development. Again, cross-sectional and 
correlational studies are not sufficient to gain an 
idea about the direction of effects; thus, longitu-
dinal studies are necessary. Moreover, an advan-
tage of the EA framework over other observational 
instruments is that parent-child interactions are 
assessed using a multidimensional approach. 
Knowing which EA dimension of father-child 
interactions predicts which domain in child 
development could contribute to the development 
of specific prevention or intervention pro-
grammes for fathers. Additionally, investigating 
both parents’ interactions with their children 
could help to elucidate the relative impact of 
mothers’ and fathers’ EA on prospective child 
development including potential buffering or 
exacerbating effects.

Fourth, our evaluation in this chapter revealed 
that the empirical base for knowing how to spe-
cifically improve EA in fathers is not sufficient. 
This is due to the phenomenon that interventions 
which on theoretical and empirical grounds are 
designed to improve mother-child EA are also 
used for a small number of fathers, which is not 
sufficiently large enough to allow specific sub-
group analyses (i.e. effectiveness of the interven-
tion regarding mothers’ vs. fathers’ EA). Hence, 
it would be premature to conclude that these 
interventions were successful in improving 
father-child EA.  Thus, apart from including a 
greater number of fathers in randomized con-
trolled studies to test the effectiveness of inter-
ventions, which are currently available to improve 
EA, more knowledge and understanding of fac-
tors, which affect father-child EA, are imperative 
in order to design successful interventions. As 
there is a good chance that father-child EA may 
represent a relevant avenue to improve child 
development, addressing the gaps of research 
summarized in this chapter should be given a 
greater priority.
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21The Role of Fathers and Their 
Young Children’s Social 
Development

Avery Hennigar, Natasha J. Cabrera, and Yu Chen

Social competence, broadly defined, is the pos-
session of an array of social skills (e.g., self- 
control, interpersonal communication) that help 
children learn to recognize, form, and sustain 
positive relationships (Denham, 2006; La Paro & 
Pianta, 2000; Ladd, Herald, & Kochel, 2006; 
Raver, 2002). Social skills are important for chil-
dren’s success in life and are particularly critical 
in school settings where children are required to 
cooperate, follow instructions, persevere in 
school tasks, and get along with others (Longoria, 
Page, Hubbs-Tait, & Kennison, 2009). The devel-
opment of social skills is the result of a conflu-
ence of epigenetic and early life experiences, and 
it begins in infancy, when attachment formation 
is critical for parent-child relationship (Ainsworth 
& Bowlby, 1991; Smith & Hart, 2004). In these 
environments, children interact with their fathers, 
mothers, siblings, peers, and the community at 
large in dynamic, stimulating, and complex ways 
(Hinde, 1979; Smith & Hart, 2004), through 
which they begin to learn to take turns and take 
the perspective of others (Hinde, 1979). This 
developmental dance between a child and his/her 

environment unfolds in a dynamic cultural con-
text and results in the most significant socializa-
tion experiences in a child’s life (Corsaro, 2017; 
Parke & Buriel, 2007; Rogoff, 2003). Yet, 
research on how social development unfolds has 
primarily focused on mothers. However, the role 
that fathers play in children’s social development 
has been steadily emerging over the last few 
decades.

In this chapter, we first provide a short review 
of the ways children’s social development has 
been defined and operationalized in the literature. 
We follow with a discussion of key theoretical 
frameworks for understanding social develop-
ment and then review the current literature on the 
associations between fathers and their children’s 
social development from birth through 8  years. 
We conclude with a summary discussing the lim-
itations, future directions, and key points.

 Defining Social Development

Social development is most often conceptualized 
as the ability to integrate thoughts, feelings and 
emotions, and behaviors to achieve interpersonal 
goals that are valued within a social context 
(Rubin & Rose-Krasnor, 1992). Children develop 
social skills from birth. At about 12  months of 
age when attachment formation becomes critical 
for the developing child and parents, children 
reach their first milestone in social development. 
During the preschool years, children begin to 
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develop friendships with other children of their 
same age. These early relationships at first lack 
well-developed perspective taking, but between 
the ages of 5 and 9, children begin to nurture 
enduring friendships, engage in social compari-
son, and are able to take the perspective of others, 
thus sharing and taking turns in peer and play 
interactions (Smith & Hart, 2004).

Children develop social skills in the early 
years during meaningful, reciprocal, and dynamic 
interactions with their parents. Such socialization 
helps children adapt to culturally appropriate val-
ues and behaviors that enable them to develop 
key competencies and act effectively as a mem-
ber of a social group (Weisner, 2002). Socially 
competent children exhibit social skills (e.g., 
have positive interactions with others, express 
emotions effectively), are able to establish rela-
tionships, and have certain individual attributes, 
such as showing empathy and utilizing coping 
skills. Additionally, they exhibit self-regulatory 
skills, engage in planning and decision-making, 
exhibit positive self-identity and interpersonal 
skills (e.g., maintain positive relationships, 
resolve conflict), and demonstrate cultural com-
petence (Han & Kemple, 2006; Ma, 2012; McCay 
& Keyes, 2002; Raver & Zigler, 1997).

Socially competent children behave in ways 
that represent culturally appropriate values and 
norms of the specific cultural context in which 
children grow up (Hussong, Zucker, Wong, 
Fitzgerald, & Puttler, 2005). Although there are 
universally accepted social behaviors, cultural 
groups prioritize different social skills that may 
be of particular importance to that group and may 
emphasize competencies that are reflected in dif-
ferent behaviors. The challenge for scholars to 
understand how culture is implicated in social 
development is defining the key dimensions of 
culture for a particular group. In the United States 
and elsewhere, children who are first or second 
generation live in bicultural contexts that expose 
them to the values and norms of their heritage 
country as well as the values and norms of the 
host country through different institutions (e.g., 
ethnic social clubs) and organizations. For the 
most part, social competencies in the social 
development literature are defined from a Western 

perspective, and thus, little is known about the 
social competencies that children develop while 
growing up in bicultural environments (Cabrera, 
2012).

 Theoretical Frameworks

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982) is the most 
commonly used framework to understand chil-
dren’s social development; in particular, schol-
ars have examined how positive and adaptive 
patterns of parent-child interactions during 
early childhood promote later social adjust-
ment. At the core, attachment theory posits that 
children seek security in relationships with 
their caregivers, who are most often their par-
ents, and it suggests that individual differences 
in later life functioning and personality are 
shaped by these child’s early experiences 
(Ainsworth, 1973). During parent-child inter-
actions, children learn to trust their caregivers, 
making it possible to safely and comfortably 
explore their environments. Secure relation-
ships with caregivers enable children to develop 
mental representations of themselves as worthy 
of love and respect, which shape the basis for 
forming loving and reciprocal relationships 
with peers and adults in the future. Thus, most 
children’s earliest relationships with their 
mothers, fathers, siblings, extended family 
members, and others (i.e., friends, teachers) 
serve as the foundation for the development of 
social competency skills. While other adult 
caregivers who young children interact with 
(e.g., neighbors, preschool teachers, childcare 
providers) also assist in the development of 
children’s social competencies, those that are 
most proximal to the child yield the greatest 
influence. The empirical evidence on caregivers 
has mostly focused on mothers rather than 
fathers; consequently, we know more about 
attachment between mothers and children than 
we do about fathers and children (see Brown & 
Aytuglu, this volume, for a review).

More recently, scholars have argued that chil-
dren develop social competencies in a context of 
exploration. Building on attachment and evolu-
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tionary theories, Paquette’s (2004) activation 
theory posits that fathers encourage children to 
take risks and engage in interactions that cause 
them to feel momentarily destabilized. In con-
trast, mothers primarily soothe and calm their 
children. Although there is not a lot of empirical 
support for this theory, fathers’ “activating” 
approach in playing with their children, that is, 
exciting or shocking them during physical play, 
greatly benefits the early development of regula-
tory skills. Further, this activation is only effec-
tive for children who have an established 
emotional bond with their fathers. Therefore, 
having a secure attachment relationship is key for 
children and their fathers when engaging in 
rough-and-tumble play and other activating 
interactions.

According to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
model, young children are socialized directly 
through their microsystem or their immediate 
and proximate environments—home and child-
care—and through interactions with parents and 
other caregivers (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2006). This model also hypothesizes that chil-
dren are influenced by the interrelation between 
microsystems, known as the mesosystem. The 
interactions between home and school are impor-
tant for supporting children’s optimal growth and 
development. In addition, the exosystem (e.g., 
parents’ work environment) and macrosystems 
(e.g., culture, norms, government, policies) indi-
rectly influence the child. The cascading influ-
ences of policies, cultural values, and customs 
reach the child through the interactions of the 
other subsystems. Although less studied, this 
model has been used in previous literature spe-
cifically to examine the father-child subsystem 
(e.g., Julion et  al., 2016; Varghese & Wachen, 
2016).

Cultural theories complement ecological sys-
tems theories by prioritizing the cultural context 
in which development unfolds. Cultural theorists 
focus on understanding the origins of social com-
petencies in particular settings and then deter-
mining whether or not they transfer to other 
settings, such as school (Wainryb, 2004). Culture 
is composed of the ways in which people process 
and make sense of their experiences and includes 

prescriptions about individuals’ roles within fam-
ilies, decision-making patterns, and cognitions 
and practices about childrearing and child devel-
opment (Rogoff, 2003). These cultural theories 
are not parent gender specific but may act as a 
useful theoretical foundation for studying fathers’ 
cultural variation as it relates to their children’s 
social development. Further, some cultural theo-
ries may also help explain differences in parents’ 
behavior or beliefs around socialization practices 
due to certain cultural norms around what it 
means to be a father or a man, more generally.

An often-neglected topic in the study of chil-
dren’s social development is the socialization 
processes of ethnic minority children. There is 
little information about how parental socializa-
tion practices, influenced by racism and discrimi-
nation, are used to shape children’s development 
(Cabrera, Kuhns, Malin, & Aldoney, 2016). 
Ethnic minority children in the United States are 
socialized in particular ways that address the 
social status of their group, which is rooted in a 
history of racism and discrimination (Garcia Coll 
et  al., 1996; Roosa, Morgan-Lopez, Cree, & 
Specter, 2002). How do children growing up in 
such conditions develop social competencies? 
What are those social competencies? Are there 
social competencies more important for one 
group than for another group? How do parents 
socialize their children to the values and behav-
iors of both cultures? How do they align? Which 
values have changed, and which values have been 
adapted? These questions remain largely unex-
amined. In these efforts, the integrative model for 
the study of developmental competencies in 
minority children (aka the Integrative Model; 
Garcia Coll et al., 1996) can help us understand 
how the unique characteristics of the socializa-
tion experiences of ethnic minority children 
develop and the ways in which they might influ-
ence developmental trajectories. According to the 
Integrative Model, when thinking about the mul-
tiple developmental competencies of minority 
children (i.e., cognitive, social, emotional, bilin-
gualism, bicultural competencies, and coping 
mechanisms for racism), we must include a dif-
ferent set of proximal and distal factors and pro-
cesses. These processes include (a) social 
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position (race, social class, ethnicity, and gen-
der); (b) race-based factors such as racism, preju-
dice, discrimination, and oppression; (c) 
residential, economic, social, and psychological 
segregation; (d) promoting and inhibiting envi-
ronments such as neighborhoods and health-care 
facilities; (e) adaptive culture, including tradi-
tional and cultural legacies, economic and politi-
cal factors, migration and acculturation, and 
current context demands; (f) child characteris-
tics, including age, temperament, health status, 
biological factors, and physical characteristics; 
and (g) family structure and roles, values, beliefs, 
and goals, racial socialization, and economic 
status.

Another theoretical framework used to under-
stand how children develop social skills in cul-
tural contexts is the ecocultural niche framework, 
in the tradition of Vygotsky’s sociocultural the-
ory (Weisner, 1996). This framework is used to 
examine children’s participation in culturally 
structured activities, and families’ efforts to sus-
tain daily routines over time help children inter-
nalize the values of the cultural group and behave 
accordingly. Vygotsky’s theory highlights the 
role of settings and routines (e.g., cultural scripts, 
tasks and activities, motivations, and cultural 
goals and beliefs) of daily life as a mechanism of 
cultural transmission and as a measure of family 
adaptation and transmission of social values and 
expectations (Harkness, Hughes, Muller, & 
Super, 2004; Rogoff, 1982). All parents aim to 
establish sustainable and meaningful daily rou-
tines that are compatible with family member and 
community competencies (Weisner, Matheson, 
& Bernheimer, 1996). Children develop social 
competencies by participating in routine activi-
ties (e.g., chores, taking care of siblings), family 
rituals (e.g., going to church), and culturally reg-
ulated customs of childrearing. Caretakers bring 
their cultural beliefs and “ethnotheories” (e.g., 
beliefs and views on what promotes develop-
ment; Harkness et al., 2004) into these quotidian 
activities, through which young children implic-
itly or explicitly learn about appropriate social 
behaviors, expected norms, linguistic conven-
tions, and cognitive skills (Sameroff & Fiese, 
2000). These daily routines are shared with and 

initiated by parents, siblings, and grandparents 
who use their views about childrearing to trans-
mit particular cultural values (Rogoff, 2003).

As children grow up, the ecological niche 
expands to include peers, friends, and other 
adults operating in the larger society, creating a 
dynamic context for development. For children 
living in immigrant families, the ecological niche 
consists of a combination of the practices and 
customs of their parents’ heritage culture as well 
as of the practices and norms of the receiving 
society. As time goes by, both sets of beliefs/
practices will change, providing a dynamic and 
complex environment for children’s develop-
ment. Collectively, these interactions form an 
ecological network of social and reciprocal rela-
tionships that support the developing child 
(Sroufe, Coffino, & Carlson, 2010). When there 
is a lack of consistent sensitive care, children will 
feel insecure in their relationship with their care-
givers and unable to see the attachment figure as 
a source of emotional security. Thus, these early 
parent-child interactions are the most significant 
socialization experiences in a child’s life that 
have enduring effects (Sroufe, 2005; Vondra, 
Shaw, Swearingen, Cohen, & Owens, 2001).

One of the few theoretical foundations or con-
ceptual frameworks to specifically address the 
role of both mothers and fathers suggests that 
fathers can make both equal and unique contribu-
tions to their children’s development compared to 
mothers (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & 
Roggman, 2014). This framework considers both 
the transactional and reciprocal nature of father- 
child relationships. In contrast to other theories, 
such as ecological theory, it suggests that all fac-
tors of the model (i.e., fathers’ characteristics and 
parenting, the father-child relationship, child out-
comes) occur synergistically, rather than 
hierarchically.

Taken together, these theories show that chil-
dren develop social skills by interacting with 
their environments in dynamic, transactional, 
stimulating, and complex ways within their fami-
lies (Smith & Hart, 2004). The influence of these 
parent-child interactions on social development 
is dependent upon a group of contextual factors, 
including cultural values (e.g., racial and ethnic 
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beliefs), family structure and resources (e.g., 
paternal residency, education, and income), as 
well as characteristics of the child (e.g., child 
gender and genetic and biological traits). 
Specifically, secure attachment with parents (and 
other family members) during the first years 
serves as a cornerstone for children’s social com-
petence. As they grow older and become more 
cognitively advanced, children extend their 
socialization experiences with parents to their 
relationships in other settings (i.e., how they act 
around their peers and teachers). In this chapter, 
we take a developmental perspective to demon-
strate how everyday parent-children interactions, 
with a particular focus on those between fathers 
and children, shape different domains of social 
development.

 Fathers’ Influence on Children’s 
Social Development

The earliest research on how fathers influence 
their children’s social adjustment primarily 
focused on the effects of fathers’ absence on 
children’s social adaptation (Cabrera, Ryan, 
Mitchell, Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2008; 
Danzinger & Radin, 1990). This work showed 
that father absence was associated with a host of 
behavioral problems and maladjustment 
(McLanahan, Tach, & Schneider, 2013). Over 
the past recent decades, however, researchers 
have begun to pay attention to understanding 
how fathers who are present in their children’s 
lives influence children’s social development 
(e.g., Baker, Fenning, & Crnic, 2011; Cabrera 
et  al., 2008; Roskam, Meunier, & Stievenart, 
2016). Given space considerations, we do not 
include a systematic review of the literature but 
rather focus on a select set of notable studies 
published over the last decade to synthesize the 
most recent, emerging literature on this topic. 
We categorize this literature into studies that 
have tested direct effects and those that have 
tested indirect effects or the processes through 
which direct father involvement matters for chil-
dren (Cabrera, 2012; Cabrera & Bradley, 2012; 
Flouri & Buchanan, 2004).

 Direct Effects

Ecocultural theories suggest that the most proxi-
mal influence on children’s development is their 
parents and other caregivers (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979; Cabrera, Hofferth, & Hancock, 2014). 
Fathers and mothers directly influence their chil-
dren’s social development during daily interac-
tions (Flouri, 2010). Through these daily 
reciprocal interactions, fathers socialize their 
children to develop regulatory skills, get along 
with other adults and peers, understand and 
express emotions, and learn the norms and values 
of belonging to a particular ethnic and racial 
group. In the following sections, we review the 
literature that examines the direct effects of 
fathers on a variety of children’s social develop-
ment outcomes, including social and emotional 
skills, behavior problems, emotion socialization, 
racial and ethnic socialization, and peer 
relationships.

 Social and Emotional Skills

The quality of children’s attachment with their 
parents sets the stage for the development of 
social skills. Children who are securely attached 
to their caregivers are likely to engage in positive, 
reciprocal, and loving interactions (Cabrera, 
2019). When children interact with their parents 
and caregivers in nurturing ways, they are more 
likely to learn to positively interact with others, 
take turns in conversations and social interac-
tions, and enjoy social exchanges (Berscheid & 
Reis, 1998). Through interactions and daily 
activities, parents also model behaviors, reward 
socially accepted behaviors, and punish problem 
behaviors (McKee et  al., 2007). A consistent 
finding in this literature is that through direct 
responsive daily engagements with their chil-
dren, fathers directly influence the development 
of regulatory and social skills (e.g., Cabrera, 
Karberg, Malin, & Aldoney, 2017; Cabrera, 
Shannon, West, & Brooks-Gunn, 2006; Martin, 
Ryan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010).

The degree to which parents engage in sensi-
tive and reciprocal, co-regulated, parent-child 
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interactions has been found to be positively 
related to the development of social competence 
(Feldman, Bamberger, & Kanat-Maymon, 2013; 
Feldman & Masalha, 2010). An observational 
study of Israeli and Palestinian parents that 
assessed paternal reciprocity—that is, the ability 
to engage in mutual, back-and-forth social 
exchanges—found that reciprocity during 
infancy was positively related to preschoolers’ 
prosocial behaviors and social competence. They 
also found that paternal reciprocity was nega-
tively related to aggression, while maternal reci-
procity was significantly related only to social 
competence and aggression (Feldman et  al., 
2013).

The context of play, especially with young 
children, is an important setting for the develop-
ment of children’s social skills (e.g., Kroll, 
Carson, Redshaw, & Quigley, 2016; Lee & 
Schoppe, 2017). Fathers who exhibit high levels 
of positive physical play with their children and 
use less directive or coercive tactics during play 
are more likely to have children who are rated as 
less aggressive and more competent than fathers 
who do not (McDowell & Parke, 2009). In par-
ticular, paternal engagement in creative play 
(e.g., drawing, listening to or playing music, 
dancing, telling stories, etc.) with young chil-
dren seems to be a long-term predictor of fewer 
behavior problems, controlling for a group of 
socioeconomic status characteristics, and child 
temperament, age, and health (Kroll et  al., 
2016).

Studies that have focused on the quantity, 
opposed to the quality, of parenting behaviors 
have also found similar patterns of associations. 
Baker (2013) conducted an analysis of the Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study-Birth Cohort 
(ECLS-B), a nationally representative probabil-
ity sample of children born in 2001. She found 
that controlling for a host of demographic char-
acteristics (e.g., parents’ education, work hours, 
race and ethnicity, marital status, family income), 
on average, fathers who reported reading, telling 
stories, and singing to their toddlers more fre-
quently had preschoolers who had better social 
emotional skills. These social emotional skills 
were measured as the degree to which children 

were observed to engage with their mother, sus-
tain attention during play, and express negativity 
toward the mother via direct observations (Baker, 
2013).

Using positive and developmentally appropri-
ate discipline strategies (e.g., reasoning) can help 
children comply with family and social norms 
and guidelines about appropriate behaviors 
(Pinderhughes, Dodge, Bates, Pettit, & Zelli, 
2000). Parents who use positive disciplinary 
approaches, such as indirect commands, giving 
choices, and reasoning, can help children regu-
late their behaviors (Eaton, 1997). However, to 
our knowledge, there are virtually no studies of 
fathers’ discipline and children’s social develop-
ment. A small-scale study of low-income fami-
lies and their toddlers found that fathers 
overwhelmingly used commands (e.g., “Do 
that”) to promote compliance in their 24-month- 
old children. Controlling for maternal support-
iveness, fathers’ regulatory behaviors (e.g., 
physically removing the child from the situation) 
at 24 months predicted children’s sustained atten-
tion at pre-K, whereas fathers’ regulatory lan-
guage (e.g., commands, prohibitions) at 
24 months predicted children’s emotion regula-
tion at pre-K (Malin, Cabrera, Karberg, Aldoney, 
& Rowe, 2014).

Neurobiological evidence seems to support 
findings based on behavioral measures of parent-
ing that positive parent-child interactions are key 
for social development. Apter-Levi, Zagoory- 
Sharon, and Feldman (2014) examined the hor-
monal effects of oxytocin and vasopressin on 
mother- and father-child social synchrony (i.e., 
co-regulation, coordination, and mutual respon-
siveness). Overall, mothers and fathers who had 
high levels of oxytocin were found to be more 
affectionate and more likely to initiate social 
engagement with children than parents with 
lower levels. While mothers provided more affec-
tionate contact, fathers provided more stimula-
tory contact and were more likely to increase 
object salience (i.e., parent responds to a child’s 
gaze or joint attention to an object) when their 
infants showed bids for social engagement.

The presence of the father in the family, in 
addition to what they do, might change the 
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dynamics of family life in a way that supports or 
jeopardizes children’s development (Bocknek, 
Brophy-Herb, Fitzgerald, Schiffman, & Vogel, 
2014). Using the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth—1979, Cabrera, Hofferth, and Hancock 
(2014) found that children who lived with their 
fathers at age 4 were rated by their teachers as 
exhibiting fewer externalizing problem behaviors 
when they were 4–6 and 8–10 years old. For chil-
dren who lived with a stepfather at ages 4 and 8, 
the benefits of having a stepfather were found 
only for children who were less regulated. Less 
regulated children living with a stepfather at ages 
4 and 8 exhibited fewer externalizing behavior 
problems when they were between 4 to 6 and 8 to 
10 years old than more regulated children.

Collectively, though limited in scope, the 
empirical evidence from survey, observational, 
and neurobiological studies suggests that positive 
interactions between fathers and their children 
are uniquely important for children’s social and 
emotional skills.

 Behavior Problems

Understanding the development of externalizing 
problems is one of the areas of research that has 
had enduring attention from the research commu-
nity. Consequently, there is solid theoretically 
grounded empirical evidence that negative par-
enting (e.g., intrusive, disengaged, rejecting, con-
trolling, using harsh discipline) is detrimental for 
social adjustment (Roskam et  al., 2016). In a 
sample of 419 families and their children (56% 
boys), Roskam and colleagues (2016) found that 
children were more likely to exhibit internalizing 
behaviors (e.g., sadness, depression, withdrawal, 
anxiety, and loneliness) and externalizing behav-
iors (e.g., aggression and delinquency) when par-
ents interacted with them in a harsh and 
controlling manner. These negative behaviors on 
the part of the child, in turn, lead to heightened 
level of negative parenting from their parents in 
subsequent interactions. This bidirectional effect 
between children’s behavior problems and nega-
tive parenting has significant implications for 
children’s social adjustment over time.

Negative fathering behaviors carry unique risk 
for the development of problem behaviors in 
school-age children. A study of fathers who were 
observed to be intrusive (i.e., impose their agen-
das on the child despite signals that the child pre-
fers a different activity) with their 4-year-old 
children had children who exhibited decreased 
social skills (i.e., cooperation, self-control, and 
assertiveness) 2 years later, controlling for moth-
ers’ intrusiveness and maternal reports of chil-
dren’s behavior problems at 54 months (Stevenson 
& Crnic, 2013). At the other extreme, fathers who 
are disengaged also impact their children nega-
tively. A study of fathers and their children found 
that infants who had the most disengaged fathers 
(i.e., father was silent or not engaged during the 
interaction) were five times more likely to dem-
onstrate early externalizing behavior problems 
(i.e., parent report on the child behavior check-
list) by 1 year of age than those with fathers who 
were not disengaged (Ramchandani et al., 2012). 
Grounded in attachment theory that poor attach-
ment relationships are more likely to be related to 
psychosocial maladaptation, Putnick and col-
leagues (2015) conducted a longitudinal study of 
children across nine different countries. They 
found that children who reported feeling rejected 
by their fathers when they were 8 years old were 
more likely to exhibit internalizing and external-
izing behaviors 1 and 2  years later, even after 
controlling for paternal age, education, and social 
desirability bias.

The associations between fathers and chil-
dren’s development are not just parent driven; 
rather, they are dynamic and show that children 
also play a role in their own development. 
Controlling parenting behaviors and the use of 
harsh discipline have been found to be bidirec-
tionally related to children’s problem behaviors 
(McKee et  al., 2007; Patterson, DeBaryshe, & 
Ramsey, 1989). A large-scale study of French- 
speaking fathers and mothers from Belgium 
found that children’s externalizing behavior at 
age 4 predicted fathers’ controlling behavior at 
age 5. Fathers’ controlling behaviors were mea-
sured via their responses to items such as “When 
my child becomes too agitated or bothersome, I 
punish him/her” (Roskam et al., 2016). In turn, 
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fathers’ controlling behavior at age 5 signifi-
cantly predicted children’s externalizing behav-
ior at age 6. The same pathways were observed 
between mothers and children, but there was lim-
ited support for an interaction between fathers’ 
and mothers’ behaviors. Similarly, Zarra-Nezhad 
et al. (2014) analyzed data from a larger study of 
Finnish children with their parents and found that 
children who were rated by their kindergarten 
teachers as having high levels of social with-
drawal were more susceptible to the negative 
effects of low maternal affection on externalizing 
behavior during grades 1 through 3. Interestingly, 
for these socially withdrawn children, mothers’ 
and fathers’ psychological control (e.g., “I 
believe my child should be aware of how much I 
have done for him/her”) was associated with 
more prosocial behaviors and few externalizing 
behaviors; however, mothers’ psychological con-
trol, at the same time, predicted more internaliz-
ing behaviors. It is possible that parenting control 
provides the necessary structure for avoidant and 
fearful children to engage in social interactions.

The association between negative fathering 
and children’s externalizing behavior problems 
seems to hold across cultural groups. In small- 
scale, concurrent study of Chinese families and 
their children, Yu, Volling, and Niu (2015) found 
that fathers’ controlling emotion socialization 
practices (e.g., punitive and minimization behav-
iors) were significantly and positively associated 
with children’s internalizing and externalizing 
problem behaviors, but only when mothers’ con-
trol also was low. There is also some evidence 
that father involvement might be more beneficial 
for the development of social competence among 
ethnic minority children. Analysis from the 
ECLS-B revealed that the association between 
paternal control and discipline was related to 
fewer problem behaviors and higher engagement 
scores only among African American boys 
(Baker, 2017).

 Emotion Socialization

The ability to label and express emotions, 
understand them in oneself and others, and 

behave accordingly is central to the develop-
ment of empathy and of reciprocal and nurtur-
ing relationships (Murray & Palaiologou, 
2018). What we know about how children are 
socialized to express emotions in a socially pro-
active way comes mostly from studies of moth-
ers (e.g., De Rosnay & Harris, 2002), but a 
handful of studies that have included fathers 
show similar associations. Children who are 
insecurely attached to their mothers and fathers 
are more likely to exhibit lower emotion under-
standing (e.g., ability to match a facial expres-
sion to the emotion of a character depicted in a 
specific scenario), even after controlling for 
parents’ depressive symptoms and child age 
(Psychogiou et  al., 2018). Having deficient 
emotion understanding would then impair chil-
dren’s ability to make and keep friends (Denham 
et al., 2003).

The few studies that have examined how 
fathers socialize their children to understand 
emotions, to express them, and to react appro-
priately to other people’s display of emotions 
report similar results. One such study found that 
fathers who used emotion coaching with their 
children’s expressions of emotions had children 
who were rated by parents and teachers as being 
more socially competent and demonstrating 
responsibility, cooperation, self-control, and 
assertiveness at age 8 (Baker et  al., 2011). 
Parents who reported responding in supportive 
ways to their children’s emotion of sadness 
(e.g., telling the child it is okay to cry) reported 
that their children exhibited higher social com-
petence (Baker et al., 2011). In contrast, moth-
ers and fathers who reported feeling 
uncomfortable or embarrassed by their chil-
dren’s emotional behavior and reprimanded or 
punished children also reported more child neg-
ativity, emotional intensity, and dysregulation 
(Shewark & Blandon, 2015).

 Ethnic and Racial Socialization

Through ethnic and racial socialization practices, 
parents play a significant role in giving children 
the tools they need to be part of a diverse society 
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in a way that reflects values of justice, fairness, 
and equality for all (Derlan, Umana-Taylor, 
Updergraff, & Jahromi, 2017; Hughes, 2003). 
Ethnic and racial socialization typically refers to 
the way parents transmit cultural information, 
attitudes, and ideas about race and ethnicity to 
their children (Brown, Tanner-Smith, Lesane- 
Brown, & Ezell, 2007; Hughes et  al., 2006; 
Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993; 
Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, Bámaca, & Guimond, 
2009). Children with strong ethnic and racial 
identities help children understand how others, 
who are not like them, might perceive them and, 
consequently, how they might engage and inter-
act with them.

In the United States, the cultural context and 
history of racism and discrimination against 
African American and other ethnic minorities has 
resulted in a body of work that has focused pri-
marily on how ethnic minority parents prepare 
their children for bias and discrimination (Boykin 
& Toms, 1985; Hughes, 2003). In particular, the 
bulk of this work has been done with African 
American mothers of school-age children (e.g., 
Caughy, O’Campo, Randolph, & Nickerson, 
2002; Hughes & Chen, 1997; Marshall, 1995). 
This literature shows that mothers avail them-
selves of a set of strategies that include cultural 
socialization, preparation for bias, promotion of 
mistrust, and egalitarianism but are silent about 
race (Hughes et al., 2006).

In contrast, the body of work on how White 
families socialize their children to understand the 
rights and privileges of being White is virtually 
nonexistent (Karberg, Cabrera, Malin, & Kuhns, 
2019). The limited work on non-minority parents 
shows that they typically endorse a color-blind 
approach in socializing their children to live in a 
diverse society. A color-blind approach is one 
where attention is not drawn to racial differences 
but rather to racial similarities. This can be prob-
lematic because it also negates racial inequality 
(Pahlke, Bigler, & Suizzo, 2012). Using a color- 
blind approach may also diminish opportunities 
to facilitate the development of cross-race friend-
ships, which decrease levels of bias, discrimina-
tion, and prejudice and increase intergroup 
contact (Crystal, Killen, & Ruck, 2008; Killen, 

Hitti, Cooley, & Elenbaas, 2015; Thijs & 
Verkuyten, 2008; Tropp & Prenovost, 2008; 
Turner & Cameron, 2016). There is little evi-
dence that majority parents’ socialization prac-
tices include strategies to increase intergroup 
contact across racial and ethnic groups (Loyd & 
Gaither, 2018).

Comparatively, we know less about how 
fathers of any ethnic group transmit cultural val-
ues to their children. We found only one study 
indicating that African American fathers employ 
four themes during their discussion about values 
with their sons: cultural messages (e.g., cultural 
pride and managing racism), education (e.g., 
social intelligence and educational attainment), 
respect, and responsibility (Doyle, Magan, Cryer- 
Coupet, Goldston, & Estroff, 2016). This is an 
area that needs further research.

 Peer Relationships

The ability to make and keep friends is a strong 
predictor of children’s social adjustment (Hymel, 
Rubin, Rowden, & LeMare, 1990). From the 
early years, parents, including fathers, play a key 
role in helping children form friendships that are 
meaningful and long-lasting (Davidson, 
Updegraff, & McHale, 2011; Updegraff, Kim, 
Killoren, & Thayer, 2010). A study of low- 
income fathers and their fifth graders found that 
children who perceived their fathers to be close to 
them were more likely to report positive peer 
relationships and were rated as exhibiting fewer 
behavioral problems than their counterparts 
(Cabrera, Cook, McFadden, & Bradley, 2011). A 
large-scale study of Finnish first-grade children 
and their parents found that mothers’ and fathers’ 
psychological control (e.g., “my child needs to 
know the sacrifices I make for him/her”) and self- 
reported depressive symptoms uniquely pre-
dicted children’s risk of friendship dissolution. In 
contrast, parental affection (e.g., “I often show 
my child that I love him/her”) did not alter the 
stability of friendship from grade 1 to grade 6 
(Dickson, Huey, Laursen, Kiuru, & Nurmi, 
2018). Overall, these findings are consistent with 
those based on White European samples that pos-
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itive father-child relationship is associated with 
less negative friendships, whereas more negative 
father-child relationships forecast less satisfac-
tory friendships over time (Youngblade & Belsky, 
1992).

 Indirect Effects

Studies that have examined indirect effects have 
taken a family systems perspective, positing that 
families are composed of interrelated subsystems 
(e.g., father-child; father-mother) that have recip-
rocal influences on each other. A mechanism 
through which one subsystem (e.g., father-child) 
influences individuals (e.g., children) is through 
(indirect) other subsystems (mother-father, 
mother-child). This literature points to multiple 
pathways.

First, fathers might influence their children’s 
social development through the mother-father 
relationship. Fathers who participated in the 
Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 
(FFCWS) and reported being highly involved 
with their children had children who scored 
higher on tests assessing cognitive and social 
skills because they reported having a more posi-
tive relationship with their partners (Cabrera 
et  al., 2008). Dette-Hagenmeyer and Reichle 
(2014) found that fathers’ inconsistent parent-
ing at age 7 mediated the relation between 
paternal depressive symptoms and children’s 
hyperactivity and social-emotional competence 
6  months later. Fathers’ inconsistent parenting 
also mediated the relation between paternal 
depressive symptoms and oppositional-defiant 
child behavior. The co-parenting relationship is 
another mechanism that explains why parental 
involvement explains variation in children’s 
social skills. Using the FFCWS, co-parenting 
support between mothers and fathers was found 
to mediate the association between union stabil-
ity (i.e., number of residential romantic partner 
changes from the child’s birth until they were 
5 years old) and children’s externalizing prob-
lem behaviors at age 5 (Karberg & Cabrera, 
2017). In this paper, union instability acts as a 

proxy for consistent father presence in their 
children’s lives. Thus, when fathers are not con-
sistently present in their children’s lives, it has a 
negative impact on children’s behavior prob-
lems, through the decreased quality of the co-
parenting relationship between mothers and 
fathers.

A second pathway of influence is through the 
parent-child relationship. An analysis of data 
from the ECLS-B revealed that high levels of 
maternal and paternal risks (i.e., teen parenting, 
no high school degree, low English proficiency, 
unemployment, poor health, etc.) at infancy 
were indirectly linked to toddlers’ social behav-
iors (i.e., engagement of the mother, quality of 
play, and negativity toward their mother) at 
24 months through decreased maternal support-
iveness and father engagement (Cabrera, Fagan, 
Wight, & Schadler, 2011). Studies of fathers 
who had an alcohol diagnosis were found to be 
less warm and sensitive with their children, 
which, in turn, predicted lower self-regulation a 
year later (Eiden, Colde, Edwards, & Leonard, 
2010) and overall deficits in social competence 
from early childhood to adolescence (Hussong 
et al., 2005). In a sample of Korean fathers, Chae 
and Lee (2011) found that fathers’ own child-
hood attachment representations had a signifi-
cant impact on their boys’ social competence 
through their parenting behaviors (e.g., self-
report on parent involvement, limit setting, 
responsiveness, reasoning guidance, and 
intimacy).

Father effects might also be compensatory, 
or protective. That is, high levels of father 
involvement can compensate for low levels of 
maternal behaviors, for example, maternal sup-
portiveness (i.e., observed sensitivity, positive 
regard, and emotional supportiveness). Analysis 
of data from the NICHD Study of Early Child 
Care and Youth Development revealed that 
fathers’ supportiveness during a parent-child 
play interaction was significantly associated 
with children’s social skills only when moth-
ers’ supportiveness was scored at average or 
below, suggesting a compensatory effect 
(Martin et al., 2010). Father effects can also be 
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promotive or strengthening. A strengthening 
effect occurs when a particular outcome is more 
likely to occur when the individual receives 
high levels of support from several sources. An 
observational study of families who partici-
pated in the Early Head Start Research and 
Evaluation Project revealed that resident 
fathers’ high-quality play had a moderating 
(strengthening) effect on the association 
between mothers’ quality of play and children’s 
emotion regulation (i.e., scores on the Leiter 
International Performance Scale Social-
Emotional Rating Scale). The association 
between maternal quality play and children’s 
emotion regulation was significant only when 
fathers engaged in high- quality play with their 
children (Cabrera et al., 2017).

Another mechanism of how parenting influ-
ences children’s social development is through 
children themselves. A small-scale study of 
fathers and their developmentally delayed chil-
dren found that the association between father 
intrusiveness at age 4 and children’s social skills 
(i.e., cooperation, self-control, and assertiveness) 
at 6  years was mediated through children’s 
behavioral dysregulation at 5 years (Stevenson & 
Crnic, 2013). Another study found that the asso-
ciation between negative parenting and children’s 
skills varied by child gender. Fathers and mothers 
who were permissive at age 5 had children who 
exhibited more physical aggression at age 8 only 
when they were boys (Braza et  al., 2015). 
Children’s physiological traits may also 
strengthen or mitigate the association between 
fathering and their behavior problems. Erath, 
El-Sheikh, and Mark Cummings (2009) mea-
sured 8-year-olds’ skin conductance level reac-
tivity (SCLR), a measure of the degree to which 
an individual responds to stress. They found that 
the association between harsh parenting (aver-
aged between mother and father) and externaliz-
ing behaviors was stronger among children with 
lower SCLR, suggesting that children’s own bio-
logical responses shape the parent-child 
relationship.

 Summary and Key Points

The study of how fathers influence children’s 
social development has come a long way: from 
studies that focused merely on the effects of 
father absence on children’s development to 
studies that focused on how present fathers make 
a difference in their children’s social develop-
ment. Although still limited in scope, the emerg-
ing research points to a consistent conclusion. 
Fathers’ involvement in their children’s lives is 
instrumental in shaping children into socially 
competent individuals who can adapt to social 
norms, make and keep friends, and contribute in 
positive ways to the social fabric of our society. 
The evidence supports the conclusion that fathers 
have both direct and indirect effects on an array 
of social developmental outcomes. Although the 
literature examining indirect effects is relatively 
limited, it points to several pathways of influ-
ence. Fathers influence their children through the 
impact they have on the relationship with their 
partners, the relationship with their children, and 
through children’s own skills and behaviors. The 
next generation of studies on how fathers matter 
for children’s development needs to focus on bet-
ter understanding the complex processes through 
which fathers make a difference on children’s 
development. This information would be essen-
tial to aid in developing more targeted interven-
tions and to better inform policy decisions.

The literature on how fathers influence chil-
dren’s social competencies suffers from various 
limitations. First, there are more studies on how 
father negative behaviors are related to children’s 
behavior problems than studies on how positive 
father involvement leads to social adaptation. 
Second, there is little information on how ethnic 
minority fathers engage in ethnic and racial 
socialization strategies with their young children 
and, similarly, how White fathers, and White par-
ents more generally, approach ethnic and racial 
socialization with their children. Third, there is a 
lack of diversity in the target populations in the 
studies reviewed. The majority of the samples 
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were Caucasian, middle-class families. Due to 
differences in culture, class, opportunity, and 
context, it cannot be assumed that the processes 
that lead to certain developmental outcomes in 
majority children have the same effects in minor-
ity children (Garcia Coll et  al., 1996). 
Consequently, there is a substantial gap in mea-
surement of culturally specific variables and 
social development outcomes. Fourth, the studies 
reviewed for this chapter largely excluded the 
cultural context in which children develop, which 
underestimates the role that culturally specific 
mechanisms have on the ways in which fathers 
socialize their children. Future work that includes 
this cultural context would provide a fuller under-
standing in the ways in which fathers, ethnic 
minority and White, help their children develop 
the social skills they need to live in a racially, 
economically, and culturally diverse society.

Fifth, there is a noted inconsistency in the 
studies reviewed in how maternal and paternal 
variables were used analytically. Some research-
ers ran separate models for mothers and fathers; 
however, this was often done without testing the 
comparability between the two models, making it 
difficult to compare these processes between 
mothers and fathers. Other researchers included 
maternal and paternal variables in the same 
model or controlled for maternal characteristics 
while examining the effect of fathers. These ana-
lytical approaches may lead to distinct conclu-
sions about how fathers and mothers uniquely 
(main effects) or interactively (indirect effects) 
influence children’s social development. Lastly, 
many studies did not include key covariates in 
their models such as parents’ psychological well- 
being and parenting stress, which are consistently 
associated with negative parenting and children’s 
behavioral and emotional difficulties (Cohen & 
Wills, 1985; Conger & Elder, 1994; Dette- 
Hagenmeyer & Reichle, 2014).

In conclusion, the research on understanding 
the specific and unique role that fathers have in 
their children’s social adaptation points in a clear 
future direction. We need more studies of fathers 
and their children across the developmental spec-
trum and across cultural and family contexts. We 
need to pay better attention to how culture shapes 

the context of social development for children 
and conduct rigorous studies that are framed 
within theoretical frameworks that can both 
describe and explain development and that 
clearly model the unique influences that each 
parent has on their children’s development. New 
research that addresses these gaps in the literature 
will be critical to designing interventions and 
programs that can help mothers and fathers pro-
vide their children with opportunities for optimal 
social development.
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There are few activities that are more representa-
tive of early childhood than play. Play itself takes 
different forms from infancy throughout child-
hood, but regardless of the age of the player, it 
can be defined as an activity that is self-directed, 
inherently enjoyable, spontaneous, and free from 
the constraints of goals or rules imposed by oth-
ers (Whitebread, 2012). And while play is often 
undertaken for its own sake, it nonetheless con-
tributes in important ways to children’s develop-
ment; by creating a motivating opportunity to 
focus on means rather than the end, children can 
try out new behaviors, modify their actions, and 
adapt accordingly, leading to skill development 
and problem-solving capabilities (Pellegrini, 
2009). Especially during infancy and early child-
hood, parents have opportunities to engage in 
play together with their children, capitalizing on 
the inherent opportunities that play offers for 
making positive connections and engendering 

cultural learning (Tomasello, 2008). The degree 
to which parents support children’s play, and 
engage in play themselves, varies across cultures; 
in Western cultures, parents tend to regard play as 
beneficial to children and as an important activity 
for parents to participate in (Whitebread, 2012).

While both mothers and fathers in many cul-
tures play with their children, play may be a par-
ticularly salient feature of fathers and fathering. 
American fathers spend proportionally more of 
their time playing with their young children, as 
compared to mothers (Bianchi, Robinson, & 
Milke, 2006; Nelson-Coffey, Killingsworth, 
Layous, Cole, & Lyubomirsky, 2019). But per-
haps even more important than the amount of 
time spent playing is the possibility that play 
itself is closely tied to what it means to be a 
father. Paquette (2004) proposes a theoretical 
model that emphasizes play as central to father-
ing, just as nurturing is central to mothering. This 
theory offers a unique paternal extension to 
attachment frameworks, proposing that fathers 
provide a complement to mothers’ nurturance by 
engaging in stimulating, active play with their 
young children, supporting children to explore 
their worlds and expand their skills in a struc-
tured, safe way. Play is a primary way that fathers 
interact with their children in ways that tend to 
excite and temporarily destabilize them, which is 
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beneficial to children as long as it is done in the 
context of a caring father-child relationship, 
described as the “father-child activation relation-
ship.” This is contrasted with the mother-child 
attachment relationship, which centers on nurtur-
ing and calming children in times of stress 
(Paquette, 2004).

Differences between mothers and fathers are 
evident not only in the quantity of parent-child 
play (Craig, 2006; Lindsey, Mize, & Pettit, 
1997a, 1997b) but also in the qualities of the play. 
Many studies suggest that fathers engage in more 
rough and tumble, stimulating play with their 
children (Carson, Burks, & Parke, 1993), and do 
so in more challenging ways (Labrell, 1996). 
Fathers and mothers play may support distinct 
skills in children (Flanders, Leo, Paquette, Pihl, 
& Seguin, 2009). But there are similarities as 
well  – both moms and dads from European- 
American families have similarly favorable views 
of, and engagement in, pretend play with their 
toddlers (Haight, Parke, & Black, 1997).

The similarities and differences between 
mothers and fathers, evident in the realm of 
parent- child play, may reflect how the larger con-
text of family processes and relationships unfold. 
Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, and Roggman 
(2014) proposed a model of family relationships, 
relevant to both mothers and fathers, highlighting 
the various ways that mothers and fathers are 
alike, different, and also complementary in the 
ways they interact within their family systems. 
Parents are alike in that they are both sensitive 
and responsive to their children – behaviors that 
benefit children, regardless of from whom they 
come. At the same time, mothers and fathers are 
different – in the ways they spend time with chil-
dren (e.g., Bianchi et al., 2006), and the qualities 
of the interactions themselves (Carson et  al., 
1993). Furthermore, parents have the capacity to 
complement one another. Even if particular 
behaviors may be more typical for mothers or 
fathers, they can each assume roles not typically 
enacted if the situation demands, or they may 
provide compensatory effects when necessary, as 
is the case when fathers “buffer” their children 
from the effects of maternal depression (Mezulis, 
Hyde, & Clark, 2004).

Despite the growing involvement of fathers in 
children’s lives over recent decades (Bianchi 
et  al., 2006) and the understanding that fathers 
contribute in important ways to children’s devel-
opment and well-being, there remain gaps in the 
literature on fathers, in general, and the role of 
father-child play, in particular (Cabrera & 
Roggman, 2017). Informed by theories of play’s 
contributions to children’s development 
(Pellegrini, 2009), the central role of play in 
fathering (Paquette, 2004), and with the under-
standing that mothers and fathers operate together 
within their family systems in ways that are dif-
ferent, alike, and complementary (Cabrera et al., 
2014), this chapter explores the differences and 
similarities between father-child and mother- 
child play and the associations between father- 
child play and young children’s developmental 
outcomes.1 To this end, we examined the existing 
literature to address the following questions:

 1. How is father-child and mother-child play 
similar and different during early childhood?

 2. How do the qualities of father-child play in 
early childhood distinctly affect child 
development?

We utilized a scoping review methodology to 
answer the proposed research questions. Scoping 
reviews follow a systematic approach of search-
ing and evaluating the available literature on a 
given topic. As described by Arksey and O’Malley 

1 A note on definitions and sociocultural context. The 50 
articles reviewed in depth span several decades, from 
1977 (i.e., Weinraub & Frankel, 1977) to 2017 (i.e., 
Ahnert et al., 2017), reflecting predominant theories of the 
authors’ time and space. As such, sex and gender concepts 
(e.g., male female vs man woman vs son daughter vs boy 
girl) may have been used interchangeably, and sex and 
gender binaries may have been assumed without the con-
text of current understandings of sex and gender diversity 
and interactivity. For clarity in reporting, this section also 
uses sex and gender binaries and assumes that these were 
appropriately reported in each article. However, here, 
“sex” refers to one’s biological sex (i.e., male, female); 
“gender” refers to the sociocultural representations of 
“man” and “woman,” “boy” and “girl,” including pre-
scriptive symbols of masculinity and femininity across the 
lifespan (e.g., toy trucks as masculine, and primarily for 
boys; dolls as feminine, and primarily for girls).
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(2005), a scoping review study is undertaken for 
one of four purposes: (1) to describe the range or 
nature of research activity on a given topic, (2) to 
determine whether it is worth doing a more 
extensive systematic literature review, (3) to sum-
marize the findings of current research, or (4) to 
identify gaps in the current research. This scop-
ing review is focused primarily on the first and 
third of these purposes: describing the range of 
research on observed qualities of father-child 
play during early childhood and summarizing 
what we know from the findings in the current 
literature. In addition, we also aim to identify 
methodological and sampling limitations in the 
existing work on father-child play, which limit 
generalizability of the conclusions we can draw 
from the current literature.

 Methodology

We used an inductive approach to accomplish our 
aims by following the stages of conducting a 
scoping review laid out by Arksey and O’Malley 
(2005); these include the following: “Stage 1: 
identifying the research question; Stage 2: identi-
fying relevant studies; Stage 3: study selection; 
Stage 4: charting the data; Stage 5: collating, 
summarizing and reporting the results” (p. 22).

 Identifying the Research Questions

Defining our initial questions as listed above 
was done iteratively in discussion among the 
five authors, each of whom come from different 
perspectives regarding this topic. Some authors 
focus on community populations of families 
with demographically based vulnerabilities, 
while others focus on clinical populations of 
either parents or children from the lenses of 
public health, mental health, or early interven-
tion. All authors share an interest in fathers and 
fathering, early childhood, and longitudinal 
effects of parenting on child development, with 
a focus on the unique effects of fathers’ rela-
tionships with their children on children’s 
development. Our research questions were 

refined as we debated substantive issues related 
to the nature of fatherhood and of play. We 
sought to define our questions and purposes 
narrowly enough to be able to draw conclusions 
about the existing literature regarding our ques-
tions: How is father-child and mother-child 
play similar and different during early child-
hood? And, how do the qualities of father-child 
play in early childhood distinctly affect child 
development? For each of these questions, we 
address three aims:

 1. To describe the range of research that cur-
rently exists

 2. To summarize the findings of this body of 
research

 3. To identify gaps in the research related to 
methodological and sampling limitations

 Identifying the Relevant Studies

Our specific research questions shaped how we 
searched for and selected relevant articles in the 
subsequent stages of searching literature, screen-
ing abstracts, and, finally, screening full text for 
inclusion in the review. Overall, our primary foci 
were studies that included fathers and father fig-
ures, regardless of their biological relationship to 
the child or their residential status, and parent- 
child play as a meaningful construct, rather than 
just as a context in which to measure other aspects 
of parenting or child development. Relevant stud-
ies also included comparisons of father-child to 
mother-child play with young children. 
Methodologically, we targeted studies that were 
quantitative in nature and captured direct obser-
vations of parent-child play. The criteria for study 
inclusion are described in full in Table 22.1 of the 
Appendix.

To identify the set of relevant studies, we 
searched three databases: PsycInfo including 
PsycArticles within ProQuest, Family and 
Society Studies Worldwide, and Core Collection 
in Web of Science. We included studies published 
in English only for the feasibility of understand-
ing and reporting on results. We included only 
peer-reviewed studies to ensure a minimum level 
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Table 22.1 Inclusion/exclusion criteria: definitions and rationale

Criterion Definition Rationale
Father figure included Study must include fathers, defined 

as any father figure involved in the 
child’s life

The extant literature has drawn no clear 
conclusions about the differential effects of 
involved fathers on children’s development; thus, a 
more inclusive approach is warranted. Further, 
biological status of fathers is rarely confirmed in 
studies, and using coresidence as a criterion may 
systematically exclude more fathers in minority 
groups and those with lower income and education. 
We determined that if a father figure was identified 
as such in a study, the level of involvement in the 
child’s life is sufficient to have a substantial 
influence

Mother included Study must include mothers, defined 
as any mother figure involved in the 
child’s life, and must measure the 
same play behaviors, as were 
measured for fathers, and include 
them in analyses

In order to answer our question about the distinct 
effects of fathers most directly, it became clear that 
each study would need to contrast or control for the 
effects of mother-child interaction on child 
development

Child age Studies must include young children 
under 5 years but can include older 
children. For studies with a range of 
child ages that include children 
>5 years, the mean age of children 
at the wave where parent-child play 
is observed must be <61 months

Birth to age five is the period of early childhood, 
when the most rapid development occurs, and 
before formal schooling begins in many countries 
from which the studies are expected to come. 
Parent-child interactions during this time are 
central to child development

Observed interactions Studies must include observed (live 
or recorded) parent-child 
interactions; recording could be 
audio, visual, transcriptions, or any 
combination

We are interested in what may be subtle and 
unconscious aspects of parents’ behaviors with 
their children, which are best captured via direct 
observation. Play is an elusive concept, and 
notoriously hard to define, and parents may have 
difficulty reporting about play behaviors with any 
consistency. Thus, we focused only on observed 
interactions of parent-child play

Play as the construct 
of interest

Parent-child play had to be a salient 
construct in the design and 
measurement of the study. Studies 
could meet this criterion in one of 
the following ways:
  1. Examine types of play parents 

generate
  2. Contrast parent behavior across 

multiple contexts including play
  3. Observe naturally occurring 

play vs. researcher- contrived play 
task

  4. Define play as a meaningful 
construct or context, and measure 
parents’ play-relevant behaviors.

To exclude studies that used play as 
the “default” context for measuring 
other parenting behaviors, we 
required the word “play” or 
“playful” to be in the title of the 
study

Play is an important context for child development, 
and a context in which many aspects of the 
parent-child relationship and parenting behaviors 
are revealed.
An initial scan of the literature led us to conclude 
that our discipline relies heavily on the context of 
play to measure a vast array of the qualities of 
parenting. But, because of the centrality of play to 
our question, we required play itself to be the focus 
of the study, rather than only a context in which to 
examine general parenting behaviors

Quantitative Studies must measure and report on 
parent behaviors quantitatively

Observations of behavior lend themselves to 
quantitative descriptions (rating or coding) and may 
enable us to compare some aspects across studies. 
Further, quantitative methodology allows for direct 
comparisons between fathers and mothers, which is 
necessary to answer our primary research question 
exploring differences between fathers and mothers
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of quality. We did not exclude studies based on 
year of publication.

In each of the three databases, we used the 
search terms:

• “father*2” AND “mother*” in the abstract or 
title

• AND “child*” OR “infan*” OR “toddler*” in 
the abstract or title

• AND “play*” in the title

Initial searches yielded 389 articles (PsycInfo 
and PsycArticles, 172; Core Collection in Web of 
Science, 132; Family and Society Studies 
Worldwide, 85).

 Study Selection

After removing duplicates from the 389 studies 
identified in our search, 238 articles remained. 
We used the criteria in Table 22.1 to further refine 
our selections of the final articles to be reviewed. 
After an initial training and revision process for 
coding the abstracts, each of the abstracts were 
reviewed by two members of the author team for 
inclusion/exclusion based on the review criteria 
detailed in Table  22.1; inter-author agreement 
was 85%. All disagreements (32 in all) were dis-
cussed by the full team and determined by con-
sensus. At the abstract review stage, 155 studies 
were excluded (83 remained), and then at the full 
text level, an additional 33 studies were removed, 
leaving the final list of 50; there was 88% agree-
ment between authors on which studies should be 
included in the final review, and all disagree-
ments were resolved through discussion and con-

2 Using an asterisk (*) in the search terms instructs the 
search to include all derivations of the word as long as the 
initial stem of the word is included. For example, “father*” 
included “fathering,” “fatherhood,” “father-child,” “father-
mother,” etc. Likewise, the term “infan*” includes 
“infant,” “infancy,” “infant-parent,” etc., and the term 
“play*” includes “playful,” “playing,” etc.

sensus. Disagreements centered largely on 
whether the concept of play was sufficiently 
meaningful in the study, a challenge anticipated 
in our initial criteria and an ongoing challenge in 
the research in our discipline. Figure 22.1 shows 
the number of articles identified, and those 
excluded, at each step in our procedures.

 Charting and Summarizing the Data

In the fourth stage, we coded the 50 selected 
studies for the variables of interest, including 
research questions proposed, sample characteris-
tics, methodology (including procedures for the 
play observations and the aspects of play that 
were measured), and child outcomes. Definitions 
of codes were derived among the authors initially 
and refined in an iterative process as the full set 
of articles were coded using each set of codes. 
Authors each took responsibility for a set of vari-
ables on which they reviewed all articles, and 
coding was checked by other authors. The results 
of this coding enable us to accomplish our first 
aim: to describe the range of the current literature 
examining the nature of father-child play (as 
compared to mother-child play) in early child-
hood and, within that, the range of studies that 
address the effects of father-child play on chil-
dren’s behavior and development.

Once all data were coded, subsets of articles 
were identified based on their research questions, 
the aspects of play they measured, or their inclu-
sion of child outcomes. Teams of authors read the 
full text of these subsets of articles to address our 
second aim: to summarize the empirical evidence 
that addresses our research questions on the 
nature and effects of father-child play.

In our coding process, we created a table 
charting the demographic characteristics of the 
samples from each article. We use this chart to 
report the sample characteristics and identify the 
limitations therein, of each subset of articles, 
which addresses our third aim.

22 Fathers and Young Children at Play: A Scoping Review of Studies of Fathers’ Play with Sons…



362

Articles Identified By Database 
Search

(n = 389)

Articles Excluded Due to 
Duplication
(n = 151)

Articles After Duplicates Removed 
and Screened via 
Title and Abstract

(n = 238)

Articles Excluded
(n = 155)

Full-text Articles Assessed for 
Eligibility
(n = 83)

Full-text Articles Excluded
(n = 33)

Articles Included in Qualitative 
Analysis
(n = 50)

Id
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Fig. 22.1 Flow chart of procedures for identifying included articles

 Findings

 Question 1: Differences in Father- 
Child and Mother-Child Play

Aim 1: Describe the Range of Studies Observing 
Father- and Mother-Child Play in Early 
Childhood First, we describe the range of 
research studies that met our criteria for answering 
our first research question: What can our  current 
literature say about the nature of father-child play, 
how it is similar or different from mother- child 
play? For each, we describe the features of the cur-
rent set of literature available to address these 
questions; in so doing, this helps us to address our 
third aim of identifying gaps and limitations of the 
current empirical literature on father-child play. 
Importantly, two of the features that we describe 
inform the way that we report results to address 
aim 2: the research questions addressed by the 
articles and the aspects of parent- child play that 
were observed organize the way we summarize the 
findings to address our second aim.

The full set of 50 articles reviewed in this 
study are listed and described in Appendix 
Table 22.2, including the authors and year of the 
publication, the nationality of the sample, 
whether the study design included families or 
dyads, the research questions, the procedures for 
observing play, and the aspects of play measured 
by observation. Here, we describe the main find-
ings regarding the nature of the range of studies 
identified in this review.

Year of Publication Though we put no date 
restrictions in our search, the earliest articles 
identified by our search were published in 1977 
and 1979. The most prolific decade for these 
studies was the 1980s in which 17 of the articles 
were produced, followed by the 1990s which 
produced 14 of the articles, with studies waning 
to 10  in the 2000s. This earlier interest in the 
1980s may reflect the gender revolution of the 
earlier decade in which issues of gender roles and 
socialization became a greater interest to child 
development researchers.

C. D. Vallotton et al.
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Families Versus Dyads Most studies defined 
their study design for the comparison of fathers 
and mothers as either the comparison of two par-
ents interacting with their child/ren from the 
same family (43; 86%) or dyads (6 studies; 12%), 
in which mother-child and father-child dyads in 
the sample that were not from the same family. 
The focus here on families, rather than parent- 
child dyads, means that the majority of studies in 
this sample exclude parents and children from 
single-parent homes.

Nationality of Sample We did limit our search 
to articles published in English, which likely lim-
ited the diversity of the populations represented 
in the studies selected for this review. Thirty 
seven of the 50 studies (74%) were conducted in 
the USA, with three additional studies North 
American studies conducted in Canada. Four 
studies were conducted in European countries; 
two in India, two in Israel, one in South Africa, 
and one in Australia.

Sample Characteristics Fifteen of the 50 arti-
cles (30%) consisted of Caucasian only samples, 
including four studies with samples from Canada 
and Australia. Nine other studies (18%) included 
international samples from Austria, Germany, 
France, Italy, India, Israel, Sweden, and South 
Africa. Eighteen studies (36%) had mixed sam-
ples, but a majority of participants were 
Caucasian, and eight studies (16%) did not dis-
close the race of the sample. Twenty articles 
(40%) indicated the mean age of fathers ranged 
from 24 to 39  years; one study (2%) indicated 
fathers’ mean age as 19, and 29 (58%) did not 
indicate the ages of fathers. Twenty-eight (56%) 
studies did not explicitly state the biological sta-
tus of parents, but language within these studies 
led us to assume the fathers included in the stud-
ies were the biological fathers of the children. Six 
studies (12%) specifically mentioned biological 
fathers; one study (2%) had mixed statuses of 
biological, other, and nonbiological; and 16 stud-
ies (32%) did not indicate a status. Only six stud-

ies (12%) indicated fathers were the secondary 
caregivers for their children, three studies (6%) 
indicated mixed caregiving roles, and the remain-
ing 41 (82%) did not indicate a role. There were 
three studies (6%) which examined samples with 
disabilities only, four (8%) with mixed-ability 
samples, 16 (32%) with typically developing 
samples, and 26 (52%) which did not disclose 
this information. Of the 50 articles, 10 (20%) 
included infants (0–12  months) only, 16 (32%) 
included toddlers only (12–36  months), and 13 
(26%) included preschoolers only (36+ months). 
Three articles (6%) included both infants and 
toddlers, five (10%) included toddlers and pre-
schoolers, and three (6%) included infants, tod-
dlers, and preschoolers. A majority of the studies 
had even samples of males and females, two 
studies had very uneven samples of more than 
55% males, and two studies (4%) did not disclose 
the sex of the sample. Two studies (4%) included 
low-income samples only, 15 studies (30%) 
included middle income only, 1 study (2%) 
included high income only, 7 (14%) had low-to- 
middle-income samples, 14 (28%) had mid- to 
high-income samples, and 11 (22%) did not indi-
cate the sample’s SES. The 50 articles included 
in this review were largely conducted in the USA 
and consisted primarily of intact families that 
were predominantly Caucasian and falling within 
a middle to high SES. There was an often implicit 
assumption that fathers and mothers hold tradi-
tional parenting roles within their families, with 
fathers as the secondary caregiver to their young 
children. Samples of children generally included 
even numbers of males and females, focusing on 
different age ranges including infants, toddlers, 
and/or preschoolers, and generally reported chil-
dren as typically developing.

Research Questions All studies posed research 
questions on play differences (PD; 100%), or 
how similarly/differently fathers and mothers 
play with their children, which is consistent with 
our selection criteria for this study. In addition, 
we coded any other research questions posed by 
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each study, with many articles including more 
than one additional research question (see the 
fourth column of Table  22.2 for the questions 
posed by each study). The other research ques-
tions can be grouped into one of the following 
categories: interaction contexts (IC; 10%), com-
paring parenting behaviors across different inter-
action context including play; child outcomes 
(CO; 26%), effects of parent play on child behav-
ior or development (this set of articles will be 
used to address our second research question); 
child effects, effects of child characteristics, such 
as age, sex, or ability, on parent-child play; within 
child effects, we identified a substantial set of 
articles focusing on child sex differences (CSD; 
54% of all articles): whether parents play differ-
ently with sons and daughters; because of the 
predominance of studies looking at child sex dif-
ferences, in the table, we identify child effects 
questions as either CSD or other child effects 
(OCE; 26% of all articles). Thus, after basic com-
parisons of play between fathers and mothers (a 
criterion for inclusion in this scoping review), the 
most common research questions posed by the 
authors were effects of child sex or other charac-
teristics on parent-child play, followed by the 
effects of parent-child play on child outcomes, 
and, distantly, how qualities of parent-child inter-
action in play differ from interactions in other 
contexts. These research questions provide a pri-
mary way to organize our study results as we 
address the second aim of this scoping review.

Procedures for Observing Play Studies differed 
in their data collection procedures including 
where data collection took place, how the play 
observation was set up, and whether and which 
toys were used. Twenty-nine (58%) of the studies 
(which is the majority) conducted observations in 
lab settings (e.g., a play room with one-way mir-
rors at a university), 18 (36%) conducted obser-
vations in the homes of the families or dyads, one 
(2%) observed outside or on a playground, and 
two (4%) did not report where the data collection 
occurred. There were a variety of ways that stud-

ies structured the play, and the toys used during 
observed play; researchers often included more 
than one level of structure, and/or more than one 
set of toys, in the design of their study. The levels 
of structure, from least to most structured, include 
the following: spontaneous play (6%), natural 
play (10%) in family’s space, and with family’s 
toys but researcher determines timing; semi- 
structured (60%) where the researcher provides 
materials, space, and time, but few instructions 
(e.g., “play as you normally would”); and struc-
tured (32%) in which the researcher provides 
materials, space, timing, and instructions for how 
to proceed, for example, 3-bag task, 2-box, etc. 
The toys used were described as follows: No toys 
were used (12%); family’s toys were used (20%); 
toys were provided by researcher and included a 
variety (30%); and a specific set of toys were pro-
vided by researcher to test specific responses or 
behaviors (38%). With the majority of studies 
observing structured or semi-structured play in 
the lab, and even those in the home using toys 
provided by the researchers, the second finding 
from across these studies is the lack of studies 
designed to understand the nature and effects of 
spontaneous play between parents and children 
in their own homes.

Aspects of Play Observed We coded the method-
ology section of each article for the aspects of 
play that were measured from the parent-child 
play observation (see the final column of 
Table 22.2 for the aspects of play coded in each 
article). In most studies, these coded aspects of 
play were addressing the primary study questions 
posed in each article regarding the differences and 
similarities between father-child and mother- child 
play. However, there was variation in how focused 
these behaviors were on play itself. Aspects of 
parents’ play that were focused on play itself 
included the types of play (TYPES) that parents 
create or engage in, such as rough and tumble, 
pretense, face-to-face games, and construction; 
and enjoyment of play (ENJOY), including posi-
tive affect and playfulness. Another play-focused 
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aspect of play was parents’ behaviors with toys 
(TOYS), including their reactions to toys, their 
choices of toys, and their comments on children’s 
behaviors with toys; toy-focused coding was pri-
marily used in the studies addressing gender 
socialization. Other studies measured play-related 
parenting behaviors which were less focused on 
play but still argued to be meaningful aspects of 
the play itself. These included parent- child inter-
action qualities of involvement/engagement 
(INT:E), responsiveness (INT:R), scaffolding/
stimulation (INT:S), and directiveness (INT:D); 
communication during and about play, including 
aspects of pragmatics (COM:PRAG) and vocal-
ization/speech frequency (COM:VOC); and par-
ents’ physical behaviors (BEHAV) during play, 
microanalytically coded, such as touch, gaze, and 
proximity.

These aspects of parents’ play that were mea-
sured provide a secondary way to organize the 
findings across studies to summarize what we 
know about father-child play, which answers the 

primary research questions of the studies 
reviewed and addresses the second aim of this 
scoping review. Figure 22.2 depicts the frequency 
of these major categories of the aspects of play 
observed, as well as the subcategories, which will 
be described further when the results of these 
studies are summarized to address the second 
aim of this scoping review.

Aim 2: Summary of Results From Studies of 
Father-Child and Mother-Child Play in Early 
Childhood We organize our summary of study 
results based on our findings from coding aspects 
of play measured from observations, which 
answers the main research question addressed by 
all of our studies: How does father-child play dif-
fer from mother-child play? After that, we orga-
nize the remaining findings according to the 
common research questions posed in the articles: 
how play differs from other contexts and how 
child characteristics (sex and other) affect play. 
Within each section, we contextualize the find-
ings given the characteristics of the study sam-

Panel A. Studies measuring play-specific behavior. Panel B. Studies measuring play-related parenting behaviors. 
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Fig. 22.2 Number of articles that measured each aspect of parents’ play. (a) Studies measuring play-specific behavior. 
(b) Studies measuring play-related parenting behaviors
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ples and describe limitations to the conclusions 
that can be drawn, which addresses our third aim 
for this scoping review.

Of the 50 articles reviewed, which each 
included play as a meaningful construct in the 
study, either as a context/predictor or an outcome, 
about half (26) measured one or more concepts of 
play itself, including the types of play that fathers 
and mothers generated or engaged in (e.g., rough 
and tumble, pretend), their enjoyment of play or 
playfulness, and fathers’ and mothers’ behavior 
toward toys. Because 90% of the articles that 
measured parents’ behavior toward toys were 
focused on child sex differences and gender 
socialization, we address these in the section on 
child sex differences in parents’ play behaviors. 
After summarizing parent gender differences in 
these play-focused behaviors, we review the sub-
sets of articles that measured parents’ play- 
related behaviors, including parent-child 
interaction qualities in play, parents’ communi-
cation during and about, and parents’ physical 
behaviors during play. We review each of these 
sets of articles to address the question of similari-
ties and differences in fathers’ and mothers’ play 
with young children.

Types of Play Parents Generated or Engaged 
In Twenty studies examined one or more types 
of play. One pattern that arises in these studies is 
how they framed whose play behavior – the par-
ent or the child – they were measuring. Studies of 
parents with their infants and toddlers examined 
the play types that parents generated, while those 
studies of parents with children 3–5 years mea-
sured parents’ engagement in children’s play, or 
jointly constructed play. Thus, we organize the 
results regarding differences in fathers’ and 
mothers’ play types by age of child.

Play Types with Young Infants Of the six stud-
ies that included young infants (4–8  months), 
there were more similarities than differences in 
the amount and types of play parents do with 
their infants. Fathers and mothers play games 
with infants at similar rates, and parents gener-

ated similar types of games with their babies, 
such as peekaboo, tell-me-a-story, and so big 
(Field, 1979). Fathers and mothers are similar in 
conventional visual and verbal games (Yogman, 
1981) and physical and object play (Crawley & 
Sherrod, 1984; McGovern, 1990). However, 
fathers engaged in more rough physical play 
(Crawley & Sherrod, 1984) and created more 
proximal, arousing physical play (Yogman, 
1981) and more social play that included repeti-
tive, turn-taking games, such as imitating facial 
expressions or sounds (McGovern, 1990), while 
mothers created more distal, visual, and 
attention- maintaining games (Yogman, 1981). 
Further, Field (1979) found that fathers played 
more games than mothers specifically with their 
boys (mothers were the same across sexes) and 
only when the boys were born at term (com-
pared to preterm). Interestingly, Lamb, Frodi, 
Hwang, Frodi, and Steinberg (1982) found that 
the effects of parent sex on engaging in games 
with 8-month- olds were moderated by parents’ 
involvement in caregiving, such that for the total 
amount of play, stimulus play, coordinate play, 
and conventional play, less involved fathers 
engaged in more play than involved fathers, 
whereas the reverse was true among mothers 
(more involved mothers engaged in more of 
these types of play than did less involved moth-
ers). Across these studies, fathers and mothers 
generate the same amounts and types of games 
with young infants, but fathers tend to also 
engage in more highly arousing behaviors, 
including both physical and social 
interchanges.

Play with Older Infants and Toddlers There 
were more similarities than differences in the 
types of play fathers and mothers generated or 
engaged across the 11 studies that examined par-
ents’ play with older infants (e.g., 9–15 months) 
and toddlers (e.g., 18–36  months, or develop-
mental equivalents for de Falco, Esposito, Venuti, 
& Bornstein, 2010). Functional, or object- 
mediated, play was examined in nine studies and 
was the most common type of play for both par-
ents in several studies (Crawley & Sherrod, 1984; 
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Roopnarine, Ahmeduzzaman, Hossain, & 
Riegraf, 1992). The study with the oldest chil-
dren in this group (24–36 months) identified pre-
tense as the most common type of play for both 
fathers and mothers (Haight, Parke, & Black, 
1997), which reflects both parents’ responsive-
ness to children’s growing symbolic skills and 
interests and counters the common idea that 
fathers’ primarily engage in physical play with 
their children.

In two studies, fathers spent a lower percent of 
time than mothers in object-mediated play with 
their older infants and toddlers (Roopnarine, 
Talukder, Jain, Joshi, & Srivastav, 1990; Teti 
et  al., 1988). To add nuance to these findings, 
fathers engaged in more functional and explor-
atory play (de Falco et al., 2010; Stevenson et al., 
1988), while mothers engaged in more instruc-
tive play with objects (Stevenson et  al., 1988); 
one might interpret these findings to mean that 
fathers’ play is more playful and less focused on 
the learning opportunities inherent in play. 
Fathers also generated more conventional play as 
children got older (e.g., 13 months as compared 
to 7 or 10 months), while mothers’ conventional 
play decreased with child age (Laflamme, 
Pomerleau, & Malcuit, 2002), indicating that 
both fathers and mothers adjust their play to chil-
dren’s changing abilities, but in different ways.

In five of six studies looking at physical play 
at this age, such as rough and tumble, tickling, 
and bouncing, fathers generated more physical 
play (Crawley & Sherrod, 1984; Dickson, Walker, 
& Fogel, 1997; Roopnarine et  al., 1990, 1992; 
Teti et al., 1988). In three of seven studies, moth-
ers generated more pretend play or symbolic 
behaviors (Crawley & Sherrod, 1984; de Falco 
et  al., 2010; Power, 1985), and did more book 
sharing in two of four studies (Crawley & 
Sherrod, 1984; Dickson et  al., 1997). On the 
other hand, in one study, fathers engaged in more 
symbolic play behaviors in a structured pretense 
setting, whereas they were similar to mothers in 
unstructured pretense and free play (Stevenson 
et  al., 1988). Of the seven studies examining 
social, face-to-face games, there were no appar-
ent differences between moms and dads in five of 

them, but two studies found that mothers gener-
ated more peekaboo (Roopnarine et  al., 1990, 
1992) and in one study did more language play 
(Teti, Bond, & Gibbs, 1988). Overall, there are 
more parent gender differences in the play with 
older infants and toddlers than with younger 
infants, as play itself begins to differentiate in 
response to changes in children’s development; 
fathers begin to engage in more physical and 
socially arousing play, while mothers engage in 
more symbolic and language-mediated play.

Play Types with Preschool-Aged Children Six 
studies examined the types of play that parents 
engaged in with their preschool-aged children, 
3–5 years old. All six studies examined physical 
play; of these, four studies found that fathers 
engaged in more vigorous physical play with 
their children than did mothers. Further, two of 
these also identified child sex differences such 
that dads engaged in more joint physical play 
with sons than with daughters (Lindsey & Mize, 
2000, 2001).

Five of six studies looked at parents’ engage-
ment in pretense with their preschoolers; three of 
these studies found that mothers engaged in more 
pretense with their children than did fathers. 
However, Lindsey and colleagues also identified 
child sex differences in these results such that 
girls were more likely to generate pretense than 
were boys (Lindsey et  al., 1997a, 1997b), both 
parents were more likely to be involved in pre-
tense with their girls than boys (Lindsey & Mize, 
2000), and moms were engaged in more joint 
play with daughters than with sons during pre-
tense than other types of play (Lindsey & Mize, 
2001).

There were fewer parent-gender differences in 
the other types of play examined at this age. Four 
studies included object-mediated or functional 
play (a specific type of object-mediated play); 
one found that mothers engaged in more object- 
mediated play MacDonald and Parke (1984), 
while another found that fathers engaged in more 
functional play (Stevenson et  al., 1988). The 
three studies that examined construction found 
no differences. Only one of the three studies that 
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looked at parents’ instructive play found that 
mothers did more of this type (Stevenson et al., 
1988).

Summary and Discussion of Play 
Types Looking across the 20 studies examining 
fathers’ and mothers’ types of play with their 
children, there is a developmental progression in 
the parent gender differences that emerge. There 
are very few parent gender differences in early 
infancy in the ways parents play with their 
babies, when play is focused on dyadic exchange 
(rather than objects), but fathers play in more 
somewhat more arousing ways. In later infancy 
and toddlerhood, toys become a focus of much 
of parent-child play for both fathers and moth-
ers, but fathers and mothers differentiate here in 
the other types of play that are most common: 
physical play for fathers and symbolic play for 
mothers. In the third year of life and on, pretense 
becomes a much more common play type for 
children as children’s symbolic and communica-
tion skills begin to drive the types of play. This is 
especially true for preschool-aged girls, and this 
is when child sex begins to drive parent gender 
differences in the types of play parents engage 
in: both parents engage in more symbolic play 
with their daughters, but especially mothers, and 
fathers engage in more physical play with their 
sons. It is possible that this is, in part, driven by 
differences in boys’ and girls’ language skills 
(e.g., Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk, Seltzer, & 
Lycns, 1991), which are associated with differ-
ent interests in play (Karrass, Braungart-Rieker, 
Mullins, & Lefever, 2002; Lyytinen, Laakso, 
Poikkeus, & Rita, 1999) and draw different play 
behaviors from parents and caregivers (Barnett, 
Gustafsson, Deng, Mills- Koonce, & Cox, 2012; 
Gleason, 1987; Vallotton, 2009). Because pre-
tense is also rich with social roles, which draw 
on gender norms, this could also be the time at 
which parents’ explicit and implicit gender 
socialization efforts emerge more fully; this will 
be addressed further in the section describing the 
set of studies that examined the effects of child 
gender on fathers’ and mothers’ play, including a 
set of articles focused on gender socialization 
processes.

The results on fathers’ and mothers’ play 
types can be contextualized in understanding that 
the demographic characteristics of these 20 arti-
cles, which were somewhat more diverse than the 
overall set of 50 articles in this scoping review. 
Seven articles consisted of Caucasian-only par-
ticipants; five included samples with a mix of 
racial or ethnic backgrounds; four studies were 
conducted outside of the USA; and four were of 
unknown race and nationality. The articles repre-
sented some variation in SES, with the majority 
of samples falling in the middle- to high-SES 
range. Though this is one of the more diverse 
subsets of articles in our review, the analyses 
conducted in the articles do not enable us to com-
pare how these results may differ across families 
with different demographic characteristics.

Enjoyment of Play Six studies examined par-
ents’ enjoyment of play, including four articles 
that measured their affect (e.g., affect/animation 
or expressions of excitement during play) and 
four that coded aspects related to parents’ play-
fulness. Parental playfulness as a construct was 
surprisingly rare across the studies and not con-
sistent in the way it was described or measured. 
Chiarello, Huntington, and Bundy (2006) mea-
sured parents’ inventiveness in play using the 
Maternal Behavior Rating Scale (Mahoney, 
1992); Keren, Feldman, Namdari-Weinbaum, 
Spitzer, and Tyano (2005) examined creativity as 
part of their rating of parental play quality; and 
both Cabrera, Karberg, Malin, and Aldoney 
(2017) and Menashe-Grinberg and Atzaba-Poria 
(2017) used the Parental Playfulness System 
(Atzaba-Poria et al., 2014). Four articles explored 
aspects related to affect including animation or 
excitement (Caldera, Huston, & O’Brien, 1989; 
Chiarello et  al., 2006), enthusiasm (Bright & 
Stockdale, 1984), and positive affect (Keren 
et al., 2005). Most of the studies were conducted 
in the USA, although one was based in Israel and 
one was unknown in terms of location. Three of 
the samples were middle to high SES, and two of 
these three had a predominantly White sample. 
One exception was the study of Cabrera et  al. 
(2017), focusing on low-income ethnic minority 
families enrolled in Early Head Start.
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Collectively, none of the articles examining 
the overall concept of parental enjoyment of play 
demonstrated any significant differences between 
fathers and mothers. Two articles that considered 
parental playfulness, as defined by their creativ-
ity, curiosity, and humor during play, found that 
mothers and fathers exhibited similar levels of 
playfulness when playing with their toddlers 
(Cabrera et  al., 2017; Menashe-Grinberg & 
Atzaba-Poria, 2017). Similarly, Chiarello et  al. 
(2006) found that mothers and fathers showed 
comparable levels of animation, a construct mea-
sured as acceptance, enjoyment, warmth, expres-
siveness, and inventiveness, while playing with 
their infants and toddlers with motor delays. The 
same was true for parents of older children; 
mothers and fathers had similar levels of creative 
play and positive affect, when engaged in sym-
bolic play with their preschoolers (Keren et al., 
2005), and were alike in their enthusiasm levels 
during a structured play task (Bright & Stockdale, 
1984). However, Caldera et al. (1989) found that 
mothers and fathers were excited about different 
things during play  – each was more likely to 
show excitement when encountering toys consid-
ered to be “same-sex” stereotyped toys, for 
example, fathers and sons were more excited 
when opening a box that contained trucks than 
one containing dolls.

While fathers and mothers demonstrate simi-
lar levels of playfulness and affect, two of the 
studies suggest that their influence on children’s 
outcomes differs by parent sex. Cabrera et  al. 
(2017) showed that fathers’ and mothers’ level of 
playfulness is similar; however, fathers’ playful-
ness predicted children’s later language skills, 
while mothers’ playfulness was related to chil-
dren’s later emotional regulation skills. And the 
findings of Menashe-Grinberg and Atzaba-Poria 
(2017) offer a view of fathers’ playfulness as 
being uniquely important to children – child out-
comes were positive only when fathers were both 
supportive in their parenting and playful in their 
interactions, what the authors described as a 
“double buffer” effect. This effect was not evi-
dent for mothers, whose supportive behaviors 
predicted positive child outcomes, even if they 
had low levels of playfulness.

Summary and Discussion of Enjoyment of 
Play Taken together, these studies do not sup-
port the notion that fathers are inherently more 
playful or that they are any more capable than 
mothers of being imaginative, creative, and fun in 
their play with their children, despite the ten-
dency for family members to consider dad as the 
preferred playmate (Lamb, 1977; Paquette, 
2004). Instead, perceived differences may relate 
more to the ways that parents spend their time; 
dads spend proportionally more of their time 
spent in playful activities with their children, and, 
when they do, it is more physically stimulating 
and vigorous, as compared to mothers. The 
meaningful differences between moms and dads 
may lie more in the mechanism of playfulness as 
it relates to important outcomes – father playful-
ness may relate to different child outcomes than 
mother playfulness (Cabrera et  al., 2017). And, 
playfulness may be especially important to the 
role of fathering, as there is at least limited evi-
dence that it is a necessary ingredient in father- 
child interactions in supporting child outcomes 
(Menashe-Grinberg & Atzaba-Poria, 2017). 
Whether this is related to the distinct role of 
fathers as parents who “specialize” in play, or is a 
by-product of the ways that fathers and mothers 
spend their time within the families, has yet to be 
determined. The majority of the families in the 
subset were American, and middle to high SES, 
reflecting a particular cultural belief in the value 
and enjoyment of parental play with children 
(Whitebread, 2012).

Parent-Child Interaction Qualities During 
Play Twenty-eight articles examined the aspects 
of parent-child interaction qualities in play; these 
were conceptualized by the authors as qualities 
of the play interactions between parents and chil-
dren, though the same constructs could poten-
tially be measured in other contexts as well. 
These studies were conducted mostly in the USA 
(71%); others were conducted in Germany, Israel, 
Sweden, and France. Forty-three percent (43%) 
of these studies included racially mixed samples, 
21% Caucasians only, and 3% each Israeli, 
German/Austrian, Swedish, and French; 14% of 
studies did not report on sample demographics. A 
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large percentage of these studies (64%) consisted 
of middle- to high-income samples. Thirty-nine 
percent of the studies included preschoolers only, 
32% included toddlers only, 11% included infants 
only, and 18% included mixed samples of infants, 
toddlers, and preschoolers.

Each of these studies examined one or more of 
the following play interaction qualities: degree of 
engagement or involvement in play (14), respon-
siveness to children’s play (13), scaffolding or 
stimulation of play (10), and directiveness or 
intrusiveness in play (19). However, many of 
these aspects of play were those already consid-
ered in the types of play (e.g., parents’ engage-
ment in pretense and physical play) and the 
communication during and about play (e.g., 
using directives in communication, responding to 
child communication). Thus, in this section, we 
focus on results of similarities and differences in 
fathers’ and mothers’ interaction qualities during 
play that are not otherwise described and then 
link these to other findings.

Engagement and Involvement Fourteen articles 
focused on parents’ engagement or involvement 
in children’s play, including measures of quality, 
such as the intensity of parents’ play, to simple 
measures of the amount of time they percent of 
observed time they spent playing with their child. 
Three of these were already described in types of 
play (Lindsey et  al., 1997a, 1997b; Lindsey & 
Mize, 2001; MacDonald & Parke, 1984), and one 
did not report direct comparisons of fathers and 
mothers (Kerns & Barth, 1995). Of the ten 
remaining articles, seven found no differences in 
mothers’ and fathers’ involvement in children’s 
play (Ahnert et  al., 2017; Caldera et  al., 1989; 
El-Ghoroury & Romanczyk, 1999; Haight et al., 
1997; Lamb et al., 1982; Lindsey & Mize, 2000; 
Weinraub & Frankel, 1977). The other three arti-
cles found slight differences indicating that 
fathers were slightly less involved or engaged in 
children’s play than mothers. McGovern (1990) 
found that fathers demonstrated lower reciprocity 
with 4-month-old infants. Bright and Stockdale 
(1984) found that mothers observed their 

preschool- aged children more than fathers did 
and also spent more time doing their own thing, 
but there was no difference in fathers and moth-
ers actively following their children’s leads in 
play. And Leaper (2000) found that mothers were 
higher in affiliation with their preschool-aged 
children during play than were fathers; however, 
this difference was specific to one particular 
activity (toy track activity) and did not generalize 
to the other (play food activity). Further, although 
Weinraub and Frankel (1977) found no overall 
mean differences between parents in involve-
ment, they found that mothers and fathers sat 
with, talked with, and played with same-sex 
infants more than opposite-sex infants.

Stimulation and Scaffolding Of the 10 articles 
that examined some aspect of parents’ stimula-
tion or scaffolding of children’s play, one did not 
report direct comparisons of fathers and mothers 
(Keren et  al., 2005), and one was already 
described in the play types above (Teti et  al., 
1988). Of the remaining eight articles that tested 
parent gender differences in stimulation or scaf-
folding, seven reported no differences between 
fathers and mothers. However, Menashe- 
Grinberg and Atzaba-Poria (2017) found tenta-
tive evidence that mothers’ structuring of their 
toddlers’ play was higher than fathers’ structur-
ing (p = 0.07). Although Power (1985) found no 
main effect of parent gender on parents’ effec-
tiveness in supporting infant play, there was an 
interaction of parent gender and infant age such 
that at 13  months (but not 7 or 10), mothers’ 
attempts to influence infant behavior were more 
successful than were fathers’. Power (1985) 
found no main effects of parent gender in the 
ways they attempted to influence infant’s behav-
iors, but they did find an interaction between par-
ent gender, infant age, and infant sex, such that as 
infants aged (from 7, to 10, to 13 months), moth-
ers spent more and more time directing the explo-
ration of their girls, but less and less time directing 
the exploration of their boys. Further, as reported 
in the play types results, Teti et al., (1988) found 
that 18-month-olds (but not 12-month-olds) 
experienced more opportunities for language 
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mastery and object play with mothers than with 
dads. Thus, it appears that there are few differ-
ences in the attempts or success of mothers’ and 
fathers’ efforts to scaffold and stimulate their 
infants’ play and no evidence of differences dur-
ing preschool. But during the transition from 
infancy to toddlerhood, mothers make more 
attempts to scaffold their children’s play and are 
more successful, but these attempts may vary by 
toddlers’ sex.

Responsiveness Of the 13 papers that examined 
parental responsiveness in some way, one did not 
report a direct father-mother comparison (Kerns 
& Barth, 1995), and six found no differences 
between mothers and fathers (Grossman et  al., 
2002; Kazura, 2000; Kwon, Bingham, Lewsader, 
Jeon, & Elicker, 2013; Lindsey & Mize, 2000; 
Lindsey et al., 1997a, 1997b). Five of the remain-
ing six articles found that mothers were more 
responsive than fathers across a range of different 
types of measures, including verbal responsive-
ness, identifying and responding to infants’ cues, 
and responding to versus ignoring children 
(Chiarello et al., 2006; Flippin & Watson, 2011; 
Lindsey, Cremeens, & Caldera, 2010; McGovern, 
1990; Menashe-Grinberg & Atzaba-Poria, 2017). 
Further, Lamb and colleagues (1982) found no 
difference in fathers’ and mothers picking up 
infants in response to infants’ initiations, but they 
did find mothers were more likely to hold to 
soothe. Interestingly, Lindsey and colleagues 
(2010) found that fathers of girls were more 
likely to ignore their daughter’s play initiations, 
compared to fathers with boys or mothers with 
either boys or girls; further, both parents were 
more likely to either comply with or reject their 
boys’ initiations than girls’, whereas they were 
more likely to ignore girls’ initiations than boys’. 
Thus, overall, there is consistent evidence that 
fathers are less responsive to their children’s cues 
and communications, and this evidence is more 
robust in infancy and toddlerhood than when 
children are preschool age.

Directiveness and Intrusiveness Nine of the 19 
articles that examined directiveness were mea-

suring aspects of parents’ communication, such 
as assertive communication and the use of direc-
tives and commands, which will be described 
below; of these, four did not identify parent gen-
der differences, but five found that fathers were 
more assertive and directive in their communica-
tion. Of the remaining ten articles, three did not 
directly compare mothers and fathers on these 
qualities (Keren et  al., 2005; Kerns & Barth, 
1995; Lindsey & Mize, 2000). Of the seven 
unique articles reporting comparisons of moth-
ers’ and fathers’ intrusiveness, four reported no 
differences in fathers’ and mothers’ interaction 
behavior (Chiarello et al., 2006; El-Ghoroury & 
Romanczyk, 1999; Kwon et al., 2013; Menashe- 
Grinberg & Atzaba-Poria, 2017). However, 
Power (1985) found that fathers were more likely 
than mothers to offer their infants an object, when 
the infant was already playing with a different 
one, and to change the infant’s behavior with the 
object they were playing with. Kazura (2000) 
found that fathers were more directive than moth-
ers with their toddlers. And Bright and Stockdale 
(1984) found that fathers controlled and directed 
their preschool-aged children’s play more than 
mothers did, particularly with their boys; chil-
dren controlled and directed their fathers more 
than their mothers and engaged in more lead- 
taking behavior with fathers than mothers. Thus, 
there is ample evidence that fathers are more 
assertive and directive in communication, but 
there is more evidence of similarities than differ-
ences between fathers and mothers in intrusive-
ness. However, there is some evidence across 
ages in early childhood that fathers are more 
intrusive than mothers.

Summary and Discussion of Parent-Child 
Interaction Qualities The majority of findings 
across the 28 articles examining qualities of 
parent- child interaction identified no differences 
between mothers and fathers in most dimensions. 
However, where there were differences identi-
fied, these were consistent across studies; for 
example, while only 5 of 13 studies identified 
parent gender differences in responsiveness, all 
differences favored mothers. Thus, these sets of 
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findings indicate that fathers are slightly less 
engaged in children’s play than are mothers, 
mothers are more responsive than fathers, fathers 
are more directive of children’s play than are 
mothers, and mothers provided somewhat more 
successful scaffolding of infants’ play, but no dif-
ferences were apparent in preschool. Importantly, 
some studies identified child characteristics, 
including age and sex, as well as contexts that 
exerted bigger influences on parents’ interaction 
qualities than did parent gender. Further, chil-
dren’s age and sex, along with their play and 
communication behaviors, also influenced par-
ents’ interaction qualities; these influences were 
usually the same across mothers and fathers, but 
sometimes the effects differed.

Although this sample included several studies 
from other countries, it was dominated by studies 
conducted in the USA with mostly middle- to 
high-income samples. However, many of these 
US studies included samples of a mix of racial 
and ethnic backgrounds. Once again, where there 
was a mix of racial or ethnic backgrounds, or 
family income, the analyses rarely enabled dif-
ferences to be detected.

Communication During and About 
Play Although 28 articles coded some aspect of 
parents’ communication with children during and 
about play, 22 focused on the communication 
qualities, whereas others used communication 
behaviors or speech to measure other constructs 
(such as vocal games as a play type generated by 
parents or the verbal responsiveness as a way to 
assess responsiveness more generally). The 
majority of the studies were conducted through-
out the USA (73%), and the remaining 27% were 
conducted internationally in France, India, Israel, 
Canada, Sweden, and South Africa. Families 
examined were largely intact and consisted 
mainly of preschool age children (50%). Fifty- 
nine percent of the studies included middle- to 
high- income, Caucasian samples; 27% of the 
samples did not report race or ethnicity; and 14% 
included Indian, Mexican, and Swedish samples.

Of the 22 studies focusing on communication, 
eight measured the rate or frequency of vocaliza-
tions or speech; these were mostly studies of par-
ents’ play with preverbal infants, often in the 
context of face-to-face vocal or verbal games. 
Fourteen studies, mostly with toddlers and pre-
schoolers, coded the pragmatics of parents’ 
speech, that is, the functions of speech or what is 
communicated during and about play. For exam-
ple, some looked at how parents and children 
used communication to initiate or change the 
play and how they responded to each other’s mes-
sages regarding play.

Vocalization/Speech Frequency Six of the eight 
articles described parents’ vocalizations with 
preverbal or newly verbal children (e.g., under 
2  years old), typically in the context of 
 face-to- face exchanges that parents have with 
infants that are early bouts of parent-infant play. 
Among these articles, three found that mothers 
vocalized more frequently (Kwon et  al., 2013; 
Laflamme et al., 2002; Lamb et al., 1982; Liddell, 
Henzi, & Drew, 1987), one study found no differ-
ence in the rate of vocalizations between fathers 
and mothers (Roopnarine et al., 1990), and one 
found that fathers and mothers spoke with the 
same frequency during play, but that fathers 
spoke more to infants during departure in the 
strange situation task (Weinraub & Frankel, 
1977). Further, Weinraub & Frankel, (1977) also 
found that both fathers and mothers spoke more 
to infants of their same-sex than to opposite-sex 
infants. Interestingly, two studies observed chil-
dren across ages and found that fathers increased 
their vocalizations as infants got older (e.g., from 
9 to 15 months; Laflamme et al., 2002) and that 
there were no differences in their rates of speech 
when children were older than 2 years (Liddell 
et al., 1987). Kwon and colleagues (2013) found 
that while mothers vocalized more and used more 
diverse vocabularies overall, fathers used richer 
language (type/token ratio) than did mothers. 
Between 3 and 5 years old, Bright & Stockdale, 
(1984) found that mothers spent more time being 
quiet than did fathers, particularly with boys, but 
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there were no differences in the number of com-
ments made; and MacDonald and Parke (1984) 
found no differences between the verbal behav-
iors of mothers and fathers, but both parents 
talked more to girls than to boys. Thus, there is 
consistent evidence that mothers vocalize more 
during play than do fathers, particularly with 
younger infants. The evidence is less consistent 
of these parent gender differences after children 
begin speaking.

Purpose, Content, and Forms of 
Speech Fourteen articles examined aspects of 
communication beyond simple frequency to 
assess the purpose, content, or form of communi-
cation; this included several studies that coded all 
communication as either initiating play or 
responding to others’ initiations and others that 
examined numerous different types of speech 
(e.g., declaratives including comments, praise, 
suggestions, interpretations; questions including 
closed and open-ended; attentionals; expres-
sives), or parts of speech (e.g., nouns, pronouns, 
verbs). Overall, there were few parent gender dif-
ferences identified; four articles found no parent 
gender differences at all (Caldera et  al., 1989; 
Leaper & Gleason, 1996; Lindsey & Mize, 2000; 
Ryckebusch & Marcos, 2004), and two addi-
tional articles did not directly test parent gender 
differences in speech acts (Kerns & Barth, 1995; 
Lindsey et al., 1997a, 1997b). Fathers engaged in 
more shared conversation (Bright & Stockdale, 
(1984), while mothers made more statements 
(El-Ghoroury & Romanczyk, 1999). Mothers 
used more affiliative language than fathers, while 
fathers used more assertive language than moth-
ers (Leaper, 2000). This use of assertive commu-
nication by fathers is also evidenced by a series 
of studies by Lindsey and colleagues. Fathers 
provided more play initiations overall (Lindsey 
et  al., 1997a, 1997b; Lindsey et  al., 2010) and 
specifically more play directives to children than 
did mothers; additionally, fathers used more 
imperatives (an initiation that offers no choice, 
e.g., “Put that down.”) and polite commands 
(e.g., “Why don’t you stack that here?”), whereas 
mothers gave more play leads (initiations that 
offer the other a choice, e.g., “Want to play 

cars?”) than did fathers (Lindsey et  al., 2010; 
Lindsey & Mize, 2001). Thus, fathers are more 
assertive in guiding children’s play, and mothers 
and fathers have different styles of supporting 
children’s play, with fathers being more com-
manding and mothers more suggesting.

Despite that mothers use more suggestions 
and fewer commands than do fathers, few studies 
found differences in the rates of questions over-
all. No studies found parent gender differences in 
the overall frequency or rate of parents’ use of 
questions. However, O’Brien and Nagle (1987) 
found that fathers asked more Wh-questions than 
did mothers but were no different in yes/no ques-
tions. On the other hand, Tenenbaum and Leaper 
(1997) investigated parents’ use of didactic ques-
tions (questions that teach) and found that moth-
ers asked more conceptual didactic questions 
(e.g., causal or comparative questions, such as 
“What would happen if…” or “Which one 
does…?”), but there was no difference in percep-
tual didactic questions, which often include 
labeling and focus on what is perceivable in the 
present (e.g., “What is this animal called?”).

Investigating parts of speech, O’Brien and 
Nagle (1987) also found that fathers used more 
pronouns and referred to objects more than did 
mothers; but otherwise parents were the same in 
utterance/min, mean length of utterance (MLU), 
noun-pronoun ratio, natives, repetitions, exact 
variations, nouns, verbs, modifiers, person refer-
ences, and variety of nouns, verbs, and modifiers, 
which were influenced more by play context than 
parent gender.

Responses to Communication in 
Play Communication is not just about the mes-
sages one sends but about reciprocal responses. A 
series of studies found parent gender differences 
in parent and child responses to each other’s 
communications during and about play. Children 
produced more directives with fathers than with 
mothers and particularly for the subtype of action 
requests (Ryckebusch & Marcos, 2004). 
However, mothers were more likely to comply 
with children’s play directives than were fathers 
(Lindsey et  al., 1997a, 1997b; Lindsey et  al., 
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2010), and children complied with more of 
fathers’ play directives than they did with moth-
ers’ directives. To add further complexity, there 
were child sex differences in these response pat-
terns as well. Lindsey and colleagues (2001) 
found that fathers gave more imperatives to boys 
and more polite commands and play leads to 
girls; whereas mothers gave more leads, polite 
commands, and imperatives to boys than to girls. 
But both parents complied with more of girls’ 
play leads than boys’ leads. Thus, fathers use 
more polite and relationship-enhancing commu-
nications with girls than with boys, including 
both how they initiate and respond, and use more 
assertive and instrumental communication with 
boys. Mothers are more likely than fathers to 
comply overall to the leads of boys or girls but 
used more relationship-enhancing leads with 
their boys than with girls. Thus, there appears to 
be a cross-gender effect for gentle communica-
tion that reinforces relationships.

Summary and Discussion of Communication in 
Play Before children begin speaking, fathers 
talk less to babies than do mothers. After children 
begin speaking, they start to influence parents’ 
communication, drawing more language from 
fathers and reducing the parent gender difference 
in frequency of speech. Once the difference in 
frequency has diminished, slight differences in 
style begin to emerge – fathers are more assertive 
in communication than are mothers, with fathers 
providing more directives or instrumental speech 
and mothers providing more suggestions and 
using more affiliative language. However, there 
are sex differences in children’s communication 
patterns which then exert influences on fathers’ 
and mothers’ communication, sometimes in dif-
ferent directions, such as the cross-gender use of 
more relationship-enhancing forms of communi-
cation. Of the small subset of studies focusing on 
vocal frequency, half were conducted in the USA 
with mostly Caucasian samples, and half were 
from other countries (Sweden, South Africa, and 
India). Among the larger set of studies examining 
the growing parent- and child-sex differences in 
communication, the majority of studies came 
from the USA and reflect Caucasian middle- to 

high-income samples. Thus, this set of studies 
likely does not reflect the variation in communi-
cation patterns that may emerge in more econom-
ically and racially diverse families, and thus it 
may underestimate the differences that are char-
acteristic of the intersection of racial and gender 
socialization that is apparent in parent-child 
interactions with somewhat older children (e.g., 
Brown, Linver, & Evans, 2010; Howard, Rose, & 
Barbarin, 2013; Thomas & King, 2007).

How the Context of Play Influence Parenting 
Behaviors. Five articles addressed questions 
around how the context of play influenced vari-
ous parenting behaviors and parent-child interac-
tions and if these influences varied by parent 
gender. For instance, do parents engage in 
 different responsive behaviors in play contexts 
versus caregiving contexts? Or, do parents inter-
act in different ways in pretend play versus free 
play contexts? And, do these contextual influ-
ences differ for mothers and fathers? In effect, 
the play context in these studies served as the pre-
dictor variable for some important parent behav-
ior or parent-child interaction while also 
exploring differences between mothers and 
fathers. These articles do not include articles that 
examined how play contexts, often some gender-
typed toy choice, affect parent behavior in rela-
tion to gender socialization with children, as 
these articles were specifically addressed in the 
gender socialization question below. Four out of 
five of these studies were conducted in the USA, 
and included mixed samples, wherein European 
Americans or non-Hispanic white participants 
represented at least 82% of the samples, with pre-
dominately middle SES families. All of the stud-
ies were conducted with toddlers and/or 
preschoolers; none of the studies included infants 
in its sample.

The results of these studies indicate that, not 
surprisingly, context influences the ways that par-
ents interact with their children. All five studies 
found similar main effects of context on parent 
behaviors, regardless of parent gender or child 
age. With toddlers, both moms and dads provided 
more cognitive scaffolding, less negativity, and 
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more complex language during free play than 
during a structured task (Kwon et al., 2013) and 
more action requests during object building and 
more information requests during free play 
(Ryckebusch & Marcos 2004). With preschool-
ers, physical play yielded greater parent-child 
mutuality – an important predictor of children’s 
social emotional competence (Lindsey & Mize, 
2000) – along with more imperatives from both 
fathers and mothers (Lindsey & Mize, 2001), 
while pretend play elicited more requests for per-
mission and play leads across the board (Lindsey 
& Mize, 2001). Both moms and dads were more 
likely to follow the child’s lead during free play 
than during a caregiving task (Lindsey & Mize, 
2001).

Although context influenced parents in similar 
ways, one study by Lindsey et al. (2010) found an 
important interaction between parent sex and 
context in that most of the differences between 
fathers and mothers were apparent during free 
play, while caregiving yielded similar types of 
behaviors across parent sex. During free play 
with their toddler, fathers were more assertive 
and instrumental, while mothers were more facil-
itative and cooperative. But a caretaking task of 
sharing a snack with their child elicited similar 
behaviors across parent sex; both fathers and 
mothers were more likely to give directives and 
imperatives during the caregiving context. Both 
fathers and mothers demonstrated a greater vari-
ety of behaviors during free play when compared 
to physical play (Lindsey & Mize, 2000). 
Ryckebusch and Marcos (2004) found a parent 
gender by context interaction, but only for older 
children in their study, as the influence of context 
became more important as children approached 
22 months.

Summary and Discussion of Contextual 
Influences Context influences parenting behav-
iors in general, and in similar ways regardless of 
parent gender, but also the degree to which par-
ents are differentiated in their behaviors. This has 
important implications when we consider the 
way mothers and fathers spend their time with 
their children. We know mothers and fathers vary 
in this regard; fathers spend more of their time in 

play and other enriching activities with their chil-
dren, while mothers spend more of their time in 
other routine, instrumental caretaking activities 
with children. These various contexts allow for 
distinct interaction patterns with children, differ-
entially influencing parent-child interactions. In 
these studies, free play in particular yielded a 
wider variety of behaviors and allowed for parent 
gender differences to emerge; activities such as 
free play set the stage for more horizontal egali-
tarian exchanges between parents and children, 
as opposed to caregiving tasks which tend to be 
more parent-centered, driven by an agenda. And 
even the type of play makes a difference in behav-
iors: object and structured play, which is often 
goal-directed, tended to promote more directive 
language and interactions from parents, who 
were more likely to follow the child’s lead during 
pretend or free play. The situational demands of 
the task itself influences parenting behaviors, and 
some tasks may intensify the gender differenti-
ated behaviors of mothers and fathers with chil-
dren more than others. None of these studies 
investigated parents of infants; given that some 
parenting behaviors become more differentiated 
as children get older (e.g., Lindsey et al., 1997a, 
1997b), the differential effects of context may 
become increasingly more pronounced over time 
as well.

These findings are relevant when considering 
the methodology used to understand differences 
and similarities between mothers and fathers  – 
the way we design research studies may put arti-
ficial constraints on the ways that mothers and 
fathers interact with children, with some contexts 
allowing for more varied and individualized 
behaviors, while others generate a more homog-
enous set of behaviors. Of the 50 studies ana-
lyzed in this review, only five considered 
interaction of context with parent gender on our 
variables of interest. Context is a relevant vari-
able when understanding behaviors, in general, 
but also important to consider when we are trying 
to understand differences between groups, in par-
ticular, and assessing parenting across multiple 
contexts may be necessary to understand a fuller 
scope of parents’ play- or playful-parenting 
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behaviors. Further, given the sample limitations, 
this limited set of studies cannot speak to the 
ways mothers’ and fathers’ play-relevant behav-
iors differ across contexts for infants, nor how 
these may differ for diverse families or those with 
lower incomes. Importantly, for families with 
fewer financial resources and less time to spend 
with their children in play-focused activities 
(Ishizuka, 2019), incorporating playfulness into 
other activities may be more important and pre-
dictive of children’s development than the quali-
ties of stand-alone play. This could be a valuable 
direction for future study.

How Child Characteristics Affect Father- and 
Mother-Child Play Overall, 32 articles posed 
questions about the effects of child characteris-
tics, such as age, sex, and ability, on mothers’ and 
fathers’ play with their children. In addition, 
other articles included child characteristics of 
some kind in their analyses of fathers’ and moth-
ers’ play, even if they had not posed these as ini-
tial research questions. The most common child 
characteristic examined was child sex (27 arti-
cles), and this includes a set of articles focused on 
questions of parents’ socialization of child 
gender- related behavior via play. Thus, we first 
summarize the results of the articles focused on 
child sex differences and then address the other 
child characteristics that influence mothers’ and 
fathers’ play.

Child Sex Differences in Fathers’ and 
Mothers’  Play Of the 27 articles measuring 
child effects, 13 (48%) specifically evaluated 
child gender. The majority of those 13 articles 
were concentrated in North America, with 9 
(69%) in the USA and 2 in Canada; the remain-
ing two studies were located in Australia and 
Israel. Four (31%) of the articles did not clearly 
describe the race or ethnicity of their participants, 
including one with an Israeli sample. Otherwise, 
most studies included primarily (31%) or entirely 
(31%) Caucasian samples; one American study 
focused exclusively on participants of Mexican 
descent. Seven (54%) studies were comprised of 
middle or middle-to-high SES samples. Infants 
appeared in only two studies, while preschoolers 

and toddlers were sampled in eight (62%) and 
nine (69%) studies, respectively. It is important 
to note that while only 13 (26%) of the 50 articles 
reviewed here explicitly stated research questions 
related to gender socialization, nearly two-thirds 
of the articles in this scoping review assessed 
whether fathers and mothers play differently with 
their sons and daughters. In this section, we take 
into consideration all of the articles which tested 
these child sex differences in mothers’ and 
fathers’ play. Although the articles typically cited 
more similarities than differences (e.g., Lindsey 
et  al., 2010; Roopnarine & Mounts, 1985; 
Stevenson, Leavitt, Thompson, & Roach, 1988), 
the findings of more than half (20) illustrate that 
sex-of-the-child plays some significant role in the 
observed play behaviors of fathers and mothers.

Roggman and Peery’s (1989) study of nonver-
bal indicators of playfulness between parents and 
4-month-old infants revealed interesting varia-
tions in behavior toward sons. The less interest 
their infant sons showed in play (as a function of 
babies’ gaze toward parents), the more parents 
exhibited physical playfulness by touching them: 
fathers showed a longer duration of touch, and 
mothers a higher frequency of touch. The 
researchers found no significant father-daughter 
and mother-daughter associations for parent tac-
tile behaviors. However, when parent gaze was 
examined, there were significant results for 
mother-daughter interactions that were not sig-
nificant for other parent-child dyads: mothers 
gazed more at daughters who gazed more at 
them. From this, Roggman and Peery (1989) 
assert that parent-son pairs exhibit a complemen-
tary style of play (i.e., decreased engagement 
from son, increased engagement via physical 
touch from father and mother) while mother- 
daughter pairs use a more reciprocal style of play 
(i.e., increased engagement from daughter, 
increased engagement from mother via gaze). 
Further, the study notes that such dissimilar play 
behaviors point more broadly to the unique 
gender- typed social environments presented even 
to infants through the process of gender social-
ization. The gender socialization that Roggman 
and Peery (1989) saw in early infancy has been 

22 Fathers and Young Children at Play: A Scoping Review of Studies of Fathers’ Play with Sons…



380

established as an important factor in parent-child 
play throughout early childhood; in fact, 16 other 
articles offer gender socialization theories as an 
explanation of their results.

Much of the differential treatment of parents 
toward their sons and daughters appears to be 
contextual. For example, Roopnarine’s (1986) 
analyses of parents’ responses to children’s toy 
play found fathers tended to present dolls more 
frequently to their infant daughters than to infant 
sons and were more attentive to their toddler 
daughters than to toddler sons when their chil-
dren were interacting with dolls. However, when 
engaged in block play, sons were more likely to 
receive their fathers’ attention than were daugh-
ters; no significant effects were found for moth-
ers in either context.

In their examination of parent-child play pat-
terns, Idle, Wood, and Desmarais (1993) gave 
parents a survey where – absent their children – 
parents identified which conventionally gender- 
typed (i.e., masculine, feminine, neutral) toys 
would be most desirable for their sons and daugh-
ters. The survey showed that mothers and fathers 
broadly agreed that for their sons, the conven-
tionally masculine toys were most desirable, and 
feminine toys the least; and for their daughters, 
that neutral toys were most desirable, and mascu-
line toys the least. Still, when it came to their 
sons, fathers’ responses regarding sons were 
more clearly gender-typed than were mothers’. 
Surprisingly, when they were observed in actual 
play with their children, these parents’ patterns of 
play were much less gender-typed than their sur-
veys might have predicted. Instead, the child’s 
own toy preferences appeared to be more influen-
tial than child sex, with fathers spending equal 
amounts of time engaged with masculine and 
neutral toys, and mothers spending most of their 
time with neutral toys, followed by masculine, 
and the least amount of time with feminine toys. 
The contrast in the parents’ more gender- 
traditional self-reports and their less traditional 
play behaviors may reflect both a cultural shift in 
gender norms and the psychological tension 
between parents’ awareness of socially accepted 
gender behaviors and the realities of responsive 
play with a young child.

That said, child toy choice did not seem to 
erase all evidence of gender-typed play behav-
iors. Parents in this study were still observed 
steering sons away from some cross-gender- 
typed play (i.e., play with traditionally feminine 
toys); however, parents also seemed to avoid 
same-gender-typed, feminine toy play with their 
daughters (Idle et  al., 1993). Once again, these 
results suggest that  – even with evidence of a 
shift in gender norms – gender socializing envi-
ronments may be uniquely constructed for males 
versus females: in Idle and colleagues’ (1993) 
study, that meant sons may have encountered 
some resistance regarding cross-gendered play 
(indirectly reinforcing play with non-feminine 
toys), while girls may have experienced more 
flexibility; or seen another way, playing like a girl 
(i.e., with feminine toys) was seen as less desir-
able for both sexes.

Summary of effects of child sex differences. 
Results from the articles in this review, spanning 
several decades, suggest that, overall, fathers and 
mothers typically display similar play behaviors 
with their sons and daughters. However, where 
differential child-sex-based treatment is strongly 
implicated, play context remains an important 
factor, with gender socialization theories appear-
ing to be a popular explanation appearing to offer 
the most cogent rationale. Given that this sample 
is dominated by studies conducted in North 
America with primarily Caucasian, middle- 
income samples, this body of literature does not 
address questions of the intersection between 
racial and gender socialization, which each 
begins within the early childhood period.

Effects of Other Child Characteristics on 
Fathers’ and Mothers’ Play Twelve articles 
included effects of child characteristics, other 
than gender, on parent behaviors during play. 
This included seven articles focused on child age, 
two on child ability (conceptualized as a motor 
delay or preterm birth), two on attachment and 
temperament, and one on child positive affect. 
The vast majority (92%) of these studies were 
conducted in the USA; one (8%) was conducted 
in Austria and Germany. Nearly half (46%) of 
these studies include racially homogenous, or 
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nearly homogenous, white Caucasian samples. 
Two (15%) studies include a more diverse sam-
pling of the population, with one (8%) comprised 
primarily of African Americans and Latinx 
Americans and another (8%) where one-third of 
its sample is Latinx American. Five (38%) of the 
articles were unclear about the race or ethnicity 
of their participants. Where SES was defined 
(62% of articles), most samples were of middle 
(54%) or middle-to-high (8%) SES, with one of 
primarily low SES (8%). Five (38%) of the stud-
ies are comprised of some mixture of infants, tod-
dlers, and/or preschoolers; three (23%) include 
only infants; three (23%) include only toddlers; 
and two (15%) include only preschoolers.

Results from nine of the 12 studies revealed 
that parents’ play behaviors are affected by chil-
dren’s age, ability, attachment, and affect. 
Findings showed that fathers and mothers with 
younger children demonstrated more physical 
and functional play, while those with older chil-
dren engaged in more pretense and higher-quality 
play (Ahnert et al., 2017; Lindsey & Mize, 2000; 
Power, 1985; Roopnarine, 1986; Stevenson et al., 
1988). Also, parents played significantly less, 
held children longer, and had lower quality of 
play with children having a disability or consid-
ered high risk, that is, preterm (Ahnert et  al., 
2017; Chiarello et  al., 2006; Field, 1979). 
Children’s attachment to parents influenced their 
parents’ facilitation and responsiveness during 
play (Kazura, 2000). And toddlers’ positive affect 
during play sessions with their parents influenced 
their parents’ playfulness (Cabrera et al., 2017).

Differences between mothers’ and fathers’ 
play behaviors related to these child effects were 
found in six of the above nine articles. Results 
showed fathers spent more time directing 
younger children’s exploration during play while 
mothers spent more time directing older girls 
(Power, 1985) and engaged in higher-quality 
play with preschoolers, compared to toddlers, 
than fathers (Ahnert et al., 2017). Further, fathers 
played games more often than mothers but only 
with full-term male infants (Field, 1979) and 
held their children with motor delays on their 
laps for longer play intervals than did mothers 

(Chiarello et  al., 2006). Fathers with insecure 
attachment relationships with their children were 
more facilitating than fathers with other attach-
ment relationships, while mothers with secure 
attachment relationships were more facilitative 
and responsive than those with insecure attach-
ment relationships (Kazura, 2000). Finally, chil-
dren’s affect during play with parents influenced 
mothers’ playfulness but not fathers’ (Cabrera 
et al., 2017).

Summary and Discussion of Child Effects For 
those studies that examine the effects of child 
abilities on parents’ play behaviors, the presence 
of lower-quality or less frequent play may at first 
seem like a negative response from parents. 
However, it may in fact be beneficial for children 
with motor or other delays to experience a slower 
pace during play. Similarly, fathers holding their 
children with motor delays for longer intervals on 
their lap during play may be a protective behav-
ior, especially if the two are engaging in more 
active play, which is characteristic of fathers 
playing with their infants and toddlers. Thus, 
there is evidence that both mothers’ and fathers’ 
play behaviors are adaptive to their children’s 
abilities. Overall, results from these studies sug-
gest that fathers’ behaviors during play with their 
children are sensitive to children’s ages, abilities, 
and attachment relationships, but not to their 
affect, which is supported by the finding dis-
cussed earlier than mothers who tend to be more 
responsive to their children than fathers. Taken 
together, these findings indicate that fathers are 
more attuned to stable and slow-moving child 
characteristics and less sensitive to in-the- 
moment states of their children.

Aim 3: Identify Gaps and Limitations in the 
Literature on Differences in Father- and 
Mother-Child Play As described in almost 
every subsection of the results for our first ques-
tion, the populations sampled by the studies in 
this review are dominated by intact, middle- 
income, Caucasian families in the USA. While a 
substantial portion of studies come from other 
countries, providing some diversity in the sam-
ple, those studies in the USA tend to conflate 
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socioeconomic with ethnic and racial diversity; 
that is, it is primarily the studies that had racial 
diversity that also had socioeconomic diversity 
among their samples. In addition to the limited 
diversity in the samples of these 50 articles, it 
was also rare that these studies included demo-
graphic characteristics in their analyses, other 
than as control variables. These limitations to 
generalizability likely differ by the research 
question and aspects of play observed; thus, as 
we summarize the findings of each subset of arti-
cles in the later section, we describe the samples 
predominant in each subset and the limitations 
thereof.

Further, most of the studies utilized struc-
tured or semi-structured play tasks in a lab set-
ting, and even those that observed in the home 
often used toys provided by the researchers in 
order to provide some standardization in the pro-
cedures and facilitate making comparisons. 
However, this seems to reflect a preconceived 
notion of how parents and children play together, 
or what constitutes meaningful play, for exam-
ple, that “play” is a specific set-aside time, sepa-
rate from other aspects of child care and family 
life, and is child- centric in its use of toys. This 
child-centric concept of play as its own unique 
parenting task is consistent with the new 
American norm of “intensive parenting,” which 
is really only accessible to families with the 
resources of time and money to invest them-
selves in child-centric play interactions 
(Ishizuka, 2019). It is possible, then, that these 
studies have entirely missed major aspects of 
what play means in families’ everyday lives, for 
example, playful interactions during meals, 
playful ways of conducting housekeeping tasks 
together, etc., as well as many other types of 
spontaneous and natural play that may occur 
throughout the day. It is also likely that there are 
demographic differences in whether this child- 
and toy-centric view of play authentically 
reflects the ways that parents operate with their 
children (Ishizuka, 2019).

Finally, although there were quite a number of 
studies that examined the types of play generated 
by parents and others that examined their engage-

ment in their children’s play, there was surpris-
ingly little research that measured parents’ 
playfulness. If this line of research is to expand to 
attend to the myriad ways that play may be an 
aspect of families’ everyday interactions with 
one another, rather than a separate time or task of 
parenting, measuring the playfulness of father- 
child and mother-child interactions will be a nec-
essary tool in that endeavor.

 Question 2: How Does Father-Child 
Play in Early Childhood Distinctly 
Affect Child Development?

Among the 50 articles identified for this study, a 
subset of articles addressed the second question 
of this scoping review by analyzing the effects of 
father- and mother-child play on children’s con-
current behavior or subsequent developmental 
outcomes. In addition to the 13 articles whose 
research questions were coded for child out-
comes, we include four articles that reported 
child outcomes within their results, even though 
they had not included child outcomes in their 
research questions. Other articles did report on 
effects of parental play on child outcomes but did 
not directly contrast or control for effects of 
mothers and fathers.

Aim 1: Describe the Range of Studies Testing 
the Unique Effects of Father-Child Play on 
Children’s Development Of the 17 articles 
associating child outcomes with aspects of par-
ents’ play, six (35%) focused on types of play 
parents generated or engaged in, two (12%) par-
ents’ enjoyment in play, two (12%) parents’ com-
munication during and about play, and ten (59%) 
parent-child interaction qualities during play. 
Most (82%) of these studies were conducted in 
the USA, with two (12%) conducted in Israel and 
one (6%) in Germany. Although more than one- 
third of the studies do not identify the racial or 
ethnic makeup of their respective samples, one 
study conducted in Israel characterized its sam-
ple as predominantly Israeli-born; another 
American study noted that its sample was of 
Italian descent. In five (29%) studies, Caucasian 
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participants made up at least 80% of the sample. 
Two studies (12%) involve a more diverse ethnic 
sample, including one identifying participants of 
white, Hispanic, and Asian heritage and the sec-
ond involving mostly African Americans, fol-
lowed by Latinx Americans, and others of 
minoritized heritage. Of the ten studies describ-
ing SES, samples were typically categorized as at 
least middle SES.  Fifty-three percent of the 17 
studies included only preschoolers, 29% were 
only toddlers, and another 18% were mixed 
groups of preschoolers, toddlers, and/or infants.

Aim 2: Summary of Results Comparing the 
Effects of Father-Child and Mother-Child 
Play on Child Development The results below 
are organized by aspects of parent-child play that 
were measured in the studies, examining the 
effects of these across the child outcomes these 
may influence.

Types of Play Parents Generated or Engaged 
In The type of play fathers engage in with their 
children appears to have some effect on their 
children’s development. Of the six articles ana-
lyzed, it was physical and symbolic/pretense play 
that were of particular interest in relation to their 
children’s emotional and social development.

Physical Play In general, fathers’ involvement 
of physical and pretense play was positively cor-
related with their children’s involvement in these 
types of play, respectively (Lindsey et al., 1997b). 
Fathers’ physical play was positively associated 
with their children’s positive affective expression 
(MacDonald & Parke, 1984) and negatively asso-
ciated with their children’s use of directives dur-
ing play. Further, it appears that fathers’ physical 
play is particularly important for their sons’ 
social and emotional development. Fathers’ 
mutuality with their sons during physical play 
was positively associated with sons’ emotional 
knowledge (i.e., emotion recognition and under-
standing; Lindsey & Mize, 2000). When engag-
ing in physical play, father-son dyads who 
showed a more balanced level of compliance in 
interactions (i.e., father or son follows the others’ 
initiation) were associated with sons’ being well- 

liked by peers, as rated by their teachers (Lindsey 
& Mize, 2000; MacDonald & Parke, 1984). Sons 
were also seen to be more competent, helpful, 
and involved by their teachers (Lindsey & Mize, 
2000) as well as possessing leadership character-
istics, better at communicating, and more willing 
to share (MacDonald & Parke, 1984). Such 
 findings were not found between mothers’ physi-
cal play and sons’ social development 
(MacDonald & Parke, 1984). Additionally, 
fathers’, but not mothers’, physical play was 
associated with their daughters being better liked 
by peers, though also more likely to be more 
dominant and engage in more abrasive peer rela-
tionships (MacDonald & Parke, 1984). Daughters 
were also better at communicating; able to 
express positive emotions, as rated by their teach-
ers; and more creative when their fathers engaged 
in more physical play with them (MacDonald & 
Parke, 1984). These findings suggest that fathers’ 
physical play may influence their sons’ and 
daughters’ emotional expression and social-emo-
tional development in unique ways, different 
from that of mothers, with particular import for 
boys.

Symbolic and Pretense Play Fathers’ level of 
pretense or symbolic play is associated with their 
children’s play behaviors as well as emotional 
and social development. Fathers’ facilitation and 
creativity during pretend play predict children’s 
level of complexity in pretend play (Keren et al., 
2005), which is also true for mother-child pairs 
(Keren et al., 2005; Lindsey et al., 1997b). During 
pretend play, fathers elicited more speech, espe-
cially informative speech, from their children 
than did mothers; during construction play, how-
ever, fathers elicited more confirming speech 
from their children than mothers did during either 
pretend or construction play (Leaper & Gleason, 
1996). With fathers of children with Down syn-
drome, de Falco and colleagues (2010) observed 
that although fathers engaged in less symbolic 
and more exploratory play with their children 
than mothers, children engaged in more symbolic 
play when playing with their fathers than with 
their mothers or alone. Although this relationship 
is examined within a specific sample, it illustrates 
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that fathers’ presence during children’s play may 
have unique effects on children’s pretense play 
behaviors.

Similar to the findings with physical play, 
father-child pretense play was associated with 
children’s social competence, as rated by teach-
ers, for both sons and daughters; with mothers, 
this association only held for mother-daughter 
pairs (Lindsey & Mize, 2000). Furthermore, 
Lindsey and Mize (2000) found that specifically 
for father-son pairs who engaged in more joint 
pretense play and those who had more balanced 
interactions during pretense play, sons had higher 
emotional knowledge; for mother-son pairs, only 
their balanced interactions were associated with 
their sons’ emotional knowledge. This suggests 
that fathers’ mutuality and connection with their 
sons in either pretense or symbolic play has 
unique effects on sons’ emotional development, 
different from the effects of mothers’ play with 
sons.

Enjoyment and Playfulness Fathers’ enjoyment 
and playfulness in play affect their children’s 
emotional development. While fathers and moth-
ers demonstrate similar levels of playfulness and 
positive affect, two of the studies suggest that 
their influence on children’s outcomes differs by 
parent sex. Cabrera et  al. (2017) showed that 
fathers’ and mothers’ level of playfulness is simi-
lar; however, fathers’ playfulness predicted chil-
dren’s later receptive language skills, while 
mothers’ playfulness was related to children’s 
later emotional regulation skills. And the findings 
of Menashe-Grinberg and Atzaba-Poria (2017) 
offer a view of fathers’ playfulness as being 
uniquely important to children – child outcomes 
were positive only when fathers were both sup-
portive in their parenting and playful in their 
interactions, what the authors described as a 
“double buffer” effect. This effect was not evi-
dent for mothers, whose supportive behaviors 
predicted positive child outcomes, even if they 
had low levels of playfulness. Although fathers’ 
playfulness during play with their children does 
impact their children’s emotional development in 
unique ways, it may not be the only characteristic 

of fathers’ play needed to affect their children’s 
behavior and development in the long term.

Communication During and About 
Play Fathers’ communication during play 
affects children’s language development. Fathers 
elicit more speech from children than mothers do 
during play (El-Ghoroury & Romanczyk, 1999; 
Leaper & Gleason, 1996), including eliciting 
more vocal or verbal initiations from their chil-
dren with autism (El-Ghoroury & Romanczyk, 
1999). In family-centered practices, parent-child 
play is often used as a context in which to imple-
ment early interventions for children with delays 
or disabilities; the effects of father-child play on 
children’s development may be particularly 
important in this context.

Parent-Child Interaction Qualities During 
Play In addition to modest differences in 
fathers’ and mothers’ qualities of interaction 
during play, fathers’ and mothers’ play interac-
tion qualities have somewhat different effects on 
their children’s behavior and development. 
These include differential effects of engagement 
in play and responsiveness to children’s play 
behaviors.

Engagement Fathers’ engagement in play is 
associated with children’s play behaviors and 
engagement in play. For example, children 
respond more positively to their fathers’ than 
their mothers’ play initiations (Kerns & Barth, 
1995) but showed lower affiliation (i.e., the extent 
to which the two individuals played with one 
another; Leaper, 2000) and were less cooperative 
in play with their fathers than with mothers 
(Roopnarine & Mounts, 1985). This affiliation 
score was moderated by fathers’ ethnicity, such 
that Latino father-child dyads had higher affilia-
tion ratings than others (Leaper, 2000). To add, 
the more fathers engaged in play with daughters, 
the more distressed daughters were during sepa-
ration; conversely, when mothers engaged more 
with daughters, their daughters showed less dis-
tress during separation (Weinraub & Frankel, 
1977). On the other hand, the more fathers 
engaged in physical contact with their sons dur-
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ing play, the more distressed sons were during 
separation; the same was not true for mothers 
(Weinraub & Frankel, 1977). Thus, how fathers 
interact with their daughters and sons during play 
affects children’s attachment-related behaviors.

Further, high levels of father-child mutuality 
during physical play supported sons’, but not 
daughters’, social competence as rated by their 
teachers (Lindsey & Mize, 2000). Furthermore, 
fathers’ engagement in play with their sons also 
predicted sons’ popularity, leadership skills, 
helpfulness, involvement, and communication 
while being negatively correlated with their sons’ 
apprehension, inability to get along with others, 
and unwillingness to share (MacDonald & Parke, 
1984). Similarly, father-daughter play engage-
ment and play quality predicted teachers’ ratings 
of daughters’ friendly-cooperative behaviors; 
specifically, when fathers provided more sugges-
tions and fewer negative responses, daughters 
had higher social skills (Kerns & Barth, 1995). 
However, qualities of mother-child play (i.e., 
number of play initiations, responses to play ini-
tiations, and play initiation that were directive, 
suggestion, or physical) are related to their chil-
dren’s popularity; specifically, mothers’ who 
used fewer physical play initiations often had 
children who were more popular, and those who 
used more suggestions and positive responses 
during play had children with more friendly- 
cooperative behaviors (Kerns & Barth, 1995). 
Thus, while it was similar play engagement 
behaviors from fathers and mothers that predicted 
sons’ and daughters’ social skills, they predicted 
somewhat different skills in their male and female 
children.

Responsiveness and Sensitivity Fathers’ respon-
sive play behaviors elicited more symbolic play 
from their children, and their verbal responsive-
ness (as compared to responsive play behaviors) 
elicited more functional and symbolic play, 
whereas for mothers, it was only verbal respon-
siveness (not responsive play behaviors) that elic-
ited these play behaviors from children (Flippin 
& Watson, 2011). With fathers of children with 

motor development delays, fathers’ responsive-
ness elicited similar levels of motor behaviors 
and playfulness from their children as mothers 
did (Chiarello et  al., 2006), and both parents’ 
responsiveness during play were only moderately 
correlated with children’s contributions to play 
(Chiarello et  al., 2006). In a sample of middle- 
class Israeli parents, both fathers’ and mothers’ 
sensitivity, structuring, and nonintrusiveness 
were negatively correlated with children’s nega-
tivity (i.e., negative affect, noncompliance, and 
non-on-task behaviors; Menashe-Grinberg & 
Atzaba-Poria, 2017). Furthermore, Grossmann 
and colleagues (2002) found that fathers’ play 
sensitivity in toddlerhood was correlated with 
children’s attachment security at 10 and 16 years 
of age, whereas mothers’ play sensitivity was not 
correlated to children’s later secure attachment 
(Grossmann et  al., 2002). Thus, though fathers 
had somewhat lower levels of responsiveness 
compared to mothers, fathers’ responsiveness 
affected their children in similar ways to mothers, 
with additional long-term effects on attachment, 
and unique effects of fathers’ responsive play 
behaviors (as opposed to verbal responsiveness) 
on aspects of children’s play that affect their 
development.

Overall, fathers’ levels of engagement and 
responsiveness in play affect the level of engage-
ment of their children in play, as well as a number 
of social and emotional outcomes, with some evi-
dence of effects on children’s communication 
skills. Despite some differences in parents’ over-
all levels of these play interaction qualities, 
fathers and mothers have largely similar effects 
on children’s behaviors and outcomes. However, 
fathers’ engagement and responsiveness have 
unique effects on their children’s engagement in 
play; their social and emotional skills, particu-
larly for sons; and their attachment both concur-
rently and later in childhood.

Summary and Discussion of Fathers’ Effects on 
Children’s Behavior and Development The 
context of play is an important context in which 
fathers support their children’s development. The 
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types of play fathers engage in as well as their 
enjoyment and playfulness, communication, and 
interaction qualities (i.e., engagement, respon-
siveness, directiveness) all affect their children’s 
play behaviors as well as emotional, social, and 
language development. There is some consistent 
evidence for unique effects of fathers’ play 
behaviors on children’s social and emotional 
development, though less so in other domains; it 
would be productive for the field to develop this 
area of research further.

Aim 3: Identify Gaps and Limitations in the 
Literature on Unique Effects of Father-Child 
Play on Children’s Development We identified 
only 17 of the total 50 articles that observed both 
father- and mother-child play and analyzed their 
unique relationships to children’s development. 
Most of these studies examined the effects of the 
qualities of play interactions, rather than types of 
play, playfulness, or communication during play; 
and like most of this literature, the most common 
methodology was observation of structured or 
semi-structured play constructed by the research-
ers. Thus, the effects we may really be measuring 
here are that of fathers’ and mothers’ abilities to 
adapt their play behaviors to the constructed 
setting.

The most common child outcomes assessed 
were concurrent play behaviors and children’s 
later social and emotional development; given 
the unique effects of father-child play in these 
domains, it would be valuable to further examine 
unique effects of father-child play on children’s 
communication, cognitive, and physical play 
behaviors and development.

 Summary and Key Findings

Overall, fathers and mothers are more alike than 
different in their play with young children, but 
their differences reflect fathers’ unique roles and 

are important to children’s development. Fathers 
and mothers are similar in their engagement in 
and enjoyment of play with children and, by and 
large, in the types of play they generate and 
engage in. There are more similarities than differ-
ences in the qualities of play, with no differences 
in engagement and scaffolding, and only moder-
ate differences showing mothers to be higher in 
responsiveness, and fathers are higher in intru-
siveness and more directive. The key differences 
in fathers’ play are in the types of play that fathers 
generate, engaging in more arousing physical 
play and less symbolic play than mothers, and in 
the ways they interact during play, which is more 
directive and assertive than mothers. This distinct 
style of father-child play creates unique opportu-
nities for children to develop language and social 
and emotional skills, especially for their sons. 
Additional key findings are summarized below.

• Fathers are not inherently more playful than 
mothers, nor do they enjoy play more than 
mothers. Perceived differences in this regard 
may be attributed to the way that parents spend 
time with their children  – fathers spend a 
greater proportion of their time with children 
in play activities, while mothers are still doing 
more of the routine caregiving labor of parent-
ing – and may thus experience more stress or 
limited pleasure from these tasks. But, for both 
parents, play is an enjoyable opportunity to 
connect with their children in a creative way.

• Dads are more demanding playmates (they 
initiate more and are more assertive), while 
moms are more responsive. Moms’ greater 
responsiveness and more suggestive style of 
facilitating play do not demand that children 
respond, either vocally or behaviorally. Thus, 
dads elicit more symbolic behavior and speech 
from children, creating unique opportunities 
to support children’s language development.

• Father-child and mother-child play become 
more differentiated over time – likely because 
both parents are responsive to developmental 
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changes in their children, but in different 
ways.

• Even if there are no mean level differences 
between fathers and mothers for a particular 
play behavior, there still may be differential 
influences on child development, in part at 
least because children respond differently to 
the same behaviors from their fathers and 
mothers.

• Certain contexts, by their very nature, elicit 
more similar patterns of play behaviors 
between fathers and mothers, whereas other 
contexts, such as free play, allow for a wider 
repertoire of behaviors, revealing more differ-
ences between fathers and mothers.

• Mothers and fathers are also more similar than 
different in how they treat their sons and 
daughters, and both contribute to similar pro-
cesses of gender socialization. However, arti-
cles overtly interested in effects of child 
gender on parent-child play typically high-
lighted the experiences of a small slice of the 
possible population, often focusing on 
Caucasian, middle-SES samples with toddlers 
and preschoolers located in North America. 
This suggests a gap in the intentional study of 
the influence of child gender effects in low- 
and high-SES samples including fathers of 
color, fathers outside North America, and 
infants in general.

• What we currently know about father-child 
play is limited by how we measure it. We 
know that the context of the play is a signifi-
cant influence on play behaviors, yet very few 
articles examine spontaneous or naturally 
occurring play in everyday contexts. Thus, we 
may be privileging here the types of play 
interactions engaged in by families, who can 
afford the time to interact with their children 
in child-focused activities, and misestimating 
the ways that play and playfulness may arise 
in other types of family interactions, such as 
family chores, meals, transportation, etc.

• Most parent-child interactions, including play, 
are measured as a dyad between parent and 
child. Yet, there is evidence that once both par-
ents are present in the mother-father-child 

triad, the complex set of relationships influ-
ences parents’ and children’s play behaviors, 
with the triad becoming an entity in its own 
right. Families interact throughout their day in 
many different configurations, yet we almost 
exclusively measure important parenting 
behaviors in dyads.

• Fathers’ demographic characteristics influ-
ence father-child play, including ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status, in ways that may reflect 
cultural differences in fathers’ roles, father- 
child relationships, and perhaps socialization 
goals. However, most studies in our review 
were focused on white or Euro or Euro- 
American samples, and those with more varia-
tion often only controlled for, rather than 
examining, effects of demographic character-
istics. This calls into question the generaliz-
ability of the collection of findings in this 
review and calls for more research on father- 
child interactions in diverse samples.

• We need more studies that can elucidate out 
children’s own contributions, beyond child 
sex, to parent-child play interactions, includ-
ing child temperament, abilities, and develop-
mental skills; this would also help to reveal 
how child sex predicts other important child 
behaviors and skills (e.g., communication dur-
ing play, physical behaviors, and toy choices 
and play themes) that in turn elicit different 
behaviors from parents.
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 Appendix

Table 22.1 describes the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria by which inclusion in this chapter was 
determined, as well as the rationale.
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Table 22.2 describes characteristics of the 
studies in each of the articles reviewed in this 
chapter.
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23Fathers’ Language Input and Early 
Child Language Development

Nadya Pancsofar

Conceptions of fatherhood have been shaped by 
broad social changes over the last several decades, 
such as increases of women in the workforce, a 
rise in single-father households, and greater 
father involvement in family life and child care 
(Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & 
Lamb, 2000; Jones & Mosher, 2013; Livingston, 
2013). In response, research has shifted from a 
focus on more traditional roles of fathers as 
financial providers and fathers’ presence or 
absence to a closer consideration of characteris-
tics of father-child interactions and their impact 
on child development (Pancsofar & Vernon- 
Feagans, 2006). Within the burgeoning body of 
literature addressing the roles of fathers in early 
child development, the scholarship on fathers’ 
contributions to early child language develop-
ment has been particularly active. Early oral lan-
guage development is an important component of 
emergent literacy, with links to school readiness 
and early reading (NICHD Early Child Care 
Research Network, 2005; Walker, Greenwood, 
Hart, & Carta, 1994). The first 2  years of chil-
dren’s lives are characterized by rapid changes in 
children’s language development, and young 
children learn language in social contexts in 

which their caregivers play an important role 
(Kuhl, 2007; Tomasello, 1992). Emerging 
research focused on fathers’ talk to young chil-
dren has added to the more well-established links 
between maternal language input and child lan-
guage development to provide a deeper under-
standing of the role of parent-child language 
interactions in the language development of 
young children (Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; 
Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk, Seltzer, & Lyons, 
1991; Reynolds, Vernon-Feagans, Bratsch-Hines, 
Baker, & The Family Life Project Investigators, 
2018; Tamis-LeMonda, Baumwell, & Cristofaro, 
2012; Weizman & Snow, 2001).

This chapter addresses theoretical foundations 
guiding research on fathers’ language input dur-
ing early childhood and then presents an overview 
of the findings from key research in the following 
areas: comparisons of mothers’ and fathers’ lan-
guage input, contributions of fathers’ language 
input to early language development, and factors 
associated with fathers’ language input to young 
children. This chapter then considers an emerging 
area of scholarship that is focused on the role of 
fathers’ language input in the language develop-
ment of young children with disabilities, an exam-
ple one area for future research that builds upon 
the extant findings to address an aspect of diver-
sity in child language development. This chapter 
concludes with a consideration of other areas for 
future research, implications for practice, and key 
summary points.
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 Theoretical Foundations

The acquisition of language skills occurs within 
social contexts (Bates, 1976; Bruner, 1981; Kuhl, 
2007; Tomasello, 1992; Vygotsky, 1962). Children 
learn much of their earliest language in the context 
of social interactional routines, such as feeding, 
diaper changing, book activities, and social games 
(Tomasello, 1992). The people in a young child’s 
environment support that child’s language learn-
ing as conversational partners. Caregivers of very 
young children often focus their attention and 
feedback on how, when, and where to make appro-
priate utterances. Bruner (1981) argues that lan-
guage acquisition involves a transaction between a 
novice with a high readiness to learn and an expert 
adult well-tuned to the needs of the novice that 
brings the child’s efforts to communicate into an 
appropriate contextualization.

Caregivers also support early language learn-
ing through scaffolding and joint attention, in 
which children imitate and incorporate adult 
model utterances or phrases into their own lexi-
con in interactions in which caregivers expand 
upon child utterances and caregivers and children 
attend to the same thing (Ninio & Bruner, 1976; 
Snow, Perlman, & Nathan, 1987; Tamis- 
LeMonda, Kuchirko, & Song, 2014; Warren, 
Yoder, & Leew, 2001). When caregivers follow a 
child’s attentional lead, they sustain a child’s 
interest in activities and social interaction 
(Warren et al., 2001). Interactivity and reciproc-
ity, in which caregivers’ talk is contingent on the 
vocalizations of young language learners, are key 
components of speech and language develop-
ment (Kuhl, 2007). Parents’ timely and contin-
gent responses to children’s communicative bids 
can act as reinforcement to maintain or evoke 
further communication from the child (Dunst, 
Lowe, & Bartholomew, 1989).

Stimulating caregiver language that is attuned 
to the child’s developmental level has been 
thought to be integral to early language develop-
ment (Bruner, 1981; Snow, 1977). Parental lan-
guage input provides young children with the 
tools of language structure and use. Parents mod-
ify their speech and language to their young chil-
dren in ways that support their early language 

learning. These modifications include simplified, 
less complex, and more redundant language and 
speech with a higher pitch and exaggerated into-
nation pattern (Fernald, 1989; Kavanaugh & 
Jirkovsky, 1982; Kitamura & Burnham, 2003; 
McRoberts & Best, 1997; Rondal, 1980; Snow, 
1977). Previous research on the influence of 
parental language input on children’s language 
development has focused primarily on mothers. 
Research on maternal language input has consis-
tently indicated that mothers’ talk to their chil-
dren is associated with their children’s gains in 
linguistic abilities (Huttenlocher et  al., 1991; 
Reynolds et  al., 2018; Tamis-LeMonda et  al., 
2012). In particular, the diversity of maternal 
vocabulary has long been found to be a strong 
predictor of children’s later language develop-
ment and literacy (Bornstein, Haynes, & Painter, 
1998; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; Pan, Rowe, Singer, 
& Snow, 2005; Weizman & Snow, 2001). 
However, focusing exclusively on maternal lan-
guage input provides an incomplete understand-
ing of the social interactional contexts in which 
children learn language, and over the past several 
decades, research has broadened the scope of 
analysis to include fathers. The extant literature 
on fathers’ language input has considered several 
broad areas, including comparisons between 
mothers’ and fathers’ talk to young children, the 
contributions of early fathers’ language input to 
child language development, and factors that 
shape fathers’ language input.

 Comparing Mothers’ and Fathers’ 
Language Input to Young Children

Research comparing the language use of fathers 
and mothers in interactions with their young chil-
dren has generally found both similarities and 
differences (Kwon, Bingham, Lewsader, Jeon, & 
Elicker, 2013; Leaper, Anderson, & Sanders, 
1998; Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006; 
Roopnarine, Fouts, Lamb, & Lewis-Elligan, 
2005; Rowe, Coker, & Pan, 2004; Tamis- 
LeMonda et  al., 2012). The very early work in 
this area was synthesized in a meta-analysis 
 conducted by Leaper et  al. (1998), who found 
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that fathers used less total language, less support-
ive language, less negative language, and more 
directive and informing language than did moth-
ers. Leaper et  al. found that effect sizes in the 
areas of supportive and negative parent language 
were significantly larger for parents of infants 
and toddlers than for parents of older children. 
However, it is possible that trends in fathers’ lan-
guage use, particularly in comparison to mothers’ 
language use, may have changed over the past 
several decades since the Leaper et al. meta-anal-
ysis was conducted, as the number of dual-earner 
families continues to increase and fathers have 
taken on more direct child care responsibilities 
(Cabrera, Volling, & Barr, 2018; Jones & Mosher, 
2013; Livingston, 2013).

Several more recent studies have considered 
differences in mothers’ and fathers’ language 
input to young children, and these studies have 
often included somewhat more diverse samples 
of families than earlier work included in the 
Leaper et al. meta-analysis. In a study of middle- 
class dual-earner families in which fathers held 
shared responsibility for the daily care of their 
children, Pancsofar and Vernon-Feagans (2006) 
compared mothers’ and fathers’ language input 
to their 24-month-old children in triadic free play 
interactions. They found that when considering 
measures of total verbal output, fathers talked 
less overall, had shorter turn lengths, and used 
fewer different word roots and fewer total wh- 
questions. However, when considering measures 
of parent talk, such as type-token ratio (a measure 
of lexical density, which is the ratio of the num-
ber of different word roots to the total words), 
mean length of utterance, and the proportion of 
questions asked, that controlled for total output, 
there were no significant differences found 
between mothers and fathers. These results from 
Pancsofar and Vernon-Feagans suggest that 
mothers and fathers differed on the quantity but 
not the quality of their language output. However, 
findings comparing mothers’ and fathers’ lan-
guage input within middle-class families have 
not been wholly consistent. For example, in a 
more recent study of middle-class mothers and 
fathers in structured and free play dyadic interac-
tions with their 2-year-old children, Kwon et al. 

(2013) found that mothers generally did more 
talking; however, they found that fathers demon-
strated higher type-token ratios, indicating a 
more dense vocabulary use.

Other studies comparing mothers’ and fathers’ 
language use with young children in low-income 
families have generally found more similarities 
than differences. Roopnarine et al. (2005) consid-
ered a sample of African American families from 
lower, middle, and upper SES backgrounds and 
found that while mothers were more available to 
their infants and spent more time overall vocal-
izing to their young infants, fathers spent a 
greater proportion of their time with their young 
infants vocalizing than did mothers. There have 
been some indications from this research that 
fathers may make more requests for clarifications 
than do mothers (Rowe et  al., 2004; Tamis- 
LeMonda et al., 2012). Rowe et al. (2004) com-
pared fathers’ and mothers’ language input in a 
sample of rural low-income White families with 
2-year-old children. While Rowe et al. found that 
mothers and fathers were similar in their amount 
of talk, diversity of vocabulary, and MLU, they 
did find that fathers used significantly more wh- 
questions and more requests for clarifications 
than did mothers. More recently, Tamis-LeMonda 
et al. (2012) studied the language use of mothers 
and fathers in dyadic play interactions with 
24-month-old children from racial diverse, low- 
income families. Tamis-LeMonda et  al. found 
that the language use by mothers and fathers was 
strongly correlated and largely similar, including 
across measures of total utterances, communica-
tive diversity, word types, and MLU. However, 
they found that fathers used more action direc-
tives than mothers and were marginally more 
likely than mothers to ask their children to repeat 
utterances. The results of these studies of com-
paring parents’ language input in low-income 
families suggest that while mothers’ and fathers’ 
language use is quite similar, fathers may be 
slightly more challenging linguistic partners for 
children and may request more clarifications or 
repetitions from their young children (Rowe 
et al., 2004; Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2012).

While most studies comparing mothers’ and 
fathers’ language input have been conducted 
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within the United States, a study of Italian tod-
dlers found some significant differences in paren-
tal language input across mothers and fathers, 
with mothers producing higher MLU and a 
higher number of tokens (Majorano, Rainieri, & 
Corsano, 2013). Majorano et  al. (2013) also 
found fathers produced a lower number of didac-
tic and asynchronous utterances and produced 
names in the Italian lexicon with a lower fre-
quency than mothers. More research is needed 
that includes fathers with young children outside 
of the United States to better understand the roles 
of fathers in the language learning process across 
the structural characteristics and sociocultural 
aspects of different languages (Majorano et  al., 
2013).

Among studies that have compared the lan-
guage use of mothers and fathers specifically in 
book reading interactions with their young chil-
dren, some interesting differences have been 
found. In a study of low-income families, 
Duursma (2016) found that in book reading with 
their young children, fathers used more non- 
immediate talk (talk that goes beyond informa-
tion in the text to, for example, make predictions 
or connections with the child’s own world) than 
did mothers. Duursma suggests that this finding 
may indicate that fathers use more diverse strate-
gies than mothers to engage their children in 
book reading and that their focus may be less on 
the book itself but more on engaging the child in 
the interaction. Malin, Cabrera, and Rowe (2014) 
also found that fathers used more metalingual 
talk (talk that is not related to the book/text) than 
did mothers in book reading interactions with 
their 2-year-old children. These findings suggest 
that within the context of book reading, fathers 
may structure these language interactions differ-
ently and use different linguistic strategies with 
their young children than do mothers.

Findings across studies comparing the lan-
guage input of mothers and fathers have not 
always been consistent, and it is not clear from 
this research what meaning is carried by these 
differences nor how these differences may shape 
the unique contributions of mothers and fathers 

to their children’s early language development. 
Some of the challenges to interpreting this body 
of research may be related to differences in the 
contexts of parent-child language interactions 
across these studies. For example, there may be 
differences in parental talk with children when 
engaging in different types of tasks. Salo, Rowe, 
Leech, and Cabrera (2016) found that fathers 
used a more diverse vocabulary and asked more 
questions during book reading tasks with their 
2-year-old children than in toy play interactions. 
Kwon et al. (2013) also found differences in par-
ent talk across different parent-child tasks. 
Specifically, both mothers and fathers used more 
complex language during free play tasks with 
their toddlers than they did during more struc-
tured tasks.

Pancsofar, Vernon-Feagans, Odom, and Roe 
(2008) have also hypothesized that triadic 
mother-father-child language interactions could 
create contexts in which the behavior and lan-
guage use of one parent are constrained and influ-
enced by the actions of the other. Family systems 
theory posits that families are comprised of 
smaller subsystems that may function in different 
ways (Minuchin, 1985), and the language use of 
mothers and fathers in dyadic interactions with 
their children may be qualitatively different than 
their language use in triadic language interac-
tions. Bingham, Kwon, and Jeon (2013) exam-
ined the difference in fathers’ language use across 
dyadic and triadic interactional contexts in pre-
dominantly middle-class families with toddlers. 
They found that differences between mothers’ 
and fathers’ language use in triadic contexts were 
greater than differences in language use in dyadic 
contexts. Notably, this trend was particularly 
salient for fathers, who demonstrated a greater 
decline in speech output in triadic contexts (as 
compared to dyadic contexts) than did mothers. 
Bingham et al. posit that fathers may speak less 
than mothers and use fewer vocabulary words in 
triadic settings because they may feel less respon-
sible for interacting with their child when moth-
ers are present or may feel less supported in their 
parenting role in that context.
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 Contributions of Early Father 
Language Input to Child Language 
Development

Research on the associations between fathers’ 
language input and child language development 
has consistently identified significant contribu-
tions of fathers’ talk to their children during early 
childhood and their children’s subsequent lan-
guage development. These associations have 
been found above and beyond the contributions 
made by mothers’ language input to child lan-
guage development, as well as family demo-
graphic characteristics. In one of the first 
larger-scale longitudinal studies to consider the 
contributions of fathers’ language input to child 
language development during early childhood, 
Pancsofar and Vernon-Feagans (2006) found that 
fathers’ language input made a significant and 
unique contribution to their children’s later 
expressive language development in White two- 
parent middle-class dual-earner families. 
Specifically, fathers who used more different 
word roots in their observed interactions with 
their children at 24 months of age had children 
with better expressive language skills at 
36 months of age than did children whose fathers 
used a less diverse vocabulary. These fathers’ 
contributions to children’s language development 
were found after controlling for parental level of 
education, quality of child care, and mothers’ 
language input. Later, Pancsofar, Vernon- 
Feagans, and the Family Life Project Investigators 
(2010) found similar results when considering 
the contributions of fathers’ language input in a 
larger, more ethnically diverse sample of two- 
parent families from low-income rural communi-
ties. Pancsofar et  al. found fathers who used a 
more diverse vocabulary (number of different 
word roots) during picture-book interactions 
when children were 6 months of age had children 
who later demonstrated more advanced commu-
nication development at 15 months and expres-
sive language development at 36 months of age. 
These associations were found after controlling 
for family demographics, child characteristics, 
and mothers’ education and language input.

Associations between fathers’ language input 
during early childhood and child language devel-
opment have been supported by the findings of 
other recent research studies across diverse fami-
lies. Tamis-LeMonda et al. (2012) found that in a 
sample of low-income, racially diverse families, 
fathers’ communicative diversity, calculated as 
the number of different kinds of utterances used 
during dyadic play interactions when children 
were 24 months of age, was a unique predictor of 
children’s overall language at that age, even after 
controlling for demographic factors and mothers’ 
language input. Similarly, in work with interna-
tional families, Majorano et al. (2013) found dur-
ing free play interactions, fathers’ noun frequency 
in the Italian lexicon was significantly associated 
with language production and comprehension in 
Italian toddlers.

In a study of low-income fathers and their 
children, Malin et al. (2014) found that control-
ling for parental education, mothers’ and fathers’ 
use of metalingual language (e.g., using wh- 
questions) significantly predicted children’s 
receptive vocabulary skills at prekindergarten. 
Rowe, Leech, and Cabrera (2017) also found 
associations between fathers’ use of wh- ques-
tions and children’s early language skills among 
low-income African American families. Fathers’ 
use of wh- questions in free play interactions 
with their 24-month-old children was concur-
rently positively associated with child vocabulary 
and verbal reasoning skills (Rowe et al., 2017).

The positive associations between fathers’ 
language input and child language outcomes 
during early childhood have been found to sus-
tain through the transition to formal schooling. 
Reynolds et al. (2018) found that fathers’ MLU 
and use of wh- questions when children were 
6–36  months of age were significantly associ-
ated with child vocabulary and math scores in 
kindergarten. In another study involving the 
same sample of families, Baker, Vernon-Feagans, 
and the Family Life Project Investigators (2015) 
found that fathers’ MLU when children were 
60 months of age independently contributed to 
children’s vocabulary scores during the spring of 
their kindergarten year, above and beyond the 
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contributions of mothers’ language. Fathers with 
longer MLU had children with more advanced 
picture vocabulary scores during kindergarten.

This growing body of literature has consis-
tently linked fathers’ early language input in sev-
eral contexts, including play and shared book 
reading, to their children’s subsequent language 
development across racially and socioeconomi-
cally diverse families, and these father contribu-
tions have been found above and beyond the 
impact of mothers’ language input and family 
and child demographic factors (Baker et  al., 
2015; Malin et al., 2014; Pancsofar et al., 2008; 
Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006; Reynolds 
et al., 2018; Rowe et al., 2017; Tamis-LeMonda 
et al., 2012). In particular, fathers’ early vocabu-
lary, MLU, and use of wh-questions have been 
linked to later child language outcomes, includ-
ing through the transition to formal schooling. 
These meaningful and enduring contributions of 
fathers’ talk to young children have highlighted 
the need to better understand what factors may 
shape the language used by fathers in early inter-
actions with their young children.

 Factors Associated with Fathers’ 
Language Input to Young Children

Research into the factors associated with fathers’ 
language input to young children remains lim-
ited; however, this emerging work has begun to 
highlight some general areas of focus, including 
father demographic factors, fathers’ work and 
employment experiences, fathers’ relationships 
with mothers, and fathers’ stress and depression. 
Transactional relationships between fathers’ lan-
guage input and child language development 
have also warranted closer attention to more 
deeply understand the factors that shape fathers’ 
language use with young children.

 Demographic Factors

Previous work on the demographic predictors of 
fathers’ language input to young children has pri-
marily considered fathers’ education, ethnicity, 

and residential status. Among these demographic 
factors, fathers’ education has been found to be 
the most consistent predictor of fathers’ language 
use in interactions with their young children 
(Cabrera, Hofferth, & Chae, 2011; Malin et al., 
2012; Pancsofar, Vernon-Feagans, Odom, & The 
Family Life Project Investigators, 2013; Zhang, 
Jin, Shen, Zhang, & Hoff, 2008). Cabrera et al. 
(2011) found that across race/ethnicity, fathers’ 
education was significantly associated with 
fathers’ verbal stimulation with their infants in 
low-income families. Fathers who had completed 
at least some college education engaged in more 
verbal stimulation with their infants than did 
fathers who finished high school, but did not 
attend college. In a study of the language use of 
African American fathers in low-income families 
with their 6-month-old infants, Pancsofar et  al. 
(2013) found that fathers who had more years of 
education used a more diverse vocabulary with 
their infants. Malin et al. (2012) found that in a 
sample of low-income families with 2-year-old 
children, a higher level of education in fathers 
was associated with more child vocabulary diver-
sity and more total child utterances, and this rela-
tionship was partially mediated by fathers’ 
language input, with fathers with higher levels of 
education using more complex and diverse lan-
guage when interacting with their children.

Fathers’ education has also been found to be 
positively associated with other aspects of father-
ing that are related to fathers’ language input, 
such as supportive father-child interactions 
(Cabrera, Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2007) 
and frequency of reading to young children 
(Duursma, Pan, & Raikes, 2008). While the 
mechanisms explaining the relationship between 
fathers’ education and fathers’ language input are 
not clear, fathers with more education may have 
more advanced language and literacy skills over-
all, and they may be more aware of the develop-
mental needs of their children or more confident 
in their abilities to meet those developmental 
needs (Cabrera et al., 2007; Varghese & Wachen, 
2016).

Research on fathers’ language use with young 
children has found very few differences across 
racial or ethnic groups (Cabrera et al., 2011; Sims 
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& Coley, 2016). Researchers have found that 
fathers from ethnic minority groups are as 
involved and engaged in language activities with 
their young children as are White fathers 
(Varghese & Wachen, 2016). However, it is 
important to note that, as Varghese and Wachen 
(2016) point out, studies that include race and 
ethnicity as a predictor of fathers’ language use 
with young children have focused primarily on 
African American, Latino, and White fathers, and 
far less is known about the experiences of fathers 
of other races or ethnicities.

The existing literature on the residential status 
of fathers has also found very few associations 
with the quality of father-child language interac-
tions (Varghese & Wachen, 2016). Rowe et  al. 
(2004) found few differences overall in how resi-
dent and nonresident fathers communicated with 
their toddlers, but they did find that nonresident 
fathers used more indirect forms of prohibitives 
with their children than did resident fathers. More 
research is needed in this area to further under-
stand the nuances of how resident status could be 
related to father-child language interactions and 
the language input used by nonresident fathers of 
young children.

 Work and Employment

According to ecological systems theory, child 
development and learning occur within and are 
affected by a variety of contexts, which are orga-
nized as nested systems that include, from most 
proximal to most distal, the microsystem, meso-
system, exosystem, and macrosystem 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 1998). One key exosystem context (set-
tings in which the child does not have an active 
role) for child development is fathers’ work set-
tings and experiences (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, 
Bradley, & Roggman, 2014). Many studies have 
found connections between fathers’ work experi-
ences and fathering (e.g., Aldous, Mulligan, and 
Bjarnason, 1998; Stewart and Barling, 1996; 
Yeung, Sandberg, Davis-Kean, and Hofferth, 
2001). Grossman, Pollack, and Golding (1988) 
found that while fathers who expressed greater 

job satisfaction spent less time with their 5-year- 
old children than did less satisfied fathers, fathers 
with greater job satisfaction were more supportive 
and sensitive toward their children. Several stud-
ies have found that among two-parent families 
with children under the age of 5, greater work 
hours for fathers have been associated with less 
father participation in child care (Aldous et  al., 
1998; NICHD Early Child Care Research 
Network, 2000) and reading activities with their 
young children (Marsiglio, 1991). Further, studies 
looking at paternity leave across Europe, 
Australia, and the United States have found that 
fathers who take leave from work around child-
birth are more likely to engage in child care- 
related activities with their young children than 
fathers who did not take leave (Huerta et al., 2014) 
and that paternity leave may positively impact 
later children’s school performance (Cools, Fiva, 
& Kirkeboen, 2015). While a robust body of 
research has linked characteristics of fathers’ 
work experiences to fathering during early child-
hood, very few studies have considered the asso-
ciations between fathers’ work and their language 
interactions with their young children.

In one of the only studies to consider links 
between fathers’ work and fathers’ language 
input with young children, Pancsofar et al. (2013) 
found that the work experiences of African 
American fathers living in low-income rural 
communities were significantly associated with 
their vocabulary use in picture-book interactions 
with their 6-month-old infants, even after con-
trolling for fathers’ education. Fathers who 
worked nonstandard shifts (work hours that fell 
outside of the traditional “9-to-5” workday) and 
who reported higher levels of job flexibility used 
more diverse vocabulary with their infants. These 
findings are in contrast to research on maternal 
shift work, which has been found to be negatively 
associated with parenting and to have a negative 
impact on early child cognitive and language 
development (Bratsch-Hines, Baker, & Vernon- 
Feagans, 2016; Han, 2005). However, because 
fathers traditionally have been considered the pri-
mary breadwinners of the family, work experi-
ences may have a differential impact on fathering 
than on mothering (Doherty, Kouneski, & 
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Erickson, 1998). Pancsofar et al. (2013) hypoth-
esized that for fathers of infants, particularly in 
low-income rural communities, nonstandard 
work hours and greater job flexibility may facili-
tate greater caregiving responsibilities and more 
opportunities for father-child language interac-
tions. In a more recent study, positive associa-
tions were found between fathers’ shift work 
when their children were 24 months old and their 
children’s preschool reading skills among African 
American and Hispanic families (Baker, 2016). 
Further research is needed to better understand 
the associations between fathers’ work experi-
ences and father-child language interactions 
across families from diverse socioeconomic 
backgrounds.

 Marital Quality

Another possible contributor to fathers’ language 
input is the quality of the mother-father relation-
ship (Cabrera et al., 2014). According to family 
systems theory, the family is comprised of 
smaller subsystems, such that members of the 
parent-child subsystem are simultaneously mem-
bers of other dyads that support or stress them 
(Minuchin, 1985). In this way, the quality of the 
adult-adult parenting subsystem can support or 
stress the functioning of the parent-child subsys-
tem. Minuchin (1985) argues that either patterns 
of interactions associated with marital relation-
ships can provide complementary and coopera-
tive resources for parenting or they can be a 
source of parenting difficulties.

Fathers in more harmonious, satisfied, and 
low-conflict relationships with their children’s 
mothers have been found to have more positive 
attitudes toward their infants, participate in more 
caregiving activities, report greater satisfaction in 
fathering, and demonstrate more engagement, 
sensitivity, warmth, and support in father-child 
interactions (Baker, 2014; Belsky, Youngblade, 
Rovine, & Volling, 1991; Cabrera et  al., 2007; 
Goldberg & Easterbrooks, 1984; Kitzmann, 
2000; Volling & Belsky, 1991). A more limited 
body of research has specifically considered links 
between marital quality and parental language 

input. Pratt, Kerig, Cowan, and Cowan (1992) 
measured marital satisfaction and mothers’ and 
fathers’ language input during dyadic play ses-
sions with children at 3.5 years of age. Pratt et al. 
found that mothers’ and fathers’ conversational 
styles were similar but that more satisfied parents 
spoke in longer utterances. Brody, Pellegrini, and 
Sigel (1986) also considered the relationship 
between parents’ language input and marital 
quality. Brody et al. looked at marital stress and 
dyadic teaching interactions with mothers and 
fathers with children 5.5–7.5  years of age. The 
authors found that fathers in distressed families 
gave less positive feedback and were more intru-
sive in father-child interactions than were fathers 
in nondistressed families.

In a study of two-parent dual-earner middle- 
class families, Pancsofar et al. (2008) found that 
when marital relationships were high in love and 
broader family relationships were low in conflict 
when children were 12 months old, fathers later 
used a more diverse vocabulary in triadic play 
interactions when children were 2 years old. In a 
more recent study of a racial diverse sample of 
low-income families, Cabrera et al. (2011) found 
that fathers’ reports of conflict with their child’s 
mother were negatively associated with their ver-
bal stimulation with their infants. This body of 
research suggests that the quality of the mother- 
father marital relationship is related to language 
used by fathers in interactions with their young 
children, such that more supportive, less conflic-
tual marital relationships in families with young 
children may contribute to higher quality, more 
verbally stimulating language input from fathers 
(Cabrera et al., 2011; Pancsofar et al., 2008).

 Fathers’ Stress and Depression

While very few studies have examined links 
between fathers’ stress and depression and 
fathers’ language input, the extant literature links 
fathers’ depression with related areas of parent-
ing and parent-child interactions (Baker, 2014; 
Bronte-Tinkew, Moore, Matthews, & Carrano, 
2007; Paulson, Keefe, & Leiferman, 2009), as 
well as directly to child language outcomes 
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 during early childhood (Paulson et  al., 2009). 
Fathers’ depression during the early childhood 
period has been associated with a lower fre-
quency of father engagement with their young 
children (Bronte-Tinkew et  al., 2007). Baker 
(2014) found that among African American 
fathers of 24-month-old children from low- 
income families, fathers who experienced fewer 
depressive symptoms participated in more fre-
quent play, caregiving, and home literacy activi-
ties, which included book reading, storytelling, 
and singing songs. Paulson et  al. (2009) exam-
ined relationships between parental depression 
and the frequency of parent-child reading during 
early childhood in low-income families. Paulson 
et  al. found that for both mothers and fathers, 
depressive symptoms when infants were 
9 months of age were negatively associated with 
frequency of concurrent parent-child book read-
ing. For fathers only, depressive symptoms when 
infants were 9  months of age were negatively 
associated with later father-child book reading 
when children were 24 months of age and with 
children’s expressive vocabulary development at 
24 months of age.

In one of the few studies to examine links 
between fathers’ depression and fathers’ talk to 
young children, Sethna, Murray, and Rachandani 
(2012) found that depression in fathers of 
3-month-old infants was associated with fathers’ 
more frequent use of speech that focused on the 
fathers’ experience and less on the infants’ experi-
ence. Depressed fathers also used more negative 
and critical utterances with their infants, when 
compared with nondepressed fathers. Malin et al. 
(2012) found significant associations between 
fathers’ depressive symptoms and child MLU, 
with fathers with more depressive symptoms hav-
ing 2-year-old children with smaller MLUs. This 
relationship was partially mediated by fathers’ 
language input, with fathers with more depressive 
symptoms using fewer utterances when interact-
ing with their young children.

More research is needed to fully understand 
the role that fathers’ depression and stress may 
have on their language use with their young chil-
dren, particularly at the transition to parenthood, 
which has been identified as a time in which 

fathers are particularly at risk for depression 
(Garfield et  al., 2014). Further investigation is 
also needed to consider the role that maternal 
depression may play in understanding father- 
child interactions. For example, Cabrera et  al. 
(2007) found that African American fathers in 
low-income families whose partners reported 
higher levels of depressive symptoms were less 
engaged in verbally stimulating interactions with 
their infants; however, it was unclear what factors 
explained this association.

 Child Language Skills

While most research on father-child language 
interactions has considered the contributions of 
fathers’ talk to child language development, there 
is a bidirectional relationship in which child-level 
characteristics and skills may shape the language 
used by fathers in interactions with their young 
children (Cabrera et al., 2014). For example, in 
the area of child vocabulary, a transactional pro-
cess has been identified in the literature in which 
children acquire words from parents, and par-
ents’ speech is influenced by children’s vocabu-
laries (Huttenlocher, Waterfall, Vasilyeva, Vevea, 
& Hedges, 2010). Therefore, it is important to 
explore the ways in which fathers’ language input 
to young children may be shaped by the language 
skills that these children bring to father-child lan-
guage interactions.

Rowe et  al. (2004) found that fathers used 
fewer directives, a more diverse vocabulary, and 
longer utterances with 2-year-old children who 
talked more. Schwab, Rowe, Cabrera, and Lew- 
Williams (2018) found a similar trend in which 
fathers repeated words less often in interactions 
with children who had larger vocabularies at 
24  months of age. Child language skills have 
been positively linked to other aspects of father- 
child interactions, such as frequency of father- 
child book reading (Duursma et  al., 2008). 
Duursma et  al. (2008) found that fathers were 
more likely to read to their children frequently if 
their children had better language skills.

The extant literature suggests that fathers shape 
their language use and language interactions with 
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young children in response to the language skills 
demonstrated by their children (Duursma et  al., 
2008; Rowe et al., 2004; Schwab et al., 2018) and 
that fathers’ language input, in turn, contributes to 
further growth in language skills for young chil-
dren (Baker et  al., 2015; Pancsofar et  al., 2008; 
Pancsofar & Vernon- Feagans, 2006; Reynolds 
et  al., 2018; Tamis- LeMonda et  al., 2012). 
However, this relationship has been examined 
overwhelmingly for children who are typically 
developing. Only a very few studies have consid-
ered the relationship between fathers’ talk and 
child language development for children with dis-
abilities. However, such research is of critical 
importance as the early childhood period is a par-
ticularly important time for the language develop-
ment of children with disabilities (Ratner, 2013).

 Expanding the Lens: Fathers 
of Children with Disabilities

This growing literature on the role of fathers’ lan-
guage input in early child language development 
has considered comparisons between the lan-
guage input of mothers and fathers, contributions 
of fathers’ language input to child language 
development, and factors that may shape the 
quality and quantity of language used by fathers 
in interactions with their young children. 
However, this body of research has largely omit-
ted fathers of children with disabilities, and this 
remains an important area for future research. 
Father involvement has been found to be a pro-
tective factor for children with disabilities, and 
fathers of children with disabilities have been 
found to be just as involved with their children’s 
care, nurturing, and playtime as fathers of chil-
dren without disabilities (Potter, 2017; Varghese 
& Wachen, 2016). However, literature suggests 
that the language input by parents of children 
with disabilities may differ qualitatively from 
parental language input to children without dis-
abilities, and parental language input to children 
with disabilities may generally be more limited, 
more directive, and less complex (Ratner, 2013).

Little is known about the language interac-
tions between fathers and young children with 

disabilities, the ways in which fathers’ language 
input may contribute to linguistic gains in young 
children with disabilities, or the ways in which 
early intervention efforts may shape fathers’ lan-
guage use with their young children with disabil-
ities. In a recent review of the literature on early 
intervention with children with autism, Flippin 
and Crais (2011) found that fathers were very 
underrepresented in this work. In particular, 
Flippin and Crais noted a lack of observational 
studies of interactions between fathers and chil-
dren with disabilities. Regarding children with 
autism in particular, Flippin and Crais write, 
“Little knowledge exists as to how and why 
father-child interactions with a child with ASD 
may parallel or differ from the types of interac-
tions fathers may have with their children who 
are typically developing” (p. 45).

One of the only studies to consider fathers’ 
language use with young children with disabili-
ties was conducted by Flippin and Watson (2015), 
who examined the verbal responsiveness of 
mothers and fathers in play interactions with their 
preschool-aged children with autism. They found 
that mothers demonstrated more verbal respon-
siveness than did fathers; however, fathers’ ver-
bal responsiveness was concurrently associated 
with more advanced child language skills even 
after controlling for children’s nonverbal cogni-
tive skills. It is not clear in this study the direction 
of the association between fathers’ verbal respon-
siveness and child language, nor if these associa-
tions would be found over time for children with 
autism. More extensive, longitudinal studies are 
needed in this area.

While the connections between fathers’ 
depression and stress and fathers’ language input 
have not been well studied, there is some indica-
tion from the existing literature that fathers’ 
depression and stress may negatively impact their 
language interactions with their young children 
(Baker, 2014; Malin et al., 2012; Paulson et al., 
2009; Sethna et  al., 2012). Fathers of children 
with disabilities have been found to have more 
elevated levels of stress than fathers of children 
without disabilities (MacDonald & Hastings, 
2010), and there may be some instances in which 
the stress levels for fathers of children with dis-

N. Pancsofar



403

abilities may be particularly high. For example, 
fathers of children with autism have been found 
to experience higher levels of stress as compared 
to fathers of children with other disabilities 
(Flippin & Crais, 2011; Meadan, Halle, & Ebata, 
2010), and levels of stress and anxiety have been 
related to the severity of children’s disability for 
both mothers and fathers (Garcia-Lopez, Sarria, 
& Pozo, 2016). In particular, parents of children 
with disabilities who experience an array of 
changing behaviors have reported high levels of 
stress (Falk, Norris, & Quinn, 2014; Gray, 2006; 
Harper, Dyckes, Harper, Roper, & South, 2013; 
Hastings et al., 2005). For many parents of chil-
dren with severe disabilities, the early childhood 
period may be particularly stressful as they move 
through the process of discovery and diagnosis of 
their child’s disability (Meadan et  al., 2010; 
Rivard, Terroux, Parent-Boursier, & Mercier, 
2014). Research comparing depression and stress 
levels across mothers and fathers of children with 
disabilities has yielded mixed results, but it has 
indicated that fathers of children with autism may 
be particularly impacted by mothers’ mental 
health, such that mothers’ mental health has been 
found to predict fathers’ positive parenting expe-
riences (Flippin & Crais, 2011; Meadan et  al., 
2010).

Additionally, fathers of children with disabili-
ties, who are primary financial providers for their 
families, may feel additional stress or strain in 
their parenting (Pancsofar, Petroff, Rao, & 
Mangel, 2019). In a recent qualitative study of 15 
fathers of children with severe and complex dis-
abilities that included deafblindness, autism, and 
fragile X syndrome, fathers articulated that their 
families experienced more extensive and longer- 
term financial demands related to their children’s 
complex learning and developmental needs and 
that fathers’ work was one way through which 
families could meet these unique financial needs 
(Pancsofar et al., 2019). These fathers articulated 
challenges in addressing multiple, sometimes 
conflicting responsibilities, including emotional 
demands of parenting a child with a complex dis-
ability, with more practical demands of their jobs. 
It is not clear how the unique interplay between 
fathers’ work and parenting may relate to their 

language interactions with their young children 
with disabilities.

Very few studies have considered the involve-
ment of fathers in early language interventions 
(Flippin & Crais, 2011). Among the existing 
research on fathers’ involvement in interventions 
for children with disabilities or developmental 
delays, father participation has been associated 
with more positive child behavioral outcomes 
(Bagner, 2013). However, it is not known how 
early intervention experiences may shape the lan-
guage used by fathers with their young children 
with disabilities.

The very limited findings from this body of 
research suggest much more work is needed to 
fully understand father-child language interac-
tions for young children with disabilities. Some 
preliminary work in this area suggests that simi-
lar to what has been found with typically devel-
oping children, the language input of fathers of 
young children with autism may make meaning-
ful contributions to their child’s language devel-
opment (Flippin & Watson, 2015) and that some 
of the factors found to be associated with father 
language input to young children, such as stress, 
may be experienced in unique ways by fathers of 
children with severe and complex disabilities 
(Pancsofar et al., 2019).

 Future Research and Implications 
for Practice

Despite the growing recognition of the role of 
fathers in child language development and the 
consistent findings that fathers make important 
and long-lasting contributions to early language 
development, fathers are still underrepresented in 
research considering the role of parents in early 
language development (Cabrera et  al., 2018; 
Zauche, Thul, Darcy Mahoney, & Stapel-Wax, 
2016). Further research on fathers’ contributions 
to early child language development is needed to 
better illuminate the explanatory mechanisms 
underlying these associations. Most research to 
date has either compared mothers’ and fathers’ 
language input or examined the contributions of 
fathers’ language input, above and beyond the 
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contributions of mothers (Baker et  al., 2015; 
Duursma, 2016; Kwon et al., 2013; Leaper et al., 
1998; Majorano et al., 2013; Malin et al., 2014; 
Pancsofar & Vernon-Feagans, 2006; Pancsofar 
et  al., 2010; Reynolds et  al., 2018; Roopnarine 
et al., 2005; Rowe et al., 2004; Tamis-LeMonda 
et  al., 2012). Further research is needed that 
explores the interaction between fathers’ and 
mothers’ language input and crossover effects. 
Further work is also needed that explores how 
fathers’ beliefs and knowledge on child-rearing 
and child development may shape their language 
interactions with their young children, as previ-
ous research has found important associations 
here for mothers’ language input (Rowe, 2008).

Greater inclusivity is needed in future research 
on fathers’ contributions to early language devel-
opment, and this work must be expanded to better 
include fathers of children with disabilities. 
Future work should also address the diversity of 
fathering experiences during early childhood, 
including more culturally and linguistically 
diverse samples of fathers and more diverse fam-
ily structures that include nonresident fathers for 
children both with and without disabilities 
(Cabrera et  al., 2018). Further, the extant litera-
ture in this area has almost exclusively focused on 
heterosexual fathers from families headed by 
mother-father dyads. Future work into fathers’ 
contributions to early child language development 
should be more inclusive of families parented by 
two fathers, as well as single-father families.

The limited research on factors that shape 
fathers’ language input to young children high-
lights some important implications for practice. 
Programs that support the continuing higher edu-
cation for fathers with young children may ben-
efit fathers’ language input to young children, as 
fathers’ education has been positively associated 
with more stimulating talk to their young chil-
dren (Cabrera et al., 2011; Pancsofar et al., 2013). 
Similarly, employer support for more flexible 
work arrangements for fathers of young children 
may support fathers’ language input (Pancsofar 
et al., 2013). Professionals working with fathers 
of young children need to be aware of the possi-
ble constraints and opportunities that their job 
may apply on their interactions with their chil-

dren. Professionals hoping to support high- 
quality father-child language interactions should 
also work to support fathers, develop their coping 
skills, and alleviate stress, particularly for fathers 
of young children with disabilities. Through 
these strategies, professional practice and home- 
school collaborations can expand to better 
include fathers and recognize the positive contri-
butions that they make to early child language 
development (Pancsofar, Petroff, & Lewis, 2017).

Continued research on the factors that may be 
related to fathers’ language input to young chil-
dren is needed to better illuminate the bidirec-
tional nature of father-child interactions and the 
ways in which child language skills may shape 
fathers’ language use over time, particularly for 
young children with disabilities. Such research 
may be of particular importance in highlighting 
the ways in which fathers of children with dis-
abilities shape their language interactions with 
children who experience challenges in underly-
ing skills, such as joint attention. A better under-
standing of father-child language interactions in 
these contexts would highlight more effective 
approaches for professionals in supporting 
fathers’ talk to their young children.

It is important that teachers and other profes-
sionals working with young children and their 
families recognize the important contributions of 
fathers to early language development and grow 
more inclusive of fathers in their professional 
practices. Literature on home-school collabora-
tions in special education has found that profes-
sionals most frequently interact with mothers and 
that fathers have been left feeling like the “odd 
man out” in their child’s educational plans and 
related services (Mueller & Buckley, 2014; 
Pancsofar et al., 2019). In their work with families, 
professionals should acknowledge and validate the 
contributions of fathers to their children’s early 
language development (Pancsofar et al., 2017).

 Summary and Key Points

Over the past several decades, there has been an 
increasingly robust consideration of the roles of 
fathers in child language development during the 
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early childhood years. First, research in this area 
has considered comparisons between mothers’ 
and fathers’ language input to young children. 
This research has found many similarities between 
the language use of mothers and fathers in interac-
tions with their children; however, some studies 
have indicated that fathers may produce less over-
all talk to their children and may, at times, use 
higher quality language and language with differ-
ent communicative functions than mothers.

Second, the findings across this body of litera-
ture suggest that characteristics of fathers’ lan-
guage to their young children have positive 
associations with later child language skills, 
above and beyond the contributions of mothers’ 
language input. These early positive contributions 
of father language input to child language devel-
opment have been found to sustain through the 
transition to formal schooling. Third, research 
into the predictors of fathers’ talk to their children 
has considered a variety of factors. This research 
suggests that fathers’ education, work and 
employment, marital relationship, and stress and 
depression may shape the quality and quantity of 
fathers’ talk to young children. Research also sug-
gests that fathers may talk more to their children 
with more advanced language development.

Last, while the majority of studies in this area 
have considered the experiences of fathers of 
typically developing children, some emerging 
research suggests that fathers may play a similar 
role in shaping the language development of 
young children with disabilities. Further research 
is needed in this area to more fully understand the 
associations between father language input and 
child language development for children with 
disabilities.
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24Fathers Talking and Reading 
with Their 3-Year-Olds During 
Shared Bookreading

Elisabeth Duursma, Cheryl Jialing Ho, 
Michelle L. Townsend, Brin F. Grenyer, 
and Jane S. Herbert

Children’s language and literacy development 
benefits when adults engage with them in cogni-
tively stimulating activities such as shared 
bookreading (e.g., Baker, Vernon-Feagans, and 
the Family Life Project Investigators, 2015; Mol 
and Bus, 2011). The vast majority of studies on 
shared bookreading have focused on mother- 
child interactions (REF). The small number of 
studies that have considered father engagement 
in reading have primarily compared reading fre-
quency or vocabulary of fathers to that of moth-
ers (Baker, 2013; Baker, Vernon-Feagans, & the 
Family Life Project Investigators, 2015). Given 
the growing recognition that there is a lack of 
research on father’s unique contribution to child 
development (Cabrera, Volling, & Barr, 2018), 
and that the early learning opportunities provided 
in the home environment predict children’s later 
academic achievement (Son & Morrison, 2010), 
it is important to better understand the ways in 

which fathers and children engage in conversa-
tions during shared bookreading.

In this chapter, we review what is currently 
known about the importance of the home literacy 
environment and shared bookreading on chil-
dren’s language and literacy development. We 
then turn our attention to emerging knowledge 
about fathers’ engagement in shared bookreading 
with their children and the benefits that brings to 
children’s language and literacy skills. Finally, 
we present preliminary data showing the diver-
sity and responsiveness with which fathers in 
two-parent families and their 3-year-olds talk 
together during a bookreading interaction. We 
aim to provide new insight into how fathers and 
children talk about the story and respond to each 
other during this valuable learning activity.

 The Home Literacy Environment

One of the key contributors to children’s lan-
guage and literacy development is the home lit-
eracy environment (HLE) (Hartas, 2012; Niklas 
& Schneider, 2013). The HLE refers to a range of 
diverse activities and experiences in the home 
such as shared bookreading, singing songs, tell-
ing stories, writing letters, and playing with 
alphabet blocks that promote children’s literacy 
development (Van Tonder, Alison, & Nicholson, 
2019). Researchers have distinguished the HLE 
as either active or passive (Bracken & Fischel, 
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2008; Myrtil, Justice, & Jiang, 2019). An active 
HLE refers to children’s direct participation in 
and exposure to literacy activities such as shared 
bookreading, storytelling, and singing songs 
(Myrtil et al., 2019). Singing songs is known to 
help increase phonemic and phonological aware-
ness (Hansen & Milligan, 2012). Additionally, 
singing can promote oral language skills as well 
as the understanding of concepts such as sequence 
and patterning (Connors, 2014) as well as chil-
dren’s lexical acquisition and semantic knowl-
edge (Heydon, McKee, & O’Neill, 2018; Winters 
& Griffin, 2014). Telling stories can help children 
understand the world in which they live, and lis-
tening to stories and discussing them can support 
their literacy skills such as listening skills and 
learning about narratives (e.g., Büyüköztürk, 
Kiliç Çakmak, Akgün, Karadeniz, & Demirel, 
2012; Justice & Kaderavek, 2002; Yazici & 
Bolay, 2017). The passive HLE refers to chil-
dren’s indirect learning through observing family 
members engaging in literacy activities such as 
parents reading for themselves, parental beliefs, 
and attitudes toward literacy (Myrtil et al., 2019). 
The active HLE is a stronger predictor of chil-
dren’s emergent literacy outcomes than the pas-
sive HLE (Burgess, Hech, & Lonigan, 2002; 
Foster, Froyen, Skibbe, Bowles, & Decker, 2016; 
Myrtil et al., 2019).

Shared bookreading is one of the most 
researched activities within the HLE literature as 
it is a common and highly valued practice in 
Western culture (e.g., Noble et al., 2019) and is 
associated with positive literacy development 
(Mol & Bus, 2011; Raikes et  al., 2006; Van 
Tonder et  al., 2019). Bookreading can support 
early language skills including vocabulary 
(Farrant & Zubrick, 2011), narrative and conver-
sation skills (Thierry & Sparks, 2019), print 
awareness (Justice & Ezell, 2000), and phono-
logical awareness (Lefebvre, Trudeau, & Sutton, 
2011; Noble et al., 2019). Several meta-analyses 
have shown positive relationships between the 
amount of time children spend actively engaged 
in shared bookreading with an adult and emer-
gent literacy skills, phonics, and reading compre-
hension (Barnes & Puccioni, 2017; Mol, Bus, & 
de Jong, 2009). Shared bookreading is also 

known to promote children’s oral language and 
vocabulary skills (e.g., Mol et al., 2009; Wasik, 
Hindman, & Snell, 2016) and plays a crucial role 
in the development of the knowledge required for 
success in independent reading (Mol & Bus, 
2011; Samuelsson et al., 2005).

Although several meta-analyses of the effects 
of shared bookreading (e.g., Mol & Bus, 2011; 
Noble et al., 2019) have shown small effect sizes, 
Noble et al. (2019) argue that shared bookreading 
often includes several potentially language- 
boosting behaviors which are linked to positive 
language outcomes. For example, adults tend to 
use more complex language when sharing a book 
with a child compared to a play situation 
(Cameron-Faulkner & Noble, 2013; Noble, 
Cameron-Faulkner, & Lieven, 2018), which is 
related to better language skills (Huttenlocher, 
Vasilyeva, Cymerman, & Levine, 2002). In addi-
tion, shared bookreading promotes high levels of 
joint attention, contingent talk, and responsive-
ness which are linked to positive language out-
comes (Farrant & Zubrick, 2013; McGillion, 
Pine, Herbert, & Matthews, 2017; Noble et  al., 
2019).

Although a high frequency of shared 
bookreading is valuable, the quality or style of 
the interaction is perhaps even more important 
for children’s language and literacy development 
(Reese, Cox, Harte, & McAnally, 2003). Different 
terms have been used to describe parent-child 
interactions around a book which promote early 
literacy by actively engaging the child with the 
story. Hindman, Connor, Jewkes, and Morrison 
(2008) call this meaning-related talk which 
focuses on labelling and description of illustra-
tions, talking about new words and ideas, and 
connecting the text or illustrations to children’s 
prior knowledge but also predictions and infer-
ences. Whitehurst (1994) talks about dialogic 
reading or interactive reading that promotes chil-
dren’s language and literacy development (e.g., 
Whitehurst, 1994). When adults engage in dia-
logic reading, they create a “dialogue” with the 
child around the book by using techniques such 
as asking questions, giving feedback, and assist-
ing in having the child become the narrator of the 
story (e.g., Duursma, 2016; Whitehurst, 1994). 
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When children are exposed to dialogic reading, 
they tend to have better expressive language 
skills and use more complex words and longer 
utterances compared to children whose parents 
simply read them the words in the book 
(Whitehurst, 1994; Zevenbergen & Whitehurst, 
2003). Another term used for the interactive talk 
around bookreading is non-immediate talk. This 
is talk that goes beyond the text and the illustra-
tions and is used to make connections with the 
child’s own experiences to make predictions, 
offer explanations, or discuss the meaning of 
words. Non-immediate talk is known to be related 
to children’s later vocabulary development and 
emergent literacy skills (De Temple & Snow, 
2003). Non-immediate talk offers children the 
opportunity to understand and use more difficult 
words which are required to discuss the internal 
states of the characters, to evaluate the book, and 
to evaluate the story and the illustrations and 
make predictions (De Temple & Snow, 2003).

One of the most influential components of 
shared bookreading is that adults and children 
have the opportunity to engage in conversations 
which can contribute to the construction of mean-
ing within the shared context (Barnes & Puccioni, 
2017; Halliday, 2004). Wide and extensive shared 
bookreading provides the opportunity for the 
adult to support their child in explaining the 
meaning of words as children encounter many 
words that are used relatively infrequently in 
everyday conversations. Hayes and Ahrens 
(1988) showed that everyday conversations and 
popular TV shows seldom included rare words 
while picture books did, thereby offering a unique 
learning opportunity for children. Language 
input is the key predictor of the speed with which 
children acquire new words, so when children are 
exposed to more words per unit of time, and a 
greater variety of words, they will learn more 
words (De Temple & Snow, 2003; Henderson, 
Devine, Weighall, & Gaskell, 2015). Through 
repeated bookreading and discussion, young 
children become able to understand and use new 
words (Flack, Field, & Horst, 2018).

Children also more easily learn words that 
have high affective values. Words with high 
affective values are those referring to the names 

of people important to the child or enjoyable 
activities such as peekaboo (De Temple & Snow, 
2003; Ninio & Snow, 1996). Words that are pre-
sented in isolation, or in very simple sentences, 
words that are stressed, and words that are in ini-
tial or final positions within utterances are also 
learned more easily (De Temple & Snow, 2003; 
Larragueta & Ceballos-Viro, 2018).

As children’s vocabularies grow, it becomes 
easier for them to learn an increasing number of 
new words due to the paradigm effect (De Temple 
& Snow, 2003). This means that children start to 
understand pattern-like or paradigm relationships 
between words and are able to rapidly learn new 
words that fit within these models. For example, 
when children learn the words for different types 
of animals such as dog, cat, or rabbit, then less 
frequently used animal names such as octopus, 
flamingo, or wombat become easier to learn. This 
occurs because children already have a basic 
knowledge of animal names to which they can 
efficiently add new animal names (De Temple & 
Snow, 2003). Thus, shared bookreading quickly 
builds the child’s vocabulary.

The contribution of shared bookreading to 
children’s language and literacy development 
will depend on how parents engage with their 
child around a book (Aram, Bergman Deitcher, 
& Adar, 2017). Picture books with high-quality 
narratives support parent-child interactions 
around the book (Hoffman, Teale, & Yokota, 
2015). These books are characterized by using 
unfamiliar words, as well as using familiar words 
in different ways, also called figurative language 
(Hoffman et  al., 2015). When books contain 
complex language, adults might be more inclined 
to refer to this type of language during shared 
bookreading (Pentimonti, Zucker, & Justice, 
2011).

Parent-child bookreading can be considered a 
three-way conversation with the parent, the child, 
and the book being the discourse partners (Breit- 
Smith, van Kleeck, Prendeville, & Pan, 2017; 
Fletcher & Reese, 2005). Parent and child work 
together to create the fictional narrative (Breit- 
Smith et  al., 2017). Shared bookreading fits 
within Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory 
where social interactions between children and 
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more competent members of a culture provide 
the context in which children attain the knowl-
edge and competencies to become a participant 
in their community (Sparks & Reese, 2012). 
Parent-child interactions form a key component 
of children’s development, and variations in 
quantity and quality of these interactions can lead 
to different child outcomes (Sparks & Reese, 
2012; Vygotsky, 1978). Bookreading fits within 
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development 
which refers to the difference between what a 
child can do independently and what a child can 
do with the help of a more skilled other (Vygotsky, 
1978). Parents help guide, or scaffold,  children 
through the book using verbal utterances and ges-
tures, adjusting for the child’s developmental 
level. Scaffolding refers to the adult or more 
competent other helping the child expand the 
boundaries of what they can learn on their own 
(Barnyak & McNelly, 2016; Vygotksy, 1978). 
The book, even though inanimate, also serves as 
a discourse partner as the words used in the text 
contribute to the conversation between parent 
and child (Breit-Smith et  al., 2017). Learning 
occurs within Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 
Development via meaningful and scaffolded 
interactions with adults or other more competent 
others. However, adults do need to take the 
child’s needs and knowledge into consideration 
and use different strategies (Barnyak & McNelly, 
2016; Vygotsky, 1978). For example, the adult 
needs to have some idea of which words in a 
book the child understands and which words 
need an explanation. Bookreading provides an 
opportunity to expose children to decontextual-
ized language (Snow, 1990) or language removed 
from the here and now (Rowe, 2012). When chil-
dren are exposed to this more challenging type of 
talk, parents can help them practice for the lan-
guage used in schools (Rowe, 2012).

Bruner (1981) argues that parents play an 
active role in children’s language acquisition by 
fine-tuning their speech to the level of the child. 
They adapt their language to the level at which 
the child operates in terms of semantics, syntax, 
sentence length, and complexity and move ahead 
with the child at a rate that shows sensitivity to 
the child’s progress (Bruner, 1981). Bookreading 

offers a unique opportunity to evaluate how par-
ents, in this case fathers, “fine-tune” or adapt 
their speech to their child as they discuss the 
story line and meaning of new words or connect 
event in the book to the child’s experiences.

 Fathers and Bookreading

Fathers play a significant and unique role in chil-
dren’s development (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, 
Bradley, & Roggman, 2007; Cano, Perales, & 
Baxter, 2018; Sarkadi, Kristiansson, Oberklaid, 
& Bremberg, 2008). Family research originally 
focused primarily on the role of mothers, with 
fathers having been comparatively left out of 
research (Cabrera et al., 2018; Lamb, 2010). In 
the past two decades though, fathers have been 
recognized as playing a crucial role within the 
family context (Goeke-Morey & Cummings, 
2007). It is important to include fathers’ influ-
ence on child development as fathers could con-
tribute more to some aspects of child development 
or in different ways than mothers (Goeke-Morey 
& Cummings, 2007). Father involvement con-
tributes to family functioning and stability and 
also impacts child outcomes such as emotional 
regulation (Bocknek, Brophy-Herb, Fitzgerald, 
Schiffman, & Vogel, 2014), child literacy, and 
language development (Varghese & Wachen, 
2016). Father involvement can be viewed within 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory 
which conceptualizes the developing child 
within its immediate as well as broader contexts 
of family, educational settings, community, and 
society (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994). 
Bronfenbrenner (1979) described the ecological 
systems model “as a set of nested structures, 
each inside the next, like Russian dolls” (p. 3). 
The child is placed at the center and surrounded 
by the different systems: microsystem, mesosys-
tem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosys-
tem. Father-child interactions can be placed 
within Bronfenbrenner’s theory of proximal pro-
cesses (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). These 
processes are reciprocal and become increas-
ingly more complex exchanges between individ-
uals, and they are the drivers of development. 

E. Duursma et al.



415

Foster et  al. (2016) argue that the activities in 
which fathers engage with their children are 
important for children’s development and essen-
tial to completely understand children’s early 
experiences in the home. Research has shown 
that fathers and mothers engage in different ways 
with their children around a book (e.g., Baker, 
Vernon-Feagans, and the Family Life Project 
Investigators, 2015; Duursma, 2016). These dif-
ferences can result in differences in child out-
comes such as cognitive and language skills 
(Duursma, Pan, & Raikes, 2008) and are impor-
tant to examine in order to better understand 
child development.

Most of the research on shared bookreading 
has focused on mothers’ reading to their children 
as mothers are often considered the primary care-
giver. To date, only small body of research has 
paid attention to fathers’ reading to their children 
(Duursma, 2016; Baker, Vernon-Feagans, & the 
Family Life Project Investigators, 2015. It has 
also been suggested that men might be less likely 
to be involved in an activity that is seen as more 
“appropriate” or within the space of mother’s 
involvement (Nutbrown, Clough, Stammers, 
Emblin, & Alston-Smith, 2019). Some research-
ers have suggested that fathers may not value 
reading with young children (Fletcher & Daly, 
2002), and mothers might hold stronger beliefs 
regarding their own ability to help children in 
their literacy skills compared to fathers (Lynch, 
2002). In a case study of two families conducted 
by Karther (2002), fathers reported leaving the 
bookreading to their wives as they considered her 
the primary caregiver or they did not feel confi-
dent enough in their reading abilities to read to 
children.

Research has demonstrated that when fathers 
read books with their children, they are less likely 
to do so on a frequent basis (Duursma et  al., 
2008) and tend to be less engaged during 
bookreading (Clark, 2009). However, fathers’ 
reading to their children has been shown to be 
linked to children’s outcomes, in particular lan-
guage skills (e.g., Duursma et  al., 2008; Foster 
et  al., 2016). In a study of over 5000 children 
aged 24 months, Baker (2014) found that fathers 
who participated in more home literacy activities, 
which included shared bookreading, singing 

songs, and telling stories, had children with bet-
ter reading, math, and social emotional outcomes 
at age 4. Foster et al. (2016) found in their study 
of 379 fathers of preschoolers that even though 
fathers engaged less frequently in home learning 
activities than mothers, their engagement in HLE 
activities (as measured by an HLE parenting 
questionnaire asking about helping children with 
literacy or maths activities) was a significant pre-
dictor of children’s academic skills which 
included decoding, letter knowledge, and mathe-
matics. In a study of 405 families, fathers and 
mothers from disadvantaged areas were asked 
about their engagement in literacy activities in 
the home with their 2-year-olds (Quach et  al., 
2018), including number of books in the home, 
frequency of reading each week, and type of 
parent- child reading interaction. Children’s 
emergent literacy skills and language skills were 
assessed at age 4 using standardized assessments. 
Results showed that fathers’ home reading prac-
tices at age 2 predicted children’s expressive and 
receptive language at age 4, even after account-
ing for mothers’ home reading practices and 
child vocabulary and communication skills at age 
2 (Quach et al., 2018).

Most of these studies have focused on fre-
quency of bookreading, while less is known 
about what fathers actually do during the shared 
bookreading interaction. Duursma (2016) 
reported that low-income fathers used more non- 
immediate talk and more engagement strategies 
during shared bookreading with their 2- and 
3-year-olds than mothers did. Schwab, Rowe, 
Cabrera, and Lew-Williams (2018) reported that 
in their study of 24 low-income families, fathers 
of children with larger vocabularies used less rep-
etition during shared bookreading, and repetition 
in fathers’ input at child age 24 months was not 
predictive of children’s receptive vocabulary at 
24  months or verbal reasoning abilities at 
36 months. The authors suggest that specific fea-
tures of input are more or less helpful in promot-
ing vocabulary at different stages in language 
development (Schwab et al., 2018). Low-income 
fathers talked more, used more diverse vocabu-
lary, and asked more questions during bookread-
ing than during toy play with their 2-year-olds, 
demonstrating that different contexts elicit par-
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ticular qualities of paternal speech that could pro-
mote young children’s language learning in 
different ways. In turn, children provided more 
labels (Salo, Rowe, Leech, & Cabrera, 2016). 
Fathers also used more metalingual talk than 
mothers during shared bookreading, and parental 
reading quality contributed to children’s vocabu-
lary. Children’s interest in reading mediated the 
association between maternal and paternal meta-
lingual talk and children’s receptive vocabulary 
(Malin, Cabrera, & Rowe, 2014).

A study conducted by Baker, Vernon-Feagans, 
and the Family Life Project Investigators (2015) 
found that more educated fathers who also used 
more complex language during shared bookread-
ing had children with better emergent literacy 
and numeracy-related skills in kindergarten com-
pared to less educated fathers who used less com-
plex language. However, a large gap remains in 
our knowledge of how fathers engage their chil-
dren during bookreading. In our current research 
in this area, we have been looking at fathers’ 
interactions with their children around picture 
books and examining the relationship between 
father and child talk, as well as the association 
with child language.

As mothers still tend to spend more time with 
their children engaged in learning activities 
such as shared bookreading, both mothers and 
fathers might not be aware of the significant 
contributions fathers can make in this area to 
children’s development (Foster et  al., 2016). 
Foster et al. (2016) argue that fathers could be 
an “untapped, and potentially highly influential 
resource,” in particular in promoting academic 
competence.

To replicate and extend the findings of 
Duursma (2016), we recently conducted a study 
exploring the use of immediate and non- 
immediate talk in a different sample (Australian 
middle-class families). In this study, we focused 
on the ways fathers in two-parent families read 
and talk while sharing a book with their 3-year- 
olds. The research questions were as follows:

 1. How do fathers use immediate and non- 
immediate talk while sharing a book with 
their 3-year-olds?

 2. How do children respond to fathers’ use of 
immediate and non-immediate talk?

 3. What is the relationship between child and 
paternal language use (e.g., immediate and 
non-immediate talk) and child vocabulary?

In the final part of this chapter, we present the 
preliminary findings from this research.

 Methods

 Participants

Participating families were part of the Illawarra 
Born cross generational health study (for further 
details on this cohort, see Townsend et al., 2019). 
This longitudinal study recruited women during 
pregnancy and has conducted the following data 
collection waves: 22 and 30 weeks gestation dur-
ing pregnancy, linkage with birth hospital 
records, and infant age 7–10  weeks, 6  months, 
1 year, 2 years, and 3 years. Of the original cohort 
of 42 women, 36 were available to be contacted 
by phone and email, and 30 agreed to participate 
in a 3-year data collection wave. Fathers were 
then recruited through the participating mothers. 
All of the fathers resided with the mothers and 
were the biological father of the participating 
children. Of the 30 families, two families chose 
not to participate in the father-child activity 
recorded at home, two families did not return the 
recording devices, and one family did not have a 
father figure present in the home. An additional 
four father-child dyads participated but were 
excluded due to the presence of an additional sib-
ling during the recorded activity. The final sam-
ple for the current study therefore consisted of 21 
father-child dyads.

Fathers in the current study ranged in age from 
31 to 50 years. Their highest level of educational 
qualification was 38% university degree, 42% 
TAFE/diploma degree (similar to American com-
munity college), 10% finished year 12, and 10% 
finished year 10. Children ranged in age from 37 
to 46 months old (M = 42.48 months, SD = 2.73). 
There were 12 boys and 9 girls, who were all 
reported to be typically developing. All 
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 participating dyads were English speaking and 
were able to read the book together.

 Child Assessments

Early Years Toolbox Expressive Vocabulary 
Test (EYT) Children’s expressive language was 
assessed using the EYT. The EYT consists of 54 
items and requires children to verbally produce 
the correct label for each shown stimulus 
(Howard & Melhuish, 2017). The EYT is admin-
istered using an app on an iPad where partici-
pants respond verbally and the data collector 
records the response on the app. When a partici-
pant labels a stimulus incorrectly, the data collec-
tor asks the participant “what else might this be 
called?” until the child either produces the cor-
rect answer or is unable to produce the correct 
response. After six incorrect responses, the app 
ceases automatically. The expressive vocabulary 
component of the EYT was found to demonstrate 
high test-retest reliability and convergent validity 
(Howard & Melhuish, 2017). This assessment 
has been used successfully with children aged 
2.5–6 years, with good internal consistency and 
convergent validity in a large and demographi-
cally diverse Australian sample (Howard & 
Melhuish, 2017). Cronbach’s alpha for the mea-
sure was α  =  0.92. The standardized Mean for 
children aged 3:0–3:5 was 16.68 (SD = 7.20), and 
for children ages 3:6–3:11, the Mean was 20.35 
(SD = 7.28).

Picture Book For this study, we selected the 
developmentally appropriate picture book, 
Mopoke (2017) by Philip Bunting (Scholastic 
Australia). Mopoke is an Australian picture book 
about an owl (mopoke is the smallest owl species 
in Australia). The 48-page book won the 
Children’s Book Council Australia’s (CBCA) 
Picture Book of the Year Award-Honour Book in 
2018. The book has few words, and each page 
shows a mopoke on a branch with a different out-
fit or appearance. For example, on one page, 

there is a small mopoke on the page, and the 
accompanying words read “a weepoke” where 
another page shows a mopoke in the snow and 
reads “a snowpoke.” The book was chosen to 
elicit verbal responses from both father and child. 
In addition, the short storylines were also con-
structed such that readers can grasp the pattern of 
the book easily and encourage unique personal 
interpretation of the book when reading to the 
child.

 Procedure

As part of the larger longitudinal study on health 
and well-being, mothers completed an online 
questionnaire pack on their psychological well- 
being and attended a 1-hour session at the 
University of Wollongong with their child (age 
3). A range of tasks relating to mother-child 
interaction and children’s social-emotional devel-
opment were conducted during the lab session, 
with only the child’s language measure included 
in the current analyses. At the end of the lab ses-
sion, mothers were provided with a copy of 
Mopoke, father-child task instructions, and a dig-
ital voice recorder. Additional at-home activities 
(a father-child numeracy task and a dinnertime 
conversation task) were also explained at this 
point but are unrelated to the current study and 
not discussed further. A researcher arranged to 
collect the recording device, and the completed 
father informed consent form, the following day 
or at a convenient time.

Instructions provided for the fathers asked 
them to read the book with their child at home “as 
they normally would” and to record the entire 
bookreading session. No further instructions or 
suggested time limits were given. The duration 
taken for this shared bookreading activity ranged 
from 2.5  minutes to 14.36  minutes (M  =  5.07, 
SD = 2.59).

Ethical approval was provided by the 
University of Wollongong Human Research 
Ethics Committee.
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 Transcription, Coding, and Analysis

All participants were identified by their partici-
pant number (ID). The recordings were then 
manually transcribed using the CHAT conven-
tions of the Child Language Data Exchange 
System (CHILDES) (MacWhinney, 2000), and 
the written transcripts of both the father and the 
child’s speech were then coded for data analysis. 
The unit of transcription was the utterance, which 
was determined by every pause, a change in con-
versational turn, or a change in intonational pat-
tern (Demir, Applebaum, Levine, Petty, & 
Goldin-Meadow, 2011).

The transcripts were coded using the codes 
described in the next section. One author coded 
all of the transcripts, and a second author coded 
25% of transcripts to determine reliability. 
Interrater reliability showed a Cohen’s kappa 
between 0.6 and 0.9 and reliability of between 
73% and 95%.

 Coding Scheme

For the purpose of this study, we coded only talk 
focused on the bookreading. For example, talk 
not related to the book but focusing on where the 
child would sit was not coded. If a father read the 
book multiple times with his child, we coded 
only the first reading. We focused on immediate 
and non-immediate talk in the interactions. Based 
on De Temple and Snow’s (2003) definitions, 
immediate talk is talk that directly related to the 
text or the book and includes labelling of pic-
tures. Non-immediate talk is talk that goes 
beyond the book and can include references to 
the child’s own experiences, making predictions 
and inferences.

Within the code of non-immediate talk, we 
differentiated between five different types of 
non-immediate talk. The first one referred to 
making inferences and predictions which 
referred to utterances or questions that involved 
making inferences or predictions about the char-
acters or the story in the book. For example, 
“Where do you think mopoke went?” or “You 
think he is cold?” The second non-immediate 

talk code referred to text-reader links which 
involved making connections or links to the 
child’s past experiences or the real world which 
includes experiences of people close to the child. 
For example, “You don’t like combing your hair, 
don’t you?” or “Looks like he’s got a belly like 
daddy and mommy.” Requesting explanation or 
information were utterances that involved 
requesting information or explanation from the 
child related to the storylines in the book such as 
“Why is he posh?” or “Why do you think he is 
called a highpoke?” Explicitly explaining or 
rephrasing the meanings of difficult words or 
terms included sentences such as “a yoyo is like 
a toy with a ball attached to a string” or “wee 
means small or tiny.” The final code within non- 
immediate talk was general knowledge which 
included utterances that involved teaching or 
discussing knowledge that might be new to the 
child. Examples included the following: “Do 
you think snow is hot or cold?” or “What is a 
wombat doing in a tree?” Book-focused talk was 
related to the book itself and included engage-
ment with the book, book handling, and story or 
book evaluations. Book extension activities 
included numeracy and external interactions 
such as high-fiving. Other codes included elicit-
ing text and providing elicited text, written text, 
and communicative scaffolding which included 
repetition, directives, back channeling, praise, 
and clarification.

Table 24.1 describes all the different coding 
categories used for both father and child during 
bookreading and includes examples.

 Results

 Descriptive Statistics

Children’s average vocabulary score was 24 
(SD = 8.8; range = 3–38), which was higher than 
the standardized mean for children this age 
(M = 16.68–20:35; SD = 7.20–2.28 for ages 3:0–
3:5 and 3:6–3:11). We also looked at father and 
child type (total number of different words), 
tokens (total number of words), and their ratio 
(type/token) produced during the bookreading 
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Table 24.1 Coding scheme

Category Subcategory Description Example
Immediate talk:
Immediate talk focuses on the 
story, the pictures shown in the 
book, or on things that could 
be seen readily in the 
surrounding environment.
IMM

Labelling
IMM:LAB

Utterances about the name of objects, 
pictures, or items shown in the book 
or utterances describing objects, 
pictures, or items shown in the book

That’s a comb there.
There’s a suitcase 
and a monocle on 
him.
See, there are two of 
them.

Non-immediate talk:
Non-immediate talk is talk that 
goes beyond the information in 
the text or the illustrations.
NIM

Making 
inferences/
predictions
NIM:INF

Utterances that involve making 
inferences or predictions about the 
characters or the story in the book

Here, he is 
blowpoke, and then 
after that, he became 
a woahpoke!
Where do you think 
mopoke went? It’s 
gone!
What do you think 
the wombat’s doing 
up there?

Text-reader 
links
NIM:TRL

Utterances that involve making 
connections or links to the child’s past 
experiences or to the real world, 
which includes experiences of people 
close to the child (e.g., mother, father, 
sibling, friend)

Daddy have a 
mo?      Are you a 
little poke?

Text-picture 
links/
explanations
NIM:EXP

Utterances that involve interpreting 
storylines such as providing/
requesting/explaining the storylines 
and making links between the words 
and pictures in the book

Why do you think he 
is called a highpoke?
He is called a 
mo’poke because he 
has a moustache. Can 
you see that?

Explain the 
meanings of 
difficult words/
terms
NIM:MEA

Utterances that attempt to explain 
terms/words that are a little more 
complex for children to understand

Fro is like when you 
have big fuzzy hair 
like this. It’s called 
an Afro.
A yoyo is like a toy 
with a ball attached 
to a string.

General 
knowledge
NIM:GEN

Utterances that involve general 
knowledge discussions with the child

What is a wombat 
doing on a tree? 
Wombats don’t go on 
trees.

(continued)
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Table 24.1 (continued)

Category Subcategory Description Example
Book-focused talk: Talks that 
are related to the book 
knowledge or the book itself
BFT

Concepts of 
print
BFT:CON

Utterances that involve requesting or 
providing information on concepts of 
print such as holding the book, 
reading it from left to right, or those 
that explicitly mark the beginning or 
the end of the book

The end.
That’s it.

Book 
engagement
BFT:ENG

Utterances that involve engaging the 
child with the book or the reading 
activity itself

Do you want to turn 
the page?
Shall we start?
Do you want to read 
this book?
Where shall we sit? 
Come, sit on my lap.

Book handling
BFT:HAN

Utterances that are related to the book 
itself, such as the title or name of the 
author, as well as the print-related 
utterances that are not part of the 
storylines

Mopoke by Philip 
Bunting.
Read the last page of 
the book or the last 
page of the book 
cover.

Book/story 
evaluation
BFT:EVA

Utterances involving the overall 
evaluation of the story, character, or 
book

Did you like the 
book?
It’s a funny one, isn’t 
it?

Book extension activity:
Activities that occur beyond 
the book itself
BEA

Numeracy
BEA:NUM

Utterances that involve guiding the 
child’s counting as well as the act of 
counting of objects, items, or pictures 
shown in the book

Can you count how 
many stars are there?
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 
9, 10, 11!
Can you count how 
many more pokes are 
there?

External 
interaction
BEA:INT

Utterances that involve external 
interactions that are being inspired by 
the book or storylines

Hi-fived!

Eliciting text/open-ended 
prompts

ETP Utterances that elicit words or text 
from the child that are related to the 
book or utterances that encourage the 
child to guess the “pokes” based on 
the pictures so as to solicit the child’s 
contribution

Look! This is a…?

Providing text that is elicited PTE Utterances that provide answers to the 
elicited text

This is a….
snowpoke.

Written text WRT Utterances that are related to reading 
the storyline itself

This is a mopoke.

Communicative scaffolding:
Verbal utterances that act as a 
support or to guide the 
children during bookreading
COS

Repetition/
expansion
COS:REP

Utterances that involve repeating after 
the child or expanding the child’s 
utterances in a proper sentence

Child: He’s big!
Dad: Yeah, he’s big.
Child: Big!
Dad: Yeah, he’s very 
big.

Directives
COS:DIR

Utterances that are related to giving 
instructions or commands to the child 
that are not related to the storyline

Let me turn the page.
Let’s finish the book 
first, shall we?

(continued)
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Table 24.1 (continued)

Category Subcategory Description Example
Back 
channeling
COS:BCH

Utterances that are related to those 
maintaining the conversation (e.g., 
minimal encouragement, verbal 
response)

Hmm.
Uh-huh.
Yeah.

Clarification
COS:CLA

Utterances that involve requesting for 
clarification or confirmation from the 
child

Child: Mommy.
Dad: Hmm? You 
mean he’s a baby and 
this is the mom?

Non-related talk NRT Utterances that do not fall into any of 
the above categories or are completely 
unrelated to bookreading

Can we play hide and 
seek? (before reading 
the book)
Can we do the 
cooking activity 
first?

Unclear UNC Utterances that are unclear or hard to 
understand

(mumbling or 
inaudible)

Table 24.2 Mean, standard deviation, and range for 
child age, vocabulary score, and type and token for child 
and father

Mean SD Range
Child age 42.48 2.73 37–46
Vocabulary score 24.05 8.79 3–38
Type child 51.19 23.40 13–96
Token child 95.81 58.47 17–229
TTR child 0.60 0.13 0–1
Type father 125 62.60 35–321
Token father 345.29 252.13 94–1252
TTR father 0.39 0.06 0–1

session. Type-token ratio (TTR) is used in 
 language development to study lexical variation, 
where a high-degree TTR indicates a higher level 
of lexical variation and a low TTR indicates a low 
level of lexical variation. The range falls between 
0 and 1. The TTR for fathers was 0.60 and 0.39 
for children (see Table  24.2 for more 
information).

 Correlations

Next, we ran correlations between child age, 
vocabulary score, type, and token. Table  24.3 
shows a significant correlation between child age 
and vocabulary, indicating that older children 
tended to do better on the vocabulary assessment. 
There were no further significant correlations 
between vocabulary score and child or father 
types and tokens. However, there were significant 
correlations between father and child type 
(r = 0.66, p < 0.01) and father and child token 
(r = 0.68, p < 0.01). None of the child codes were 
significantly correlated with child vocabulary 
scores.

Table 24.4 shows the mean, standard deviation 
(SD), and range for all of the codes used by both 
father and child. As the book contained few 
words and relied heavily on the pictures, it was 
not surprising that all of the fathers read the entire 
text during the bookreading session.

Immediate and Non-immediate Talk
Labelling was the most common activity during 
the bookreading with an average of 17 labels for 
fathers and 8.5 for children. Labelling was coded 
as immediate talk. Fathers often asked their child 
to label a picture in the book (see example 1) or 
provided labels themselves (example 2).

Example 1

Father: What has he got there?
Father: Can you see that?

Example 2

Father: Yoyo.
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Table 24.3 Correlations between child age, vocabulary score, and father and child type and token

Child age Vocabulary score Child type Child token Child TTR Father type Father token
Child age 0.67** 0.06 0.19 −0.19 0.26 0.30

Vocabulary 
score

0.052 0.07 0.03 0.01 0.07

Child type 0.86** −0.64** 0.66** 0.60**

Child token 0.72** 0.68**
Child TTR −0.65** −0.59**
Father type 0.96**
Father token

**p < 0.01

Table 24.4 Mean, standard deviation, and range for all codes used by father and child

Code
Father Child
Mean (SD) Range Mean (SD) Range

IMM:LAB 17 (13) 1–64 8.5 (5.6) 2–24
NIM:INF 3 (2.6) 0–9 2.8 (4) 0–18
NIM:TRL 2.8 (6) 0–26 1.4 (2.2) 0–7
NIM:EXP 0.8 (1.9) 0–7 1.1 (1.9) 0–6
NIM:MEA 4.5 (5) 0–21 1.2 (2.6) 0–10
NIM:GEN 1.9 (3.9) 0–18 1.1 (2) 0–8
BFT:CON 1 (1) 0–4 0.33 (0.66) 0–2
BFT:ENG 2 (2) 0–7 0.24 (0.44) 0–1
BFT:HAN 3 (3.7) 0–15 1.1 (2.7) 0–11
BFT:EVA 1.8 (2) 0–8 0.90 (1.3) 0–4
BEA:NUM 2.9 (6.4) 0–30 3 (6.7) 0–31
BEA:EXI 0.7 (0.9) 0–3 0.2 (7) 0–31
ETP 1.2 (2) 0–8 0.14 (0.65) 0–3
PTE 0.33 (0.73) 0–2 0.85 (1.5) 0–6
WRT 19 (4.6) 0–22 0.9 (4.1) 0–19
COS:REP 1.5 (1.5) 0–5 5.8 (6.4) 0–21
COS:DIR 1.7 (3) 0–14 0.6 (0.9) 0–3
COS:BCH 4 (3.4) 0–13 4.1 (3.7) 0–12
COS:FIL 1.1 (2.7) 0–11 0.9 (1.1) 0–5
COS:PRA 2 (2.9) 0–11 0.2 (0.8) 0–4
COS:CLA 1.6 (1.5) 0–4 0.5 (0.8) 0–3
NRT 0.76 (0.94) 0–3 0.5 (0.8) 0–2
UNC 0.2 (0.40) 0–1 0.9 (1.2) 0–3

Child: It is a yoyo.

Children often engaged in labelling as well as 
can be seen from the next examples (examples 3 
and 4):

Example 3

Child: That is a highpoke.
Child: And that is a lowpoke.

Example 4

Child: This is tiny.
Father: This is a weekpoke.

Correlations showed no significant relation-
ship between father and child labelling (r = 0.32, 
p = 0.15), indicating that if fathers used a lot of 
labelling, children did not automatically do so as 
well.
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Table 24.5 Correlations father and child code non-immediate talk

Father
Child
Inferences Text-reader link Explanation Meanings General knowledge

Inferences 0.76** 0.33 0.42 0.57** 0.46*
Text-reader link −0.12 0.81** 0.50* 0.28 0.58

Explanation −0.07 0.50* −0.13 0.51* 0.37

Meanings 0.09 0.28 0.20 0.49* 0.12
General knowledge −0.06 0.58** 0.15 0.05 0.94**

*p < 0.05
**p < 0.01

Non-immediate talk was commonly observed, 
in particular in regard to explaining difficult 
words or terms. For example, on one of the pages 
in the book, there is a picture of an owl (mopoke) 
with an Afro hairdo labelled “fropoke”. Many 
fathers explained what a “fro” (Afro) was, some-
times explicitly (see example 6) and sometimes 
less explicit (example 7).

Example 6

Father: This is a fropoke (reads text).
Father: See, he has got a big hair fro hairdo.
Child: Yeah, he has got mopoke.
Child: Lots of funny hair.

Example 7

Father: It is a fropoke
Child: A fropoke?
Father: Afro hair with a little comb in there.

Correlations were conducted between father 
and child non-immediate talk and are displayed 
in Table 24.5. As shown, there were significant 
correlations between child and father use of 
inferences (r = 0.76, p < 0.01), text-reader links 
(r  =  0.81, p  <  0.01), explaining meanings 
(r  =  0.49, p  <  0.05), and general knowledge 
(r = 0.94, p = <0.01). These correlations indicate 
that when fathers used this type of non- immediate 
talk, children responded using similar non- 
immediate talk. There were also significant cor-
relations between text-reader links and 
explanations (r = 0.50, p < 0.05) and text-reader 

link and general knowledge (r = 0.58, p < 0.01). 
This indicates that fathers who regularly make 
text-reader links often provide explanations as 
well and similarly with text-reader links and 
general knowledge. These fathers seem to ensure 
their child understands the storyline and the 
illustrations by explaining difficult words and 
relating things from the book to the child’s own 
experiences. Father’s use of inferences was sig-
nificantly correlated with meanings (r  =  0.57, 
p  <  0.01) and general knowledge (r  =  0.46, 
p < 0.05), indicating that fathers who used infer-
ences tended to also use meanings and general 
knowledge, again attuning to children’s develop-
mental level.

Relating the text or pictures to the child’s own 
experiences was not uncommon, with an average 
of three instances per interaction by fathers and 
about one by children (often in response to 
fathers’ mentioning of child’s own experience). 
When one father came across the picture of a 
wombat (a marsupial living in burrows in 
Australia), he related this animal to a child’s 
recent trip to a local zoo (Symbio Zoo) (see 
example 8):

Example 8

Father: Do you know what a wombat is?
Father: The other time, did you see it in Symbio?
Child: No.
Father: You did not?
Child: No.
Father: No?
Father: Okay, not very good.
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The yoyo in the story also evoked responses 
from fathers relating the story to the child’s own 
experiences (see examples 9 and 10).

Example 9

Child: It is a yoyo.
Father: You are talking about a yoyo the other 

day, were you not?
Child: Yeah.
Father: Can you use a yoyo?
Child: No?
Father: No worries, you will get your own soon.

Example 10

Father: This is a yopoke.
Father: Have you ever seen a yoyo?
Child: No, yeah, yeah.
Father: You have?
Child: Jamie has one.
Father: Jamie has one?
Father: Is it on a string?
Child: Yeah.

One dyad had quite an elaborate discussion 
about the child’s glow-in-the-dark pajamas after 
reading the page of the glowpoke where the owl 
glows in the dark (see example 11).

Example 11

Father: This is a glowpoke.
Father: So he is glowing in the dark like your 

pajamas.
Father: The skeleton ones.
Child: But they do not work.
Father: They do when you turn the lights off.
Child: But when we were at my nanny’s, they do 

not work.
Father: I will show you later how they work.

On average, fathers made or requested three 
inferences during the bookreading session. This 
number was slightly lower for children as they 

did not often spontaneously make predictions or 
inferences but usually responded to an inference 
made by the father (see example 12).

Example 12

Father: Yeah, you think he is cold?
Child: Hm.
Father: He is like brr.
(makes shivering sound)

However, sometimes children made infer-
ences or predictions as well as seen in example 
13 where the child talked about the mopoke leav-
ing a clue (in the form of a feather).

Example 13

Father: It is gone!
Child: Where is he?
Child: His feather!
Father: He fell down
Father: Maybe he flew away.
Child: A clue.
Child: There is a clue. I found his feather.

On average, fathers referred to general knowl-
edge twice per session, with children, on average, 
responding once. Usually, fathers referred to 
some general knowledge in one sentence (see 
examples 14 and 15).

Example 14

Father: What is a wombat doing in a tree?
Child: The tree.
Father: A wombat does not go on a tree.

Example 15

Child: A turtle and a snail.
Father: Yeah, and they are slow animals, are 

they not?
Child: Yeah.
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Book-Focused Talk
Book-focused talk was quite common, in particu-
lar book handling which referred to utterances 
related to the book itself such as the title of the 
book, the name of the author, or the print at the 
end of the book explaining what a mopoke is. On 
average, fathers used this type of talk three times 
per interactions, with children responding, on 
average, once per session. Most fathers read the 
title of the book. Reading the name of the author 
or the postscript (information on mopoke) was 
not common. Examples 16 and 17 show book 
handling.

Example 16

Father: Mopoke.
Child: Mopoke.
Father: by Philip Bunting

Example 17

Father: This book is called Mopoke.

Not many fathers talked about concepts of 
print as the average was only one per session.

Fathers, and sometimes children, primarily 
announced the end of the book (see examples 18 
and 19).

Example 18

Father: The end.
Father: Is it the end?
Father: It is the end.
Father: That is it.

Example 19

Child: The end.
Father: Yes, the end.

On average, fathers evaluated the book or 
experience twice per session, often asking the 
child if they enjoyed the book (examples 20 and 
21).

Example 20

Father: You like that child?
Child: Yes.
Father: Was that a funny book?
Child: Yes.

Example 21

Father: Did you enjoy that?
Child: Yeah.

Utterances referring to engaging with the 
book, such as “Do you want to turn the page?” or 
“One more page left mate!,” occurred an average 
of three times per session for fathers and once for 
children (often in response to fathers).

Counting was quite a common practice during 
the bookreading session. This may be explained 
by the fact that fathers were asked to engage in a 
numeracy task in the same recorded session as 
the bookreading, although the specific book char-
acteristics are also a likely contributor, as one 
page in the book featured many mopokes. On 
average, fathers engaged in counting three times 
per session. The same number was found for chil-
dren (see examples 22 and 23).

Example 22

Father: This is more pokes.
Child: One, two, three.
Father: Try again.
Child: One, two, three, six, seven, eight.
Father: Count together. One, two, three, four, 

five, six, seven, eight.
Child: One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four, 

seven, six, nine, ten.

Example 23

Father: Do you want to try and count them?
Child: Okay.
Child: One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, 

eight, nine, ten, eleven.
Father: That is great.
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Elicitations and Communicative Scaffolding
Elicitations of text, and subsequently providing 
text, was not very common with an average of 
one instance per session. This primarily involved 
fathers trying to elicit words or texts from their 
children (see example 24).

Example 24

Father: This is a yopoke.
Father: Because it has got a?
Child: Yoyo.

Communicative Scaffolding
Communicative scaffolding was quite common, 
in particular back channeling where the speaker 
tries to maintain the conversation by using utter-
ances such as “yeah” or “mmhm.”

Both fathers and children produced, on aver-
age, four instances of back channeling, usually 
used as some sort of acknowledgment of what the 
other speaker said (see example 25).

Example 25

Father: This is a lowpoke because he is low.
Child: Yeah.

In one instance, a father and a child entered a 
(somewhat heated) discussion about reading the 
text. The father read the text out loud, but the 
child did not seem to believe the father was actu-
ally reading the text and demanded the father 
“just read the text” (see example 26).

Example 26

Father: This is a poorpoke (reads the text).
Child: Can you just read it?
Father: I am reading it.
Child: That is not how you read it!
Father: Yeah, I am reading the words. See.
Child: Oh.

Praise was also quite common with fathers on 
average, using praise at least twice during the 
interaction (see examples 27 and 28).

Example 27

Father: That means it is big.
Child: One, two.
Father: That is right, a little one small one.

Example 28

Father: This is a?
Child: Snowpoke.
Father: Very good!

What was remarkable throughout the 
bookreading sessions is that several children 
created their own words based on the word 
“poke.” Every page in the book shows a mopoke 
with a specific characteristic (e.g., a mopoke 
glowing in the dark is called a glowpoke; 
mopoke with monocle and suitcase is called 
poshpoke). One child guessed that the owl in 
one of the pictures was called a “sickpoke” as he 
did not look well or an “eatpoke” (see examples 
29 and 30).

Example 29

Father: Woah, this one is a?
Child: Sick. What, uh, sickpoke?
Father: Sickpoke?
Child: Yeah.

The same child talked about an “eatpoke” a 
little later:

Example 30

Father: Oh, this one is a?
Child: Eatpoke?
Father: Slowpoke.

Another child came up with the word “green-
poke” (see example 31).

Example 31

Child: A greenpoke.
Father: No, it is a glowpoke.
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Other “invented” poke words included a dis-
appear poke, sad poke, and sickpoke.

In summary, the results show quite a diversity 
in how fathers engaged with their 3-year-olds 
around a book. Some fathers only read the text 
and spent little time conversing with their chil-
dren, while other fathers engaged in elaborate 
conversations with their young children, explain-
ing difficult words, discussing the pictures, and 
making connections with the child’s own 
experiences.

 Discussion

One of the most important sociocultural tools 
children in Western countries can attain is liter-
acy, and it is one that can only be learned via 
social interaction (e.g., Duursma, 2016; Reese 
et al., 2003). Shared bookreading not only bene-
fits children’s early language development and 
emergent literacy skills (e.g., Mol & Bus, 2011) 
but reading a book together also has a high affec-
tive component, and these parent-child interac-
tions can promote benefits in children’s 
socio-emotional development (Aram & Aviram, 
2009).

Many studies focusing on parental bookread-
ing make comparisons between fathers and moth-
ers. The findings in this area tend to be mixed 
with some studies reporting differences in how 
fathers and mothers engage with their children 
around a book (Lyytinen, Laakso, & Poikkeus, 
1998; Vandermaas-Peeler, Sassine, Price, & 
Brilhart, 2011) and others finding no difference 
between fathers and mothers in style of reading 
(Van Kleeck, Gillam, Hamilton, & McGrath, 
1997). As there is so little research in the area of 
fathers reading to their children, we wanted to put 
the spotlight on fathers, and instead of comparing 
them with mothers, we only focused on how 
fathers engaged their young children during a 
bookreading interaction. We propose that it is 
valuable for the bookreading literature to better 
understand the unique contribution of fathers in 
themselves rather than creating potential “deficit 
models” of how fathers differ in reading style 
from mothers.

Even within our relatively small sample 
(n = 21), there was diversity in how fathers and 
their children interacted around a picture book. In 
the interactions, we focused on immediate and 
non-immediate talk as this type of talk is known 
to be beneficial for children’s language develop-
ment (e.g., Beals, de Temple, and Dickinson, 
1994; De Temple and Snow, 2003). However, we 
also looked at other types of language fathers 
used to engage their children, such as communi-
cative scaffolding and book handling. Although 
we would have expected that the book used 
would stimulate conversations between fathers 
and children, it was remarkable to see how many 
of the children created their own words based on 
the information provided in the text. Each page of 
the picture book included a “made-up” word, and 
children were quick to pick up on this and create 
their own “made-up” words using the same pat-
terns used in the book. It is known that children 
can learn new words after a single incidental 
exposure, but recent research has shown that 
repeated exposure to words within the same story 
helps children learning new words (e.g., Houston- 
Price, Howe, and Lintern, 2014; Williams and 
Horst, 2014). When readers provide children 
opportunities to engage in an interactive way 
with new vocabulary, asking questions that 
require the child to use the new word help pro-
mote learning (Blewitt, Rump, Shealy, & Cook, 
2009; Sénéchal, 1997). Picture books are ideal 
for vocabulary acquisition as they provide pic-
tures and text at the same time so children can 
process information visually and verbally 
(Larragueta & Ceballos-Viro, 2018). Children 
also recall a story better when text is supported 
by pictures (Greenfield & Beagles-Roos, 1988). 
Larragueta and Ceballos-Viro (2018) reported 
that children learned more words from picture 
books if the text consisted of simple sentences or 
even just a single word (as in Mopoke), compared 
to texts with more details. More details might 
place more cognitive demands on children and 
could make it more challenging for children to 
remember the words (e.g., Horst, 2013). The pic-
tures also need to be quite legible in order for 
children to understand the story (Larragueta & 
Ceballos-Viro, 2018). When parents read picture 
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books, their children are not only exposed to a 
wealth of words, but picture books also offer 
children novel words which are embedded in dif-
ferent phrases and sentences. Children can learn 
new words and concepts which they rarely 
encounter in daily conversations (Dickinson, 
Griffith, Golinkoff, & Hirsch-Pasek, 2012; 
Larragueta & Ceballos-Viro, 2018; Liu, 2014). 
The picture book used in this study had simple 
illustrations and text, facilitating word learning. 
Fathers in this study worked within Vygotsky’s 
(1978) Zone of Proximal Development by help-
ing their children navigate the text and illustra-
tions by providing, for example, explanations, 
relating text and illustrations to child’s own expe-
riences, and actively engaging the child with the 
story. In turn, children showed an understanding 
of the story and illustrations by “inventing” their 
own words, similar to what the author of the book 
used does. This suggests that children can learn 
new words from books and can do so in a rela-
tively short time as the spontaneous use of pokes 
demonstrated.

Dickinson et  al. (2012) argue that children 
learn best when adults are responsive to them. A 
study conducted by Landry et al. (2012) showed 
that when mothers were more responsive during 
bookreading, the children became more engaged 
and used more complex language. In our study, 
we found associations between fathers’ responses 
and child responses. The type of non-immediate 
talk used by fathers was associated with the type 
of non-immediate talk used by their children. For 
example, when fathers used inferences, children 
tended to respond to those inferences and simi-
larly with other types of non-immediate talk. 
However, we also found that different types of 
non-immediate talk were related to one another; 
for example, when fathers used explanations, this 
was related to children’s general knowledge use, 
and father’s inferences were related to children’s 
use/response to meanings. This suggests that one 
type of non-immediate talk used by fathers is not 
necessarily related to the same type of non- 
immediate talk used by children. One type of 
non-immediate talk used by fathers seems to gen-
erate similar but also different types of non- 
immediate talk produced by children. Salo et al. 

(2016) also reported that when fathers used more 
labels or elicited labels from their children during 
bookreading, children often repeated the label 
provided or responded to the elicitation with a 
label.

Haden, Reese, and Fivush (1996) character-
ized parental talk during shared bookreading in 
terms of the level of distance from the text itself 
and the level of demand on the child to go beyond 
the text, which we identified as non-immediate 
talk. When parents use strategies such as asking 
children to make predictions or inferences, Haden 
et al. (1996) label these as high-level distancing 
as they are more cognitively demanding for chil-
dren (Vandermaas-Peeler et  al., 2011). Low- 
distancing strategies include less demanding 
questions such as asking the child to label a pic-
ture. The high-level cognitive demands were 
related to children’s story comprehension and 
receptive vocabulary (Haden et al., 1996). We did 
find that when fathers used more cognitively 
demanding strategies such as asking for explana-
tions or predictions or relating events to the 
child’s own experiences, children tended to 
respond to these questions as seen from correla-
tions between father and child non-immediate 
talk.

In summary, this study showed fathers actively 
engaging their children in a bookreading interac-
tion using a variety of strategies. Most fathers 
were very responsive to their children’s develop-
mental level and had a good understanding of 
what their child would and would not understand. 
Future studies could look at more longitudinal 
data to examine whether and how father-child 
interactions change over time and as the child’s 
language development progresses.

 Limitations

This study was rather small, and results should 
not be generalized to all fathers. Although all our 
recordings appeared to show fathers and children 
who were comfortable reading together, we did 
not ask fathers about the frequency with which 
they read to their child at home or their own read-
ing patterns. Future studies could include more 
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information on children’s home learning environ-
ment, including paternal and maternal bookread-
ing frequency.

In this study, fathers recorded themselves at 
home reading to their child with an audio 
recorder. We used this approach to minimize the 
potential intrusion of recording devices on the 
bookreading session. However, as there was no 
video available of the interaction, it was some-
times hard to determine precisely what fathers 
and children were doing (e.g., looking at a par-
ticular part of a picture). Future bookreading 
studies could include videotaping fathers and 
children, which would also provide opportunities 
to code the gestures produced during reading and 
talk and  to capture social-emotional elements 
like how and where fathers and children chose to 
sit while reading together. Additional “familiar-
ization” sessions may, however, be required to 
capture the naturalistic parent-child interaction 
style in the presence of a video camera.

 Summary and Key Points

The last decades have seen an increase in father 
engagement literature with studies showing how 
father involvement benefits child development 
(Lamb, 2010). Within the bookreading literature, 
it is important to acknowledge that fathers inter-
act differently with their children than mothers 
do (Duursma, 2016). Although comparisons 
between fathers and mothers can be helpful at 
times, they also run the risk of using mother-child 
interactions as the golden standard and compar-
ing fathers alongside it. There are many differ-
ences but also similarities in how fathers engage 
their children around a book. As there is so little 
research on what fathers actually do during 
bookreading, it is essential to study fathers on 
their own and not necessarily compare them with 
mothers as this runs the risk of looking at fathers 
from a deficit perspective.

Our study showed that fathers were actively 
engaging their children during a shared reading 
session. Fathers used a variety of strategies to 
discuss the book and the story with their young 
children. Many fathers used non-immediate talk 

to link the book to their child’s own experiences 
and to make inferences or provide general 
knowledge, thereby engaging their child at a 
cognitively challenging manner. Fathers were 
well attuned to children’s language level as dem-
onstrated by the questions fathers asked about 
the meaning of words or by the explanations pro-
vided about the story and difficult words.

It is important to enhance our understanding 
of how fathers are engaged with, and impact 
upon, their children’s development. More longi-
tudinal and in-depth studies on shared bookread-
ing are needed, including as children’s 
independent reading skills grow, to better under-
stand the long-term impact of positive father 
involvement on children’s language and literacy 
development.

References

Aram, D., & Aviram, S. (2009). Mothers’ storybook read-
ing and kindergartners; socioemotional and literacy 
development. Reading Psychology, 30, 175–194. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02702710802275348

Aram, D., Bergman Deitcher, D., & Adar, G. (2017). 
Understanding parents’ attitudes towards complexity 
in children’s books. Reading Horizons: A Journal of 
Literacy and Language Arts, 56(4), 3. Retrieved from 
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/reading_horizons/
vol56/iss4/3

Baker, C. E. (2013). Fathers’ and mothers’ home literacy 
environment and children’s cognitive and social emo-
tional development: Implications for family literacy 
programs. Applied Developmental Science, 17(4), 
184–197. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2013.83
6034

Baker, C.  E. (2014). African American fathers’ contri-
butions to children’s early academic achievement: 
Evidence from two-parent families from the Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study-Birth Cohort. Early 
Education and Development, 25, 19–35. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10409289.2013.764225

Baker, C.  E., Vernon-Feagans, L., & The Family Life 
Project Investigators. (2015). Fathers’ language 
input during shared book activities: Links to chil-
dren’s kindergarten achievement. Journal of Applied 
Developmental Psychology, 36, 53–59. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.11.009

Barnes, E., & Puccioni, J. (2017). Shared book read-
ing and preschool children’s academic achievement: 
Evidence from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study-Birth Cohort. Infant Child Development, 26, 
e2035. https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.2035

24 Fathers Talking and Reading with Their 3-Year-Olds During Shared Bookreading

https://doi.org/10.1080/02702710802275348
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/reading_horizons/vol56/iss4/3
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/reading_horizons/vol56/iss4/3
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2013.836034
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2013.836034
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2013.764225
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2013.764225
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.11.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2014.11.009
https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.2035


430

Barnyak, N.  C., & McNelly, T.  A. (2016). The literacy 
skills and motivation to read of children enrolled in 
Title 1: A comparison of electronic and print nonfic-
tion books. Early Childhood Education Journal, 44, 
527–536. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-015-0745-0

Beals, D. E., De Temple, J. M., & Dickinson, D. (1994). 
Talking and listening that support early literacy devel-
opment of children from low-income families. In 
D.  Dickinson (Ed.), Bridges to literacy: Approaches 
to supporting child and family literacy (pp.  30–40). 
Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell.

Blewitt, P., Rump, K. M., Shealy, S. E., & Cook, S. A. 
(2009). Shared book reading: When and how ques-
tions affect young children’s word learning. Journal 
of Educational Psychology, 101, 294–304. https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0013844

Bocknek, E.  L., Brophy-Herb, H.  E., Fitzgerald, H.  E., 
Schiffman, R.  F., & Vogel, C. (2014). Stability of 
biological father presence as a proxy for family sta-
bility: Cross-racial associations with the longitudinal 
development of emotion regulation in toddlerhood. 
Infant Mental Health Journal, 35, 309–321. https://
doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21454

Bracken, S.  S., & Fischel, J.  E. (2008). Family read-
ing behavior and early literacy skills in preschool 
children from low-income backgrounds. Early 
Education and Development, 19(1), 45–67. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10409280701838835

Breit-Smith, A., van Kleeck, A., Prendeville, J.  A., & 
Pan, W. (2017). Preschool children’s exposure to story 
grammar elements during parent-child book read-
ing. Journal of Research in Reading, 40(4), 345–364. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9817.12071

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). Ecology of human develop-
ment: Experiments by nature and design. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological models of human 
development. In T. Husen & T. N. Postelthwaite (Eds.), 
International encyclopedia of education (pp.  1642–
1647). Oxford, UK: Pergamon Press.

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. A. (2006). The bioeco-
logical model of human development. In R. M. Lerner 
& W. Damon (Eds.), Handbook of child psychology: 
Theoretical models of human development (pp. 793–
828). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Bruner, J. (1981). The social context of language acquisi-
tion. Language & Communication, 1(2/3), 155–178. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0271-5309(81)90010-0

Bunting, P. (2017). Mopoke. Gosford, NSW: Scholastic 
Australia.

Burgess, S.  R., Hech, S.  A., & Lonigan, C.  J. (2002). 
Relations of the home literacy environment (HLE) to 
the development of reading-related abilities: A one- 
year longitudinal study. Reading Research Quarterly, 
37(4), 408–426. https://doi.org/10.1598/RRQ.37.4.4

Büyüköztürk, Ş., Kiliç Çakmak, E., Akgün, Ö., Karadeniz, 
E., & Demirel, F. (2012). Scientific research methods. 
Ankara: Pegem Publishing.

Cabrera, N., Fitzgerald, H.  E., Bradley, R.  H., & 
Roggman, L. (2007). Modeling the dynamics of pater-
nal influences on children over the life course. Applied 
Development Science, 11(4), 185–189. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10888690701762027

Cabrera, N. J., Volling, B. L., & Barr, R. (2018). Fathers 
are parents, too! Widening the lens on parenting 
for children’s development. Child Development 
Perspectives, 12(3), 152–157. https://doi.org/10.1111/
cdep.12275

Cameron-Faulkner, T., & Noble, C. (2013). A com-
parison of book text and child directed speech. 
First Language, 33, 268–279. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0142723713487613.

Cano, Perales, & Baxter. (2018). A matter of time: Father 
involvement and child cognitive outcomes. Journal of 
Marriage and the Family, 81(1), 164–184. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jomf.12532

Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA). (2018). 
Book of the year awards  – Winners 2018. Retrieved 
June 12, 2019, from https://cbca.org.au/winners-2018

Clark, C. (2009). Why fathers matter to their children’s 
literacy. London: National Literacy Trust.

Connors, A. (2014). How music sets the tone for learning. 
Teaching young children, 7(5), 21–23.

De Temple, J., & Snow, C.  E. (2003). Learning words 
from books. In A. van Kleeck, S. A. Stahl, & E. B. 
Bauer (Eds.), On reading books to children: Parents 
and teachers (pp.  16–36). Mahway, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum.

Demir, Ö. E., Applebaum, L., Levine, S. C., Petty, K., & 
Goldin-Meadow, S. (2011). The story behind parent- 
child book-reading interactions: Specific relations to 
later language and reading outcomes. In Proceedings 
of the... Annual Boston University Conference 
on Language Development. Boston University 
Conference on Language Development (p. 157). NIH 
Public Access.

Dickinson, D.  K., Griffith, J.  A., Golinkoff, R.  M., & 
Hirsch-Pasek, K. (2012). How reading books fos-
ters language development around the world. Child 
Development Research, 2012, 1–15. https://doi.
org/10.1155/2012/602807

Duursma, E. (2016). Who does the reading, who the talk-
ing? Low-income fathers and mothers in the US inter-
acting around a picture book. First Language, 36(5), 
456–484. https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723716648849

Duursma, E., Pan, B. A., & Raikes, H. (2008). Predictors 
and outcomes of low-income fathers’ reading 
with their toddlers. Early Childhood Research 
Quarterly, 23(3), 351–365. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ecresq.2008.06.001

Farrant, B.  M., & Zubrick, S.  R. (2011). Early vocabu-
lary development: The importance of joint attention 
and parent-child book reading. First Language, 32, 
343–364. https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723711422626

Farrant, B. M., & Zubrick, S. R. (2013). Parent-child book 
reading across early childhood and child vocabulary in 

E. Duursma et al.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-015-0745-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0013844
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0013844
https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21454
https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21454
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280701838835
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280701838835
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9817.12071
https://doi.org/10.1016/0271-5309(81)90010-0
https://doi.org/10.1598/RRQ.37.4.4
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888690701762027
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888690701762027
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12275
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12275
https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723713487613.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723713487613.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12532
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12532
https://cbca.org.au/winners-2018
https://doi.org/10.1155/2012/602807
https://doi.org/10.1155/2012/602807
https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723716648849
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2008.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2008.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723711422626


431

the early school years: Findings from the Longitudinal 
Study of Australian Children. First Language, 33, 
280–293. https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723713487617

Flack, Z.  M., Field, A.  P., & Horst, J.  S. (2018). The 
effects of shared storybook reading on word learning: 
A meta-analysis. Developmental Psychology, 54(7), 
1334–1346. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000512

Fletcher, K., & Reese, E. (2005). Picture book read-
ing with young children: A conceptual framework. 
Developmental Review, 35, 64–103. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.dr.2004.08.009

Fletcher, R., & Daly, K. (2002). Fathers’ involvement 
in their children’s literacy development. Newcastle: 
Family Action Centre, University of Newcastle, 
Australia.

Foster, T. D., Froyen, L. A., Skibbe, L. E., Bowles, R. P., 
& Decker, K. B. (2016). Fathers’ and mothers’ home 
learning environments and children’s early academic 
outcomes. Reading & Writing, 29, 1845–1863. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s11145-016-9655-7

Goeke-Morey, M. C., & Cummings, E. M. (2007). Impact 
of father involvement: A closer look at indirect effects 
models involving marriage and child adjustment. 
Applied Developmental Science, 11, 221–225. https://
doi.org/10.1080/10888690701762126

Greenfield, P., & Beagles-Roos, J. (1988). Radio vs. 
television: Their cognitive impact on children of dif-
ferent socioeconomic and ethnic groups. Journal 
of Communication, 38(2), 71–92. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1988.tb02048.x

Haden, C. A., Reese, E., & Fivush, R. (1996). Mothers’ 
Extratextual comments during Storybook Reading: 
Stylistic Differences over Time and Across Texts. 
Discourse Processes, 21(2), 135–169. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01638539609544953

Halliday, M. A. K. (2004). The place of dialogue in chil-
dren’s construction of meaning. In R.  B. Ruddell & 
N. J. Unrau (Eds.), Theoretical models and processes 
of reading (5th ed.). Newark, DE: International 
Reading Association.

Hansen, D., & Milligan, S. A. (2012). Aural skills at the 
juncture of research in early reading and music liter-
acy. Music Educators Journal, 99(2), 75–80. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0027432112462894

Hartas, D. (2012). Inequality and the home learning envi-
ronment: Predictions about seven-year-olds’ language 
and literacy. British Educational Research Journal., 
38(5), 859–879. https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.20
11.588315

Hayes, D. P., & Ahrens, M. G. (1988). Vocabulary simpli-
fication for children: A special case of ‘motherese?’. 
Journal of Child Language, 15(2), 395–410. https://
doi.org/10.1017/S0305000900012411

Henderson, L., Devine, K., Weighall, A., & Gaskell, G. 
(2015). When the daffodat flew to the intergalactic 
zoo: Off-line consolidation is critical for word learn-
ing from stories. Developmental Psychology, 51(3), 
406–417. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038786

Heydon, R., McKee, L., & O’Neill, S. (2018). Singing 
our song: The affordance of singing in an intergen-

erational, multimodal literacy programme. Literacy, 
52(3), 128–136.

Hindman, A.  H., Connor, C.  M., Jewkes, A.  M., & 
Morrison, F.  J. (2008). Untangling the effects of 
shared book reading: Multiple factors and their asso-
ciations with preschool literacy outcomes. Early 
Childhood Research Quarterly, 23, 330–350. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2008.01.005

Hoffman, J., Teale, W. H., & Yokota, J. (2015). The book 
matters! Choosing narrative children’s literature to 
support read aloud discussion of complex texts in the 
early grades. Young Children, 70(4), 8–15.

Horst, J. S. (2013). Context and repetition in word learn-
ing. Frontiers in Psychology, 4, 149. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00149

Houston-Price, C., Howe, J. A., & Lintern, N. J. (2014). 
Once upon a time there as a fabulous funambulist: 
What children learn about the “high-level” vocabulary 
they encounter while listening to stories. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 5, 75. https://doi-org.exproxy.uow.edu.
au/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00075

Howard, S.  J., & Melhuish, E. (2017). An early years 
toolbox for assessing early executive function, lan-
guage, self-regulation, and social development: 
Validity, reliability, and preliminary norms. Journal 
of Psychoeducational Assessment, 35(3), 255–275. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0734282916633009

Huttenlocher, J., Vasilyeva, M., Cymerman, E., & Levine, 
S. (2002). Language input and child syntax. Cognitive 
Psychology, 45, 337–374. https://doi.org/10.1016/
S0010-0285(02)00500-5

Justice, L.  M., & Ezell, H.  K. (2000). Enhancing chil-
dren’s print and word awareness through home- 
based parent intervention. American Journal of 
Speech-Language Pathology, 9, 257–269. https://doi.
org/10.1044/1058-0360.0903.257

Justice, L. M., & Kaderavek, J. (2002). Using shared sto-
rybook reading to promote emergent literacy. Teaching 
Exceptional Children, 34(4), 8–13.

Karther, D. (2002). Fathers with low literacy and their 
young children. The Reading Teacher, 56, 184–193.

Lamb, M. E. (2010). The role of the father in child devel-
opment (5th ed.). New York, NY: Wiley.

Landry, S.  H., Smith, K.  E., Swank, P.  R., Zucker, 
T., Crawford, A.  D., & Solaris, E.  F. (2012). The 
effects of a responsive parenting intervention on 
parent-child interactions during shared book reading. 
Developmental Psychology, 48(4), 969–986. https://
doi.org/10.1037/a0026400

Larragueta, M., & Ceballos-Viro, I. (2018). What kind of 
book? Selecting picture books for vocabulary acquisi-
tion. The Reading Teacher, 72(1), 81–87. https://doi.
org/10.1002/trtr1681

Lefebvre, P., Trudeau, N., & Sutton, A. (2011). 
Enhancing vocabulary, print awareness and phono-
logical awareness through shared storybook read-
ing with low-income pre-schoolers. Journal of 
Early Childhood Literacy, 11, 453–479. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1468798411416581

24 Fathers Talking and Reading with Their 3-Year-Olds During Shared Bookreading

https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723713487617
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000512
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2004.08.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2004.08.009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11145-016-9655-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11145-016-9655-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888690701762126
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888690701762126
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1988.tb02048.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1988.tb02048.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01638539609544953
https://doi.org/10.1080/01638539609544953
https://doi.org/10.1177/0027432112462894
https://doi.org/10.1177/0027432112462894
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2011.588315
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2011.588315
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000900012411
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000900012411
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038786
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2008.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2008.01.005
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00149
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00149
https://doi-org.exproxy.uow.edu.au/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00075
https://doi-org.exproxy.uow.edu.au/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00075
https://doi.org/10.1177/0734282916633009
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0010-0285(02)00500-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0010-0285(02)00500-5
https://doi.org/10.1044/1058-0360.0903.257
https://doi.org/10.1044/1058-0360.0903.257
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026400
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026400
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr1681
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr1681
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468798411416581
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468798411416581


432

Liu, H. M. (2014). Lexical and acoustic features of mater-
nal utterances addressing preverbal infants in picture 
book reading link to 5-year-old children’s language 
development. Early Education and Development, 25, 
1103–1117. https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.8
99887

Lynch, J. (2002). Parents’ self-efficacy beliefs, par-
ents’ gender, children’s reader self-perceptions, 
reading achievement and gender. Journal of 
Research in Reading, 25, 54–67. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1467-9817.00158

Lyytinen, P., Laakso, M., & Poikkeus, A. (1998). Parental 
contribution to child’s early language and interests in 
book. European Journal of Psychology of Education, 
13, 297–308. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03172946

MacWhinney, B. (2000). The CHILDES project: Tools for 
analyzing talk. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Malin, J. L., Cabrera, N. J., & Rowe, M. L. (2014). Low- 
income minority mothers’ and fathers’ reading and 
children’s interest: Longitudinal contributions to chil-
dren’s receptive vocabulary skills. Early Childhood 
Research Quarterly, 29(4), 425–432. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2014.04.010

McGillion, M., Pine, J. M., Herbert, J. S., & Matthews, D. 
(2017). A randomized controlled trial to test the effect 
of promoting caregiver contingent talk on language 
development in infants from diverse socioeconomic 
status backgrounds. Journal of Child Psychology and 
Psychiatry, 58, 1122–1131. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jcpp.12725

Mol, S. E., & Bus, A. (2011). To read or not to read: A 
meta-analysis of print exposure from infancy to early 
adulthood. Psychological Bulletin, 137(2), 267–296. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021890

Mol, S. E., Bus, A. G., & de Jong, M. T. (2009). Interactive 
book reading in early education: A tool to stimulate 
print knowledge as well as oral language. Review of 
Educational Research, 79, 979–1007. https://doi.
org/10.3102/0034654309332561

Myrtil, M. J., Justice, L. M., & Jiang, H. (2019). Home- 
literacy environment of low-income rural fami-
lies: Associations with child- and caregiver-level 
characteristics. Journal of Applied Developmental 
Psychology, 60, 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
appdev.2018.10.002

Niklas, F., & Schneider, W. (2013). Home literacy envi-
ronment and the beginning of reading and spelling. 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, 38(1), 40–50. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j/cedpsych.2012.10.001

Ninio, A., & Snow, C. E. (1996). Pragmatic development. 
Boulder, CO: Westview.

Noble, C., Sala, G., Peter, M., Lingwood, J., Rowland, 
C., Gobet, F., et al. (2019). The impact of shared book 
reading on children’s language skills: A meta-analysis. 
Educational Research Review, 28, 100290. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.edurev.2019.100290

Noble, C.  H., Cameron-Faulkner, T., & Lieven, E. 
(2018). Keeping it simple: The grammatical prop-
erties of shared book reading. Journal of Child 

Language, 45(3), 753–766. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0305000917000447

Nutbrown, C., Clough, P., Stammers, L., Emblin, N., 
& Alston-Smith, S. (2019). Family literacy in pris-
ons: Fathers’ engagement with their young children. 
Research Papers in Education, 34(2), 169–191. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2017.1402085

Pentimonti, J. M., Zucker, T. A., & Justice, L. M. (2011). 
What are preschool teachers reading in their class-
rooms? Reading Psychology, 32(2), 197–236. https://
doi.org/10.1080/02702711003604484

Quach, J., Sarkadi, A., Napiza, N., Wake, M., Loughman, 
A., & Goldfeld, S. (2018). Do fathers’ home reading 
practices at age 2 predict child language and literacy at 
age 4? Academic Pediatrics, 18, 179–187. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.acap.2017.10.001

Raikes, H., Alexander Pan, B., Luze, G., Tamis-LeMonda, 
C. S., Brooks-Gunn, J., Constantine, J., et al. (2006). 
Mother–child book reading in low-income families: 
Correlates and outcomes during the first three years of 
life. Child Development, 77(4), 924–953. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00911.x

Reese, E., Cox, A., Harte, D., & McAnally, H. (2003). 
Diversity in adults’ style of reading books to children. 
In A. van Kleeck, S. A. Stahl, & E. B. Bauer (Eds.), 
On reading books to children: Parents and teachers 
(pp. 37–57). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Rowe, M.  L. (2012). A longitudinal investiga-
tion of the role of quantity and quality of child- 
directed speech in vocabulary development. Child 
Development, 83(5), 1762–1774. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2012.01805.x

Salo, V. C., Rowe, M. L., Leech, K. A., & Cabrera, N. J. 
(2016). Low-income fathers’ speech to toddlers dur-
ing book reading versus toy play. Journal of Child 
Language, 43, 1385–1399. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0305000915000550

Samuelsson, S., Byrne, B., Quain, P., Wadsworth, S., 
Corley, R., DeFries, J. C., et al. (2005). Environmental 
and genetic influences on prereading skills in 
Australia, Scandinavia, and the United States. Journal 
of Educational Psychology, 97, 705–722. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022-0663.97.4.705

Sarkadi, A., Kristiansson, R., Oberklaid, F., & Bremberg, 
S. (2008). Fathers’ involvement and children’s devel-
opmental outcomes: A systematic review of longitudi-
nal studies. Acta Paediatrica, 97, 153–158. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1651-2227.2007.00572.x

Schwab, J. F., Rowe, M. L., Cabrera, N., & Lew-Williams, 
C. (2018). Fathers’ repetition of words is coupled with 
children’s vocabularies. Journal of Experimental Child 
Psychology, 166, 437–450. https://doi.org/10/1016/j.
jecp.2017.09.012

Sénéchal, M. (1997). The differential effect of storybook 
reading on preschoolers’ acquisition of expressive and 
receptive vocabulary. Child Language, 24, 123–138. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000996003005

Snow, C. E. (1990). The development of definitial skill. 
Journal of Child Language, 17, 697710. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0305000900010953

E. Duursma et al.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.899887
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.899887
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9817.00158
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9817.00158
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03172946
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2014.04.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2014.04.010
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12725
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12725
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0021890
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654309332561
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654309332561
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2018.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2018.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j/cedpsych.2012.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2019.100290
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2019.100290
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000917000447
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000917000447
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2017.1402085
https://doi.org/10.1080/02702711003604484
https://doi.org/10.1080/02702711003604484
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2017.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acap.2017.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00911.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00911.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2012.01805.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2012.01805.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000915000550
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000915000550
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.97.4.705
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.97.4.705
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1651-2227.2007.00572.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1651-2227.2007.00572.x
https://doi.org/10/1016/j.jecp.2017.09.012
https://doi.org/10/1016/j.jecp.2017.09.012
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000996003005
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000900010953
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000900010953


433

Son, S.-H., & Morrison, F.  J. (2010). The nature and 
impact of changes in home learning environment on 
development of language and academic skills in pre-
school children. Developmental Psychology, 46(5), 
1103–1118.

Sparks, A., & Reese, E. (2012). From reminiscing to 
reading: Home contributions to children’s devel-
oping language and literacy in low-income fami-
lies. First Language, 33(1), 89–109. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0142723711433583

Thierry, K.  L., & Sparks, A. (2019). Latino families 
engage in elaborative conversations: Effects on 
children’s recall and vocabulary. Journal of Child 
and Family Studies, 28, 2297–2311. https://doi.
org/10.1007/210826-019-01446-0

Townsend, M.  L., Kelly, M.  A., Pickard, J.  A., Larkin, 
T. A., Flood, V. M., Caputi, P., et al. (2019). Illawarra 
born cross-generational health study: Feasibility of 
a multi-generational birth cohort study. Pilot and 
Feasibility Studies, 5, 1–32. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s40814-019-0418

Van Kleeck, A., Gillam, R. B., Hamilton, L., & McGrath, 
C. (1997). The relationship between middle-class par-
ents’ book-sharing discussion and their preschoolers’ 
language development. Journal of Speech, Language 
and Hearing Research, 40, 1261–1271. https://doi.
org/10.1044/jslhr.4006.1261

Van Tonder, B., Alison, A., & Nicholson, T. (2019). Not 
just storybook reading: Exploring the relationship 
between home literacy environment and literate cul-
tural capital among 5-year-old children as they start 
school. Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 
42(2), 87–102. https://search.informit.com.au/docume
ntSummary;dn=391279468267528;res=IELHSS>

Vandermaas-Peeler, M., Sassine, B., Price, C., & 
Brilhart, C. (2011). Mothers’ and fathers’ guid-
ance behaviors during storybook reading. Journal of 

Early Childhood Literacy, 12, 415–442. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1468798411417381

Varghese, C., & Wachen, J. (2016). The determinants of 
father involvement and connections to children’s lit-
eracy and language outcomes: A review of literature. 
Marriage & Family Review, 52, 331–359. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01494929.2015.1099587

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development 
of higher psychological processes. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.

Wasik, B.  A., Hindman, A.  H., & Snell, E.  K. (2016). 
Book reading and vocabulary development: A system-
atic review. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 37, 
39–57. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecres1.2016.04.003

Whitehurst, G.  J. (1994). A picture book reading inter-
vention in day care and home for children from low- 
income families. Developmental Psychology, 30, 
679–689. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.30.5.679

Williams, S. E., & Horst, J. S. (2014). Goodnight book: 
Sleep consolidation improves word learning via sto-
rybooks. Frontiers in Psychology, 5, 184. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00184

Winters, K. L., & Griffin, S. (2014). Singing is a celebra-
tion of language using music to enhance young chil-
dren’s vocabularies. Language and Literacy, 16(3), 
78–91.

Yazici, E., & Bolay, H. (2017). Story based activi-
ties enhance literacy skills in preschool children. 
Universal Journal of Educational Research, 5(5), 
815–823. https://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2017.050528

Zevenbergen, A. A., & Whitehurst, G. J. (2003). Dialogic 
reading: A shared picture book reading interven-
tion for preschoolers. In A. van Kleeck, S. A. Stahl, 
& E. B. Bauer (Eds.), On reading books to children: 
Parents and teachers (pp.  177–202). Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum.

24 Fathers Talking and Reading with Their 3-Year-Olds During Shared Bookreading

https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723711433583
https://doi.org/10.1177/0142723711433583
https://doi.org/10.1007/210826-019-01446-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/210826-019-01446-0
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40814-019-0418
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40814-019-0418
https://doi.org/10.1044/jslhr.4006.1261
https://doi.org/10.1044/jslhr.4006.1261
https://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=391279468267528;res=IELHSS>
https://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=391279468267528;res=IELHSS>
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468798411417381
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468798411417381
https://doi.org/10.1080/01494929.2015.1099587
https://doi.org/10.1080/01494929.2015.1099587
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecres1.2016.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.30.5.679
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00184
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00184
https://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2017.050528


435

25Fathers and Children’s Executive 
Function

Alyssa S. Meuwissen

Executive function (EF) is increasingly recog-
nized as crucial for children’s success. Therefore, 
establishing antecedents has become a high pri-
ority so that they can be leveraged to build EF 
skills (Blair, 2016; Diamond & Lee, 2011). 
Research linking the quality of parenting and 
child executive function (EF) has been rapidly 
accumulating over the last decade (Carlson, 
2005). However, although there is robust correla-
tional evidence that multiple dimensions of 
maternal parenting are linked to child EF, fathers 
and father figures rarely have been included in 
this research.

This is problematic because fathers are signifi-
cant contributors to children’s caregiving envi-
ronments and thus need to be included in research 
to fully understand the family system in which a 
child develops. Sixty-nine percent of children in 
the USA live with two parents (U.  S. Census 
Bureau, 2016), and 98% of nonresidential fathers 
have some contact with their children (Jones & 
Mosher, 2013). In 2016, there were approxi-
mately 28,000 same-sex male couples raising 
children in the USA. Sociological changes across 
the past 40 years, including substantial increases 
in the number of women in the workforce, have 
resulted in fathers becoming more involved with 
their young children (Cabrera, Volling, & Barr, 

2018). These shifts have redefined the roles of 
both fathers and mothers as parents as they adapt 
to each other and to these new demands of the 
environment that require greater flexibility in role 
expectations (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & 
Roggman, 2014; Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 
2006).

Bioecological theory suggests that fathers are 
a part of the microsystem of family interrelation-
ships that occur transactionally over time (Volling 
et al., 2019) and thus need to be included when 
studying child development. Additionally, moth-
ers and fathers, as members of this microsystem, 
affect and adapt to each other, shaping the overall 
caregiving context (Bronfenbrenner  & Morris, 
2006). The current direct and indirect effects of 
both mothers and fathers need to be integrated 
into theory and research to fully understand par-
enting as a context of child development (Cabrera 
et al., 2018; Lucassen et al., 2015). This is also 
crucial to influence changes in policy away from 
gender-stereotyped expectations for parents 
(Panter-Brick et  al., 2014). Recent research 
shows that fathers have direct and indirect effects 
on their children’s development (reviewed in 
Barker, Iles, & Ramchandani, 2017; Cabrera 
et al., 2018) and that men’s parenting styles and 
values are varied and nuanced (Panter-Brick 
et al., 2014). In sum, it is not a reasonable short-
hand to make conclusions about “parenting” 
without studying both mothers and fathers, 
including in same-sex parenting couples, and 
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giving both genders of parents their due as impor-
tant influences on their children. Research that 
only includes mothers should be explicitly titled 
as such, and the exclusion of fathers should be 
acknowledged as a limitation.

This chapter focuses specifically on father 
impacts on executive function. Executive func-
tion (EF) refers to a set of higher level thinking 
skills that enable people to control their behavior 
and emotions and direct them toward long-term 
goals rather than what is automatic or easiest. 
The construct of EF is closely related to other 
terms such as self-regulation, effortful control, 
and emotion regulation. EF involves the ability to 
effectively integrate bottom-up (reactive) and 
top-down (reflective) processes (Blair, 2016; 
Zelazo, 2015). EF is commonly described in 
terms of three main components: working mem-
ory (holding and manipulating information in 
one’s mind), cognitive flexibility (switching 
between rules and adapting thinking to different 
situations), and inhibitory control (stopping 
impulsive behaviors; for review, see Carlson, 
Zelazo, & Faja, 2013). Especially in younger 
children (ages 2–5), EFs have also been found to 
vary along a hot-cool dimension, with hot execu-
tive function activated in situations that are highly 
motivating and emotional, such as tasks in which 
one must delay or inhibit approaching a desirable 
reward, and cool executive function activated in 
situations that do not have a strong emotional 
component, such as rule switching or memory 
tasks (Carlson, White, & Davis-Unger, 2014; 
Kim, Nordling, Yoon, Boldt, & Kochanska, 2013; 
Willoughby, Kupersmidt, Voegler-Lee, & Bryant, 
2011; Zelazo & Carlson, 2012). The develop-
ment of executive function is tied to the develop-
ment of the brain’s prefrontal cortex, which lasts 
from birth into young adulthood, with a period of 
rapid development between ages 2 and 5. 
Executive function is influenced by a variety of 
factors, from biological to social (Blair & 
Diamond, 2008).

Executive function skills have a foundational 
role in academic readiness and behavioral and 
social competence. When children are unable to 
coordinate their emotional arousal and cognitive 
control systems, they cannot function effectively 

in school and peer contexts (Blair & Diamond, 
2008). Supporting the development of EF in the 
early preschool years could have a cascading 
effect, promoting a variety of crucial skills such 
as math and literacy abilities, theory of mind, and 
emotion regulation (Masten et  al., 2012; 
McClelland et  al., 2007). Indeed, EF in early 
childhood is associated with outcomes across the 
life span, such as income, educational attainment, 
social skills, mental and physical health, and 
criminal offenses (Mischel et  al., 2011; Moffitt 
et al., 2011).

Because EF has such significance in children’s 
and adults’ lives, it is important to understand 
causal influences on its development. To fully do 
so, we must include fathers as a contributor to 
children’s development. When a family consists 
of two parents, using one parent as a proxy for 
the home environment limits the power to detect 
effects on children (Cowan, Cowan, Pruett, & 
Pruett, 2019), misses the opportunity for a 
nuanced understanding of the family system, and 
may overestimate the effects of mothers if they 
do not control for the influence of fathers.

This chapter reviews (1) theory around why 
parenting generally and fathers specifically mat-
ter for child EF development, (2) empirical evi-
dence for links between mother and father 
parenting and EF, (3) research on these processes 
for families facing risks and challenges, and (4) 
implications for interventions. In this chapter, I 
will use the terms “father” and “fathering” to rep-
resent all male parenting figures, with the 
acknowledgment that one does not need to be a 
biological or legal father to have an impact on a 
child in one’s care.

 Theoretical Basis for a Link Between 
Parenting and Child EF

There are three major developmental theories 
that have proposed a link between parenting and 
child EF: Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, self- 
determination theory, and attachment theory. 
These theories are important in providing a foun-
dation for understanding mechanisms by which 
parents, both mothers and fathers, may influence 
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their children’s cognitive development. While 
much of the research resulting from these theo-
ries has focused on mothers, many of the pro-
posed mechanisms could generalize to fathers as 
well. These theories form a useful base from 
which to examine possible similarities and differ-
ences between mothers and fathers.

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory Vygotsky 
proposed that adult-child interactions are the 
foundational context for children to actively build 
their thinking and regulation abilities. By inter-
nalizing, transforming, and reorganizing the 
problem solving skills they use during these 
interactions, children are gradually able to use 
their own executive function to control their 
social, emotional, and cognitive processes with-
out the help of the adult. Language is viewed as a 
crucial component of mental processes, in that 
children use speech to regulate their behavior. 
The adult’s main role in the regulation of joint 
activity is to provide assistance at an appropriate 
level slightly ahead of the child’s competence so 
that a child can progress toward independence 
(Vygotsky, 1978; Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). 
Wood (1980) termed the role of the adult in this 
process “scaffolding,” where the adult matches 
their help to the child’s ability.

Self-Determination Theory Self-determination 
theory (SDT) has also focused on scaffolding- 
type behaviors, using the label autonomy sup-
port. This theory proposes that there are three 
universal human needs: autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness, which are necessary for motiva-
tion and well-being. Autonomy support is the 
component of parenting in self-determination 
theory research that has been most consistently 
associated with positive child outcomes (Grolnick 
& Farkas, 2002) and is predictive from infancy 
through adolescence (Joussemet, Landry, & 
Koestner, 2008). Similar to the construct of scaf-
folding, autonomy support involves meeting a 
child at their current developmental needs: allow-
ing the child to do all they are capable of and then 
providing any additional support needed to meet 
a goal. Autonomy supportive behaviors include 
supporting children to be independent in problem- 

solving, providing reasons and explanations for 
requests, taking the child’s perspective and 
acknowledging feelings, offering and encourag-
ing choices, being low on controlling techniques, 
and allowing children to participate in decisions 
(Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Joussemet et al., 2008).

Autonomy supportive parenting allows chil-
dren to use their cognitive skills to their highest 
ability, provides experience with successful 
problem- solving, and gives opportunities to prac-
tice EF skills such as planning ahead, making 
decisions, and monitoring their own errors, which 
rely on reflective thinking and self-regulation 
(Zelazo, 2004). The opposite, controlling parent-
ing, is thought to be detrimental to EF because it 
undermines internal motivation, denies children 
an active role, and prevents opportunities to cause 
and self-evaluate effects on the environment 
(Meuwissen & Carlson, 2015).

Attachment Theory Attachment theory pro-
vides another framework to consider why early 
relationships are a critical factor in the develop-
ment of EF.  One of Bowlby’s main hypotheses 
was that high-quality parenting leads to secure 
attachment and thus a variety of positive develop-
mental outcomes, whereas low-quality parenting 
results in an insecure attachment and negative 
outcomes (Bowlby, 1970). Ideally, children are 
first regulated by a sensitive, responsive parent 
who correctly identifies and interprets a child’s 
signals and reacts contingently and appropriately 
(Eshel, Daelmans, Cabral de Mello, & Martines, 
2006). This external regulation then becomes a 
prototype for later self-regulation (Sroufe, 1990).

For internalization to occur, attachment fig-
ures need to be both a secure base (a base from 
which the child can go out and explore the 
environment) and a safe haven (a place to 
return for comfort when exploring the environ-
ment becomes stressful or frightening; Bowlby, 
1988). These two roles need to cycle back and 
forth: once the child is comforted, they are able 
to return to exploring the environment. 
Through this process, children gradually 
become less  dependent on their parents as they 
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learn self-regulation (Drake, Belsky, & Fearon, 
2014). This is key for cognitive development 
because having a secure base in whom the 
child trusts allows the child to explore the envi-
ronment, gain skills in problem- solving, and 
develop mastery motivation, rather than devot-
ing resources to anxiously monitor their care-
giver’s availability (Bowlby, 1970; Moss, 
Gosselin, Parent, Rousseau, & Dumont, 1997). 
Although Bowlby (1969) recognized the devel-
opment of secondary attachment figures, the 
majority of research in the attachment tradition 
has focused solely on mothers as primary 
attachment figures.

The three theories discussed above all propose 
that adult-child interactions are a primary context 
for children to learn regulation. Parents are ini-
tially responsible for regulation, and this must be 
gradually internalized by the child to achieve 
self-regulated behavior. The theories agree that 
the parent needs to carefully monitor and adjust 
to the child’s state and that the parent leads the 
child toward self-regulation by giving the child 
appropriate responsibility and control over their 
actions (Grolnick & Farkas, 2002; Moss et  al., 
1997). A major weakness of this literature is a 
lack of inclusion of fathers in the research and 
little thinking about how mothers and fathers 
may work together or interact to support a child’s 
developing self-regulation.

While these three theories continue to gener-
ate research, thinking on the relationship between 
caregiving and EF has more recently been bol-
stered by new research incorporating biological 
and neurological processes. EF is now thought to 
be transferred from parent to child through inter-
dependent genetic and environmental processes, 
including parenting (Barker et al., 2017; Bridgett, 
Burt, Edwards, & Deater-Deckard, 2015). The 
protracted development of the brain regions 
involved in EF may indicate an extended period 
of sensitivity to social influences (Hackman & 
Farah, 2009), and these regions are indeed 
affected by the quality of parental care and the 
aspects of the home environment (Hackman, 
Gallop, Evans, & Farah, 2015). The plasticity of 
EF in the preschool years (about 3–5 years old) 
suggests that parenting may be especially critical 

during this period, and therefore, interventions 
during early childhood may have a greater effect 
than later in the child’s life (Zelazo & Carlson, 
2012).

 Empirical Evidence for Mother 
and Father Effects on EF

In this section, I will first review what is known 
about mother impacts on child EF, to overview 
the current state of the field. Next, I will explore 
what is known about father effects.

 Research Evidence for Maternal 
Autonomy Support/Scaffolding 
and Child EF

The Vygotskian and SDT theories have been sup-
ported in that autonomy support (vs. control), 
typically measured through observed mother- 
child interactions or self-report surveys, is the 
maternal parenting dimension that most consis-
tently predicts child EF, both in lab tasks and 
rated behavior (Bernier, Carlson, & Whipple, 
2010; Fay-Stammbach, Hawes, & Meredith, 
2014; Karreman, van Tuijl, van Aken, & Dokovic, 
2006). These findings hold even when control-
ling for other aspects of parenting such as warmth 
and cognitive stimulation (Bernier et  al., 2010; 
Bindman, Pomerantz, & Roisman. 2015). 
Maternal autonomy support is related to chil-
dren’s performance on both cool (e.g., Bernier 
et  al., 2010) and hot (e.g., Grolnick, Kurowski, 
McMenamy, Rivkin, & Bridges, 1998) EF tasks 
and predicts child EF above and beyond parent 
EF (Distefano, Gallinsky, McClelland, Zelazo, & 
Carlson, 2018). Multiple studies have found that 
autonomy support predicts child EF across the 
toddler and preschool years, with language at an 
intermediate time point mediating some of the 
relations (e.g., Hammond, Muller, Carpendale, 
Bibok, & Liebermann-Finestone, 2012; Matte- 
Gagne & Bernier, 2011). There is also evidence 
that autonomy supportive parenting predicts aca-
demic achievement into high school because of 
links with early EF, even when controlling for 
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child temperament, mother education, and other 
dimensions of mother parenting (Bindman et al., 
2015).

 Research Evidence for Maternal 
Sensitivity/Responsivity/Attachment 
and Child EF

Early research found that securely attached tod-
dlers and preschoolers showed more competence, 
persistence, problem-solving skills, and coopera-
tion during mother-child problem-solving tasks 
compared to insecure counterparts (Matas, 
Arend, & Sroufe, 1978; Moss et al., 1997). While 
early research typically relied on small-scale 
studies with limited racial and socioeconomic 
diversity, recently, multiple large-scale longitudi-
nal studies of more representative samples have 
found that attachment security and sensitive par-
enting in infancy (measured by observed parent- 
child interactions) predict EF performance 
through elementary school (Drake et  al., 2014; 
Sulik et al., 2015). Findings have also linked sen-
sitive/responsive parenting to EF in the preschool 
years in multiple samples facing heightened risk 
(Brophy-Herb, Stansbury, Bocknek, & 
Horodynski, 2012; Camerota et  al., 2015). In a 
longitudinal study, adults with histories of secure 
attachment could better regulate frustration and 
aggression and showed coping patterns charac-
terized by persistence and flexibility (Sroufe, 
2005). These findings support attachment theo-
ry’s hypothesis that children who have a stable, 
supportive caregiver early in life are more able to 
deploy their cognitive resources to exploration 
and problem-solving and can gradually internal-
ize self-regulation. Additionally, animal literature 
has persuasively shown that sensitive, responsive 
care has lasting effects on offspring adjustment 
and behavioral and physiological regulation 
(reviewed in Bridgett et al., 2015).

Conclusions About Mother Parenting The 
links between child EF and both mother auton-
omy support and sensitivity have been corrobo-
rated by multiple high-quality, longitudinal 
studies, including large-sample studies. This 

research has been done in diverse populations 
with various risk factors. Meta-analyses show 
that there is solid evidence of a nontrivial relation 
between these maternal parenting dimensions 
and child EF (Fay-Stammbach et  al., 2014; 
Karreman et al., 2006).

 What We Know About the Father 
Parenting-Child EF Link

While the links between mother parenting and 
child EF have a solid evidence base, we still have 
much to learn about the effect fathers have on 
children’s EF. Cabrera et al. (2014) have identi-
fied three ways in which issues related to father 
vs. mother parenting have been studied: focusing 
on similarities, focusing on differences, and 
focusing on how mothers and father complement 
each other. In the following sections, I have used 
these three themes, with the addition of focusing 
on quantity of father involvement, to organize the 
research that has been done around fathers and 
child EF. Because very few studies have exam-
ined father parenting in relation to EF specifi-
cally, I also draw on evidence from broader 
cognitive and social outcomes in this review.

Theme 1: Individual Variation in Quality of 
Father Parenting Affects Child Outcomes, in 
Similar Ways to Mothers This first theme 
reflects research suggesting that the impact of 
fathers may not be qualitatively different from 
that of mothers, but that fathers are similarly 
important (e.g., Grolnick & Farkas, 2002). It pro-
poses that fathers meaningfully vary on parenting 
dimensions such as autonomy support and sensi-
tivity, as mothers do, and these variations have 
implications for development. Shannon et  al. 
(2002) argue that variations among fathers need 
to be emphasized rather than only looking at 
mean differences between mothers and fathers, 
which can lead to stereotyped views of fathers as 
only engaging in rough-and-tumble play.

Evidence for Similar Effects from Fathers and 
Mothers on General Development Both  positive 
(e.g., sensitivity) and negative (e.g., restrictive, 
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harsh parenting) father behaviors have been asso-
ciated with a variety of cognitive and social out-
comes (e.g., Cabrera et al., 2011, 2018; Grolnick 
& Farkas, 2002; Magill-Evans, Harrison, Rempel, 
& Slater, 2006), even in interactions with chil-
dren as young as 3 months (Ramchandani et al., 
2013). Fathers’ and mothers’ supportive parent-
ing independently predict language and cognitive 
outcomes in early childhood (Shannon, Tamis-
LeMonda, London, & Cabrera, 2002; Tamis-
LeMonda, Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004). 
Children develop independent attachments to 
their mother and father, and secure attachments 
to fathers have been linked to a variety of child 
outcomes (reviewed in Dagan & Sagi-Schwartz, 
2018). In many cases, father parenting remains a 
significant predictor even when taking mother 
parenting into account (Coley et al., 2011; Cowan 
et al., 2019; Tamis- LeMonda et al., 2004). There 
is also evidence that the quality of father-child 
interactions has stronger effects on cognitive 
development than quantity of involvement 
(Easterbrooks & Goldberg, 1984; Meuwissen & 
Carlson, 2015; Shannon et al. 2002).

Evidence for Similar Effects from Fathers and 
Mothers on EF Development Most of the 
research that has been done tying father parenting 
to specific EF outcomes has focused on and 
found evidence for similarities between mother 
and father effects. Three studies have found that 
father sensitive/responsive parenting in toddler-
hood during play interactions is linked to later 
preschool EF lab tasks (Bernier, Carlson, 
Deschenes, & Matte-Gagne, 2012; Kochanska, 
Askan, Prisco, & Adams, 2008; Towe-Goodman 
et  al., 2014). On average, mothers and fathers 
show equivalent levels of autonomy support 
when doing a puzzle with their child (Connor 
et  al., 1997; Meuwissen & Carlson, 2019), and 
one study found the effect of autonomy support 
on observed child self-regulation did not differ 
by parent gender (Meuwissen & Carlson, 2019). 
Meuwissen and Carlson (2015) found that father 
autonomy support with their 3-year-olds was 
linked to concurrent child EF lab tasks, indepen-
dent of child general IQ and father EF, as well as 
predictive of a school readiness composite 

(including EF measures) 2 years later (Meuwissen 
& Carlson, 2018). Bernier et al. (2012) showed a 
combined measure of maternal- and paternal- 
child interactions contributed to the prediction of 
cool EF at 3 years old but did not examine effects 
of mother and father parenting separately. Self- 
reports of parenting behaviors (e.g., monitoring, 
discipline, and autonomy; bonding) from both 
mothers and fathers have been significantly 
linked to early childhood EF measured via lab 
tasks (de Cock et al., 2017; Roskam, Stievenart, 
Meunier, & Noel, 2014) and parent report 
(Lucassen et  al., 2015). These findings support 
the idea that quality of fathering contributes to 
the development of child EF in the preschool 
years in similar ways to mothers.

Theme 2: Fathers Provide Unique Experiences, 
Especially in Play A second theme represents 
research on qualities of father-child interactions 
that are unique from mother-child interactions, 
which may promote cognitive and EF develop-
ment (e.g., Grossmann, Grossmann, Kindler, & 
Zimmermann, 2008; Paquette, 2004). One of the 
most commonly studied differences between 
mothers and fathers is in the context of play. 
Paquette and colleagues have proposed a theory 
about the importance of father-child play in 
which they suggest that in contrast to the mother- 
child attachment relationship that focuses on 
comforting the child, the most important dimen-
sion of a father-child attachment relationship is 
the concept of activation (operationalized as 
stimulation and overcoming fears), especially 
present in rough-and-tumble play. Grossman 
et al. (2008) agree that in a review of studies, the 
key marker of secure attachment in father-child 
relationships is for the father to be a trusted, 
dependable companion when the child faces 
challenging situations in play.

Compared to mothers, fathers tend to have a 
stronger playmate role (Cabrera & Roggman, 
2017), and their play tends to be more physical, 
vigorous, state disrupting, surprising, and 
 unpredictable (Fletcher, St. George, & Freeman, 
2013; John, Halliburton & Humphrey, 2013; 
Lamb, 2004). Interestingly, one study found that 
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although these differences were present, fathers 
and mothers overall showed equal emotional 
availability (John et al., 2013). There also is evi-
dence that mothers’ and fathers’ play has some 
similar characteristics, with mothers and fathers 
rated as having equal playfulness during free play 
(operationalized as creativity, imagination, 
humor, and curiosity; Cabrera et al., 2017). One 
key difference may be that father play gives chil-
dren more experience with high levels of arousal, 
which may be important for cognitive stimulation 
and practice with skills such as regulating behav-
ior, managing impulses and strong emotions, and 
coping with frustration (Fletcher et  al., 2013; 
Grossmann et al., 2008). However, this literature 
has significant limitations in that mother rough- 
and- tumble play has not been observationally 
explored, so it is difficult to draw direct compari-
sons (Cabrera et al., 2017).

Evidence for Unique Effects of Fathers on 
General Development High-quality rough-and- 
tumble father-child play has been associated with 
fewer conduct, peer, and emotional problems in 
the early school years (Flanders, Leo, Paquette, 
Pihl, & Seguin, 2009; Fletcher et  al., 2013; 
Grossmann et al., 2008). For father-child dyads, 
quality of physical play is a better predictor of 
child socioemotional outcomes than is attach-
ment (Dumont & Paquette, 2013). Fathers who 
appropriately controlled and structured rough- 
and- tumble play in an observed interaction had 
children who were rated as less aggressive (by 
father report; Flanders et al., 2009).

Evidence for Unique Effects of Fathers on EF 
Development There has been very limited 
research on unique father contributions to child 
EF.  In one study investigating physical play 
(Meuwissen & Carlson, 2018), fathers (N = 89, 
majority White, middle class) interacted with 
their 5-year-old children in two contexts. The 
first was an indoor gym with various playground 
equipment (e.g., monkey bars, slide, small bas-
ketball hoop), and the second was a seated puzzle 
task, which was coded for autonomy support 

(using a self-determination theory lens; Whipple, 
Bernier & Mageau, 2011). Children were 
assessed on a school readiness composite, which 
included lab tasks of EF, literacy, and numeracy. 
Findings showed that father overstimulation in 
gym play (an observational measure of fathers 
pushing children to do things the child found 
scary or overwhelming) was negatively corre-
lated to the concurrent child school readiness 
composite, with a medium effect size. Previous 
measurement of father autonomy support at age 3 
longitudinally predicted the age 5 school readi-
ness composite, but concurrent autonomy sup-
port at age 5 did not. This suggests that the 
physical play context, where there are demands 
to regulate during exciting situations such as 
climbing or wrestling, may be more relevant for 
father-child dyads in the later preschool years 
than the calmer puzzle task. Recognizing fathers’ 
role as an important regulator in exciting play 
interactions could lead to new intervention tar-
gets that have not previously been explored.

Theme 3: The Quantity of Father Involvement 
Is Important for Child Outcomes The third 
theme is that the amount of time fathers spend 
with children is associated with positive outcomes. 
Lamb (2004) suggested that children who have a 
lot of interaction with both parents, especially with 
parents who differ in their parenting styles, may be 
exposed to a wider range of stimulation. This 
could promote EF by requiring greater mental 
flexibility and frequent rule switching. This 
hypothesis suggests that children who have two 
highly involved parents should have the best cog-
nitive and EF outcomes. Lower quantity of 
involvement is often cited as a possible reason 
when father behavior is more weakly linked to 
child outcomes than mother behavior, yet mea-
sures of maternal and paternal involvement are not 
often included in such studies (e.g., Kochanska 
et  al., 2008, Magill-Evans et  al., 1999). It will 
therefore be important to conduct studies that 
include the quality and quantity of parenting from 
both parents to separate out the effects of these two 
variables and assess the validity of these claims.
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Evidence for Effects of Quantity of Father 
Involvement on General Development In a 
review of longitudinal evidence on the effect of 
father involvement, Sarkadi et  al. (2008) con-
cluded higher amounts of father-child interaction 
enhance cognitive, social, and behavioral out-
comes. Children of more involved fathers show 
better problem-solving skills, less externalizing 
behavior (Grolnick & Farkas, 2002), and lower 
likelihood of cognitive delay (Bronte-Tinkew, 
Carrano, Horowitz, & Kinukawa, 2008). 
Preschoolers with two supportive parents score 
highest on cognitive outcomes like the Bayley 
Mental Development Index (Ryan, Martin, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2006). Easterbrooks and Goldberg 
(1984) found that father involvement was related 
to optimal child development, independently of 
observed parenting characteristics, although 
including both types of measures accounted for 
the most variance. There is also some animal evi-
dence for this hypothesis: when rhesus monkey 
infants were reared with both their mothers and 
fathers (not the typical arrangement for adult 
male monkeys), they were more intelligent, con-
fident, and mentally flexible (Harlow, Harlow, & 
Suomi, 1971).

Evidence for Effects of Quantity of Father 
Involvement on EF Development I am not 
aware of any published studies that have linked 
quantity of father involvement to specific EF 
tasks. Meuwissen and Carlson (2015) found that 
in two-parent, mostly White middle class fami-
lies, father involvement (measured via survey) 
was concurrently correlated with father auton-
omy support, and father autonomy support was 
associated with their 3-year-old children’s EF, 
but there was no significant relation between 
father involvement and children’s EF.  This was 
contrary to previous literature showing positive 
effects of father involvement on cognitive devel-
opment. Multiple interpretations of the correla-
tion between father quality (e.g., autonomy 
support) and quantity of parenting are possible: 
that fathers who spend more time with their chil-
dren are therefore able to develop higher-quality 
parenting skills, or that fathers with higher- 

quality parenting spend more time with their 
children, because they may find it more enjoy-
able or feel more effective. Additionally, related 
variables such as child temperament or mother 
behavior could be part of this relationship. More 
work needs to be done to understand the interre-
lations between father involvement, parenting 
quality, and child EF.

Theme 4: Fathers Have Effects on the Family 
System, Interdependent with Other Caregiver 
Effects This theme has arisen from family sys-
tems theory suggesting that the network of care-
giving relationships a child has (which could 
include mothers, fathers, and other care provid-
ers) does not act independently but rather col-
lectively to impact child outcomes (e.g., Dagan 
& Sagi-Schwartz, 2018). This view suggests 
that the most useful lines of research will inte-
grate fathers and mothers into understanding 
overall family functioning. Palkovitz (2013) and 
colleagues note that the construct of co-parent-
ing reflects a nuanced system where variables 
such as father involvement, mother-father rela-
tionships, parent gender roles, and child out-
comes all interact across time. When Cowan 
et  al. (2009) outlined aspects of family life 
related to father engagement, they included fac-
tors such as the quality of relationships between 
parents and the pattern of caregiver-child rela-
tionships transmitted across generations, indi-
cating that relationships affect relationships and 
do not act on children independently. Fathers 
are important in father-child interactions, but 
also as partners and co-parents (Cowan et  al., 
2019). It should also be acknowledged that there 
is significant evidence of bidirectional relation-
ships between parent and child behavior show-
ing that a child shapes parents and vice versa 
(Kiel & Kalomiris, 2015; Meuwissen, & Carlson 
2018).

Evidence for Interdependent Father/Mother 
Effects on General Development There is sub-
stantial evidence that the quality of the co- 
parenting relationship is important for child 
outcomes such as psychological adjustment and 
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academic outcomes (Palkovitz, Fagan, & Hull, 
2013; Teubert & Pinquart, 2010). In reviewing 
the literature and finding that father effects on 
emotion regulation tend to be weaker and are 
more often moderated by other family variables 
than mother effects, Kiel and Kalomiris (2015) 
have suggested that mother parenting has a 
direct impact on children whereas father parent-
ing is absorbed into general family climate. 
Dagan and Sagi-Schwartz (2018) have identi-
fied unanswered questions in the field of attach-
ment research about how attachments to 
multiple parenting figures may interact with one 
another, which are important to move the attach-
ment field beyond a sole focus on mothers.

Overall, more research needs to be done to 
form a coherent picture of how mother and father 
effects work together to influence child 
outcomes.

Evidence for Interdependent Father/Mother 
Effects on EF Development Feinberg (2003) 
suggested that co-parents who have a hostile rela-
tionship may be less able to provide their chil-
dren with external regulation, thus limiting 
children’s ability to learn self-regulation. This 
idea has been supported by one study that found 
that toddlers from families characterized by 
higher co-parenting cooperation and warmth 
showed more positive and less negative affect 
when doing a frustrating lab task, compared to 
those in families with lower parental cooperation 
and warmth. The effects of the co-parenting rela-
tionship held above and beyond quality of mater-
nal parenting (McHale, Kuersten, & Lauretti, 
1996). While this suggests possible effects on 
emotion regulation, a correlate of EF, I am not 
aware of any published studies that have linked 
father effects on the family system to specific EF 
tasks. This is an important direction for future 
research.

Conclusions About Father Parenting This 
review showed that there is growing support 
around the first theme, that dimensions of father 
parenting (e.g., sensitivity, autonomy support) 
affect both children’s EF development in ways 

that are similar to mothers. The other three 
themes, while supported by some studies on gen-
eral social and cognitive outcomes, are theoreti-
cally plausible but lack a substantial evidence 
base specific to EF outcomes.

 Families Facing Risks 
and Challenges

When discussing father effects on child EF, fami-
lies facing risks and challenges are one popula-
tion of specific interest. Fathers in low-income 
families are less likely to be married to their 
child’s mother or living in the home with the 
child compared to families with more resources, 
and the lack of father involvement may be a par-
ticularly important risk factor in such contexts 
(Fitzgerald & Bocknek, 2013). There is also a 
well-established link between socioeconomic 
status (SES) and EF (Hackman et  al., 2015; 
Holochwost et  al., 2016; Merz et  al., 2018), as 
well as specific risk factors such as low parent 
education (Matte-Gagne & Bernier, 2011), home-
lessness (Masten et  al., 2012), and household 
chaos (Bridgett et al., 2015), with cumulative risk 
and chronic stress being especially detrimental to 
children’s regulatory systems (Holochwost, et al., 
2016; Merz et al., 2018). Statistically, SES (as a 
multidimensional construct) is more strongly 
related to EF than many other neurocognitive 
skills (Hackman & Farah, 2009; Merz et  al., 
2018). In a diverse, national sample, associations 
between SES and EF appear in early childhood 
and remain consistent through middle childhood 
(Hackman et  al., 2015). Promoting EF skills in 
children from lower SES backgrounds is espe-
cially important as it is associated with academic 
outcomes. EF interventions hold promise for 
closing academic achievement gaps, as children 
with the lowest EF tend to benefit the most from 
universal interventions (Diamond & Lee, 2011).

Cumulative risk is associated with both lower- 
quality parenting and lower child EF (Holochwost 
et al., 2016). Risk factors of fathers, mothers, and 
children interact to influence both mother and 
father behavior (Cabrera et al., 2011). Research 
with mothers has established interrelations of 
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SES, parenting quality, and EF. Quality of mother 
parenting can explain significant variance in the 
link between SES and child EF (Hackman et al., 
2015; Rhoades, Greenberg, Lanza, & Blair, 
2011), and maternal scaffolding predicts child 
effortful control above and beyond cumulative 
risk factors (Lengua, Honorado, & Bush, 2007). 
The positive associations between mother auton-
omy support and child EF are consistent across 
levels of socioeconomic status (Distefano et al., 
2018). However, genetic contributions, which 
could contribute to such links, were not included 
in these studies. Whereas parenting quality has 
been shown to transmit much of the influence of 
early risk on later EF (Rhoads et al., 2011), high- 
quality mother parenting can be a buffer between 
difficult environments and child EF (Rochette & 
Bernier, 2014). Indeed, a recent study showed 
that a preventive intervention focused on increas-
ing supportive parenting (sample was 90% moth-
ers) reduced the association between poverty and 
brain development in adolescents, indicating par-
enting interventions are a promising target to 
reduce social disparities (Brody et al., 2017).

 Father Impacts on EF in Families 
Facing Risks and Challenges

Quantity and quality of father support are known 
to predict many outcomes in under-resourced 
families in both cognitive and social domains 
(e.g., Coley et al., 2011; Fitzgerald & Bocknek, 
2013; Rowe & Cabrera, 2013). When looking at 
EF as an outcome, evidence shows that maternal 
parenting is a key mediator between SES and EF, 
but father parenting has often not been included 
in such studies. One barrier to this research is that 
father presence and involvement varies greatly in 
such samples, as fathers facing high levels of life 
stress tend to be less involved with their children 
(Rosenberg & Wilcox, 2006). In these families, it 
will be especially crucial to attend to both vari-
ables of quantity and quality of father parenting. 
Samples of father figures could be very mixed in 
terms of the type and duration of their relation-
ship with the child. However, it is important that 
these considerations do not stop researchers from 

conducting these studies but instead are seen as 
key pieces of the research designs. Multiple stud-
ies using different conceptualizations of these 
research questions are necessary to begin to 
understand if and how fathers and father figures 
can be leveraged to support child EF in diverse 
contexts, which we know is critical for the well- 
being of these children.

In a study on Head Start low-income minority 
families, Malin et al. (2014) found that fathers’ 
regulatory behavior and regulatory language with 
their 2-year-olds predicted sustained attention 
and emotion regulation, respectively, about 
2  years later (before kindergarten entry). These 
effects held after controlling for maternal sup-
portiveness, indicating unique effects of father- 
child interactions on child regulation outcomes. 
Interestingly, children’s vocabulary skills also 
predicted fathers’ regulatory behaviors, suggest-
ing transactional effects. Using a sample from the 
same study, fathers’ playfulness, but not mothers’ 
(rated in a free-play activity on creativity, imagi-
nation, humor, and/or curiosity), predicted their 
2-year-olds’ prekindergarten vocabulary, while 
only mothers’ playfulness predicted emotion reg-
ulation. Fathers’ playfulness was more related to 
demographic factors than mothers’, suggesting 
possible greater influence of context for fathers.

Meuwissen and Englund (2016) analyzed the 
contributions of both mother parenting and 
father-figure support (for any male who lived in 
the home, biologically related or not) on child EF 
using data from the Minnesota Longitudinal 
Study of Risk and Adaptation (Sroufe, Egeland, 
Carlson, & Collins, 2005). The study recruited 
mothers (58% White) with earning incomes at or 
below the poverty level, who were often young 
and single and had low levels of education. 
Results showed that quality of support from 
father figures (measured from extensive inter-
views with mothers at multiple time points) pre-
dicted child EF lab tasks in early childhood and 
teacher ratings of child EF skills in middle child-
hood, above and beyond demographics and 
observed quality of maternal parenting.

These studies indicate that quality of father 
figure/child interactions may play an important 
role in EF development in children facing chal-
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lenges and will likely provide better information 
than simply the presence or absence of a father 
figure. More research is needed on how context 
and resources affect the quality of father parent-
ing and how father parenting interacts with other 
variables in low-resourced families to influence 
child outcomes.

 Interventions: Establishing 
a Causal Link

The research reviewed to this point has been 
almost exclusively correlational, measured either 
concurrently or longitudinally. Although this 
research substantiates a nontrivial link between 
mother parenting and child EF and suggests simi-
lar relations for fathers, correlational and longitu-
dinal research has serious limitations. Because 
there is neither random assignment nor manipu-
lation of variables, we cannot rule out the possi-
bility that confounding variables have affected 
these results. Although many of the studies con-
trolled for some important factors such as demo-
graphics and general child cognitive abilities, 
these correlational studies neglect crucial possi-
ble influences such as shared genetics or evoca-
tive effects from child to parent (e.g., children 
with higher EF may be easier to parent well). To 
make a causal claim about parenting affecting 
child EF development, researchers need to move 
beyond correlational studies to randomized con-
trol trials where quality of parenting is 
manipulated.

It has been established that early childhood 
EF is responsive to a variety of interventions 
with diverse methods and theoretical frame-
works (see Diamond & Ling, 2016 for review). 
Training through real-life activities that continu-
ally increase in challenge seems to be most 
effective, which suggests that what parents do 
with their children on a day-to-day basis could 
be a crucial target for intervention (Diamond & 
Ling, 2016). School-based interventions may 
begin too late to catch a crucial window of plas-
ticity, and adding earlier parenting components 
to EF interventions may boost their effectiveness 
(Holochwost et  al., 2016), as patterns of both 

parenting and child behavior can stabilize early 
in development (Meuwissen & Carlson, 2018; 
Ramchandani et  al., 2013; Sulik et  al., 2015). 
Also, changes in parenting practices, attitudes, 
and expectations are known to be one important 
mechanism by which interventions can continue 
to have long- term effects for children after the 
intervention ends (Reynolds, Ou, & Topitzes, 
2004). If our goal is to promote strong EF in 
children, parenting practices may be one of the 
strongest targets, yet little work has been done 
intervening with parents to promote EF 
development.

 Parenting Interventions Measuring 
Child EF Outcomes

To my knowledge, there have been no full-scale 
parenting interventions designed to target child 
EF, but two parenting interventions (focused on 
mothers) have measured child EF as a secondary 
outcome. In both, the intervention targets were 
wide and varied, and it is therefore unclear which 
part of the intervention led to the increases in EF.

The Attachment Biobehavioral Catch-Up is an 
attachment-based ten-session parenting program, 
which provides developmental information, dis-
cussions of video-taped parent-child interactions, 
and an opportunity for parents to reflect on their 
own past caregiving experiences. In a random-
ized control trial, preschool-aged children whose 
parents (98% mothers; 61% African American) 
participated in the ABC intervention performed 
better on an EF task, the Dimensional Change 
Card Sort (DCCS), than children in the control 
intervention, even with covarying language abil-
ity (Lewis-Morrarty, Dozier, Bernard, 
Terracciano, & Moore, 2012). The DCCS was the 
only EF measure used. It will be important to rep-
licate this finding with a more complete battery 
of EF tasks.

The second intervention study examined the 
effect of having a paraprofessional vs. a nurse 
provide regular home visits to the mother 
throughout pregnancy and the first 2 years of the 
child’s life. The program promoted adaptive 
behaviors, improving relationships with family 
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members, and use of services. Two years after the 
visits ended, when the children were 4 years of 
age, mothers who had been visited by nurses had 
children who performed better on EF lab tasks 
and language compared to controls, but there was 
no effect on maternal sensitivity or child emotion 
regulation (Olds et al., 2004).

There are major weaknesses in the literature 
around father interventions, including a dearth of 
robust evaluation for many interventions includ-
ing fathers, and a lack of disaggregated results 
between mothers and fathers or between inter-
ventions delivered to one vs. both parents (Panter- 
Brick et  al., 2014). However, there is evidence 
that father interventions have had positive 
impacts on father and child behavior (Cabrera 
et al. 2014; Magill-Evans et al., 2006).

In a proof of concept study for manipulating 
autonomy support behavior either upward or 
downward, mothers and fathers were both able to 
change their behavior during an interaction with 
their child in response to a set of instructions and 
an example video, suggesting that parents under-
stood the concept presented and were able to 
implement them in the immediately following 
interaction. Also, children of parents who became 
less autonomy supportive/more controlling 
showed declines in self-regulation during that 
task. Although this study had a number of limita-
tions, it shows promise that teaching parents 
(both mothers and fathers) to become more 
autonomy supportive could subsequently pro-
mote child EF development (Meuwissen & 
Carlson, 2019).

 Working with Family Systems

To promote any child development outcomes, 
involving the whole family system seems likely 
to be more effective in creating change than 
working with either parent in isolation (Barker 
et  al., 2017; Cabrera et  al., 2014; and others). 
There is a small amount of evidence that includ-
ing both mothers and fathers in interventions is 

most effective (reviewed in Bakermans- 
Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, & Juffer, 2003; 
Panter-Brick et  al., 2014). However, in the 
Magill-Evans et al. (2006) review on father inter-
ventions, they noted that in interventions that 
include both mothers and fathers, fathers tend to 
have lower participation rates, especially on 
homework assignments and discussions, and 
seem to prefer interventions focused on active 
involvement with their child. They concluded 
that active participation with or observation of 
the father’s own child is crucial for interventions 
targeting fathers. Panter-Brick et al. (2014) make 
explicit a need to engage co-parents as the target 
of interventions rather than see fathers as an add-
 on to mother interventions. Calls are being made 
for creative approaches to engage fathers and 
confront the biases in our current approaches to 
research and policy (Barker et al., 2017; Panter- 
Brick et al., 2014).

 Conclusions About Parenting 
Interventions

In sum, there is good evidence that interventions 
can change attitudes and behaviors, although 
most of this research has focused on mothers. 
There is still much work to be done exploring if 
changing parenting can change child EF out-
comes and which dimensions of parenting have 
the greatest effect. There is a substantial body of 
research indicating that parent sensitivity/respon-
siveness can be affected by interventions and 
linked to positive child outcomes (Bakermans- 
Kranenburg et al., 2003; Eshel et al., 2006), but 
less research on parent autonomy support (mixed 
results: reviewed in Su & Reeve, 2011), or on EF 
as an outcome. There is also some evidence that 
father interventions can change father parenting 
behaviors and improve some child outcomes, but 
there is much to learn about what interventions 
may be most effective for fathers and what targets 
in father behavior are most useful to promote 
child EF.
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 Summary and Key Points

There is a growing evidence base that father par-
enting is related to early childhood EF develop-
ment, yet there is still much to be investigated in 
this area. Aspects of mother parenting, such as 
sensitivity and autonomy support, have rich theo-
retical and strong empirical support. In this chap-
ter, I reviewed four focus areas of research on 
fathers and child EF development. Multiple stud-
ies show that fathers impact child EF in similar 
ways as mothers, while research is still emerging 
on how father effects may differ from mothers, 
the importance of quantity of father involvement, 
and how father and mother effects interact to 
influence the family system. Each of these focus 
areas also highlights gaps and points to future 
directions in the research. First, it will be useful 
to replicate and extend what we know about 
mother parenting to father parenting, as many 
areas of research have exclusively relied on 
mothers. Second, it is also worthwhile to con-
sider what contexts or processes may be more 
relevant for fathers specifically, such as rough- 
and- tumble play. Third, we need more studies 
that measure both father involvement and observe 
qualities of father parenting, to disentangle the 
effect of quantity and quality of father interac-
tions. And fourth, it will be important to conduct 
studies that include both mothers and fathers of 
the same children and to examine systems-level 
effects of relationships on other relationships. 
There is a paucity of research investigating father 
impacts on child cognitive development for fami-
lies facing risks and challenges. This will be an 
important gap to fill, as parenting appears to be a 
crucial buffer in such situations. And finally, 
interventions with fathers have been a neglected 
avenue of impact. Very few parenting interven-
tions have measured child EF outcomes (and 
none that included fathers) or been specifically 
designed for the purpose of promoting child 
EF.  However, parenting interventions show 
promise for improving child EF, and interven-
tions that include the entire family are likely to be 
most effective.

Modern research needs to move away from 
the notion that a study of mothers fully captures 

a child’s parenting environment. There are mul-
tiple lines of promising research reviewed in 
this chapter that have the potential to make sub-
stantial gains in our understanding of how 
fathers matter for the development of children’s 
executive function. By addressing these issues, 
we can increasingly leverage fathers as part of 
building a strong foundation for children’s 
success.
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Júlia Scarano de Mendonça

The field of fathers and fathering needs more 
studies on the diversity of fathers and fathering 
practices in different parts of the world and in dif-
ferent social contexts in order to move forward 
towards a broader understanding of fathers and 
their relationships in diverse family systems. This 
is what this part intends to do. In the following 
pages, the reader will have the opportunity to 
learn about different ways fathers get involved 
with their children and families in different conti-
nents (Africa, South America, and North 
America), in minority ethnic groups within the 
USA (African and Latino Americans, American 
Indians, and Alaska Natives), and also in special 
groups of fathers such as stay-at-home fathers 
and fathers in the military service. Thus, this part 
provides the reader with a great range of the 
diversity of father involvement in different con-
texts and cultures.

Such an approach is important because it 
offers the opportunity to challenge findings from 
research done mostly in WEIRD populations 
(western, educated, industrial, rich, democratic), 
most often studied in the field. Unfortunately, 
research on families living outside North America 
and Europe and in minority groups is still rare in 
developmental psychology. Generalizations 
made from these samples should be treated with 

caution given that social interaction and human 
development are highly contingent on sociocul-
tural influences (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 
2010; Kärtner, Keller, Chaudhary, & Yovsi, 
2012). In what follows, I will present the chapters 
in this part.

In Chap. 27, Rabie, Skeen, and Tomlinson 
offer a fascinating perspective of fathering and 
early childhood development in sub-Saharan 
Africa. They argue that the traditional Western 
framework of a biological father connected to the 
nuclear family is incongruent with many African 
cultures, where fatherhood, and parenting in gen-
eral, is seen as a shared community responsibility 
with the involvement of extended families and 
community members in general. They point out, 
unfortunately, that fatherhood is still an under- 
researched area of inquiry in sub-Saharan Africa, 
with the exception of South Africa, and more 
research is needed.

Throughout the chapter, the authors provide 
interesting examples from the various countries 
in sub-Saharan Africa on the impacts of both 
absence and presence of father involvement on 
their children, reaffirming the important impact 
of fathers in the lives of their children even in 
societies that understand parenting as a shared 
community responsibility. The authors point out 
the exclusion of men from the educational, social, 
and health services in sub-Saharan Africa as 
strong barriers for engaging fathers in the lives of 
their young children in sub-Saharan Africa. They 
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end the chapter suggesting ways to promote 
father engagement in these countries.

In Chap. 28, De Mendonça and Bussab pro-
pose a provocative hypothesis based on previous 
analyses on a low-income Brazilian sample—
that the main function of paternal depression, in 
the context of maternal PPD, is to promote 
fathers’ proximity to the family. Using an evolu-
tionary framework of depression and paternal 
care, the authors argue that variability in the envi-
ronment can produce diverse adaptive responses, 
especially in fathers. Paternal depression can 
then be understood as an adaptation to a vulner-
able family situation (maternal postpartum 
depression). Although this hypothesis still needs 
to be tested, the question that rises in this chapter 
is related to the universality of this possible 
mechanism. Is this a mechanism found only in 
families from cultures that put a strong value on 
family life, like Brazil, or is it a universal 
mechanism?

Chapters 29, 30, and 31 offer a very interest-
ing account of how minority ethnic groups within 
the USA (African and Latino Americans, 
American Indians, and Alaska Natives) experi-
ence fatherhood. In Chap. 29, Gadsden and Iruka 
point out that research on African American 
fathers still has to account for the diversity of the 
group, emphasizing that most previous research 
focused almost exclusively on low-income 
African American fathers. The authors discuss 
how research has treated race and social class in 
an intertwined way which may have obscured 
results. In Chap. 30, Mogro-Wilson focuses on 
Latino American fathers from various countries 
of origin, including Mexico, Central and South 
America, and Puerto Rico. Together, Latinos 
comprise 18% of the US population (U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2017) with 25% of school- 
aged children in the USA coming from Latino 
families (U.S.  Census Bureau, 2018). Applying 
the Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological model, 
Mogro-Wilson provides an interesting picture of 
how cultural values of Latino fathers may influ-
ence their involvement with their children. 
Among the barriers to Latino father involvement 
is local and national policies with anti-immigrant 
rhetoric. Finally, in Chap. 31, Allison-Burbank 

and Collins provide a fascinating account of the 
sociocultural determinants of the so called 
“American Indian” (AI) and “Alaska Native” 
(AN) well-being, health status, and childrearing 
practices. The authors are from Diné, Acoma 
Pueblo, and Onk Akimel O’Odham tribal nations 
and fathers themselves who recognize the impor-
tance of sharing their journey in raising young 
Indigenous children. Allison-Burbank and 
Collins provide very interesting information 
about AI/AN culture in various aspects of life 
such as family traditions and structure, gender 
socialization, and the roles of AI/AN fathers in 
Indigenous societies. The chapter presents his-
torical and social factors that are threats to 
responsive and conscious Indigenous fathering, 
emphasizing the trauma associated with violence, 
substance abuse, and poverty that AI/AN men 
frequently face, and also the intergenerational 
trauma due to past colonization.

In Chap. 32, Lee, Lee, and Chang provide a 
detailed account of the experience of stay-at- 
home fathers (SAHF) including socio- 
demographics, gender roles, masculine identity, 
work-life family conflict, social support, and 
mental health. In their literature review, the 
authors highlight the lack of representation of 
diverse fathers and families in the SAHF litera-
ture, with most studies focusing on the experi-
ence of middle- and upper-income, white, 
heterosexual men in the USA. Noteworthy is the 
lack of studies of SAHF from other parts of the 
world and also the impact of SAHF on child 
well-being and father-child relationships. 
According to the authors, the number of stay-at- 
home fathers has been rising in the past 
15–20 years and more research is needed to bet-
ter understand this specific population and family 
configuration.

Finally, in Chap. 33, Walsh and Rosenblum 
explore the experiences of fathers parenting 
young children across the military service 
“deployment cycle”—before, during, and after 
deployment. The authors address the specific 
challenges faced by military members that are 
fathers of young children and the limitations of 
existing resources for meeting their needs. Given 
that the total number of US military personnel is 
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close to 3.5 million, and that nearly 40% of US 
service members are parents (most of them 
fathers) according to the U.S.  Department of 
Defense (2018), Walsh and Rosenblum empha-
size that there is a need for continued research 
and the expansion of services for this specific 
population.
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27Fatherhood and Early Childhood 
Development: Perspectives 
from Sub-Saharan Africa

Stephan Rabie, Sarah Skeen, and Mark Tomlinson

Globally, the nature and composition of modern 
families have evolved (Arnot, 2014). The promo-
tion of gender rights in many countries has con-
tributed to an increase in women’s educational 
attainment, employment participation, and 
changes in family formation patterns, with both 
men and women establishing themselves in the 
labor market before starting a family (OECD, 
2011; Oláh, Richter, & Kotowska, 2014). These 
new gender roles and family patterns have 
resulted in the transformation of fathers’ roles in 
family responsibilities, with more emphasis 
placed on their involvement in caregiving activi-
ties (Oláh et al., 2014). Indeed, there has been a 
mounting call over the past decades for greater 
male involvement in their children’s lives (Oláh 
et al., 2014; Richter, 2006). There is also a grow-
ing body of evidence showing the positive impact 
father involvement can have on child develop-
mental outcomes (Barker, Levtov, & Heilman, 

2018; McWayne, Downer, Campos, & Harris, 
2013; Palm & Fagan, 2008; Sarkadi, Kristiansson, 
Oberklaid, & Bremberg, 2008). Research con-
ducted in high-income countries (HIC) suggests 
that fathers’ increased involvement and engage-
ment during early childhood improve social, 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral outcomes 
for young children (Sarkadi et  al., 2008). For 
instance, having a father engaged in caregiving 
activities predicts improved cognitive achieve-
ment in preschool children and decreased behav-
ioral problems in preschool boys (Barker et al., 
2018; Jones & Mosher, 2013). Fathers involved 
from the start of their children’s lives often estab-
lish a pattern of lifelong engagement, and this 
continued engagement may not only contribute 
to positive physical, socioemotional, cognitive, 
and behavioral development during childhood 
but also enhance developmental outcomes later 
in life (Panter-Brick et  al., 2014). Beyond its 
impact on developmental outcomes, fathers’ 
involvement in caregiving and household activi-
ties has also been shown to promote gender 
equality – children internalize notions of equality 
and mutual respect, and they are likely to pass 
these ideas onto their own children (Barker et al., 
2018). Moreover, engaged fatherhood can aid in 
ensuring children’s access to health and educa-
tion and serve as a buffer against abuse, neglect, 
and violence (Barker et al., 2018).

Despite the substantial support for the impor-
tance of father involvement in improving early 
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childhood development (ECD) outcomes, these 
perspectives are dominated by evidence from 
Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and dem-
ocratic (WEIRD) societies (Henrich, Heine, & 
Norenzayan, 2010; McAllister, Burgess, Kato, & 
Barker, 2012; Nsamenang, 2010). Why is this 
problematic? First, families across the globe vary 
in their cultural and psychological characteristics 
(Valiquette-Tessier, Gosselien, Young, & 
Thomassin, 2019). More relevant for this chapter, 
recent research on fathering has emphasized 
cross-cultural variability in parenting (Lamb & 
Lewis, 2004; Madhavan & Roy, 2012) and high-
lights that definitions of fatherhood and father 
involvement vary from one culture to another 
(Townsend, 2013). Culture plays an important 
role in determining what is acceptable, manage-
able, and important for caregiving practices 
(Akilapa & Simkiss, 2012). Accordingly, father-
hood is expressed and understood within differ-
ing ideologies and cultural groups (Nsamenang, 
2010). Within the context of sub-Saharan Africa’s 
diverse cultural, linguistic, and ethnic composi-
tion, it is imperative to have contextually appro-
priate perspectives on fatherhood and father 
involvement.

It is within this context that we present a 
review of father involvement in the lives of young 
children in sub-Saharan Africa. Our review con-
siders different conceptualizations of fatherhood 
in diverse cultural settings. We review the avail-
able evidence on the impact of father involve-
ment on childhood developmental outcomes. 
This is followed by a discussion of the barriers 
and enabling factors for engaging fathers in ECD 
programs in sub-Saharan Africa. Finally, we con-
sider lessons learned that are applicable across 
different contexts to improve father involvement 
in the lives of their young children.

 Conceptualizations of Fatherhood 
in Sub-Saharan Africa

The traditional view of fathers in many sub- 
Saharan African cultures is that of the patriarchal 
head of the family (Jorosi-Tshiamo, Mogobe, & 
Mokotedi, 2013; Makusha & Richter, 2014; 

Mugadza, Mujeyi, Stout, Wali, & Renzaho, 
2019). This adherence to the patriarchal system 
has perpetuated the idea that in many African 
societies, childcare is predominantly the respon-
sibility of women (Ejuu, 2016; Mugadza et  al., 
2019). For instance, among the Kikuyu people in 
Kenya, fathers are generally not involved in the 
daily caregiving activities of their children 
(Mugadza et al., 2019). Rather, fathers are seen 
as protectors and providers – they are the custodi-
ans of ultimate power and responsibility in the 
family and community (Lasser, Fite, & Wadende, 
2011). Similar gender stereotypes exist in many 
parts of Ethiopia, where mothers are viewed as 
the primary caregivers and confidantes to their 
children, and fathers are considered to be the dis-
ciplinarian and head of the household (Beatson, 
2013). In Botswana and South Africa, patriarchal 
values have been found to contribute to fathers’ 
inadequate involvement in childcare and caregiv-
ing activities (Jorosi-Tshiamo et  al., 2013; 
Kang’ethe, 2009; Makusha & Richter, 2014). 
Most Botswanan men are raised by female care-
givers (mothers, aunts, grandmothers, or sisters) 
and subsequently socialized to believe that 
women are the primary caregivers of children 
(Sabone, 2009). As a result, many fathers in 
Botswana and South Africa hold the view that 
their primary, and sometimes only contribution to 
the care of their children, is through providing 
financial support (Jorosi-Tshiamo et  al., 2013; 
Madhavan, Richter, Norris, & Hosegood, 2014).

In contrast, it has recently been shown that 
fathers are becoming increasingly engaged and 
involved in caregiving activities in many sub- 
Saharan African communities (Ejuu, 2016; 
Jorosi-Tshiamo et al., 2013). As is the case else-
where, African conceptualizations of fatherhood 
are in the process of evolving due to urbanization 
and exposure to other communities and belief 
systems (Mncanca, Okeke, & Fletcher, 2016; 
Ratele, Shefer, & Clowes, 2012). For instance, in 
South Africa, as more women enter both formal 
and informal employment, fathers are increas-
ingly spending quality time with their children, 
attending school events and healthcare centers, 
and ensuring that their children arrive at school 
safely (Makusha & Richter, 2014).
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Therefore, it is important to consider that the 
dominant literature conceptualizes fathering and 
fatherhood within the traditional Western frame-
work of a biological father connected to the 
nuclear family (Mncanca et al., 2016). Mncanca 
et al. (2016, p. 203) assert that the “Eurocentric 
conceptualization of family constellation that 
reduces fatherhood in a nuclear family is insuffi-
cient to illuminate the complex assemblage of 
fatherhood” in most African settings. Moreover, 
this perspective is incongruent with many African 
cultures, where fatherhood, and parenting in gen-
eral, is seen as a shared community responsibility 
(Mugadza et al., 2019). For example, childcare is 
viewed as a community task by the Nso of 
Cameroon (Keller, Borke, Lamm, Lohaus, & 
Dzeaye Yovsi, 2011); extended families among 
the Mijikenda of Kenya live together and share 
caregiving activities (Abubakar et al., 2013), and 
community members among the Efe in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo collectively care 
for all infants and children in the community 
(Bhana, Nzimakwe, & Nzimakwe, 2011). 
Furthermore, it is common practice in Botswana, 
Namibia, and South Africa for parents to send 
their children to reside with grandparents, 
extended family, or other community members 
(Mugadza et al., 2019). As such, collective father-
hood is a distinctive feature of many traditional 
African communities (Richter & Morrell, 2008). 
For example, in twenty-first-century sub-Saharan 
Africa, in cities and peri-urban settlements, the 
concept of fatherhood extends to an integrated 
network of cohesive social relationships between 
adult men and children – albeit their own biologi-
cal children or not (Makusha & Richter, 2014; 
Richter, Chikovore, & Makusha, 2010). This 
highlights the concept of social fathers – mater-
nal or paternal grandfathers, uncles, older broth-
ers, or mothers’ partners who engage in the 
caregiving of children and offer paternal affec-
tion and guidance (Makusha & Richter, 2014; 
Richter et al., 2010). For instance, Hunter (2006) 
and Mkhize (2006) highlight the significant role 
other male relatives can play in the lives of chil-
dren, with these children often referring to other 
significant men in their lives as their fathers. 
According to Makusha and Richter (2014), this 

account of a family represents kinship, commit-
ment, and security in African communities. 
Fatherhood, in the context of sub-Saharan Africa, 
is therefore considered not only biological but 
rather a social responsibility assumed by adult 
males within the proximal environment of chil-
dren (Lesejane, 2006; Mkhize, 2006; Mncanca 
et  al., 2016). Within this context, the current 
chapter extends the conceptualization of father-
hood beyond a biological connection situated 
within a nuclear family to include significant 
male figures that play important roles in caring 
for their children.

 Father Involvement in the Early 
Lives of Children

Despite the mounting calls for research on men’s 
roles in families across the globe (Oláh et  al., 
2014), and particularly in sub-Saharan Africa 
(Hosegood & Madhavan, 2012), there continues 
to be a dearth of research knowledge on African 
fathers, their involvement, and its influence on 
the physical, emotional, cognitive, social, and 
behavioral development of their children 
(Nsamenang, 2010). With the exception of South 
Africa, where increasing research attention has 
been paid to fatherhood in recent years (Anderson, 
2015; Khewu & Adu, 2017; Lesejane, 2006; 
Madhavan & Roy, 2012; Makusha & Richter, 
2014; Mncanca et al., 2016; Mncanca & Okeke, 
2016; Ratele et al., 2012; Richter, 2006; Richter 
et al., 2010), fatherhood continues to be an under- 
researched area of inquiry in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Considering the evidence from HIC in support of 
the important role fathers play in the develop-
ment of their children (Barker et  al., 2018; 
McWayne et al., 2013; Sarkadi et al., 2008) and 
the diverse nature of fatherhood in the African 
context (Nsamenang, 2010), providing perspec-
tives on fatherhood and childhood development 
in sub-Saharan Africa is imperative.

Much of the research attention that has been 
paid to fatherhood in sub-Saharan Africa focuses 
on the impact of father absence on child develop-
ment. Fathers are often absent in one of two 
ways: they are absent from services that improve 
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the well-being of their children (i.e., educational, 
social, and health services), or they are physically 
absent from the homes in which their children are 
raised (Richter & Morrell, 2008). According to 
Richter and Morrell (2008), men’s absence from 
health and educational services is often due to 
their exclusion from these services  – educators 
and health professionals often speak to women, 
citing feeling uncomfortable with men, and have 
subsequently failed to adapt their approach to 
include both male and female caregivers in these 
services (Richter & Morrell, 2008). In terms of 
physical absence, structural factors such as 
endemic poverty and unemployment, high pre-
mature mortality rates of men, and patterns of 
migrant labor have contributed significantly to 
fathers’ absence from the lives of their children in 
sub-Saharan Africa (Anderson, 2015; Morrell & 
Richter, 2004). The latter holds especially true 
for Southern Africa, where, due to the entrenched 
migrant labor system, many fathers are absent 
from the homes their children live in (Richter & 
Morrell, 2008). For example, Namibia has the 
highest number of absent fathers in sub-Saharan 
Africa, where only an estimated 30% of pre-
school children reside with their fathers (Herbert 
& Princess, 2017). In South Africa, data from the 
2018 General Household Survey indicate that 
nearly half of all children (43.1%) reside in 
households with absent fathers, a third of chil-
dren (33.8%) reside in households with both par-
ents, and only 3.3% of children reside with 
single-parent fathers (Statistics South Africa, 
2018). In some of these communities, father 
involvement may be better characterized as in 
flux rather than absent, due to the transitionary 
and seasonal nature of the migrant labor system 
(Roy, 2008).

A number of studies assessing the impact of 
father absence on child development report sig-
nificant patterns of family disruption (Lu & 
Treiman, 2011). In particular, fathers’ absence 
has been shown to negatively influence the emo-
tional care and nurture children receive 
(Spjeldnaes, Moland, Harris, & Sam, 2011), as 
well as negatively impact children’s physical, 
behavioral, and cognitive development. In 
Botswana, for instance, Mahgoub, Nnyepi, and 

Bandeke (2006) found that children under the age 
of three years who live in single-mother house-
holds were significantly more underweight 
(15.8%) compared to children residing with both 
parents (13.6%). In fact, their findings indicate 
that living with both parents offered a protective 
effect on children’s physical development 
(Mahgoub et al., 2006). Similarly, through exam-
ining the associations between household struc-
ture and child health in Botswana, Ntshebe 
(2013) found that children under the age of five 
raised in female-headed households had increased 
vulnerability to stunting and that the prevalence 
of diarrhea in toddlers and preschoolers was 
associated with the child’s biological father’s 
absence from the household. Comparable data on 
the impact of father absence and associated lack 
of engagement have been reported in Ghana 
(Rikimaru, Yartey, Taniguchi, Kennedy, & 
Nkrumah, 1998), where children of unemployed 
fathers were found to be severely malnourished 
compared to fathers with formal employment.

Father absence also appears to have a particu-
larly detrimental effect on boys (Langa, 2010; 
Richter, 2006). For example, Ramphele (2002) 
found that in Cape Town, South Africa, boys who 
grew up without father figures were more suscep-
tible to engaging in risk-taking behavior, such as 
substance use, violence, and gang activity. 
Morrell and Richter (2004) argue that the lack of 
positive male role models can contribute to a cri-
sis in the development of masculinity for many 
boys, providing a possible explanation for their 
tendencies toward aggression and violence. 
Indeed, father presence appears to have a moder-
ating effect on boys’ aggression, as fathers may 
represent models for culturally appropriate 
behavior (Richter & Morrell, 2008).

In terms of cognitive development, Booth 
(1995), in her study on the impact of father 
absence on school preparedness, found a negative 
association between absent fathers who partici-
pated in migrant labor and Swazi children’s 
vocabulary and fine motor skills development. 
When compared to children whose fathers were 
present at home, children of absent fathers did 
not possess the basic developmental skills 
required for schooling (Booth, 1995). This may 
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be ascribed to the detrimental effect father absen-
teeism may have on the home environment, with 
some evidence suggesting that a negative home 
environment can contribute to impaired develop-
ment, particularly in terms of language develop-
ment, behavioral problems, and school readiness 
(Evans et  al., 2010; Trentacosta et  al., 2008; 
Vernon-Feagans et  al., 2012). One study in 
Uganda found that among other socioeconomic 
variables, a positive home environment predicted 
positive cognitive development in children 
(Bangirana et al., 2009). Although the authors did 
not specify the family composition that contrib-
uted to positive home environments in this par-
ticular study, there is evidence signifying that 
children of single-parent households are at 
greater risk for a wide range of adverse develop-
mental outcomes, as there are often fewer eco-
nomic and emotional resources, which may 
thwart a single parent’s ability to provide an envi-
ronment that is conducive to learning and devel-
opment (Carlson & Corcoran, 2001).

Despite the evidence for the impact of father 
absence on child development, other studies from 
sub-Saharan Africa suggest that father absence 
may not necessarily result in detrimental devel-
opment outcomes during childhood. For instance, 
a study in the Nakuru Municipality in Kenya 
found no significant differences in children’s lev-
els of self-esteem between single-parent families, 
headed predominantly by single mothers, and 
dual-parent families (Kinga, Kimani, & Muriithi, 
2014). They argue that the development of self- 
esteem is largely determined by the relationship 
between children and their parents, and a positive 
relationship with a single parent that is nurturing 
and engaging may be more beneficial than a 
potentially inaccessible, rejecting, or hostile 
dual-parent family (Kinga et al., 2014). In terms 
of migrant labor, studies in Ghana (Adams, 
Cuecuecha, & Page, 2008) and South Africa (Lu 
& Treiman, 2011) indicate that remittance from 
migrant fathers contributes to human capital 
investment and subsequently positively impacts 
children’s educational aspirations and academic 
performance. That is, although fathers are physi-
cally absent in search of employment, they are 
psychologically present (Boss, 2007), connected 

to the household, and invested in its well-being 
(Madhavan, Schatz, Clark, & Collinson, 2012). 
One study in Mozambique found that children of 
successful migrant fathers (i.e., fathers who 
migrated from their homes and successfully 
secured employment) had the lowest under-five 
mortality rate when compared to children of 
unsuccessful migrant fathers and even nonmi-
grant fathers (Yabiku, Agadjanian, & Cau, 2012). 
This positive impact may be ascribed to the fact 
that in many African communities, when men are 
involved in the lives of their children, they are 
responsible for making important decisions and 
allocating resources that affect the care, well- 
being, and health of young children (Richter, 
2006; Richter & Morrell, 2008). Within the com-
munal nature of caregiving in sub-Saharan Africa, 
children may not necessarily be disadvantaged 
by the physical absence of their migrant fathers, 
but may rather be disadvantaged if they belong to 
a household that is without social status or finan-
cial support – something that used to be provided 
by men (Townsend, 2013). This phenomenon has 
changed in recent years. As more women in 
Africa enter the labor market, they are increas-
ingly providing financially for the household 
(Madhavan et al., 2012) and subsequently trans-
forming traditional gender roles and creating 
potential opportunities for men (albeit biological 
or social father figures) to be more involved and 
present in the lives of children. One qualitative 
study in South Africa that explored the experi-
ences of young women raised in families with 
absent fathers (Makofane, 2015) found their 
grandfathers or maternal uncles fulfilled the 
fathering role in their lives, and as a result, “they 
did not miss the physical and emotional presence 
of their fathers” (Makofane, 2015, p. 30).

Although there has been substantial emphasis 
on father absence, there is also evidence demon-
strating that increased father presence and the 
associated enhanced engagement have a direct 
influence on the developmental outcomes of chil-
dren (Richter & Morrell, 2008). In particular, the 
amount of time fathers spend with their children 
and the different types of activities fathers engage 
in with their children have been shown to directly 
contribute to positive physical, psychological, 
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emotional, and educational outcomes. In a large 
rural sample in KwaZulu-Natal in South Africa, 
father presence was associated with enhanced 
prenatal development (Cunningham, Elo, Herbst, 
& Hosegood, 2010). Infants with fathers present 
in the household were on average 59 g heavier at 
birth compared to infants whose fathers’ resided 
elsewhere (Cunningham et  al., 2010). Although 
these data are not causal, the findings suggest that 
co-residence with fathers may provide benefits 
beyond financial support, with the authors 
hypothesizing that the additional social support 
offered to mothers may contribute to these posi-
tive developmental outcomes (Cunningham 
et  al., 2010). From a cultural viewpoint, the 
authors argue it is a customary belief that “the 
fetus is thought to belong to the father’s lineage 
and the mother is only a channel through which 
the child enters the world” (Cunningham et al., 
2010, p. 240). As a result, fathers may be more 
invested in ensuring the mother lives and the 
child is raised in a protected environment 
(Cunningham et  al., 2010), which may poten-
tially contribute to positive developmental 
outcomes.

Father presence has also been shown to sig-
nificantly contribute to cognitive development, 
intellectual functioning, and educational perfor-
mance (Lasser et  al., 2011; Richter & Morrell, 
2008). For example, in South Africa, Mboya and 
Nesengani (1999) found that South African fam-
ily patterns were significantly related to academic 
achievement in children. In particular, children 
raised in households with both parents performed 
significantly better on scholastic achievement 
measures when compared to children who lived 
in father-absent homes (Mboya & Nesengani, 
1999). Similarly, Southwood (2011) found that 
South African children who grew up with absent 
or uninvolved fathers had poorer language skills 
in the domains of syntax, pragmatics, and seman-
tics when compared to children of present fathers. 
The author argues that the presence of a male pri-
mary caregiver has a positive influence, either 
direct or vicarious, on children’s language devel-
opment and skills (Southwood, 2011). Anderson, 
Kaplan, and Lancaster’s (1999) paternal invest-
ment study on Xhosa men in South Africa may 

provide a possible explanation for fathers’ posi-
tive impact on the cognitive development (Richter 
& Morrell, 2008). They found that residential 
fathers (biological, step-, or social fathers) were 
more likely to spend time with their children 
helping with homework compared to nonresiden-
tial fathers (Anderson et  al., 1999). These find-
ings align with the evidence indicating that 
fathers engage more in play activities with their 
toddlers and preschool children compared to 
mothers (Richter, 2006). More recently, Morrell, 
Dunkle, Ibragimov, and Jewkes (2016) found that 
in a sample of 2298 South African households, 
more than half of fathers participated in caregiv-
ing activities in the household, and over 80% 
engaged in play activities and assisted their chil-
dren with their homework. These findings sug-
gest that fathers may engage in different activities 
with their children compared to mothers, which 
may offer unique developmental benefits.

 Barriers to Father Involvement 
and Potential Targets 
for Intervention in Sub-Saharan 
Africa

There is substantial research on the associations 
between contextual factors and barriers to father 
involvement in many African communities 
(Richter et  al., 2010). As noted earlier in this 
chapter, cultural beliefs related to gender roles 
and the role of the father moderates the level of 
paternal involvement. Although in recent years 
there has been a gradual transformation in gender 
roles in some African communities, childcare and 
caregiving activities continue to largely be con-
sidered the responsibility of women (Ejuu, 2016; 
Mugadza et al., 2019). A number of studies have 
demonstrated that fathers have a desire to be 
involved in caring for their children (Mufutau & 
Okeke, 2017; Rolfe, 2006) and consider their 
involvement to be important, (Nkuoh, Cmmh, 
Meyer, Tih, & Nkfusai, 2010), yet pervasive 
patriarchal beliefs appear to stymie their involve-
ment. For example, one study in Cameroon 
investigating father involvement in antenatal care 
found that some fathers viewed pregnancy as a 
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“women’s affair” (Nkuoh et  al., 2010, p.  365). 
Moreover, the participants emphasized that 
accompanying their wife to antenatal care would 
be “shameful” and that it “was not their custom 
to participate in antenatal care” (Nkuoh et  al., 
2010, p.  365). Rather, providing financially for 
the family was considered to be more important 
(Nkuoh et al., 2010). Comparable findings related 
to cultural beliefs and father absence have been 
reported in South Africa. Richter et  al. (2010) 
report that unmarried Black South African men 
are required to pay ihlawulo (a cultural obligation 
of paying damages) for fathering a child, or 
should they wish to marry, they are expected to 
pay lobola (bride-price). Since men are not 
allowed to reside with their child and their child’s 
mother until they finalize lobola payment, the 
mother and her family facilitate the relationship 
between father and child (Makusha & Richter, 
2016). These cultural practices, in combination 
with contexts of unemployment and endemic 
poverty, often regulate father involvement and 
prevent fathers’ access to their children.

Relatedly, socioeconomic factors appear to 
pose significant barriers to fathers’ involvement 
in the lives of their children (Mncanca et  al., 
2016). Considering the high rates of unemploy-
ment and poverty in sub-Saharan Africa (Fosu, 
2015), many men are unable to provide what 
many consider to be the most important contri-
bution to their children’s lives – financial sup-
port (Kwambai et al., 2013). As such, men are 
discouraged from participating in the develop-
ment of their children by the lack of employ-
ment or economic means to support the child 
(Mncanca et al., 2016). In addition, the feelings 
of failure and shame associated with fathers’ 
inability to support their children further com-
pound father absenteeism (Richter et al., 2010). 
The lack of employment opportunities in many 
sub-Saharan African countries and especially 
Southern Africa has created a migrant labor sys-
tem, where traditionally fathers, and more 
recently an increasing number of mothers, leave 
the household to secure employment. As such, 
fathers are absent from the household for 
extended periods of time, which contributes to 
disrupted family life and, in some cases, com-

promised care (Mncanca et al., 2016). Although 
the migrant labor system represents a major bar-
rier to father involvement, as noted previously 
in this chapter, there are mixed findings on 
father absence, migrant labor, and child 
development.

Another barrier to father involvement in child 
development is men’s exclusion from health and 
educational services (Richter & Morrell, 2008). 
This exclusion should be considered from two 
perspectives. First, there is evidence to suggest 
that some fathers are often excluded from ser-
vices that improve the health and well-being of 
their children through their own cultural beliefs 
and value systems. In particular, patriarchal 
views resulting in the belief that caregiving is the 
responsibility of women are detrimental to father 
involvement and place an increased burden on 
mothers to ensure that their children receive the 
healthcare and education they require. Although 
sub-Saharan Africa’s diversity and varied belief 
systems should not be disregarded, the advance-
ment of equal gender rights across cultures and 
communities could prove valuable to highlight 
the important role fathers play with respect to 
their children’s access to health and education 
services.

Furthermore, Richter and Morrell (2008) 
argue that health practitioners and educators have 
failed to adapt their approach to include both 
male and female caregivers in their services. A 
South African study found that one of the key 
inhibitors to fathers’ involvement in education in 
the early childhood period was fathers’ weak 
relationships with their children’s teachers 
(Mncanca & Okeke, 2016). In particular, many of 
the participants shared that there was no reason-
able support for fathers in preschools, resulting in 
many of the fathers not being involved in their 
children’s preschool education (Mncanca & 
Okeke, 2016). One participant claimed that he 
had no relationship with his child’s teachers at 
all. In most sub-Saharan African countries, occu-
pations such as teaching (preschool and schools 
more generally) are dominated by women. Ejuu 
(2016) contends that including more men in these 
occupations may provide a possible solution to 
increase father involvement, as fathers will have 
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staff members to relate to and voice their 
concerns.

Further to this, involvement of fathers must be 
supported in a way that is respectful of women’s 
autonomy and supportive of their decision- 
making ability for themselves and the health of 
their children (WHO 2015). There are examples 
in the literature of when the promotion of male 
participation has had unintended negative conse-
quences for their female partners. For example, 
in Tanzania, researchers found that encouraging 
fathers to attend antenatal care appointments 
resulted in healthcare providers denying services 
to pregnant women attending clinics without 
their partners and that men attending antenatal 
care with their partners were fast-tracked to 
receive services (Peneza & Maluka, 2018). In 
another study from a low-resource setting, Papua 
New Guinea, some women noted a preference for 
attending some or all antenatal care appointments 
without their partner, in order to consult privately 
with healthcare providers and link with other 
pregnant women. This underscores the need to 
consider women’s needs and preferences when 
designing interventions to promote father engage-
ment (Davis et al., 2018).

 What Should Be Done?

How, then, do we promote father involvement in 
the early years of their child’s life in sub-Saharan 
Africa? With increasing global concern in pro-
moting father involvement, a number of interven-
tions have emerged on the continent (Morrell 
et al., 2016). For example, in Niger, Écoles des 
Maris (Schools for Husbands) aims to transform 
behavior and attitudes on a community level by 
training “model husbands” to promote the bene-
fits of utilizing local health service (McAllister 
et  al., 2012). Anecdotal evidence indicates that 
Écoles des Maris has improved men’s attitudes 
toward healthcare utilization and increased rates 
of labor attendance (McAllister et  al., 2012). 
Several interventions have also emerged in South 
Africa, with a number of interventions aimed at 
transforming gender relations and identities and 
emphasizing childcare work with fathers and 

men (Enderstein & Boonzaier, 2015; Morrell 
et al., 2016). The Fatherhood Project (Morrell & 
Richter, 2004) was one of the first South African 
interventions that targeted all men, not just 
fathers, to change notions related to fatherhood 
and encouraged them to become more involved 
in the lives of children. Since the Fatherhood 
Project, a number of interventions have emerged 
aimed at promoting responsible gender relations, 
with many implemented by Sonke Gender 
Justice, a local nongovernmental organization. 
Similar interventions, often targeted at HIV, have 
demonstrated efficacy in engaging men to par-
ticipate in domestic and care work traditionally 
assumed by women (Dworkin, Colvin, Hatcher, 
& Peacock, 2012). In fact, McAllister et  al. 
(2012) argue that father involvement can be pro-
moted through engaging men in existing family 
support, maternal and child health, HIV preven-
tion, and Prevention of Mother to Child 
Transmission (PMTCT) programs. The majority 
of funding for engaging men has been allocated 
to HIV prevention and PMTCT programs in sub- 
Saharan Africa. As such, with this existing infra-
structure, fathers (biological or social) should be 
consulted to identify a point of departure to 
increase their involvement. Beardshaw (2006) 
argues that including fathers and men in health 
services can have a significant impact on their 
behavior. For instance, if health and reproductive 
services are exclusively targeted at women and 
subsequently excluding fathers and men, impor-
tant societal expectations for male involvement 
are communicated that can determine their level 
of involvement.

Including fathers in health and reproductive 
services also creates potential opportunities for 
engaging fathers early. Establishing father 
involvement early in their children’s lives, or even 
prenatally, is paramount, as it has enduring effects 
for father engagement across the life course and 
predicts lifelong involvement (Panter- Brick et al., 
2014). Moreover, establishing paternity at birth 
has been found to increase fathers’ involvement in 
a child’s life (Richter et al., 2012). Brief interven-
tions with fathers during the early stages of 
becoming a parent also promote father involve-
ment in their children’s lives and provide fathers 
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with important skills to become better fathers 
(Doherty, Erickson, & LaRossa, 2006). However, 
these interventions should not necessarily target 
fathers alone. McAllister et al. (2012) argue that 
when interventions are specifically targeted at 
fathers, in comparison with wider engagement 
services or programs, fewer fathers may be 
reached, and outcomes may be less positive. 
There is some evidence that targeted interventions 
may not be more cost- effective or useful com-
pared to universal family services (Bremberg, 
2006), and the same may apply to engaging 
fathers (McAllister et al., 2012). Similarly, when 
fathers are excluded from universal services, as is 
the case in many health and educational services 
currently, vulnerable or problematic fathers who 
may require targeted interventions may remain 
difficult to reach (McAllister et  al., 2012). This 
situation calls for interventions that are context-
specific, considering the influence of social, eco-
nomic, and cultural factors that may influence 
father involvement.

 Summary and Key Points

With the exception of South Africa, scant 
research attention has been paid to father 
involvement in sub-Saharan Africa. Although 
there is some evidence in support of the impor-
tant role fathers play in their children’s lives, 
there is an urgent need for a robust fatherhood 
research agenda, informed by cultural, social, 
economic, and structural factors. Research ini-
tiatives that produce rigorous evidence are cru-
cial for informing policies that can ultimately 
promote fathers’ involvement in health and edu-
cational services and in the lives of their chil-
dren. In this chapter, we presented a review of 
father involvement in the early years of their 
children’s life in sub- Saharan Africa. We contest 
the traditional Western conceptualization of 
fatherhood and argue that in the diverse cultural 

contexts of sub- Saharan Africa, fatherhood, and 
parenting in general, is a shared community 
responsibility. As such, fatherhood extends 
beyond the biological and nuclear family and 
includes significant male figures that play impor-
tant roles in caring for their children. Our chap-
ter recognizes, in line with global literature, the 
important role fathers play in the well-being and 
development of their children. In particular, 
father involvement has a profound impact on 
children’s physical, cognitive, socioemotional, 
and behavioral development. We identify the 
contextual factors that serve as barriers to 
fathers’ involvement  – most notably socioeco-
nomic factors, cultural beliefs systems, and 
health and educational services that are catering 
predominantly for women. We argue that father 
engagement can be promoted through transform-
ing gender stereotypes and creating equitable 
gender roles in child-rearing; by including more 
men in existing family support, maternal and 
child health, and HIV prevention and PMTCT 
programs; through involving fathers early in the 
lives of their children; and through implement-
ing contextually sensitive interventions that 
account for cultural, social, economic, and struc-
tural dynamics. Most importantly, we emphasize 
the need for rigorous research evidence in sub-
Saharan Africa that can be used to inform policy. 
Within this context, it is important to understand 
several key points:

• Fatherhood in sub-Saharan Africa extends 
beyond the biological and nuclear family and 
includes significant male figures that contrib-
ute to the well-being of children.

• Father involvement has a profound positive 
impact on the physical, cognitive, socioemo-
tional, and behavioral development of 
children.

• Cultural beliefs, contexts of unemployment 
and endemic poverty, and the exclusion from 
health and educational services pose 
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 significant barriers to father involvement in 
child development.

• Father engagement can potentially be pro-
moted through the following:

 – Changing gender stereotypes and creating 
equitable gender roles in child-rearing

 – Including more men in existing health and 
educational services

 – Involving fathers early in the lives of their 
children

 – Implementing contextually sensitive 
interventions

• Father engagement should be promoted in a 
manner that does not compromise women’s 
autonomy or decision-making ability for 
themselves or their children.

• Rigorous research evidence is required in sub- 
Saharan Africa to inform policy development 
and decision-making to improve father 
involvement in the lives of their children.
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28Father-Child Interactional 
Synchrony as a Function 
of Maternal and Paternal 
Depression in Low-Income 
Brazilian Families

Júlia Scarano de Mendonça 
and Vera Sílvia Raad Bussab

Our goal in this chapter is to reflect on parental 
depression in new parents by looking at the func-
tions that maternal and paternal depression may 
have in the family system, in line with the evolu-
tionary approach of depression proposed by 
Hagen (1999). Analyses based on the functional 
adaptation of depression provide an alternative 
explanation for counterintuitive phenomena and 
may be viewed as an additional tool to under-
stand the intriguing and sometimes paradoxical 
phenomena associated with depression. 
Moreover, it is our intention to provide a model 
of parental depression in new parents based on 
the interplay between mothers’ and fathers’ 
depression, consistent with family system theory 
(Minuchin, 1985).

In this chapter, we first present an overview of 
evolutionary theories of depression, especially 
Hagen’s hypothesis, and family system theory. 
Subsequently, we present a brief account of the 
two previous studies whose results together are 

the focus of this reflection. We end the chapter 
with a discussion of the findings in the light of the 
theories presented.

The studies used in this reflection examined 
father-child interaction as a function of mother’s 
postpartum depression (PPD) symptoms, moth-
er’s and father’s later depression, and family 
relationships: specifically, the marital and co-
parental relationship and paternal involvement. 
Results have shown greater father-child interac-
tional synchrony when mothers reported PPD 
symptoms (De Mendonça, Bussab, Lucci, & 
Kärtner, 2015b) suggesting that fathers buffered 
mothers’ impaired functioning due to depres-
sion, and when mothers and fathers reported 
depression symptoms at the child’s third year 
(De Mendonça & Bussab, 2016). Fathers’ buff-
ering mechanism was interpreted as a way to 
compensate mothers’ impaired functioning, a 
mechanism within the family that has also been 
reported when mothers present a history of drug 
abuse (McKelvey, Burrow, Mesman, Pemberton, 
Bradley, & Fitzgerald, 2012). However, the posi-
tive interaction found in the second study 
between depressed fathers and their children has 
rarely been reported in the literature and points 
out to the complex phenomena of paternal 
depression.
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 Evolutionary Approaches 
to Depression

Evolutionary approaches to depression offer an 
alternative interpretation to the most current 
understanding of depression as a mood distur-
bance. From an evolutionary perspective, nega-
tive emotions, like the ones present in depression, 
can also be understood as defense mechanisms, 
functioning in the same way as body symptoms 
such as cough or fever, by signaling to the indi-
vidual that a potential harmful mechanism is 
active within the organism or in the external envi-
ronment (Nesse & Williams, 1997, 2012). In fact, 
several evolutionary approaches to depression 
offer functional analyses, highlighting its adap-
tive function1 for an individual’s protection 
mechanism against harsh environmental condi-
tions (Hagen, 1999, 2002, 2011; Price, Sloman, 
Gradner, Gilbert, & Rohde, 1994).

Postpartum depression (PPD) has been tradi-
tionally defined as a mood disturbance, but it has 
also benefited from an analysis of the functions 
of emotions in the course of evolution (Luz & 
Bussab, 2009). Emotions are defined as subjec-
tive reactions to environmental events; they con-
sist of physiological, perceptual, and behavioral 
changes in the individual’s states (Sroufe, 1997). 
Emotions guide the individual’s actions by medi-
ating the external input and the individual’s 
behavior, and they represent an important step in 
the evolutionary process (Ades, 2009). The mod-
ulation of the emotional experience includes 
mechanisms involving its perception and control 
and has, among its main functions, the promotion 
of changes in the individual’s behavior, optimiz-
ing the individual’s social adaptation.

Our discussion benefits mostly from Hagen’s 
analysis of PPD. From this perspective, the low 
mood that characterizes depression mental states 
and the subsequent lack of one’s energy would 
have a signaling function, indicating mother’s 

1 “Adaptations, also known as biological functions, are 
organisms traits whose properties are best explained by 
the positive effects they had on the reproduction of the 
organism’s ancestors over evolutionary time, that is, 
which evolved by natural selection” (Hagen, 2011, 
p. 717).

need for extra support for the care of a newborn, 
and could be seen as a psychological functional 
adaptation to a situation evaluated as more costly 
than the mother can cope with. Once the mother 
evaluates the costs of caring for a new infant as 
very high (more than she can cope with), she may 
unconsciously develop a depression that will 
impair her capacity to care for the infant, increas-
ing her chances of obtaining support from her 
local environment, especially from her partner, to 
promote the infant’s survival and well-being. The 
theory predicts that (1) women who perceive a 
lack of social support are at greater risk of devel-
oping PPD, and (2) PPD will enhance partner’s 
support and paternal investment.

Further studies provide empirical evidence to 
support Hagen’s hypothesis. For example, Hagen 
(2002), in an American sample, reports margin-
ally significant positive correlations between 
maternal PPD and an increase in paternal care 
behavior, suggesting an enhancement of paternal 
care investment when their partners present PPD, 
as predicted by the theory. Similarly, Edhborg, 
Lundh, Seimyr, and Widström (2003) demon-
strated that fathers in Sweden families where the 
mothers scored high on the EPDS were more 
positively involved in the father-child interaction 
and presented a tendency toward more visual 
contact with the child 15–18 months postpartum 
in comparison to fathers whose partners did not 
score high on the EPDS. The authors found also 
that children of high EPDS scoring mothers were 
more likely to be securely attached to their 
fathers, in contrast to the children’s attachment to 
their mothers. Additional evidence is provided by 
Spinelli (2009), whose research found a greater 
risk among low-income Brazilian women of 
developing PPD when they perceive that the 
financial support provided by their partners after 
childbirth was less than what they imaged during 
pregnancy, suggesting that the lack of partner’s 
support (even if only instrumental) is a risk factor 
for PDD.

However, understanding maternal PPD as a 
condition with the potential to increase paternal 
investment presents a special challenge, consid-
ering the apparent paradox between the two 
forces that it represents. On the one hand, the 
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negative consequences it has for mother-child 
interaction are well documented (Field, 2010; 
Fonseca, Silva, & Otta, 2010; Stanley, Murray, & 
Stein, 2004). On the other hand, the potential it 
offers for obtaining extra support from the local 
environment, especially from the partner, is high-
lighted. This paradox can be understood in the 
light of an integrative analysis, considering 
ontogeny and phylogeny, and its proximal and 
ultimate levels of analysis. At the proximal level, 
the lack of mother’s partner support is among the 
causes of PPD, while at the ultimate level, the 
increase in paternal investment is among its 
functions.

The evolutionary hypothesis of maternal PPD 
proposed by Hagen highlights its impact on 
fathers’ behavior. However, to our knowledge, it 
does not include recent research findings show-
ing that (1) the incidence of fathers’ depression 
during the postnatal period is quite high and (2) 
that mothers’ PPD has been found to be the main 
risk factor for fathers’ depression. Moreover, it 
does not discuss the impact that fathers’ depres-
sion may have on their potential support for 
depressed mothers and the increase in paternal 
investment. Are fathers capable of increasing 
their investment when they are also depressed? 
What is the relation between mothers’ and 
fathers’ depression in the postpartum period? In 
what follows, we look further into these 
questions.

 The Family as a System

The Family System Approach (Minuchin, 1985) 
also guided the studies that are the focus of our 
analysis. It proposes that the family unit is a 
changing system, composed of various subsys-
tems (mother-child dyad, father-child dyad, 
husband- wife, etc.) that are interrelated and influ-
ence each other (Favez, Frascarolo, & Tissot, 
2017; Fivaz-Depeursinge & Corboz-Warnery, 
1999; De Mendonça, Cossette, Lapointe, & 
Strayer, 2008). It predicts the influence of the 
larger social and cultural context on family inter-
active patterns, the reciprocal influences between 
the family subsystems, and a constant reorgani-

zation on the whole system’s dynamics as adap-
tations to changes among its members.

Next, we briefly present the two studies that 
are the focus of the present discussion. We first 
present the objectives, hypothesis, and a brief 
summary of the results of each of the studies. 
Considering that both studies were conducted 
using the same sample, the method (participants, 
measures, and procedures) will be explained 
after.

Study 1 Father-child interactional synchrony in 
Brazilian families with maternal depression (De 
Mendonça et al., 2015b).

Past studies suggest that maternal depression 
can influence paternal behavior (Hagen, 1999, 
2002; Hagen & Thornhill, 2017; Paulson, Dauber, 
& Leiferman, 2006). In addition, Gray and 
Anderson (2010) have shown that the quality of 
the marital relationship is one of the most power-
ful predictors of paternal behavior.

The main objective in this study was to exam-
ine the associations between maternal PPD and 
later depression, paternal behavior, and family 
relationships (marital and co-parental relation-
ships and father involvement). The specific 
objectives were (1) to examine the effect of 
mother’s depression from the postpartum period 
up to the child’s 36th month of life on father- 
child interaction at the child’s 36th month of life 
and (2) to examine the associations between 
mothers’ and fathers’ perceptions of their inter-
parental relationship and father-child interaction 
at the child’s 36th month of life. Two hypotheses 
were proposed: (1) Father-child interaction 
would be closer and more synchronized when 
mothers presented PPD and later depression 
compared to when mothers did not report depres-
sion symptoms, and (2) father-child interaction 
would be closer and more synchronized when the 
parental relationship was more satisfactory com-
pared to when it was less so.

Our main interest in the present discussion is 
to reflect on the functions that maternal and 
paternal depression may have in the family sys-
tem. Following this, the discussion in this chapter 
will be centered on the objective (1) of this study. 
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For this reason, results will only be provided for 
the first objective.

Results (1) The percentage of mothers with 
depression symptoms at 3 months was 36%; at 
8 months, it was 29%; and it was even higher at 
36 months, reaching 40% of the total sample. (2) 
Positive correlations were found between mater-
nal depression assessments at 3, 8, and 36 months. 
(3) Maternal depression accounted for some of 
the father-child interaction total variance. 
Severity of maternal depression was associated 
with closer father-child interpersonal distance 
and more father-child visual synchronization, at 
the child’s 36th month. Also, when mothers were 
depressed at the child’s 8th and 36th months, 
fathers and children showed more visual syn-
chronization at 36 months.

Study 2 Father-child interactional synchrony as 
a function of paternal depression in a low-income 
Brazilian sample (De Mendonça & Bussab, 
2016).

Past research has shown that mothers and 
fathers can play different roles within the family 
system (De Mendonça, Cossette, Strayer, & 
Gravel, 2011; De Mendonça, Bussab, & Kärtner, 
2019; Tamis-LeMonda, 2004). Thus, it is likely 
that the feelings elicited by depression in mothers 
and in fathers will also have a different impact on 
the family system.

A great amount of research has shown that 
maternal depression has negative effects on par-
enting behaviors. In contrast, our previous results 
using self-report measures showed that fathers 
with depression symptoms perceived themselves 
as more involved in the family at the child’s third 
year (De Mendonça, Bussab, Rodrigues, 
Siqueira, & Cossette, 2012). Given that self-
report measures can be influenced by the subjec-
tive experience of the individual, a direct 
observation of the nuclear family (mother-father-
child) social interaction could provide new light 
on this issue.

The main objective in this study was to under-
stand fathers’ involvement with their 3-year-old 

children in the context of paternal depression by 
direct observation of father-child interaction.

Results Past research has derived three factors 
from the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale 
(EPDS) total score, representing different dimen-
sions of depression: (1) depressive symptoms, (2) 
anhedonia, and (3) anxietal symptoms (McVey & 
Tuohy, 2007). Further analysis using these fac-
tors showed a significant positive correlation 
between the factor depressive symptoms and 
father-child interpersonal distance (r  =  0.324, 
p  =  0.030), indicating that when fathers were 
depressed, they got closer to the child in a free 
play situation, in accordance with our previous 
results using self-report measures.

 Method

The two studies used for this reflection were con-
ducted in the context of a larger longitudinal 
research project at the University of São Paulo 
(Brazil) on the origins and consequences of PPD 
in low-income families (Otta, Bussab, & Morais, 
2006). The larger project consisted of a four-year 
longitudinal study in which 400 low-income moth-
ers were followed from the third trimester of preg-
nancy up to their child’s third birthday. In total, 
seven meetings were held—at the third trimester 
of pregnancy, delivery, and child’s 3rd, 8th, 12th, 
24th, and 36th months—and several aspects of the 
mother-child interaction and of the child’s devel-
opment were evaluated over the years.

 Participants

Forty-three couples participated in the two stud-
ies. Mothers were, on average, 26.3  years old 
(SD = 5.6; range = 16–43). Forty three percent of 
them (N = 20) had not finished secondary school, 
43.5% (N = 20) had finished secondary school, 
and 4.3% (N = 2) had completed higher educa-
tion. At their child’s 36th month, 52.5% (N = 21) 
of the mothers were employed, and 91.3% 
(N = 42) reported being married or living with the 
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father of the child. The majority of the children 
(65.2%, N = 30) were girls. All the mothers who 
answered the questionnaire on their socioeco-
nomic status (N  =  40) reported owning a color 
TV, 74% (N = 30) reported living in a house with 
a minimum of four rooms, 10% (N = 4) reported 
not owning a videocassette or DVD player, one 
woman reported not owning a fridge, and 52.5% 
(N  =  21) of them reported not having a car. 
Fathers were, on average, 29.5  years old 
(SD = 6.9; range = 18–48) at the birth of their 
child. Forty-two percent (N = 19) of the fathers 
had not finished secondary school, 44.4% 
(N = 20) had finished secondary school, and 4.4% 
(N = 2) of them had completed higher education.

 Measures

Depression Symptoms
To assess maternal and paternal depression symp-
toms, we used the Edinburgh Postnatal 
Depression Scale (EPDS) (Cox, Holden, & 
Sagovsy, 1987). The EPDS was validated in 
Brazil by Santos, Martins, and Pasquali (1999). 
The scale has also been validated for men 
(Matthey, Barnett, Kavanagh, & Howie, 2001). 
Two groups, depressed and nondepressed, were 
created. The depressed group was composed of 
participants who had a score of 11 points or more 
on the scale. This cutoff point of 11 was sug-
gested by Santos et al. (1999) in their validation 
study. A mother’s profile scale variable was cre-
ated considering the EPDS scores at 3, 8, and 
36  months. Three groups of mothers were cre-
ated: 1. never depressed (51%, N = 21), 2. recov-
ery of depression over time (10%, N = 4) (mothers 
from this group were either depressed at 3 or 
8 months but not depressed at 36 months), and 3. 
severe depression (39%, N = 16) (mothers from 
this group presented symptoms of depression at 
36 months and symptoms of previous depression 
at all times or at least at 3 or 8 months).

Father-Child Interaction
To assess father-child interaction, we used the 
Taxonomy of Interactional Synchrony (De 
Mendonça, Bourçois, Sinclair, & Strayer, 2015a) 

This coding system scheme adopts a microana-
lytical approach with a multidimensional focus 
(interpersonal distance, visual and body orienta-
tion, and play involvement). After several view-
ings of the videotapes, a four-point grading scale, 
representing different levels of synchrony, was 
created for each of the interactional synchrony 
dimensions, based on the dyadic interactional 
behaviors. Each dimension of interactional syn-
chrony was then rated using this scale, with 
higher numbers representing greater interactional 
synchrony. The data was coded by one of the 
observers after the inter-rater reliability kappa 
test coefficient reached .70 for each category. The 
mean value of each category of the father-child 
interaction synchrony measures was calculated 
and used for subsequent analysis.

Family Relationship
To assess family relationships, we used the 
Father Involvement, Marital, and Co-parental 
Relationship Questionnaire (PATER). This ques-
tionnaire was developed for this study, and it is 
adapted from other questionnaires (Smith & 
Howard, 2008; Spanier, 1976). It consists of 16 
five-point self-report items (0 = never; 5 = always) 
divided into three dimensions: father involve-
ment, co-parental, and marital relationships. A 
score for each dimension was obtained by adding 
the items that constitutes each one of them to be 
used for subsequent analysis. Cronbach alpha 
values of father involvement, co-parental rela-
tionship, and marital relationship were 0.8, 0.8, 
and 0.9 for mother’s perception and 0.5, 0.6, and 
0.9 for father’s perception, respectively.

 Procedure

Participants were recruited at the university hos-
pital and health centers in the same region of São 
Paulo. These medical centers are part of the pub-
lic health system and are used mostly by the low- 
income population. Participation in the study was 
on a volunteer basis. Transportation fees were 
paid, and a snack was provided for the child at the 
end of the interview. Ten sessions of therapy were 
offered to depressed mothers following the 
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 postpartum evaluation, 3 months after the child’s 
birthday. Few mothers participated, and no moth-
ers in our sample participated in this intervention 
program.

Fathers were only invited to participate in the 
last visit at the child’s 36 months, and 46 fathers 
attended the interview and participated in both 
studies. Three couples were eliminated from the 
final sample due to technical problems. Mothers 
completed the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression 
Scale (EPDS) on three occasions (at the child’s 
3rd, 8th, and 36th month), and fathers completed 
the EPDS at the child’s 36th month. Father-child 
interaction was assessed at the child’s 36th month 
during a 10-minute free play interaction at the 
university laboratory. The laboratory setting con-
sisted of a group of toys, including dolls, trucks, 
and balls, displayed on a carpet. There was no 
other furniture in the observation room. Fathers 
were instructed to play with their children as they 
regularly did at home. The play session was 
filmed and coded by the first author.

 Discussion

The understanding of parental depression in new 
parents that we propose is based on an integrative 
analysis of maternal and paternal depression. The 
main findings of Study 1 and Study 2 (reported 
above) indicate that both maternal and paternal 
depression accounted for some of the father-child 
interaction total variance. Severity of maternal 
depression (from the postpartum period to the 
child’s third year) was associated with closer 
father-child interpersonal distance and more 
father-child visual synchrony at the child’s third 
year. On the other hand, symptoms of paternal 
depression at the child’s third year correlated 
positively with closer father-child interpersonal 
distance at the child’s third year.

The results of greater father-child interac-
tional synchrony when mothers presented PPD 
support the evolutionary hypothesis of PPD 
(Hagen, 1999), according to which the main 
function of PDD is to gather social support, espe-
cially from the partner (presented above). This 
interpretation of mothers’ PPD highlights the 

benefits elicited by mothers’ depression for the 
family. However, the mechanisms involved in 
this bargaining process remain to be understood, 
as well as the functions that paternal depression 
may eventually have within the family system.

As Hagen and Rosenström (2016) affirm, uni-
polar depression, even after more than a century 
of inquiry, remains a profound scientific mystery. 
The authors argue, as we do, that researchers 
from the Western world have viewed depression 
mostly as an illness, so studies investigating its 
potential to affect ultimately positive changes in 
the lives of those afflicted are very few. Hagen 
and Rosenström point to some interesting 
research findings that provide additional insight 
into the search for a better understanding of 
depression.

First, they call attention to the 2:1 female bias 
in depression, indicating that depression is mostly 
a female condition. Second, research shows that 
depression is closely associated with the chronic 
activation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal 
axis (Nemeroff, 1998) which is a very ancient 
response mechanism in living organisms that pre-
pares the body for fight or flight (present in mam-
mals in general). Finally, past results indicate that 
the most significant cause of depression is a 
major negative life event.

Hagen and Rosenström further argue that, 
given the dimorphism characteristic of humans, 
where women are physically weaker than men, 
it makes sense for women to try to influence the 
behavior of others (or to bargain), especially 
with a physically stronger male partner, by 
withholding benefits (not caring appropriately 
for offspring) despite the apparent costs to one-
self (the unconscious induction of depression 
elicited by the emotion of sadness), instead of 
using an aggressive strategy (e.g., physical 
threats), often elicited by the emotion of anger 
and more often employed by powerful organ-
isms (e.g., physically stronger males). All 
together, these findings reinforce the under-
standing of depression as a female adaptive 
reaction response to environmental threats. But 
what about fathers’ depression? How can we 
make sense of it in the context of mothers’ 
PPD?
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Mother-child interaction and mothering have 
been a major area of inquiry in psychology, 
whereas much less attention has been given to 
father-child interaction and fathering (Volling & 
Cabrera, 2019). Thus, we know much more about 
mothers’ functioning in the family than we know 
about fathers’, and many questions about the 
functioning of fathers remain unclear. Moreover, 
research results on fathers are inconsistent and 
controversial, especially in relation to the impacts 
of paternal depression on father-child 
interaction.

Numerous studies have shown that maternal 
PPD has a negative impact on mother-child inter-
action and child development. Mothers with 
symptoms of postpartum depression are less con-
tingent (Stanley et  al., 2004) and interact with 
their children in a less affectionate way, and with 
less visual and vocal communication (Field, 
2010), in addition to structuring the interaction 
less (Fonseca et al., 2010). Moreover, in a low- 
income Brazilian sample, the correlation between 
mothers’ verbalization, smile, and eye contact (a 
pattern that is suggestive of a more consistent 
interactive style) was only found in non-PPD 
mother-child dyads (DeFelipe, 2009).

Furthermore, previous analysis in our data-
base reinforces the negative impact of the moth-
er’s depression on the marital relationship (De 
Mendonça, Bussab, & Siqueira,  2013a). Past 
research has shown that both maternal depres-
sion and marital conflict are important risk fac-
tors for the child’s social adaptation (Cummings, 
Keller, & Davies, 2005; Morais, Lucci, & Otta, 
2013). However, it is important to note that when 
marital conflict was considered together with 
mothers’ high social support and education in a 
multivariate analysis, a significant effect of 
mothers’ high social support and high education 
(but not of marital conflict) on maternal PPD 
was found (De Mendonça, Bussab, Siqueira, & 
Lucci, 2013b), suggesting that other factors may 
work as protection for the mother. It is possible 
that the negative effects of marital conflict on 
maternal PPD are attenuated in the presence of 
other kinds of social support (other members of 
the family and friends) that may function as a 
safety net for the mother.

The impact of paternal depression on the 
child’s development and family functioning is 
less understood and, as mentioned above, the 
results are less consistent (Paulson & Bazemore, 
2010). Past research has shown that paternal 
depression impairs parenting (Wilson & Durbin, 
2010) and has negative consequences for the 
child’s development (Ramchandani et al., 2008; 
Weitzman, Rosenthal, & Liu, 2011). Moreover, 
Kvalevaag et  al. (2013) demonstrated a small 
positive association between fathers’ prenatal 
mental health and emotional difficulties of their 
children at 36 months.

However, studies looking at the link between 
paternal depression and father-infant interac-
tions, specifically, report contradictory findings. 
For example, Lundy (2002) found that paternal 
depression symptoms were unrelated to the qual-
ity of father-infant interactions. In another study, 
Field, Hossain, and Malphurs (1999) report that 
depressed and nondepressed fathers were found 
to interact similarly with their infants and that 
depressed fathers displayed more positive behav-
ior toward their children than depressed mothers. 
The few recent studies found that fathers with 
depression may be more withdrawn, displaying 
less verbal and behavioral stimulation during free 
play interactions with their 3-month-old infants 
(Sethna, Murray, Netsi, Psychogiou, & 
Ramchandani, 2015). In addition, Sethna, 
Murray, Edmondson, Iles, and Ramchandani 
(2018) report that white well-educated depressed 
fathers (compared to nondepressed fathers) 
engaged in fewer episodes of playful excitation, 
less gentle touch, and less active engagement 
with their 3-month-old infants. Results also indi-
cate an association between symptoms of pater-
nal depression and marital conflict (Franck & 
Buehler, 2007), in particular for affection within 
the relationship (reported by both men and their 
partners) (Ramchandani et al., 2011).

These inconsistencies in research on fathers 
may be due to the fact that individual and group 
differences in the research are still rare, even 
though research shows that there is a great vari-
ability in paternal care expression (Hrdy, 2014). 
Studies on the biological mechanisms involved in 
paternal care behavior show that fathers have the 
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same potential to nurture as mothers, although 
they do not express it as often. For example, 
research indicates there are common endocrinal 
mechanisms in mothers and fathers. Moreover, 
new fathers present a similar response to infants 
as mothers: a comparable elevation of oxytocin 
levels to those in mothers; a rise in prolactin lev-
els (the hormone associated with childcare 
behavior in mammals), although not as high as in 
mothers; and a decline in testosterone levels 
(Hrdy, 2014). In addition, several authors have 
demonstrated that lower testosterone levels are 
associated with greater paternal responsiveness 
(Alvergne, Faurie, & Raymond, 2009). Hrdy 
(2014) refers to it as the “paradox of facultative 
fathering,” pointing out that human fathers have 
the potential to nurture, though this potential is 
not always expressed. In fact, in most contempo-
rary human societies, mothers are the main care-
takers while fathers can be either very present 
(and share childcare responsibilities) or com-
pletely absent from the child’s life (note that 
there is also variability in maternal care 
behavior).

Nevertheless, the understanding of the evolu-
tion of paternal care behavior in nature may pro-
vide a framework that accounts for the variability 
in fathers’ behavior. The literature shows that 
paternal care expression evolved as a system with 
maximum flexibility in species where it is not 
mandatory for infant survival, such that males 
and their partners can maximize reproductive 
success in different ways, depending on different 
conditions (Royle, Russell, & Wilson, 2014; 
Storey, Delahunty, McKay, Walsh, & Wilhelm, 
2006) and, on the contrary, being more fixed 
(shaped less by social experience and ecological 
pressures) in species where it is mandatory for 
offspring survival. Moreover, according to Storey 
and Walsh (2011), when paternal care is not man-
datory for offspring survival, its manifestation 
may be more susceptible to a variable immediate 
environment. In addition, research on the evolu-
tion of paternal care behavior in nature shows 
that paternal care is rarely present among most 
animal species. It occurs in less than 5% of all 
mammal species (Geary, 2000; Storey & Walsh, 
2011).

Researchers agree that paternal care in humans 
must have been selected in the ancestral environ-
ment because it helped offspring survival (Hrdy, 
1999, 2014). The difficulties that ancestral moth-
ers must have faced to raise their offspring alone 
must have had a great impact on the evolution of 
a cooperative breeding pattern of parental care, 
involving both parents as well as other allopar-
ents (e.g., other caregivers) in the human species. 
Hrdy  further suggests that infant care involving 
other members of the social group was probably 
the typical infant care arrangement in the ances-
tral environment and a valuable strategy to pro-
mote infant survival.

Considering that paternal care in most con-
temporary societies (different from the ancestral 
period) is not mandatory for offspring survival, 
we argue that maternal PPD may be one of the 
circumstances in which an increase in paternal 
care is necessary to promote offspring well- 
being. Hagen suggests that if mothers believe 
that they are incurring fitness2 costs from the 
current care arrangement and are unable to raise 
the newborn child without more external help, 
they must somehow convince their partners that 
this is the case, before fathers agree to increase 
their investment in the infant. According to 
Hagen’s hypothesis, mothers’ depression symp-
toms and the subsequent impaired infant care 
provide such evidence. The questions we pose 
are as follows: Does the increase in fathers’ 
investment, when mothers present PPD, comes 
from fathers’ perception of mothers’ depression 
symptoms and impaired care alone, or is it 
related to other mechanisms? If so, what other 
mechanisms are fathers’ increased investment 
related to?

Research shows that changing the social con-
tract of a group can be very costly, with most 
group members resisting such a change without 
the robust evidence of its necessity (Watson & 
Andrews, 2002). We argue, then, that nature may 

2 The fitness of an individual organism refers to the sur-
vival and reproductive success of its kin, each relative 
being valued according to the probability of shared 
genetic information, an offspring or sibling having a value 
of 50 percent and a cousin 25 percent.
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have provided the organisms with a mechanism 
to force a change in fathers’ behavior when it is 
necessary for promoting offspring well-being. 
We further argue that in the context of maternal 
PPD, this mechanism could be the triggering of 
paternal depression.

The ideas of Trivers, a well-known evolution-
ary biologist, provide an interesting input into 
these questions. Trivers theorizes that the degree 
to which human parents invest in their offspring 
is intimately related to the concept of reproduc-
tive success (Trivers, 1972). Trivers’ research 
shows the high cost that caring behavior imposes 
on men pointing out that the different reproduc-
tive strategies of men and women account for the 
level of parental investment in offspring. Trivers 
argues that men can increase their reproductive 
success by caring for offspring and/or by mating 
with other women, given the characteristics of 
their reproductive physiology (production of a 
great quantity of spermatozoids during the life 
course). Women, on the other hand, can rarely 
increase their reproductive success by increasing 
mating effort because they produce a limited 
number of eggs and undertake a long and 
demanding pregnancy and lactation. For these 
reasons, they have to rely principally on caring 
for offspring to promote their reproductive suc-
cess. In fact, empirical evidence shows that men 
with more sexual opportunities were more 
depressed postpartum (Hagen & Rosenström, 
2016).

Then, Trivers points out that men, but not 
women, can substantially increase their repro-
ductive success by mating with multiple partners. 
In addition, Trivers’ theory predicts an increase 
in paternal care investment (and a loss of mating 
opportunities) when it is necessary for offspring 
well-being (survival, growth, and social adapta-
tion) during phylogeny and ontogeny.

Based on these ideas, we argue that it is likely 
that the biological drive to mate in men promotes 
a special openness to the outside world of the 
immediate environment and that paternal depres-
sion, in the context of maternal PPD, may func-
tion to bring fathers closer to the family in a 
moment of family need. In what follows, we will 
further develop our argument.

 The Functions of Paternal 
Depression

Bringing together an evolutionary perspective of 
depression and paternal care, as well as a sys-
temic approach to the family, we propose that 
paternal depression in the context of mothers’ 
PPD may function to force a change in fathers’ 
behavior by inhibiting their openness to the out-
side world and, thus, promoting their greater 
involvement with the family in the context of 
family adversity (e.g., maternal PPD).

Trivers suggests that, in the case of maternal 
depression, fathers unconsciously “calculate” 
that the increase in the investment in the child 
may also increase their reproductive success. 
However, it is not clear how this “calculation” is 
done. What are the mechanisms involved in this 
“calculation”? Our hypothesis is that this “calcu-
lation” involves the triggering of paternal depres-
sion. Moreover, we propose that, given the high 
costs of paternal investment, paternal depression 
evolved in the context of mothers’ PPD as an 
unconscious mechanism with the main function 
of inhibiting fathers’ activity outside of the fam-
ily by inducing a general low mood and passivity 
that characterizes depressive moods. By inhibit-
ing activity outside the family, paternal depres-
sion may inversely promote fathers’ 
approximation to the family in a situation of fam-
ily adversity, such as mothers’ depression and the 
resulting impaired care capabilities. Thus, in the 
context of maternal PPD, paternal depression can 
also be understood as an adaptation to difficult 
environmental conditions.

More specifically, (1) the literature indicates 
an association between maternal and paternal 
depression during the postpartum period, and 
maternal depression has also been considered the 
main risk factor for paternal depression 
(Cameron, Sedov, & Tomfohr-Madsen, 2016; 
Goodman, 2004; Paulson & Bazemore, 2010; 
Wee, Skouteris, Pier, Richardson, & Milgrom, 
2011); (2) our previous analysis (using both self- 
report and observational measures) demonstrated 
that paternal depression can bring fathers closer 
to the family; (3) then, it is possible that depres-
sion in new mothers increases the chances of 
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fathers also becoming depressed to force them to 
change their behavior by inhibiting activity out-
side of the family and, thus, promoting their 
increased proximity to the family. Nevertheless, 
severe paternal depression will probably have 
negative consequences for family interaction. 
Furthermore, it is important to consider that 
fathers with a mild depression, such as the fathers 
in our sample, may also look for emotional bond-
ing and more time together with their wives and 
children as a strategy to overcome their own 
depression.

Finally, we would like to reinforce that an evo-
lutionary approach to depression and parental 
care and investment enlarges our comprehension 
of parental depression within the family as it 
challenges the traditional view of depression as 
an illness and proposes that depression may also 
be seen as a defense mechanism with the poten-
tial to bring benefits to the family. Nevertheless, 
it is important to keep in mind that the analysis of 
the possible adaptive function of depression does 
not replace nor should it be confused with the 
investigation of the causal conditions of the 
emergence of depression.

We would also like to emphasize that an evo-
lutionary perspective adds another layer of analy-
sis for the understanding of human behavior and 
development, providing a window to our history 
as a species. To understand that our behavior 
reflects, at least partially, years and years of past 
adaptations shaped over our evolutionary history, 
and that we carry the history of our species not 
only in our genes but also in our behavior and 
development, is an important step to better under-
standing ontogeny. Developmental psychologists 
have much to gain from a careful look at the evo-
lutionary history of our species as it provides the 
fundamentals of what we humans are right now.

To conclude, we would like to reinforce the 
need for further research to test the hypothesis we 
set out in this chapter—that the main function of 
paternal depression in the context of maternal 
PPD is to promote fathers’ proximity to the fam-
ily. Research looking at maternal and paternal 
depression together is still rare, and more studies 
are needed to better understand family dynamics 
and the child’s development when both parents 

are depressed. Furthermore, given that develop-
ment is highly contingent upon sociocultural 
influences (Kärtner, Keller, Chaudhary, & Yovsi, 
2012; Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010), it is 
important to test this hypothesis in different 
countries, communities, and family structures in 
order to test the universality of this mechanism. 
Finally, we would like to end this chapter rein-
forcing the need to include the whole family in 
prevention and treatment programs for PPD.

 Summary and Key Points

Unipolar depression, even after more than a cen-
tury of inquiry, remains a profound scientific 
mystery. Researchers from the Western world 
have viewed depression primarily as an illness, 
so studies investigating its potential to work ulti-
mately positive changes in the lives of those 
afflicted have been quite rare. It is also clear that 
the field of fathering studies is moving in the 
direction of integrating mothering and fathering 
studies. Hagen’s evolutionary perspective on 
depression highlights the impact of maternal 
PPD on fathers’ behavior. According to Hagen, 
depression has a signal function, indicating 
mother’s need for extra support, and can be seen 
as a psychological functional adaptation to a situ-
ation evaluated as more costly than the mother 
can cope with. This interpretation of mothers’ 
PPD allows for the understanding of depression 
as a female adaptive reaction response to envi-
ronmental threats and highlights the benefits elic-
ited by mothers’ depression for the family.

However, the mechanisms involved in this 
bargaining process remain to be understood. 
Research results on fathers are inconsistent and 
controversial especially in relation to the impact 
of paternal depression on father-child interaction. 
Evolutionary biology, and especially Trivers’ 
research, shows the high cost that caring behavior 
imposes on men. Trivers further argues that men 
(but not women) can substantially increase their 
reproductive success by mating with multiple 
partners. Thus, we argue that it is likely that this 
biological drive to mate promotes in men a spe-
cial openness to the outside world of the 
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 immediate environment. In addition, the litera-
ture indicates an association between maternal 
and paternal depression during the postpartum 
period in which maternal depression has been 
considered the main risk factor for paternal 
depression.

We propose that fathers’ depression, in the 
context of mothers’ PPD, may function to force a 
change in fathers’ behavior by inhibiting their 
openness to the outside world. By inhibiting 
activity outside the family, paternal depression 
may inversely promote fathers’ approximation to 
the family in a situation of family adversity (e.g., 
mothers’ depression and impaired care capabili-
ties due to depression). Thus, paternal depres-
sion, in the context of maternal PPD, can also be 
understood as an adaptation to difficult environ-
mental conditions. Nevertheless, severe paternal 
depression will probably have negative conse-
quences for family interaction.
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29African American Fathers 
and Their Young Children: Images 
from the Field

Vivian L. Gadsden and Iheoma U. Iruka

In the past 25 years, there has been a clear upsurge 
in research studies focused on fathers and father-
ing and equally widespread agreement that 
fathers matter to the well-being of their children, 
families, and communities. Whether fathers are 
involved with their children is only outweighed 
by how they are involved. In other words, the 
field has moved past efforts that seek support for 
the idea that “father presence matters” and 
“fathers care”—critical concepts that helped 
frame the early work in the field—to unpacking 
the multiple paths to and instantiations of both 
presence and care. Similarly, the field has moved 
from a primary focus on White middle-class 
fathers to investing in a more deepened under-
standing of the lives of and demands on fathers 
representing ethnic minority groups and those 
living in low-resourced communities. While 
there is still considerable work to be done, 
researchers, practitioners, and policymakers have 
come to challenge “one-size-fits-all” paradigms 
that attempt to explain multifaceted issues within 
a single narrative or a single approach. The 
increased attention to the issues facing African 

American fathers constitutes one critical dimen-
sion of the response to this challenge. In this 
chapter, we use the descriptor, African American, 
to refer to the expanse of fathers who share a 
common African diasporic history and who 
reside in the United States, either as a result of 
immigration or forced labor, including African 
Americans, Africans, Afro-Caribbeans, Afro- 
Latinos/Afro-Latinas, or any other group that 
identifies as Black and/or having ancestral heri-
tage from Africa (see also Roopnarine, 2004).

African American fathers are a distinctive 
subset of the U.S. population and the constella-
tion of fathers in diverse family forms. Similar to 
other fathers, they represent a range of sociopo-
litical histories, social classes and contexts, edu-
cational backgrounds, school experiences, and 
cultural practices and values. They reflect differ-
ent parenting knowledge, beliefs, and practices, 
and they draw on a range of resources (e.g., their 
experience and observations) to determine the 
best approaches to parenting and to promote the 
health and well-being of their children (Johnson 
& Young, 2016). However, given their racial his-
tory in the United States, unlike many other 
fathers, they have often confronted multiple bar-
riers that are deterrents to being present in their 
children’s lives and supporting their families 
(McAdoo, 1993). Whether, how, and how much 
African American fathers are engaged with their 
children depend upon a cascade of macro- and 
micro-systemic factors, from employment and 
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employability to their interpretation of responsi-
bility and commitment (Cochran, 1997; Cooper, 
2009; McAdoo, 1993). These factors are affected 
by social, economic, and educational access and 
prevailing opportunity structures. As several eth-
nographic studies have noted, they are related to 
issues of race and discrimination and to fathers’ 
success in navigating at once systemic barriers, 
cultural expectations, and personal goals (Edin & 
Nelson, 2013; Hamer, 2001; Jones, 2018).

This chapter focuses on African American 
fathers of young children and their engagement 
and involvement with their young children’s care, 
development, and learning. African American 
fathers, specifically young, low-income African 
American fathers, have been a focus of discus-
sions across family research, practice, and policy, 
in large part, because of their status both as 
fathers and as men historically marginalized by 
race. Basic and intervention research continues to 
center on their absence or on their conceptions of 
fathering, while other studies, including evalua-
tion studies, address their participation in father-
ing and family-focused initiatives designed to 
increase father involvement or promote marriage 
(see Avellar, Dion, Zaveri, & Hershey, 2006; 
Wood, Moore, Clarkwest, Killewald, & Monahan, 
2012). Comparatively less empirical data and 
fewer evaluation studies examine the ways in 
which these fathers are engaged in the early cog-
nitive and social-emotional development of their 
children, the effects of this engagement over time 
in and out of formal educational settings, or the 
social ecologies that shape it. This chapter pres-
ents a brief synthesis of the literature from 
research and on-the-ground efforts. It draws from 
a range of analyses to capture the complexity of 
the issues, lapses in the existing knowledge base, 
and possibilities for research as a resource for 
practice and policy.

In examining the experiences of both African 
American fathers and their children, we consider 
two broad issues. The first acknowledges the 
inconsistent designations of African American 
fathers, in particular the ways in which race and 
class are conflated to describe them. African 
American fathers are described throughout the 
literature by any number of references (e.g., 

urban fathers and young low-income fathers). 
They constitute a disproportionate share of 
research and policy discussions on nonresidential 
and noncustodial fathers that focus largely on the 
problems that these fathers’ presence or absence 
creates rather than the ways their presence facili-
tates or guides the development of their children. 
Hamer (2001) suggests that these men are often 
targeted—with little regard for the intractability 
of structural barriers—as a “notorious group,” an 
image that defines them as unable and unwilling 
to take responsibility for their children. The inter-
sections of race and class and the dearth of 
research are duly noted in other literature as well 
(see National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, & Medicine, 2016, 2019). 
Overwhelmingly, the young African American 
fathers who have been highlighted in research 
and policy studies have been poor. Yet, the atten-
tion to these fathers, important and critical that it 
is, is inconsistent in acknowledging the different 
levels of poverty (e.g., working poor versus deep 
poverty), merges nonresidential and noncustodial 
fathering, relies often on narrow definitions of 
presence and absence, and ignores the diversity 
within and among both low-income young 
African American fathers and the larger popula-
tion of African American fathers. As a result, the 
field is constrained in its ability to paint either the 
big picture or the small, more nuanced descrip-
tions of African American fathers and fathering.

The second is the historical backdrop against 
which the experiences of African American 
fathers are understood or misunderstood within 
racial formations and systems of discrimination 
in the United States (see Omi & Winant, 2014). 
The forced formal separation of African fathers 
from their children and families for a significant 
part of the U.S. history (i.e., the enslavement 
period) and the resulting barriers to family reuni-
fication (Drake & Cayton, 1970; DuBois, 1935; 
Gans, 1965) and employment from 
Reconstruction to the present have persistently 
marginalized these men within and across com-
munities. Several researchers have referred to 
this problem in relation to the instrumental and 
expressive roles of African American fathering 
(Bowman & Forman, 1997), linking the prob-
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lems of work and the ability to obtain jobs 
(Anderson, 1990, 2008; Smeeding, Garfinkel, & 
Mincy, 2011). While several texts have pointed 
to the effects of racial discrimination on African 
American men (e.g., Chetty, Hendren, Jones, & 
Porter, 2018; Wilson, 1996, 2008), relatively few 
have unpacked and addressed these effects fully 
or sufficiently in the study of African American 
fathers and fathering. In addition, the literature 
typically does not address the diversity of 
African American fathers by age and ethnicity or 
by national origin, e.g., those born in the United 
States versus those who have immigrated; shift-
ing lifestyles and statuses of these fathers, e.g., 
single fathers and gay fathers; and the transitions 
within and to American culture.

Throughout the chapter, we draw primarily on 
work describing what we know about low-income 
African American fathers, largely because so 
much of the literature focuses on low-income 
African American fathers and so little literature 
examines other African American fathers. 
However, where data exist and where they help to 
frame a more robust portrait of African American 
fathers, we draw on studies and writings related 
to middle-class African American fathers. We 
examine the experiences of African American 
fathers as both broad and nuanced and their 
fatherhood practices as being derived from indi-
vidual beliefs and shared cultural contexts and 
familial histories in the United States. We con-
sider contemporary and historical barriers and 
perceptions that put the fathers and their children 
at risk and denote the different forms of agency 
on which they draw. In other words, we attempt 
to consider the multiple cultural identities of 
African American fathers and common themes 
across their experiences within the different fam-
ily systems, networks, and cultures of which they 
are a part.

This chapter is divided into four sections. The 
first briefly lays out broad issues in ongoing dis-
cussions on fathering, father engagement, and 
father caregiving. It is intended to situate the sub-
sequent section focusing on African American 
fathers by offering a context for the national dis-
cussion and effort that emerged in the 1990s. The 
second focuses on African American fathers, 

examining major themes in basic and interven-
tion studies including findings from cross-ethnic 
studies and studies specifically highlighting 
African American fathers’ involvement in their 
young children’s development. The third section 
draws on reports and commentaries from a subset 
of African American fathers participating in 
fathering programs and offers two profiles of 
low-income African American fathers to demon-
strate their engagement with their children and 
the possibilities and tensions that lie within their 
experiences. We conclude with potential areas for 
study, practice, and policy.

 Background on Father Caregiving 
and the Culture of Fatherhood

The attention to African American fathers is both 
the precursor to and the result of larger discus-
sions on fatherhood and fathering. Such discus-
sions were spurred by federal mandates related to 
families and public welfare such as the Family 
Support Act of 1988 and the Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act of 1996. Once these legisla-
tive items were passed, low-income African 
American fathers became the focus of much of 
the effort associated with the legislation. 
However, for research, these discussions became 
much more. They not only opened up a more 
expansive dialogue on the role of fathers, father-
ing, and father involvement but also began to 
unpack the question of what constitutes father 
caregiving. Moreover, as society shifted its per-
spectives regarding the traditional roles of men 
and women as parents, new questions were raised 
regarding the role of fathers (Griswold, 1993; 
LaRossa, 1997; Parke, 2000).

Several studies have referred to the ways that 
father involvement differs from mothering 
(Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & Roggman, 
2014). However, considerably fewer have 
acknowledged the fundamental differences in 
how the purpose and orientations of research on 
fathers differ from research on mothers. We have 
come to know how mothers contribute to chil-
dren’s learning and development primarily by 
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examining the achievement and well-being of 
their children, centering the child as the unit of 
analysis. In research on fathers, the father is the 
unit of analysis—i.e., understanding how he 
interprets and acts on his responsibilities as a par-
ent alongside his children and how his under-
standing of fatherhood and fathering behaviors 
affects his children. This results in part from the 
family-related policy in the 1980s and 1990s 
(described in the previous paragraph). Unmarried 
low-income, nonresidential, and noncustodial 
fathers became the focal point of research and 
programs, and arguments centered on children 
needing financial support from men who ostensi-
bly had irregular contact with their children. 
Attention to fathers as parents was directed to 
“finding” fathers, determining their capacity to 
contribute to their children’s financial well-being, 
and assessing barriers (e.g., paternity establish-
ment and incarceration) to their fulfilling this role 
of support.

While focused on the financial dimensions of 
fathering, several researchers began to address 
the emotional and nurturing dimensions of father-
ing. They brought into one conversation the rela-
tively small database on middle-class  White 
fathers, both residential fathers and divorced 
fathers living apart from their children. Little was 
known about low-income White, Latino, or 
African American fathers. Most of the attention 
was directed toward fathers who were typically 
not married to the mothers of their children and 
who often had children with more than one 
mother (see Edin & Nelson, 2013). A series of 
research initiatives ensued and highlighted the 
population of men who were parents and whose 
involvement with their children would be influ-
enced by any combination of marital status, cul-
ture, race, class, parenting values and beliefs, and 
opportunity.

In other words, to gauge the well-being of the 
children, researchers, practitioners, and policy-
makers alike were generating two knowledge 
streams: one focused on whether fathers were 
able to provide financial support and a second 
focused on fathers’ understanding of their role in 
the lives of their children, the factors that contrib-
ute to their involvement, and the factors that work 

against their involvement. These two streams 
began to converge, as is evident in the evolution 
of studies from 1993 to the early 2000s. However, 
still absent from many of these discussions, ema-
nating from the fatherhood work, was a simulta-
neous focus on father and child, including the 
developmental effects of fathers’ involvement. 
Fathers were slowly integrated into research on 
parents, parenting, and families and their effects 
on young children.

Fathers’ interactions with and influence on 
children have been examined in relation to their 
importance as a second parent (to mothers) and in 
relation to infants and young children. Research 
on infant-parent attachment demonstrates the sig-
nificant role of fathers in infant attachment 
(Belsky, Gilstrap, & Rovine, 1984; Lamb, 
Chuang, & Cabrera, 2003) and of fathers’ sensi-
tivity to their infant and young children’s needs 
(Braungart-Rieker, Garwood, Powers, & Notaro, 
1998). Father involvement is thought to be 
directly related to children’s understanding of 
their social worlds and their ability to interact and 
make sense of their worlds. Studies such as the 
Fragile Fathers Study were especially astute in 
their recognition of birth as a critical moment for 
fathers to become engaged with their children. 
They spoke to the high likelihood that early 
engagement would lead to sustained involvement 
over time. While the findings are limited and 
mixed in regard to whether relationships from the 
early cohorts of fathers studied have been sus-
tained and whether the fathers and the mothers 
married, the data are clear for the shorter-term 
engagement (Cabrera, Fagan, & Farrie, 2008). 
The studies reinforced birth and pregnancy as 
pivotal moments to promote father engagement 
and responsibility. The time before birth may be 
a sensitive period especially in light of studies 
showing racial disparities in maternal and infant 
mortality (Petersen et al., 2019), with some indi-
cation that paternal involvement may reduce the 
mortality rate for Black infants (Alio, Kornosky, 
Mbah, Marty, & Salihu, 2010; Alio et al., 2011; 
Alio, Salihu, Kornosky, Richman, & Marty, 
2010). Hence, father involvement may support 
expectant mothers to engage in more health and 
pregnancy-promoting behaviors while also 
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reducing financial and emotional stressors harm-
ful to pregnancy.

In a study of participants in the National Early 
Head Start evaluation study, Shannon, Cabrera, 
Tamis-LeMonda, and Lamb (2009) found that 
fathers’ residence at birth and prenatal involve-
ment (e.g., attending doctor’s visits) decreased 
their risk of being inaccessible to their children 
over the first 5 years. On the one hand, residence 
at birth was a stronger predictor of the timing of 
father inaccessibility than was prenatal involve-
ment for European American and Latin American 
fathers. Prenatal involvement among African 
American fathers was a stronger predictor of the 
timing of father inaccessibility than nonresiden-
tial status at birth. However, 50% of fathers who 
were inaccessible at birth were inaccessible by 
the time the child was 3 months old. The authors 
note the strengths and constraints of the study, 
including the self-selection process of the study, 
inability to pinpoint all dimensions of the timing 
of accessibility, use of maternal reports, differen-
tial marital status of participants (which influ-
ences if not determines fathers’ access to their 
children), and the different ways that fathers 
chose to stay involved.

This approach, of observing and chronicling 
fathers’ engagement from birth, is laden with 
possibilities for charting the growth of men as 
fathers, the effects of growth, and fathers’ 
engagement in their children’s care, health, and 
well-being. Caregiving involves generativity—
that is, psychological and emotional investment 
in the role of caregiver and in the children for 
whom one provides such care (Erikson, 1969; 
Erikson & Erikson, 1981). Children who receive 
inconsistent, neglectful, or inadequate physical 
and emotional caregiving are at greater risk for 
negative developmental outcomes (Downer, 
Campos, McWayne, & Gartner, 2014; McLoyd, 
1990). In high-risk communities characterized by 
chronic long-term poverty, a nurturing and sup-
portive parent reduces risk (Fantuzzo, McWayne, 
Perry, & Childs, 2004) and is the single most 
important source of resiliency in children (Boller 
et  al., 2006; Luthar & Zigler, 1991; National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, & 
Medicine, 2019; Wakschlag & Hans, 1999).

Fathers’ roles range from instrumental (i.e., 
ensuring children’s basic needs for food and pro-
tection) to expressive (i.e., nurturing and emo-
tional engagement, love, attachment, and 
security). They include culturally appropriate 
physical acts of affection and comfort such as 
touching, hugging, kissing, and cuddling; verbal 
expressions of care such as comforting with reas-
suring words and sounds; and behaviors that help 
to maintain communication between children and 
caregivers such as listening and giving timely 
responses to children’s concerns. Paternal care-
giving includes the managerial tasks that permit 
caregivers cooperatively and consistently to meet 
children’s basic needs (e.g., shopping for food 
and clothing) but is as likely to focus on play and 
engagement. Just as the frequency and accessibil-
ity of fathering contribute to care (Shannon et al., 
2009), the quality of caregiving and parenting 
can have a profound effect on children (Gadsden, 
Davis, Fagan, & Ray, 2001).

In addition to greater government interest in 
fathering from the 1990s to present, several fac-
tors have led to initiatives on fathers’ roles in 
caregiving: e.g., the increasing numbers of moth-
ers entering the workforce (Pleck, 1997), evolv-
ing societal expectations of fathers’ roles 
(Johnson & Young, 2016), and changing patterns 
of family formation and organization (Gadsden, 
Wortham, & Turner III, 2003). The result of this 
cultural shift is that both fathers and mothers 
have been forced to weigh how they will negoti-
ate their roles as parents, provide children with 
consistent and competent caregiving, and provide 
the emotional investment and support they 
require.

The majority of research on fathers’ caregiv-
ing has focused on their presence, absence, and 
accessibility to their young children. Research on 
fathers who reside with their children suggests 
that they are assuming more childcare responsi-
bilities than did their predecessors. The degree to 
which fathers can and do engage in caregiving 
activities changes over the life course and within 
different cultural contexts. However, the contrib-
uting factors are little understood. Differences in 
levels of father-child engagement may also be 
influenced by differences in fathers’ experiences, 
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capacities, and characteristics. Characteristics of 
the child (e.g., temperament and disability) may 
shape caregiving, whether father or mother 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
& Medicine, 2016). Research presents contradic-
tory findings related to fathers of children with 
disabilities. Some early studies report that fathers 
of disabled children may become more involved 
in childcare than fathers of children without these 
challenges (Tallman, 1965), while other research 
suggests that they may be less involved (Bristol, 
Gallagher, & Schopler, 1988).

Research on fathers’ caregiving tends to 
describe the frequency of care and the tasks per-
formed but focuses less on the quality of father 
care or its relationship to child outcomes. In less 
economically advantaged families, fathers report-
edly have played a critical role in caring for 
young children. In a study by Hans, Ray, 
Bernstein, and Halpern (1995) of low-income, 
unmarried African American mothers, the moth-
ers stated that, after themselves, fathers were the 
most frequent providers of care to very young 
children. A majority of mothers (53%) indicated 
that fathers provided solo care to toddlers at least 
1 or 2 days per week. Cohen (1998) found that 
43% of low-income fathers, compared to 24% of 
more economically advantaged fathers, care for 
their young children while their wives work. 
According to Livingston (2014), based on the 
U.S.  Census data from the 1990–2013 Annual 
Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) of the 
Current Population Survey (CPS), the number of 
stay-at-home fathers jumped from 1.1 million in 
1989 to 2.2 million in 2012 primarily because of 
the recession, with approximately 18% of pre-
school children regularly cared for by theirs 
father during their mothers’  working hours 
(National Responsible Fatherhood Clearinghouse, 
n.d.). This may be due, in part,  to their limited 
education and poverty status. Stay-at-home 
fathers are twice as likely to lack a high school 
diploma as working fathers (22% vs. 10%), and 
almost half (47%) of stay-at-home fathers are liv-
ing in poverty, compared with 8% of working 
fathers.

Several studies have offered insights into 
fathers’ contributions to young children’s cogni-

tive and social-emotional development, and many 
have investigated fathering behaviors across dif-
ferent groups. While these studies are still rela-
tively few, as compared to studies on mothers and 
children, they show some distinctive effects of 
father involvement. Fathers who are described as 
having authoritarian parenting styles (i.e., char-
acterized by highly controlling, punitive, harsh, 
and intrusive behaviors and low warmth and 
responsiveness directed toward the child) appear 
to have children who display more externalizing 
behavior (Hart, DeWolf, Wozniak, & Burts, 
1992; Parke, Cassidy, Burks, Carson, & Boyum, 
1992). Isley, O’Neil, Clatfelter, and Parke (1999) 
found that fathers’ negative interactions during a 
physical play task were significantly and nega-
tively related to boys’ social competence as 
assessed by teachers in kindergarten and first 
grade and by peers in kindergarten. An earlier 
study by MacDonald and Parke (1984) found that 
fathers who were more direct during play ses-
sions had preschool-age children, particularly 
sons, who were less popular with peers. In a 
study of fathers’ use of physical punishment and 
children’s externalizing behavior among White 
and African American children, Deater-Deckard 
and his colleagues (1996) found a significantly 
greater association between fathers’ use of physi-
cal punishment and higher levels of externalizing 
and aggressive behavior for European American 
children than for African American children. 
More recently, Cabrera and Mitchell (2009) 
found that low-income African American fathers 
reported moderate levels of parenting stress, were 
moderately engaged with their children across a 
range of activities, and displayed medium levels 
of responsiveness and low levels of negativity 
during interactions with their toddlers.

Fathers play roles that relate to children’s 
social competence. Across race, ethnicity, and 
social class, fathers appear to spend more of their 
total time with children engaging in play activi-
ties than do mothers (Hossain & Roopnarine, 
1994). Especially when children are young, 
fathers and mothers appear to have different play-
ing styles (Lamb, 1997). Fathers are more likely 
than are mothers to engage in more physical and 
rambunctious play, such as rough-and-tumble 
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games. This pattern of play has been reported in 
African American, Latino, and European 
American fathers. In contrast, mothers tend to 
engage infants with objects, as well as to read to 
and talk with children (Parke, 1996).

The specific contributions of fathers to chil-
dren’s cognitive development are less clear, 
although studies have focused on children’s aca-
demic preparation and experiences. Studies dat-
ing back to the 1990s have shown higher levels of 
participation of resident fathers than nonresident 
fathers, though the results are at best mixed. 
Research shows that paternal stimulation of 
infants seems to be important for the develop-
ment of boys’ mastery motivation (Yarrow et al., 
1984). Clarke-Stewart (1978) found that the 
intellectual skill of 15–30-month-olds was sig-
nificantly related to fathers’ engagement in play, 
positive ratings of children, the amount they 
interacted, and their aspirations for the child’s 
independence. Research on parent-child interac-
tion has shown that there are special characteris-
tics of fathers’ and mothers’ child-directed 
speech. The earliest studies found that the struc-
tural characteristics of fathers’ language (e.g., 
mean length of utterance, type-token ratio, the 
mean number of verbs per utterances, and pro-
portion of sentence types) were similar to those 
used by mothers. (See Tomasello & Barton, 1994, 
for a review; Leech, Salo, Rowe, & Cabrera, 
2013.) Studies that have focused on the prag-
matic or conversational aspects of parent-child 
communication have documented differences in 
the ways that fathers and mothers communicate 
with their children (Hammond, Caldwell, Brooks, 
& Bell, 2011). One robust finding is that fathers’ 
speech to their children is more linguistically and 
cognitively demanding (Bernstein, 1988; 
Duursma, Pan, & Raikes, 2008; Tomasello, 
Conti-Ramsden, & Ewert, 1990). Fathers allow 
fewer speaker turns than do mothers, use more 
rare and abstract words, respond less to children’s 
utterances, are less adept at understanding their 
children, ask for fewer clarifications, and are less 
inclined to accept violations of discourse rules. In 
their vocabulary choices, fathers appear to be less 
attuned to their children’s linguistic level than 
mothers. Leech and her colleagues (2013) found 

considerable variability in the input that fathers 
offer to their children on a daily basis. As they 
note, while there may be little difference in the 
quantity of conversation, fathers tend to use more 
conversation-eliciting utterances and clarification 
requests than mothers do.

There is a small body of literature examining 
the impact of paternal involvement in children’s 
early schooling and academic achievement. 
Research on parents’ roles in children’s cognitive 
development has demonstrated the significance 
of parent-child interaction to improve children’s 
school performance. In areas such as children’s 
early reading, for example, Gadsden and Bowman 
(1999) suggest that fathers’ participation in liter-
ate activities, the barriers they face as a result of 
low literacy, and their perceptions of the role they 
can play in their children’s literacy development 
affect whether and how well children are pre-
pared for school. Such factors also may influence 
the direct and subtle messages that fathers convey 
to their children about the value, achievability, 
and power associated not only with literacy but 
also with schooling and knowledge. Although 
mother’s education historically has been used as 
the primary predictor of children’s achievement, 
educational research increasingly is examining 
father-child interaction on children’s early learn-
ing within and outside of school, particularly 
among low-income fathers (Lee & Rispoli, 2019; 
Reynolds, Howard, & Jones, 2015). What these 
and other studies suggest is that a father’s ability 
to support his child’s learning affects the child’s 
engagement with books and schooling. As is true 
for mothers, however, fathers who have limited 
schooling and reading and writing abilities are 
constrained in their attempts to participate in 
many school-related activities requiring high lev-
els of literacy (Duursma et al., 2008).

Even when fathers have limited schooling, 
their involvement in children’s schools and 
school lives is a powerful predictor of children’s 
academic achievement. Nord, Brimhall, and West 
(1998) found that fathers from two-parent fami-
lies who were moderately or highly involved in 
school were significantly more likely to have 
children who received mostly high marks, enjoy 
school, and never repeat a grade. Nonresidential 
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fathers’ involvement in school also predicted the 
same outcome measures for children (Nord et al., 
1998). In their study of 11- to 14-year-old chil-
dren, Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994) found that 
fathers who participate in school activities have 
children with a higher degree of self-perceived 
academic competence and greater self- regulation. 
Father involvement in intellectual and cultural 
activities at home was also related to children’s 
perceived academic competence (Grolnick & 
Slowiaczek, 1994). Fagan and Iglesias (1999) 
found a positive association between high-level 
participation in a father involvement project and 
children’s mathematics readiness change scores. 
Using the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—
Birth Cohort (ECLS-B), Baker (2013) found that 
above and beyond mothers’ effects, fathers who 
participated in more frequent home literacy 
involvement (e.g., shared book reading) had chil-
dren with better reading, math, and social- 
emotional outcomes (i.e., sustained attention and 
fewer negative behaviors) in preschool.

Research that examines the extent to which 
fathers are involved with their child’s school, 
such as the national representative study under-
taken by Nord et  al. (1998) and the Head Start 
study by Gary, Beatty, and Weaver (1987), has 
generally shown that fathers are less involved 
than mothers in all types of school activities, 
including volunteering and attending class 
events, parent-teacher conferences, and general 
school meetings. Fathers with less than a high 
school education were also much less likely to be 
involved in their child’s school than fathers with 
higher levels of education (Nord et  al., 1998). 
However, as Nord and her colleagues (1998) sug-
gest, while nonresidential fathers were found to 
be substantially less involved with the child’s 
school than residential fathers, the involvement 
of nonresidential fathers was in no way trivial 
(see Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994). As children 
move into adolescence, fathers and mothers play 
a less dominant, although not unimportant, role 
in their children’s education (Baker, 2013; Hosley 
& Montemayor, 1997). Some researchers (e.g., 
Johnson & Young, 2016) have noted the differen-
tial pathway of African American fathers’ 
engagement, particularly as children move into 

adolescence, suggesting a different, more culture- 
focused analysis of their participation.

 African American Fathers

African American or Black fathers have been 
studied in relation to other groups such as Latino 
fathers and in comparison to European American 
fathers. Studies have been designed not only to 
gauge their responses to fatherhood but also to 
situate their practices within dominant social 
expectations regarding fathering. Current discus-
sions continue to grapple with how to represent 
them in the rapidly changing cultural landscape, 
dominant societal practices, and economic con-
tingencies. Moreover, the history and experiences 
of African American fathers are different from 
those of Latino or other ethnic minority fathers 
and vice versa. Johnson and Young (2016) sug-
gest that because the roles and expectations asso-
ciated with fatherhood in American society have 
become increasingly diversified, contemporary 
depictions of African American fathers are too 
narrow. They cite a need for a broader conceptu-
alization of what the role entails, which has 
implications for African American fathers and 
fathers more generally. Pointing to the internal 
diversity of the category, Black fathers, the 
authors suggest that studies of Black fathers must 
reconcile the ways in which Black families and 
communities are both affected by and implicated 
in the expectations of fathers not only in the 
Black community but also in the larger society.

We know little about middle-income African 
American fathers. Cazenave’s (1979) study, 
based on interviews with postal workers, was 
among the first to demonstrate the importance of 
the provider role to African American men. While 
studies by Cazenave and others such as Perry and 
colleagues (2012) focus on resident, middle-class 
fathers, they address neither fathers’ parenting 
practices specifically nor their parenting ideolo-
gies. In earlier writings (e.g., Drake & Cayton, 
1970; DuBois, 1935; Gans, 1965), scholars 
referred to the deleterious effect that forced sepa-
ration of fathers and families had on father 
involvement while describing the critical role 
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that African American fathers played in 
Reconstruction and in response to limited 
employment opportunities. During this period, 
often with migration from rural to urban areas, 
African American women were able to obtain 
jobs when the men were not, and African 
American fathers often assumed childcare 
responsibilities of young children. Drawing on 
both research findings and anecdotal evidence, 
some authors (e.g., Childs & Dalmage, 2010; 
Hill, 2001) have argued that the parenting prac-
tices of middle-class African American fathers 
may look similar to those of White middle-class 
fathers, except for the ways they support their 
children in navigating issues of cultural and 
social identity in the face of contemporary threats 
such as discrimination and racial profiling.

The issues facing African American fathers in 
one context may be different from those facing 
African American fathers in another context, par-
ticularly around culture and cultural expecta-
tions. Cultural experiences vary across African 
American men. Hence, simplistic appropriations 
of culture do not fully provide the necessary 
framing to examine these fathers. However, irre-
spective of class and subcultural histories, 
African American fathers share a particular racial 
identity within U.S. contexts and economies, 
which at any point may serve as barriers to their 
engagement with their children and their ability 
to support their families and themselves 
(Anderson, 2008; Chetty et  al., 2018; Wilson, 
1996, 2008). Such structural barriers have led to 
explanations of African American fathering 
among low-income, nonresidential and noncus-
todial men that reinforce race-based analyses.

In the discussion that follows, we focus on 
low-income, nonresidential African American 
fathers, not as representatives of the range of 
African American fathers but because of limited 
research on African American fathers more 
broadly. The work on African American fathers 
in many cases has restricted itself to focusing on 
African American fathers who are low-income, 
absent in their children’s lives, variably engaged 
with their children, or unable to provide financial 
contributions. It has separated out nonresidential 
and noncustodial fathers from those who live 

with and are financially responsible for their chil-
dren. The focus on income and class, especially 
poverty, is appropriate and needed, given the 
impact of poverty on children’s well-being, par-
ents’ ability to contribute to their children’s 
health and welfare, and parents’ capacities to 
make sound decisions regarding their parenting 
(Hamer, 2001; National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering and Medicine, 2019; Smeeding 
et al., 2011).

However, despite the constraints of poverty, 
many young African American fathers are highly 
engaged with their children, and most report that 
they value fatherhood, want to be involved in their 
children’s lives, but are limited by a range of fac-
tors including financial stability and inaccessibil-
ity to their children due to relationship tensions 
(Hamer, 2001). Several researchers have noted 
the nurturing contributions that many low- income 
African American men make to their children’s 
well-being and their reported sensibilities and 
sensitivities to the importance of care (Edin & 
Nelson, 2013). A core of research, beginning in 
the 1990s, redirected the focus on fathers’ finan-
cial contributions to include a critical analysis of 
fathers’ contributions to children’s emotional 
well-being, social environments, and care 
(National Center on Fathers and Families, 1995).

The focus on African American fathers’ resi-
dential status, in particular, does not represent a 
binary of presence and absence. It is experienced 
along a continuum of engagement, dependent on 
individual factors such as a father’s decision to be 
involved with his children and the number of 
children he may have with different mothers. It is 
also affected by societal factors such as a father’s 
ability to obtain employment with sufficient 
wages to support his children and the dispropor-
tionate number of African American fathers who 
are incarcerated. Individually, these factors create 
a complex pathway to responsible fathering. 
Together, they create an impossible trajectory to 
ensuring that these fathers are engaged with their 
children and that they are able to overcome struc-
tural racism and intergenerational poverty and 
hardship that serve as barriers to their  engagement, 
positive father-child relationships, or the fathers’ 
sense of their own agency.
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Although much has been written about Black 
fathers’ invisibility, the 2013 report from the 
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) suggests that 
African American fathers have comparably 
higher levels of involvement than White fathers 
though lower levels of residence. Data were col-
lected from 12,279 interviews with women and 
10,403 men aged 15–44 from June 2006 through 
June 2010. The report is mainly limited to the 
data collected from the sample of 3928 men who 
are fathers and found that African American 
fathers had higher levels of engagement for chil-
dren five and under. Both co-residential and non-
residential fathers reported that in the 4 weeks 
prior to the survey, they were most likely to have 
bathed, dressed, diapered, or helped their chil-
dren use the toilet every day; taken their children 
to or from activities every day; read to them; or 
helped with homework. These findings do not 
disagree with findings in other studies and draw 
attention to the disjuncture between the popular 
conceptions of African American father absence 
and the need for more intricate, carefully devel-
oped studies that uncover the nature, content, and 
potential of father involvement.

Similar to other studies, the CDC study uses a 
comparative framework across White, Latino, 
and Black fathers. In general, the White-Black 
comparison is relatively constricted, as it posi-
tions the practices of White middle-class fathers 
as the gold standard of engagement. Data suggest 
that studies on African American father engage-
ment and involvement might focus more on what 
they do and, when focused on their presence or 
absence, give more attention to how their pres-
ence matters for children’s academic success and 
social-emotional development and when and 
why they are absent.

For example, a major barrier to fathers’ pres-
ence in their children’s homes was federal wel-
fare policies of the past which often encouraged 
father invisibility, if not absence, by withholding 
benefits from low-income mothers whose hus-
bands or partners lived at home (Edin, Lein, & 
Nelson, 1998; Lerman & Sorensen, 2000; Edin & 
Nelson, 2013). These social and economic fac-
tors and the resulting policy mandates removed 
lower-income African American fathers from 

their children’s homes and typically from com-
munities to a greater extent than for other U.S. 
neighborhoods and communities. Research from 
the 1990s reinforces this point. Sullivan (1993) 
suggested that inner-city African American youth 
tend to acknowledge their paternity readily, 
although not formally, and that the African 
American community facilitates the informal 
establishment of paternity and a young father’s 
involvement in informal child-support arrange-
ments. Others such as Waller (2001) found that 
for many of the fathers, the breadwinner role was 
less important than their desire to provide guid-
ance and discipline for his children. The fathers 
in Waller’s study (part of the Fragile Families 
Study) emphasized the need for fathers to ensure 
that their children lived comfortably and that 
their children’s needs were met, either through 
in-kind informal support or more formal payment 
arrangements. Studies by Gadsden et al. (2003) 
and Parents’ Fair Share (Knox & Redcross, 2000; 
Miller & Knox, 2001) not only found a similar 
emphasis on the nurturing role from young urban 
fathers but also noted fathers’ emphasis on the 
breadwinner role even when consistent employ-
ment was difficult to be found.

The issues around class and the residual 
effects of class (e.g., poor-quality schooling, lim-
ited education, unemployment, and incarcera-
tion) have centered on a specific time period, late 
adolescence and young adulthood, in the lives of 
many young fathers, a period often fraught with 
inconsistencies and common questions related to 
transitions. Studies such as the Fragile Families 
Study provided a rich analysis of whether and 
how young fathers—disproportionately African 
American, low-income men, and men with simi-
lar backgrounds—were and could be engaged 
with their children from birth and the real and 
perceived barriers to their engagement. Several 
studies describe some of the experiences of 
young fathers, highlighting the realities of unem-
ployment and intergenerational father absence as 
barriers to overcome (Waldfogel, Craigie, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2010). Despite the  strengths of 
these studies, few have  demonstrated the ways 
that African American fathers of young children, 
in particular, take on the responsibilities of par-
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enting their children—i.e., the nature of engage-
ment, not only whether they are engaged but also 
their understanding of their roles, the activities 
that they take on and with what outcomes, their 
definitions of their roles in the present and future, 
and the evolution and enactments of these 
definitions.

Unlike older children, very young children, 
typically, from birth to age 5, are uniquely posi-
tioned as dependents. Because of their age and 
relative helplessness, they rely directly on parents 
and other caregivers to address the fundamental 
needs of food and care. However, they are also 
reliant on parents as primary mechanisms for 
socialization and preparation for the expectations 
of their environments. As the National Academies 
of Sciences report, Parenting Matters (2016) 
writes:

The impact of parents may never be greater than 
during the earliest years of life, when children’s 
brains are developing rapidly and when nearly all 
of their experiences are created and shaped by their 
parents and by the positive or difficult circum-
stance in which the parents find themselves (p. 1).

Later in the same report, the authors note the 
dearth of research studies and research data on 
fathers, in general, to inform a discussion about 
the natural pathways to father involvement for 
young children; the different directions they have 
taken; or their effects on children’s cognition, 
social-emotional development, or health and 
well-being.

Similar to other work on fathers, studies on 
African American fathers are limited by a lack of 
theory that links specific acts of father involve-
ment to child developmental outcomes. Several 
researchers have drawn upon social ecological 
theory as an appropriate framework. Cabrera and 
her colleagues (2014) offer a theoretical framing 
developed out of social ecological theory that 
focuses on the bidirectionality between fathers 
and children over time, in addition to context and 
fathers’ personality and behavior. Others have 
reframed it as a cultural ecological theory 
(Threlfall, Seay, & Kohl, 2013). While these the-
oretical framings have been applied to uncover 
what is known about African American fathers 
and young children, much of what is uncovered 

must be disaggregated from cross-ethnic studies. 
For example, several studies reinforce the impor-
tance of parents in stimulating children’s cogni-
tive development and social competence, in 
particular their language development and spe-
cific abilities in reading, writing, and other early 
literacies (Baker, 2013; Leech et al., 2013). Some 
research reports take note of the higher levels of 
caregiving and play activities between African 
American and Latino fathers (Baker, 2016). They 
point to African American and Latino fathers’ 
lower levels of engagement in children’s cogni-
tive development, which they agree may be 
attributed in large part to the lower levels of edu-
cation among the fathers studied. These and other 
data are compelling, but several of the studies to 
date are consistently small, drawn from conve-
nience samples, and unable to inform the field 
about the levels of engagement or the duration 
and content of engagement. In addition, it may be 
that within-class diversity may be minimized 
such that middle-class White fathers are com-
pared with working-class or middle-class African 
American and Latino fathers, and the studies may 
not weigh systematically the wealth differential 
between Blacks and Whites (see Chetty et  al., 
2018; Oliver & Shapiro, 2013), as well as the 
stressors African American and Latino fathers 
face due to their gender, race, ethnicity, and 
culture.

In a study of fathers’ contributions to chil-
dren’s self-regulation among low-income ethnic 
minority preschoolers, Owen and her colleagues 
(2013) focused on 404 fathers, 182 of whom 
were African American, and their 30-month-old 
children. While they did not find a clear pattern 
when profiling for fathers’ education, they found 
in follow-up tests, stratified by child ethnicity, 
that higher levels of father education were associ-
ated with more child-oriented fathering among 
African American but not Latino fathers. That is, 
African American fathers with more than a high 
school education exhibited more  child-oriented 
fathering than among fathers with less education. 
The authors note that African American, child- 
oriented fathers held unique importance in 
 predicting their children’s emerging self-regula-
tion in an attention conflict task, which is consis-
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tent with others highlighting the developmental 
importance of fathers’ sensitive and challenging 
play. These findings are reinforced by studies of 
toddlers with co-residing mothers and fathers 
(Cabrera, Hofferth, & Chae, 2011). African 
American and Latino fathers reported being 
engaged with their infants in physical play and 
caregiving (Cabrera et al., 2011).

Mullins (2011) reports that African American 
fathers are more likely to stress the importance of 
behavior (i.e., behaving according to some desig-
nated rules) for children under the age of 
61 months. The fathers indicated that following 
rules, being kind and considerate towards others, 
controlling temper, and obeying parents were all 
important behaviors in children. However, con-
tradicting the self-reports in the CDC study, 
African American fathers were found to be the 
least likely to read to their children.

Among the criticisms of research, practice, 
and policy that affect African American fathers is 
that they have relied on a single story that does 
not reflect the diversity in its broadest sense—
e.g., cultural histories, nationality, single-parent 
status, income differences, sexual orientations, or 
any of the intersectional identities that African 
American fathers similar to other fathers reflect. 
This is not to say that African American fathers 
are just like all other fathers. Instead, it cautions 
references that place fathers into a single nonpo-
rous category that intentionally minimizes or 
erases the multiplicity of identities and pathways 
to father involvement. The increased attention to 
low-income, nonresidential, noncustodial African 
American fathers in the past 20 years has drawn 
attention to African American families and the 
cultural practices within them.

 African American Fathers: Images 
from Programs

A source of information for the field has been 
programs designed to serve fathers. Most of these 
programs serve young, low-income, ethnic 
minority men who are new fathers or fathers of 
young children. Many have provided support to 
the men to ensure that they have the employment 

and emotional support to establish and sustain 
engagement with their children. Early programs 
such as Parents’ Fair Share and others were 
intended to provide consistent support, and as a 
result, these programs provided evaluation data 
that led to the expansion of research and policy 
initiatives on fatherhood. In many ways, they 
have been a major source of information about 
how fathers are faring and have served as a site 
for a range of research studies. Like many basic 
and intervention studies, evaluation studies have 
often focused on whether fathers are participat-
ing in programs and/or whether fathers report 
being engaged with their children. In other cases, 
they highlight the number of reported father- 
child encounters from either program staff or 
fathers, leaving the potential for inaccuracy on 
the actual level of engagement and little informa-
tion on the nature of the participation, the mani-
festations of participation in different contexts, 
fathers’ persistence, or programmatic preparation 
that measures children’s short- and long-term 
effects. Still, these programs and the fathers in 
them offer powerful insights on what young 
fathers experience in their efforts to parent their 
young children.

Fathering programs are diverse in that several 
are supported in part by federal funds and aimed 
at increasing paternity, child support, and fathers’ 
presence and involvement. In the mid-1990s 
when programs began to expand and since, they 
have served an important but not always empiri-
cally charted path. Programs ranged from small 
on-the-ground efforts conducted by community- 
based organizations to formal efforts in maternal 
and child health centers, Head Start and Early 
Head Start, that integrate or support fathers sepa-
rately. The services vary not only in their focus 
but also in the degree to which they are able to 
support fathers’ parenting or focus on young chil-
dren. Subsequent requirements regarding mar-
riage redirected the early purposes of these 
programs, resulting in national evaluations to 
determine their efficacy, though still offering 
clear directions.

Much of what we know from programs about 
fathers of young children has come from studies 
and evaluations of large, federally funded pro-
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grams such as Head Start and Early Head Start. 
For example, in a study of Early Head Start, 
Raikes, Summers, and Roggman (2007) focus on 
Hispanic, African American, and White fathers. 
Similar to other studies (e.g., Cabrera et  al., 
2004), they found that in what is described as 
mature programs, Hispanic men are more likely 
than African American or White men to be 
involved. However, the odds of higher participa-
tion were approximately 3 to 1 for Hispanics and 
African Americans/Blacks compared to Whites. 
While the data showed lower average monthly 
visits by African American fathers, the authors 
note that in their interviews with African 
American fathers, several placed “a high value on 
their children’s education and appeared to be 
motivated to be involved in order to improve their 
children’s prospects in life” (p. 47).

In programs designed for fathering, the pri-
mary emphasis is on engaging the father in more 
direct contact with his child and supporting him to 
sustain the engagement. In our review of 20 pro-
grams, few linked fathering practices and chil-
dren’s well-being in anything other than references 
to the overall importance of fathering and parent-
ing (Gadsden & Rethemeyer, 2003) In other 
words, there was little in the programs’ descrip-
tions that teased apart dimensions of the relation-
ship between fathering behaviors and children’s 
outcomes. This, along with child- serving evalua-
tions of programs such as Head Start and Early 
Head Start that focused on the effects of African 
American fathers, points to the need for more pur-
poseful efforts to chart whether and how father 
engagement is sustained over time and with what 
results for the child and father.

A second source of information about African 
American fathers is the fathers themselves. Two 
images of African American, described in several 
relevant studies (Gadsden, Davis, & Johnson, 
2015; Gadsden & Ray, 2002; Gadsden et  al., 
2003), reflect the ways in which low-income 
fathers have engaged and understood their 
responsibilities as fathers of young children and 
how they have aimed to make sense of their role. 
For example, in a study of 50 young African 
American fathers in a program located in an 
urban setting, the fathers, all of whom had chil-

dren under 8 years of age, ostensibly understood 
the importance of their involvement with their 
children. The dominant theme throughout  their 
narratives is described in relation to the impor-
tance of a father “being there” for his children, 
followed by providing for their children. Fathers 
complemented this description with commentar-
ies on their desire to construct a different, future 
self that reconciles past identity with present and 
future goals. They reported that they aimed to 
eliminate intergenerational father absence in 
their families while searching for a transformed 
identity. These dimensions of identity and change 
are reflected in our description of CJ in which he 
highlights “the predicament” of low-income, 
African American fathers and how transforma-
tive events have motivated him to break the inter-
generational pattern of father absence.

 Image One: CJ

CJ: Al1 the years of not having one [a father], 
wishing that I did….The pain in my life is what 
made me want to be a father to my child, because I 
wanted my father, you know. I prayed at night that 
my father would come. Just knowing the loneliness 
of not having a father … you don’t want your child 
to go through that same thing 
I did like 45 days one time in the lock-up and then 
1thought about, you know, me. It’s actually a little 
of both. I thought about, you know, me being 
locked up, which I didn’t like, and 1never knew my 
father, and I thought if I spent al1my time locked 
up, then my son would never know his father. So 
it’s actually, I did it half for him and half for 
myself.

During most of his son’s early life, CJ was either 
in prison or living apart from his son, with rela-
tively little time to understand his son’s develop-
ment or to act on the changes of his young child. 
During this time, CJ’s son and his mother relo-
cated to another state and then returned shortly 
after CJ was released from prison. CJ noted that 
when his son returned from out of state (when the 
son was five), he acted on the decision he had 
made in prison—i.e., getting a job to take care of 
his son, establishing a regular schedule for visita-
tion and overnight stays, and becoming involved 
in his son’s life.
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From our meetings with CJ, it was clear that 
he and his son had a good relationship, but a 
relationship that was more peer-like than parent- 
child. CJ reported that his son likes to “hang out 
with him” and that they “do a variety of things. 
It just depends on what we wanna do that day.” 
CJ describes their relationship as “pretty open.” 
This dependence on the child as peer runs 
through many of the interviews that we have 
conducted. Edin and Nelson (2013) describe 
similar relationships between low-income 
African American and White fathers in their 
study. However, throughout our interview, CJ 
demonstrated his commitment to “acting” more 
like a parent, noting that he had little knowledge 
of his son’s early years as he discusses his son’s 
emergent behaviors around an incident in which 
he determined that his son had been dishonest. 
In relation to this incident and his son’s behav-
ior, CJ describes himself as taking responsibil-
ity and acting more like a parent: “I know, I feel 
like sometimes he just flat out lies to keep him-
self from getting in trouble. So that bothers us 
sometimes.”

Here, CJ voices himself, together with his 
son’s mother, as being concerned in a parental 
way that his son may be “lying.” He also talks 
about wanting to earn more money, so that he 
could get his son “the things that [he] would like 
him to have, which is not actually the things that 
he has.” At this point and on this topic, CJ adopts 
a more parental voice. He articulates a father’s 
responsibility to be able to distinguish what a 
young child actually needs to have from what he 
wants to have. CJ is not unique. Like over half of 
the fathers interviewed, CJ’s father was on the 
streets, while his mother created a safe home for 
him and his stepfather later provided a good role 
model. Nonetheless, as an adolescent and young 
man, CJ ended up on the streets like his father. He 
lived what he described as a fast life there for sev-
eral years, even after his son was born. However, 
his son’s move out of state, while he was in jail, 
inspired CJ to slow down and become a respon-
sible parent, and served as an incentive to seek a 
new possible self.

CJ’s story is not unlike the stories of other 
African American fathers in its focus on personal 

transformation and the material and emotional 
dimensions of fathering. The contradiction of his 
behavior “in the streets” is mapped against an 
understanding of his role as a father, an under-
standing garnered through his relationship with 
his stepfather. What is significant in CJ’s com-
mentary is an absence of focus on the age of his 
child and plans for his child’s development. He 
does not voice a perspective on what it means to 
support his child’s early development and how he 
might ensure seamless development through ado-
lescence and over the life course.

Just as CJ focused on his own life and the 
changes that have allowed him to change and 
contribute to his child’s early learning, PR 
describes his relationship with the young daugh-
ter of his girlfriend. Both CJ and PR are nonresi-
dent fathers without custody of their young 
children. Again, the contrasts and similarities 
between the two men reinforce the dangers of a 
single story to describe the experiences of the 
young fathers.

 Image 2: PR

PR’s father lived with his mother for the first 2 
years of PR’s life. After that period, he states, “he 
disappeared.” His daughter was born when he 
was 19. He was arrested, incarcerated at 20, and 
became a father of a son (with a different mother) 
at 24. At age 25, he made a major decision to 
change and redirect his life, entering the father 
resource program. It was during this time that he 
began a relationship with still another woman 
who had a daughter of her own. At the time of the 
interview, PR was 26 and was engaged to his girl-
friend, had a good job, and saw his two biological 
children regularly for supervised visitation. He 
also cared for his girlfriend’s daughter at home 
“as if she were [his] own.”

At the very beginning of the interview, PR 
gives information that establishes him as a young 
African American man who has fathered two 
children with two different mothers and who has 
been involved with the court system. When asked 
about daily routines in his role as a father, he 
responded:
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PR: Well, it depends if I’m off, well even if I’m 
not off work, that little girl will come in there and 
wake me up, so that I have to get up maybe I have 
to go in there and cook something.
Interviewer:  okay, what about like in the eve-
ning, when you all come back, do you all have din-
ner together?
PR: no, see I work nights. I work from two 
thirty till eleven. so when I’m home, she’s sleep-
ing, so…
Interviewer: so, tell me a little bit about, for 
example, when your daughter comes to wake you 
up and then you have to cook breakfast, like do the 
two of you have a chance to talk?
PR:  yeah.
Interviewer:  so, what are you talking about? 
PR:  anything. I mean, the little girl is so…aw, 
man. it seem like she is very intelligent. like, this 
morning. this morning. her tooth fell out last night. 
and …, so I put some money under her pillow. and 
she woke me up at seven o’clock this morning and 
showed me her little, and said look what I get. I 
said where’d you get that from?” she said the tooth 
fairy gave it to me. I said when did your tooth come 
out? she didn’t know I knew her tooth came out, 
because she was sleeping when I came home, so 
her mother showed me her tooth. so she woke me 
up this morning, and told me she had a little money 
and stuff, so and I hugged her and kissed her and 
stuff. she went on to daycare. we talk about every-
thing. she’s smart. she’s so, she wants to know 
everything.
Interviewer:  sounds like she’s very curious.
PR:  curious. that’s the word I’m looking for. 
she’s very curious. she asks me a question, I give 
her the best answer I can.

PR goes on to talk about translating the desire to 
end the intergenerational absence of fathers in his 
family, as evident in this exchange:

Interviewer:  …so it was actually his absence 
and watching your mother provide for you in [your 
father’s] absence that you, and as you were a child, 
you could see what you wish you would have had.
PR:  exactly.
Interviewer:  and therefore, you want to take 
that wish list and sort of pass it on to your kids.
PR:  exactly. I think that’s exactly the way I feel 
about it, too. that’s the only way that I can, that’s 
exactly what it is.

PR fits into two categories, biological and stepfa-
ther, or what has been described as a social father, 
taking on, in this case, the formal role of father to 
a nonbiological child. However, his apparent 
commitment is greater than that of a casual or 
social relationship. His description of his fian-

cée’s daughter as possessing a high level of cog-
nitive ability motivates him to support her, to 
capture her ability in just the right word: 
“Curious.” What informs PR’s understanding of 
his stepdaughter’s ability, and how is he prepared 
to support her cognitive and social-emotional 
development? His real or potential contributions 
to his fiancée’s daughter are measured not only in 
the amount of time he spends with her but also in 
the quality of that time and his capacity to indulge 
and stimulate her curiosity and support her in 
academically important ways.

Several of the messages from our interviews 
and the more focused case study of CJ and PR 
suggest that, despite the potential and real dis-
tractions of father absence, poverty, and poor 
schooling, these fathers, like other fathers, form 
significant and nurturing bonds with their chil-
dren and work to negotiate the roles and expecta-
tions of parenting with the mothers of their 
children. They construct future images of them-
selves as fathers that are based on sometimes lim-
ited understanding of their chosen strategies and 
are constrained in part by the paucity of eco-
nomic, educational, and societal supports. In 
some cases, including the two fathers described 
here, they seek to nurture and support their chil-
dren in the ways that are presented visually on 
television and other media and in teachings from 
their families and the programs in which many 
participate. In particular, noncustodial, nonresi-
dential African American fathers are similar to 
their peers from other ethnic groups and other 
social classes who are testing the boundaries of 
engaged fatherhood, trying on their new roles, 
and negotiating these boundaries across legal, 
social, and familial lines.

 Summary and Key Points

Severa1researchers (e.g., Gordon, 2000) point to 
what is considered a stark disconnect between 
current vestiges of fatherhood and historical 
expectations, perceptions, and practices in 
African American communities. Like other 
fathers, African American fathers’ parenting 
practices are informed and shaped by a range of 
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social determinants that motivate them to take on 
the role of a caregiver and father or that compli-
cate their pathways to engaged fathering. A series 
of social factors over time have shifted the prac-
tices, patterns, and nature of father engagement 
in many African American communities, chal-
lenged by the onslaught of high levels of incar-
ceration and social problems and exacerbated by 
the economic downturn. Research studies on 
low-income African American fathers indicate 
relative success in assuming this role. What these 
studies do not provide is a systematic understand-
ing of what transpires in the child-father experi-
ence, driven from field studies and observations. 
What we do know is that from birth through early 
childhood (Threlfall et  al., 2013), the fathers 
from several studies reinforce the importance of 
being providers and nurturers, and do not see 
these roles as incongruous. This chapter under-
scores that African American fathers have a 
unique position in children’s development. 
However, to ensure that policies and programs 
are father-centered, there is a need for research 
that is father-centric and relevant.

At least five issues are important in uncover-
ing the role of African American fathers of young 
children. They have relevance across research, 
practice, and policy. The first refers to a point 
made early in the chapter—questioning how we 
study the father’s role within the developmental 
trajectory of the child. To deepen our understand-
ing requires a different kind of mapping, includ-
ing longitudinal studies that run from birth 
through the third or fifth grade, matching other 
relevant studies that typically chart the course of 
children. Because fathers rather than their chil-
dren are the focal point of many studies on 
fathers’ engagement, the changes or outcomes 
for children are overwhelmed by the desire to see 
change in the father. How are fathers understand-
ing and interpreting the developmental stages of 
their children? How are they contributing to chil-
dren’s development and school experiences? 
What are the relationships between fathers’ care 
and children’s self-regulation? Does father pres-
ence affect children’s externalizing behaviors? In 
what ways does a father’s level of education 
influence his willingness and capacity to engage 

with his children and maintain a relationship 
through schooling?

The second builds upon the findings of several 
studies of young children and African American 
fathers that reveal the fathers’ willingness and 
capacity to be engaged. In particular, the focus on 
low-income African American fathers in urban 
settings is both warranted or necessary—not only 
as a research and practice issue but also as a com-
munity and social justice concern. Nowhere is 
there more urgency about father involvement 
than in inner-city African American communi-
ties. What are the settings that will allow us to 
capture the ways in which the commitments 
unfold and the challenges of and successes in 
parenting young children are managed over time?

Third, low-income, nonresidential and non-
custodial African American fathers have been a 
primary focus of family-related programming 
and policy initiatives over the past 25 years. How 
have these opportunities for fathers changed, and 
how have fathers changed as a result of their 
engagement with these programs? How are eco-
nomic and educational factors, including struc-
tural racism, continuing to serve as barriers? 
Despite this clear increase in our fundamental 
knowledge of father-child interaction, the field 
has not gone significantly further, and this failure 
to extract more information includes African 
American fathers.

The fourth centers on middle-income African 
American fathers and whether and how they are 
studied. The knowledge base on middle-class 
African American fathers is meager, and to study 
these fathers will require a different methodolog-
ical and conceptual paradigm, which is likely to 
look like a hybrid of the intersections of race, 
class, and gender.

Lastly, are we using the appropriate frames to 
study African American fathers of young chil-
dren, and why do we not know more? Several 
studies on African American fathers focus on 
adolescence, with others concerned with the 
ways that the fathers interpret and embrace their 
roles. By and large, these studies address ques-
tions of youths’ identity and social racialization 
rather than their engagements with school, per-
sistence, and related matters. This suggests that 
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gauging our purposes for studying African 
American fathers of young children or adoles-
cents will not only need to be more clearly fine- 
grained but also need to expand to be less 
deficit-oriented or deficit-leaning. That is, the 
studies need to provide a lens into what fathers 
and fathering look like that leads to optimal 
health, development, and learning for African 
American children. However, it also suggests that 
to understand the fathers of young children might 
require examining fathers’ roles with older chil-
dren as well. These are issues to be understood 
for African American fathers but are surely issues 
to be uncovered for all fathers.
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30Latino Fathers and Their Preschool 
Children

Cristina Mogro-Wilson

As the diversity of the population in the United 
States changes, there is an urgent need to under-
stand the cultural and contextual factors that 
apply to its various ethnoracial populations. In 
this chapter, I focus on Latinos, the largest racial 
and ethnic minority group in the United States. If 
current immigration patterns continue, Latinos 
will continue to expand their proportion of the 
population. Latino is used to describe individuals 
from Latin America, usually Cuba, Mexico, 
Puerto Rico, South or Central America, or other 
Spanish culture of origin regardless of their race. 
Research on fathers has disproportionally 
involved White non-Latino fathers in contrast to 
minority fathers. In the past 20 years, we have 
begun to explore the role of the Latino father and 
how parental involvement and other attributes of 
fatherhood affect Latinos differently (Cabrera & 
Bradley, 2012). Over half of US Latinos are US 
citizens or US national at birth (66%) and 35% 
are foreign born (U.S Census Bureau, 2018). Of 
all Latinos in the United States, 62% identify as 
Mexican, 9% as Puerto Rican, 9% as Central 
American, 9% as other Hispanic, 7% as South 
American, and 4% as Cuban (U.S.  Census 
Bureau, 2018). The nuanced understanding of 
each cultural group within Latinos as well as 
other defining characteristics including the length 

of time they have been in the United States, citi-
zen status, socioeconomic status, and educational 
level makes Latino fathers an exceptionally 
diverse group. Due to the complexity of Latinos 
in the United States and the scope of this chapter, 
I will not cover the research contrasting within 
group similarities and differences.

Nearly 25% of school-aged children in the 
United States are Latino (U.S.  Census Bureau, 
2018). Most Latino children (76%) are living in 
two-parent households where the father is par-
ticipating in parenting (Lopez & Velasco, 2010; 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). When Latino fathers 
are not living in the household, they are often co- 
parenting, or continuing to remain active in their 
child’s lives. As the population grows, under-
standing the role Latino fathers play in their 
child’s lives, how to best integrate them into our 
systems of care, and how culture influences their 
parenting is an urgent need.

Latino males in the United States are facing 
incredible barriers; compared to non-Latino 
males, they are less likely to enroll in early educa-
tional programs, complete high school or college, 
and have health care and insurance (Cabrera, 
Guzman, Turner, Malin, & Cooper, 2016; 
U.S.  Bureau of Labor Statistics., 2017). Latino 
families are poorer (median household income 
$50,486 compared to the median income for 
White non-Latino of $68,145) and have the larg-
est family size (3.87 members per family com-
pared to 2.37 for non-Latino families) 
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(U.S.  Census Bureau, 2018). Latinos comprise 
18% of the US population, but in nine states, the 
percentage is higher, led by New Mexico (49%), 
Texas (39%), California (39%), and Arizona 
(31%). These differences in socioeconomic status 
and family size directly affect the role that Latino 
fathers play in their families’ lives. For example, 
the father’s education level has been found to 
affect how much time they spend with their chil-
dren. Those fathers who attended at least some 
college spend more time with their child com-
pared to noncollege-educated fathers (Yeung, 
Sandberg, Davis-Kean, & Hofferth, 2001).

As a large fraction of Latino fathers are also 
immigrants, a quick discussion of acculturation 
is important. Acculturation is defined as a process 
where one culture adopts the standards, actions, 
and behaviors of the dominant population, where 
this process is bidirectional and the majority pop-
ulation is affected through contact with the 
minority group (Alba, 2003; Gordon, 1964). The 
length of time spent in the United States, as well 
as generational status, directly affects how much 
of the culture of origin one adheres to. For exam-
ple, first-generation Latino immigrants are less 
likely than men born in the United States to 
adhere to egalitarian gender norms that are more 
common in US culture, and this in turn affects 
father involvement (Adams, Coltrane, & Parke, 
2007; Bulanda, 2004). The acculturation process 
is a complicated one, and while the father is 
acculturating at his own rate, his family (chil-
dren, mother) is acculturating at differing rates. 
Language ability plays a large role in how fathers, 
and all parents, interact with various systems and 
affects the ease with which fathers can communi-
cate with schools, medical providers, and other 
social service agencies. How acculturation affects 
parenting for Latino fathers is less clear; there is 
some evidence suggesting that as Latino immi-
grant fathers acculturate, they are involved less 
with their children (Coltrane, Parke, & Adams, 
2004). This could be related to the loss of some 
Latino cultural values in the acculturation pro-
cess such as familismo, or the solidarity and 
cohesion of the family, and an increase of focus 
on individuality. However, other research has 
supported more involvement of Latina mother’s 

acculturation in their child’s school activities 
(Terriquez, 2012; Turney & Kao, 2009); whether 
this translates to fathers is still unknown.

 Bioecological Framework

To better understand families, particularly ethnic 
minority families, and how their roles influence a 
child, a cultural-ecological approach can be used. 
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model is a con-
ceptual guide allowing us to better understand 
how parenting, cultural values, and the environ-
ment can influence the father, child, and family 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The bioecological 
model is a conceptual guide for designing 
research that examines multiple influences on tar-
geted aspects of child development. It is one 
example of a systems approach to complex prob-
lems, particularly those where systems are nested 
in other systems (child, family, neighborhood, 
etc.). During early childhood development, at the 
ages between birth and five, the relationship 
between the child and their parents develops the 
building blocks for how they establish relation-
ships prior to school entry (Bronfenbrenner, 
2005). The bioecological model has the child at 
the center in the microsystem which is the closest 
to the child, their home, and family and builds out 
to the mesosystem which stresses the relationship 
between the microsystems and includes schools, 
religious institutions, neighborhoods, and friends. 
The exosystem moves further away from the 
individual child and includes the parents’ work-
place but also policies that affect the child. The 
macrosystem is the larger cultural norms or envi-
ronment where the child lives. Finally, the chro-
nosystem emphasizes the effects of time on a 
child’s development; those events in a child’s life 
will affect them as they develop over time. There 
is great strength in Bronfenbrenner’s framework 
because it illustrates how systems are nested in 
other systems, thus encouraging investigators to 
develop conceptual research models that are mul-
tilevel such as that developed by Cabrera, 
Fitzgerald, Bradley, and Roggman (2014) to 
organize research on father involvement in child 
development.
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Microsystem: The Home Environment The 
child and the microsystem include the family 
home environment which can provide learning 
stimulation that influences more than just a 
child’s cognitive skills but also extends to 
improved behavioral competence (McWayne, 
Downer, Campos, & Harris, 2013). A longitudi-
nal study of children found that when fathers 
engaged in play with their toddler-aged children, 
such as reading, singing, and storytelling, the 
child benefited in academic and social-emotional 
outcomes (Baker, 2013). This at-home communi-
cation and creating a learning environment are 
important for fathers to engage in during the 
early years of their child’s development. The 
extended Latino family often includes uncles, 
aunts, and first and second cousins, and there is a 
large emphasis placed on their role in the devel-
opment of the child and their level of involve-
ment in parenting (Mogro-Wilson, Rojas, & 
Haynes, 2016). A child that is raised where there 
is a large Latino community presence may have 
extended family and community members play-
ing a role in their development and lives.

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, Latinos 
have the largest family size (3.87 members per 
family compared to 2.37 for non-Latino families) 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). The increase in size 
could of course mean more children but also more 
extended family such as grandparents or aunts 
and uncles. One of the factors that affect child 
development is the residential status of the father 
and the size of the family. Some work indicates 
that more children at home is related to positive 
parenting decreasing, partially due to the increas-
ing demands (Crnic & Greenberg, 1990), while 
others have found that more children in the home 
minimizes the demands on the parents because 
there are older siblings to help remove some of 
the pressure (Behrman & Taubman, 1986).

Mesosystem: Religion The church, healthcare 
system, and school system are examples of meso-
system providers that function in integral roles in 
young children’s lives. Particularly for young 
Latino children, religion often plays a large role, 
with Latinos reporting to be more religious than 
non-Latinos, 59% reporting that religion is very 

importance in their life (Taylor, Lopez, Martinez, 
& Velasco, 2012). In addition, Latinos are more 
likely to attend church services weekly or more 
often, with six in ten Latinos reporting that reli-
gion is very important in their lives (Taylor et al., 
2012). Therefore, religion may play a substantial 
role in the lives of Latino children. Children and 
families may attend weekly church services and 
be involved in their church and religious commu-
nity, and the religious value systems may influ-
ence parenting and family roles. Most notably in 
the early years of the child’s life, or prenatally, 
parental coping and stress may be dealt with 
through religion. In cases where there is height-
ened stress, such as a developmental disability or 
health problems, this may be even more promi-
nent. Latinos confronted with health issues of 
their child (e.g., asthma) often site religion play-
ing a major role in their lives and believing that 
the fate of their child is in God’s hands (Coffey, 
Cloutier, Meadows-Oliver, & Terrazos, 2012; 
Garro, 2011; Skinner, Correa, Skinner, & Bailey 
Jr., 2001).

Mesosystem: Healthcare System Fathers and 
families interact with many systems, including 
medical systems that are a large part of the early 
life of a child. There are often regular prenatal 
and first-year doctor visits and sick visits as well 
as visits that may occur around concerns about 
child development. A language barrier is the most 
cited reason for not seeking medical care, as few 
Spanish-speaking healthcare providers in the 
United States exist, in addition to difficulties in 
arranging transportation to healthcare facilities 
(Garro, 2011; Hinojosa et al., 2012). Latinos suf-
fer disproportionately from obesity, asthma, 
HIV/AIDS, low birth weight, infant mortality, 
and diabetes (Office of Minority Health, 2019). 
In addition, Latinos report the lowest access to 
private insurance, Medicaid, and state health pro-
grams compared to non-Latinos of the same 
socioeconomic status affecting medical care and 
receiving appropriate medications (Garro, 2011). 
Mothers and fathers manage healthcare issues 
differently; however, there is a lack of under-
standing on how Latino fathers cope with health- 
related issues for their children. This is vitally 
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important given the usual role of the Latino father 
as protector and income provider.

Mesosystem: School System The school sys-
tem is a chance for families to interact and 
develop connections with teachers and to monitor 
their child’s development academically and 
socially-emotionally. Family engagement in the 
school systems, both at preschool and entering 
kindergarten, has a large influence on Latino stu-
dent outcomes (Hill & Torres, 2010; Rodríguez- 
Brown, 2010). For Latinos, the education of a 
child stems from the home, with moral and social 
relationships expected to serve as the foundation 
of education that takes place in the school setting 
(Auerbach, 2011). Latino fathers have often not 
been the focus of engagement for school outreach 
and are often thought of as an untapped resource 
(Behnke, Gonzalez, & Cox, 2010). The reported 
involvement of Latino fathers in a child’s school 
has been lower than for non-Latinos; however, 
the systematic barriers to involvement such as 
cultural and linguistic issues and feeling unwel-
come in the school community may be creating 
these issues (Hill & Torres, 2010; Hyslop, 2000). 
Latino fathers believe it is important to be 
involved in a child’s education beyond just the 
mother’s involvement (Lopez & Velasco, 2010). 
However, Latino fathers have noted their distrust 
with the school system (Quiñones & Kiyama, 
2014) yet continue to monitor, advocate, and help 
their child succeed in school. Latino fathers uti-
lize the home environment and the family unit to 
promote education, by having high expectations 
and goals for their family and advocating, moni-
toring, and finding information to help support 
their children in the educational environment 
(Quiñones & Kiyama, 2014). In addition, Latino 
fathers tend to promote passivity and silence 
toward school personnel (Quiñones, 2012), in 
accordance with the cultural value of simpatía 
(discussed further below) which emphasizes get-
ting along with others particularly those in posi-
tions of authority.

Exosystem: External Environment The exo-
system, or the external environment, also plays a 
large role in the child’s development as well as 

influencing the father’s role. Exposure to poverty 
at young ages, low parent education, and young 
fathers are negatively associated with the quality 
of the child’s home and learning environment 
within the home and are often associated with 
less parental warmth and inconsistent discipline 
(Davis-Kean, 2005; McLoyd, 1998). Local and 
national policies that have created an anti- 
immigrant rhetoric create an environment where 
Latino parents with any immigration concerns 
may be less likely to address health issues, bring 
their child to school, and seek out social services 
or any other provider that may ask of them to 
report any personal information. In addition, the 
antipathy toward Latino undocumented immi-
grants, many of whom are fathers, subjects them 
to high levels of stress in relation to immigration 
and deportation concerns (Cervantes, Gattamorta, 
& Berger-Cardoso, 2019). This stress can over-
flow to all areas of Latino fathers’ lives, adding to 
distrust of professionals and creating barriers to 
connections with the external environment.

Macrosystem: Cultural Values The macrosys-
tem, which includes the role of cultural values, is 
an integral part of family life and parenting and 
affects how the father and child interact with all 
the systems. Parenting is a cultural construct, and 
thus, one’s culture influences how one parents and 
how parenting is perceived by the child and the 
father. While there are many cultural constructs 
embedded into Latino families, a few of the pri-
mary ones will be discussed and their impact on 
parenting. The following is a discussion of how 
fathering is influenced by Latino culture particu-
larly familismo, respeto, personalismo, simpatía, 
traditional machismo, and caballerismo. Of note 
is that all these cultural values change over time 
and are impacted by  immigration status, socio-
economic status, and acculturation levels.

Familismo is the cultural value of emphasiz-
ing a duty to the family and an interconnection 
and cooperation among members of the family 
(Rodriguez et  al., 2007). Fathers who value 
familismo feel a strong obligation to maintain 
family ties, emphasizing the importance of the 
family as the primary emotional support system. 
Latino fathers, due to this cultural value, may feel 
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an added pressure to preserve the family unit by 
focusing on cooperation and agreement in par-
enting and relationships within the family unit. 
Latino families view the family unit as more 
expansive and utilize the role of uncles, aunts, 
and other extended members of the family in par-
enting activities. Latino fathers view the behavior 
of their children as a way their family is repre-
sented to the outside community; Latino fathers 
want to maintain respect for their family and their 
role as a father and want the community to see 
that through the behavior of their children 
(Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016).

Respeto is a cultural value where the impor-
tance for maintaining respect toward oneself and 
others during interpersonal relationships is an 
expected part of being a member of the family, 
and each member of the family is respected in the 
roles that they play (Livas-Dlott et  al., 2010). 
Latino fathers have noted the importance of this 
cultural value in their parenting, confirming this 
bidirectional relationship of respect, them for 
their child and their child for them (Mogro- 
Wilson et  al., 2016). Latino fathers utilize the 
role of respect as a way to control and monitor 
their children both in public and at home. For 
example, Latino fathers tend to not loudly disci-
pline or spank their children in public because 
they respect their children and do not want to 
embarrass them (Mogro-Wilson et  al., 2016). 
Respect has an influence on the father and mother 
relationship in their roles as co-parents suggest-
ing that fathers who value respeto have better co- 
parenting harmonization (Yu et al., 2008).

Personalismo is a cultural value that centers 
on reliance, warmness, and respect in relation-
ships and can be seen as a cornerstone for the 
development of the parent-child relationship 
(Altarriba & Santiago-Rivera, 1994; Mogro- 
Wilson, 2013). The parent-child relationship is a 
unique relationship that lies outside of the parent-
ing style constructs; it is developed between the 
father and each child. The father-child relation-
ship is different depending on the personality, 
gender, and other characteristics of that child as 
well as dependent on father characteristics. 
However, parenting styles tend to be more con-
sistent within the family for all the children in a 

family unit. The parent-child relationship centers 
on trust and getting along, and the cultural value 
of personalismo further enhances these concepts. 
In order to develop the father-child relationship, 
fathers are attentive to the child’s interests and 
abilities and engage in child directed play 
(Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016). For example, child-
directed play tends to stem from child interests, 
like playing with dolls for a young girl, and not 
the interest of the father, which may be playing 
baseball instead.

Simpatía is a cultural value that emphasizes 
creating harmony in relationships, being empathic 
to others, having an easygoing attitude, and being 
open to conform to authority figures (including 
medical and school personnel) (Triandis, Marín, 
Lisansky, & Betancourt, 1984). This avoidance of 
conflict and tendency to lean toward agreeableness 
translates for Latino fathers as having a family sys-
tem that is in agreement, where there is sharing of 
responsibilities and decision-making that is done 
collaboratively with the mother. Latino fathers 
who highly value simpatía are more likely to agree 
upon parenting values with the mother (Yu et al., 
2008). Latino fathers often portray their warmth 
and love for their child through the cultural value 
of simpatía, and this value is often displayed dif-
ferently depending on the gender of the child 
(Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016). Latino fathers may 
show warmth and love toward their girl children 
through hugs and kisses and utilize more physical 
play and roughhousing with their boy children 
(Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016).

Traditional machismo is a gender role con-
struct where male authority and female passivity 
are adhered to (Guilamo-Ramos et  al., 2007). 
Within the family, traditional machismo is dem-
onstrated by the father’s adherence to a firm divi-
sion of gender-based family roles, where the 
mother is the caregiver and the father is the finan-
cial provider. However, there is evidence that tra-
ditional machismo is not practiced as extensively 
as implied by the stereotype (Cabrera & Garcia 
Coll, 2004). For example, both Mexican 
American and Puerto Rican fathers actively inter-
act with their children, playing, showing warmth 
and love, and providing emotional support (Davis 
& Chavez, 1995; Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016). In 
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addition, Toth and Xu (1999) found that Latino 
fathers spent more time with their children in 
direct interactions than White non-Latino fathers 
did. An explanation for these differences is the 
cultural value of caballerismo, which encom-
passes other, still gender-based, values that may 
help explain the differences we are seeing for 
Latino fathers in their caregiving roles.

Caballerismo is an expansion to the traditional 
machismo cultural value that includes positive 
values such as Latino fathers valuing a sense of 
obligation and responsibility toward their family 
and the need to protect the family as a unit (Torres, 
Solberg, & Carlstrom, 2002). Caballerismo dif-
fers from familismo in that it contains obligation 
and responsibility to the family unit, rather than 
just the observance of the family over the indi-
vidual. In addition, the adherence to this cultural 
value for Latino fathers has been connected to 
outcomes that include better life satisfaction for 
the father, better relationships, and a sense of 
responsibility toward the larger community (Cruz 
et al., 2011; Mogro- Wilson et al., 2016). Increased 
Latino father involvement has also been con-
nected to fathers who endorse values centered on 
caballerismo (Cruz et  al., 2011). Latino fathers 
that adhere to these positive values of caballer-
ismo not only feel financially responsible for their 
children but emotionally responsible as well. In a 
qualitative study, Latino fathers have described 
their parenting role as being involved with their 
child(ren) including attending parent-teacher con-
ferences and in the day-to-day activities of their 
child (Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016). The responsi-
bility and pride Latino fathers feel toward their 
child(ren) and family is a benefit not only to the 
child but to the father as well.

These cultural values affect the way fathers’ 
parent, develop relationships with their child, and 
interact with other members of their families and 
communities. Parenting styles, discussed below, 
are often viewed through traditional westernized 
lenses of understanding parenting roles. These 
cultural values give context to these parenting 
styles and relationships. Viewing parenting prac-
tices through the cultural lens of Latino cultural 
values adds a layer of complexity to the under-

standing of how Latino fathers parent (Mogro- 
Wilson, 2013).

Parenting Styles Research on early childhood 
demonstrates that fathers have a long-lasting 
effect on their child’s lives including behavioral 
control, language development, literacy, and 
social and emotional skills (Lamb, 2012; Malin, 
Cabrera, & Rowe, 2014; Martin, Ryan, & Brooks- 
Gunn, 2010; Towe-Goodman et al., 2014). In line 
with a bioecological theory, families and children 
do better with supportive, responsive parenting, 
where parents show love and care toward their 
children and assist their child to gain new cogni-
tive, social, and emotional skills. Latino fathers, 
who portray warmth through touch (hugging and 
kissing) to their child, have children with better 
language and social-emotional relationship skills 
(Fagan, 2000; Martin et al., 2010). In a longitudi-
nal study of low-income children, Coley, Lewin- 
Bizan, and Carrano (2011) found that fathers 
who showed warmth and love toward their tod-
dler lead to improved academic outcomes in 
math and reading in middle school. Father 
warmth has also been linked to better behavior 
management of children. For example, Towe- 
Goodman and colleagues (2014) found that father 
warmth and responsiveness while a child was 
playing at 2  years old predicted children’s 
decision- making functioning, including inhibi-
tory control, working memory, and attention, 
when the child was 3 years of age.

Diana Baumrind (1997) constructed four main 
parenting typologies based on the idea that 
 parenting is a combination of warmth/love and 
control/discipline. Authoritative parenting char-
acterized by high levels of warmth and love and 
low amounts of control/discipline has long been 
established as the most beneficial for children in 
the Western world (Baumrind, 1997). The other 
types of parenting styles are as follows: authori-
tarian (low warmth, high control), permissive 
(high warmth, low control), and uninvolved (low 
warmth, low control). Research suggests that 
authoritative parents have children with better 
academic and social outcomes; however, this has 
been shown with non-Latinos and primarily with 

C. Mogro-Wilson



513

mothers (Baumrind, 1997; Darling & Steinberg, 
1993; Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 
2002). Research with fathers shows different 
results; those fathers who are more controlling or 
focused more on discipline may decrease oppor-
tunities for learning and relationship building and 
thus decrease positive outcomes for children 
(Coley et  al., 2011; Mackenzie, Nicklas, 
Waldfogel, & Brooks-Gunn, 2013). Coley et al. 
(2011) found that low-income fathers who used 
more control and discipline had children with 
lower academic scores compared to fathers who 
reported using less control. There is building evi-
dence suggesting that there are cultural variations 
of how we define and perceive warmth and con-
trol that may influence outcomes for other ethnic 
minority groups.

Fitting with Baumrind’s authoritarian parenting 
style, past research has characterized Latino par-
enting by harsh discipline, obeying with no ques-
tioning, and lacking in warmth and intimacy toward 
their children (Mirandé, 1991). However, as our 
understanding of families and parenting has 
evolved, evidence now shows that Latino fathers 
are highly involved, value their relationship with 
their children, show warmth and love, and feel the 
importance of transmitting cultural values such as 
respect (Campos, 2008; Mogro- Wilson, 2008; 
Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016; Perez- Brena, Cookston, 
Fabricius, & Saenz, 2012; Taylor & Behnke, 2005). 
Latino fathers are playing an increased role in their 
child’s lives as they develop from prenatal care to 
early childhood. These changing roles are beyond 
that of provider and contributor financially to the 
child’s lives but involve more emotional and devel-
opmental support.

Latino families are often portrayed as follow-
ing typical gender roles, where the mother stays at 
home and provides the most caregiving and fathers 
work outside the house and are less involved in 
parenting (Diaz, Miville, & Gil, 2013). However, 
as Latina mothers become more economically 
able to provide financial support to their families, 
the involvement of the fathers in daily caregiving 
is increasing, eliminating the once large gap 
between Latina mothers and fathers in caregiving 
activities (Coltrane et  al., 2004; Lamb, 2012; 
Shwalb, Shwalb, & Lamb, 2013).

Latino Fathers During the Prenatal 
Period Father involvement during the prenatal 
period can lead to better health outcomes for chil-
dren and also better father-child relationships. 
How Latino fathers interact with the mother dur-
ing this parental time is important. Research has 
supported that Latino males influence health 
behavior such as contraceptive and condom use 
as well as breastfeeding (Lovera, Sanderson, 
Bogle, & Vela Acosta, 2010; Tschann, Flores, de 
Groat, Deardorff, & Wibbelsman, 2010). For 
Latinos, even if the mother did not intend onthe 
pregnancy, there is a protective factor if the father 
wanted the child, where the fathers support the 
mothers to receive early and sustained prenatal 
care (Sangi-Haghpeykar, Mehta, Posner, & 
Poindexter, 2005). During the prenatal period 
and beyond, relationship quality and co- parenting 
between mother and father are important factors 
that can influence the involvement of the father. 
Research supports the importance of supportive 
co-parenting relationship as aligned with more 
father involvement (Carlson, McLanahan, & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2008; Sobolewski & King, 2005). 
Thus, many parenting interventions are aimed at 
creating a favorable co-parenting relationship 
placing a focus on both the mother and the father 
(Guilamo-Ramos, Bowman, Santa Maria, 
Kabemba, & Geronimo, 2017).

Latino Fathers from Birth Until Age Five At 
birth, it is important for all fathers, including 
Latino fathers, to develop their ability to be sensi-
tive and responsive to their babies. Early caregiv-
ing tasks allow for bonding and attachment 
between the child and the father and predict 
attachment when the child is a year old and then 
predict father sensitivity when the child is three 
(Brown, Mangelsdorf, & Neff, 2012). Research 
has partially demonstrated that depending on 
level of acculturation, Latino fathers are similar 
to non-Latino fathers in some caregiving activi-
ties. In the level of involvement with the child, 
Latino fathers compared to non-Latinos tend to 
be quite similar (Hofferth, 2003; Sotomayor- 
Peterson, Card, & Wilhelm, 2013; Toth & Xu, 
1999). However, acculturation is also once again 
at play for Latino fathers. Latino fathers that are 
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less acculturated tend not to engage in cognitive 
stimulation of their infant (under age of one), per-
haps deeming it not developmentally appropriate 
(Cabrera, Shannon, West, & Brooks-Gunn, 2006; 
Sotomayor-Peterson et al., 2013). Thus, reading a 
book to an infant for a less acculturated Latino 
father may not seem age appropriate.

Sotomayor-Peterson and colleagues (2013) 
found that against stereotypical beliefs about 
Latino father parenting, Latino fathers were more 
involved and nurturing compared to non-Latino 
fathers, even while controlling for acculturation 
levels. Latino fathers were more soothing to 
babies, got up more during the night to respond to 
a baby, or stayed home while the child was sick 
(Sotomayor-Peterson et al., 2013). This nurturing, 
or responding in the moment to their young 
child’s needs, is a way Latino fathers may be 
expressing the cultural value of familismo 
(Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016; Sotomayor-Peterson 
et al., 2013). Latino fathers spend more time on 
the weekends with their children than non-Latino 
fathers do; however, there is no difference in the 
time spent during the week (Yeung et al., 2001). 
While Latino fathers are spending similar amounts 
of time with their children as non- Latinos, they 
are taking more responsibility over their care and 
are assuming less control over their behavior than 
non-Latino fathers (Hofferth, 2003).

As children enter preschool around age three 
or four, or if they wait until kindergarten at 
around age five, parents are expected to interact 
with institutional settings such as schools and 
medical facilities. Direct participation in schools 
allows a father to monitor their child academi-
cally and socially, create relationships with teach-
ers and community members, and contribute to 
the development of the school culture and com-
munity. Latino immigrant fathers tend to partici-
pate less in their child’s school compared to 
US-born Latinos (Terriquez, 2012). It is impor-
tant to note that school and medical settings con-
tain institutional discrimination that limits the 
abilities of Latinos to completely interact (Telles 
& Ortiz, 2008). These institutions prioritize 
White, middle-class norms and expectations 
including the privileging of mothers in these set-

tings over fathers (Auerbach, 2006; Lareau, 
2000). However, fathers continue to voice the 
importance of their involvement in these systems 
(Mogro-Wilson et al., 2016). In addition, Latino 
fathers remain committed to the academic needs 
of their children and working at home with them 
(Auerbach, 2006; Lopez, 2001).

Family Interventions When Latino males 
become fathers, it may be a natural time in their 
life for change, a transformative life event. Others 
have spoken about this time as a teaching 
moment, a time when there is an event that can 
increase your motivation to change your behavior 
(McBride, Emmons, & Lipkus, 2003). Becoming 
a father can change how fathers perceive risk and 
self-image. For example, Latino males have 
shown a greater desire to quit smoking when they 
learn of their partners’ pregnancy or after the 
birth of the child (Pollak et  al., 2010, 2015). 
Interventions that utilize motivational interview-
ing with fathers may be able to use these reasons 
of breaking from the past and as a transitional 
period of change to stop any risky behaviors. The 
opportunity of using a commitment to fatherhood 
coupled with the cultural tenants that underlie 
Latino cultural values, such as a strong 
 commitment to the family, may offer a chance for 
intervention.

However, family interventions that are truly 
father-centric and inclusive of the father that also 
include cultural sensitivity are limited. For exam-
ple, research shows that only 20% of parent train-
ing involves fathers (Lundahl, Tollefson, Risser, 
& Lovejoy, 2008). Head Start and Early Head 
Start programs have added portions of their out-
reach to fathers either in the home or in center- 
based programs (https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/
family-engagement/article/engaging-fathers). 
However, involvement and engagement in inter-
ventions for Latino fathers can be challenging, 
and there are many barriers to overcome (Mogro- 
Wilson et al., 2019). The “Helping Our Toddlers, 
Developing Our Children’s Skills” 7-week train-
ing program helps families of toddlers who have 
challenging behaviors by teaching parents in six 
session how to identify features in the environ-
ment and in interactions with others that may 

C. Mogro-Wilson

https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/family-engagement/article/engaging-fathers
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/family-engagement/article/engaging-fathers


515

contribute to the reinforcement or maintenance 
of problem behaviors (Salinas, Smith, & 
Armstrong, 2011). Approximately 200 families 
receive the training program, which occurs out-
side the home, and at least 29% of the partici-
pants are fathers. The program utilizes role 
playing, modeling, and homework for families to 
try at home. In one study, more than half the par-
ticipants were Latino fathers and reported diffi-
culty going to the sessions due to conflicts with 
work schedules, difficulty in finding childcare, 
and partners who did not participate (Salinas 
et al., 2011). There are studies on parenting inter-
ventions that report fathers not always reporting 
positive changes in their parenting compared to 
mothers; however, this could be due to the inter-
ventions not always targeting fathers (Lundahl 
et  al., 2008). There is a need to create tailored 
interventions for Latino fathers that integrate the 
cultural values and help develop close parent- 
child relationships. Family-based interventions 
need to address issues of culture and parenting 
that is culturally attuned to Latino fathers to build 
emotional connections. Multidimensional family 
therapy could be one such avenue as it can 
encourage strong parent-child connections 
through a developmental and contextual system 
framework (Liddle, 2004; Liddle, Rowe, Dakof, 
Henderson, & Greenbaum, 2009).

 Summary and Key Points

Latinos comprise 18% of the US population from 
various countries of origin, including Mexico, 
Central and South American, and Puerto Rico. 
Yet, Latino men are still facing incredible barri-
ers, compared to non-Latino males (Cabrera 
et  al., 2016; U.S.  Bureau of Labor Statistics., 
2017). The focus in the past decades has been on 
how mothers affect child development. However, 
becoming ever more prominent is the unique role 
fathers play in parenting and child development. 
Given the growth of the Latino population and 
that nearly 25% of school-aged children in the 
United States are Latino (U.S.  Census Bureau, 
2018), there is a need to include Latino fathers in 
the parenting discussion.

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model allows 
for a look at parenting, cultural values, and the 
environment that can influence the father, child, 
and family (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The bioeco-
logical model has the child at the center in the 
microsystem which is the closest to the child, 
their home, and family. Latino families may 
include grandparents, aunts, uncles, and commu-
nity members. These extended family members 
may play a large role in the parenting and devel-
opment of a child.

For Latino families, religion (part of the meso-
system) may play an integral part in establishing 
roles, responsibilities, and value systems within 
the family. In early life, fathers may use religion 
as a way to cope and deal with stressful situations 
such as a disability or health-related problem for 
their child. Also part of the mesosystem is the 
medical system, and for Latino fathers, integra-
tion into the medical system may be difficult as 
they may experience language and cultural barri-
ers. Often, the role of the Latino father as the pro-
vider and protector causes a strain on the family 
when insurance and medical issues arise. Finally, 
Latino fathers continue to be a resource for 
school systems because Latino fathers want to be 
involved in their child’s education. However, var-
ious barriers exist including language and cul-
tural barriers that can influence Latino fathers 
and lead to a distrust in the school system.

Exposure to poverty is related to the child’s 
home and learning environment and is often 
associated with less parental warmth and incon-
sistent discipline (Davis-Kean, 2005; McLoyd, 
1998). Local and national policies with anti- 
immigrant rhetoric create a country that is less 
hospitable to Latino fathers. It can create an envi-
ronment where Latino fathers are more hesitant 
to address health issues, bring their child to 
school, or seek out social services.

Parenting is a cultural construct, and thus, 
one’s culture influences how one parents and how 
parenting is perceived by the child and father. 
Fathering is influenced by Latino culture particu-
larly familismo, respeto, personalismo, simpatía, 
traditional machismo, and caballerismo. Fathers 
who value familismo feel a strong obligation to 
maintain family ties, emphasizing the importance 
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of the family as the primary emotional support 
system. Latino fathers have noted respeto in their 
parenting, confirming this bidirectional relation-
ship of respect as a way to control and monitor 
their children both in public and at home. The 
parent-child relationship centers on trust and get-
ting along, and the cultural value of personalismo 
further enhances these concepts. In order to 
develop the father-child relationship, fathers are 
attentive to the child’s intrests and abilities and 
engage in child directed play. Latino fathers who 
highly value simpatía are more likely to agree 
upon parenting values with the mother (Yu et al., 
2008) and may show warmth differently depend-
ing on the gender of their child (Mogro- Wilson 
et  al., 2016). Traditional machismo is demon-
strated by the father’s adherence to a firm divi-
sion of gender-based family roles; however, there 
is evidence that it is not practiced as extensively. 
Adherence to caballerismo has been connected 
to better life satisfaction and relationships and a 
sense of responsibility toward the larger commu-
nity (Cruz et  al., 2011; Mogro-Wilson et  al., 
2016).

As discussed in the chapter, involvement of 
Latino fathers during the prenatal and early years 
is related to better child outcomes across various 
domains (Fagan, 2000; Martin et  al., 2010). 
Latino fathers are playing an important role in 
their child’s lives as they develop from prenatal 
care to early childhood. These changing roles are 
beyond that of provider and financial contributor 
to a child’s life but involve emotional and devel-
opmental support. Latino fathers are involved in 
various child-rearing activities including reading 
books, soothing babies, and spending time on the 
weekends in child-directed activities. There is an 
overall lack of family-based interventions that 
truly involve the father and that are culturally rel-
evant to Latino fathers in particular.

The Future of Latino Fathers Perhaps one of 
the most critical questions for the next decade is 
how to integrate the Latino father into the ser-
vices we are providing to the child, to the mother, 
and to the family. Service providers, social work-
ers, psychologists, health professionals, and 
teachers have to understand the unique role that 

Latino fathers play in the family. In order for 
Latino families to reach their full potential, the 
father must be involved in the child’s life, to the 
benefit of the child, the family, and the father 
himself. As we move forward, service providers 
must continue to integrate the work that they are 
doing to engagne, involve, and retain the father in 
various parts of treatment.

The next set of critical questions for the fol-
lowing decade is how to move this conversation 
into policy change. Most of the policy change 
around fathers is focused on economic contribu-
tions to the family. However, Latino fathers are 
changing the landscape of immigration; as more 
men cross the border to find employment, they 
are away from their families and children for 
extended periods of time. The impact on child 
development and on the mental health of Latino 
fathers is not yet understood. Given the current 
political climate and changes to health insurance, 
medical coverage, health access, and family sup-
port and leave policies, the role of the father is 
often left out of the discussion. Work must be 
done to continue the integration of fathers into 
the policies being created that is accessible to 
Latino fathers. With the political climate affect-
ing anti-immigration and anti-Latino sentiments, 
the increased policing and criminalization of 
Latino males will have an impact on their involve-
ment with their children and families. As increas-
ing numbers of Latino families become involved 
in the criminal justice system, the child welfare 
system, and other institutions, the interventions 
we employ to assist these families must include 
the father. How we create spaces that are not 
elaborations of systematic oppression toward 
Latinos that can provide services and compre-
hensive education and care that involve fathers 
frames our next set of challenges.

Finally, we must keep the voices of the Latino 
fathers present in the work we do to move for-
ward child, father, and family development. The 
ever-changing role of the father is moving toward 
more egalitarian roles, with more technology 
integrated into parenting and relationship devel-
opment. The modern Latino male will respond to 
the responsibilities of parenting and developing 
relationships with their partners and children, in 
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ever-changing ways. In all these coming changes, 
we must turn to the men who know and are expe-
riencing these parenting roles in a complex politi-
cal and social environment. We must use this 
moment of transition into parenthood as an 
opportunity to change and for positive movement 
forward in self-development for the Latino male. 
Utilizing a strengths-based perspective, we have 
to see the Latino father as an essential component 
of the Latino family.
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31American Indian and Alaska Native 
Fathers and Their Sacred Children

Joshuaa D. Allison-Burbank 
and Anthony (Thosh) Collins

The Indigenous people of the United States of 
America have been assigned the classification of 
“American Indian” (AI) and “Alaska Native” 
(AN). It is important to acknowledge that these 
titles are political and not a racial classification as 
this would overlook the diversity and sovereignty 
of each federally recognized tribal nation (Krause 
Elder, 2018). Understanding the unique political 
and historical factors associated with coloniza-
tion is critical to truly understand the sociocul-
tural determinants of AI/AN well-being, health 
status, and child-rearing practices. According to 
the 2010 Census, there were an estimated 5.2 mil-
lion people who self-identified as being AI/AN, 
which represented less than 2% of the entire US 
population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). In 2019, 
there were 573 federally and 63 additional state 
recognized tribal nations located throughout the 
United States. Each federally recognized tribal 
nation is considered a sovereign entity and can 
self-govern due to a trust relationship with the 
US government that allows government-to- 
government exchange. The state-recognized 
tribal nations and Indigenous communities con-
tinue to fight to receive Federal recognition as 
sovereign tribal nations.

The diversity of cultural heritage and identity 
that exists among AI/AN men is expansive, and 
their cultural identity will intersect variously 
with assimilation, colonization, racism, and capi-
talism (Noriega, 1992). In this chapter, the his-
torical and contemporary influences on AI/AN 
fatherhood and the resurgence of Indigenous 
fathering practices are discussed. Indigenous 
fathering practices have been impacted over the 
generations due to cultural and language loss and 
the negative effects of toxic masculinity rein-
forced by mainstream American society. AI/AN 
families have been greatly impacted by these 
influences, which has resulted in variation in 
father involvement. The reader must recognize 
that the authors of this chapter do not represent 
all AI/AN men. The authors are from the Diné, 
Acoma Pueblo, and Onk Akimel O’Odham tribal 
nations. They are AI/AN fathers with their own 
fathering beliefs and practices, and they recog-
nized the importance of sharing their journey in 
raising young Indigenous children.

 American Indian/Alaska Native 
Family Traditions and Structure

AI/AN families tend to live close to one another, 
and extended family members often play an 
important role in child-rearing. This collective 
culture means that family engagement will be a 
cornerstone of daily cultural and home routines. 
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It means that numerous individuals, in addition to 
biological parents, may serve as stakeholders in a 
young child’s care, well-being, and identity. For 
example, in Diné culture, women are the primary 
caregivers of young children, and it is maternal 
uncles who the mother will look to for child dis-
cipline and advisement. The Diné father still 
plays an important role in child-rearing, but this 
example of kinship shows how complex child- 
rearing can be in AI/AN societies (Hossain et al., 
1999). AI/AN people will often have an extended 
support network, as a result of this collective 
family value, especially in reservation communi-
ties. The way that AI/AN families are set up and 
determine community responsibilities is impor-
tant to consider when learning about family 
structure. AI/AN families are both patrilocal and 
matrilocal, and these ways of living have changed 
significantly today. This means that the reader 
must adjust their perspective on the nuclear fam-
ily and binary gender expectations for young 
children. In addition, colonization of the 
Americas shifted the role of AI/AN men in their 
communities. As a result, Indigenous fathering 
practices have been negatively impacted as the 
AI/AN man struggles to maintain cultural iden-
tity and push back against social and racial 
oppression (Gone, 2007). Father involvement 
across Indian Country is certainly impacted by 
the same issues that impact communities with 
socioeconomic strife; however, there is existing 
literature that shows that AI/AN fathers are 
involved and important to child welfare.

 Indigenous Child-Rearing

Many tribal nations have traditional teachings 
about children and the role that they play in main-
taining and continuing traditions and serving 
their people when they become adults. The litera-
ture about AI/AN child-rearing practices is mini-
mal to nonexistent (Newcomb, 2001), and there 
are limited ethnographic studies of how AI/AN 
people are currently raising their children. 
Although there are some studies of American 
Indian fathers (Hossain et  al., 1999; Hossain, 
Field, Pickens, Malphurs, & Del Valle, 1997; 

Noriega, 1992; Shears, Buber, & Hall, 2011; 
White, Godfrey, & Iron Moccasin, 2006), this has 
not been a major area of research. Nevertheless, 
there are oral traditions on parenting practices 
and gender expectations. AI/AN children are 
considered sacred but vulnerable, and traditional 
Indigenous child-rearing practices in early child-
hood are meant to set children on a positive 
developmental and life trajectory. Many tribal 
nations have cultural taboos during pregnancy 
and throughout the early childhood period. These 
taboos, or cultural rules, help AI/AN parents to 
raise and nurture their young children. Violation 
of these taboos can account for neurodevelop-
ment that goes awry in early childhood. For 
example, the Diné people have taboos about what 
family members should not do with an infant. 
These include avoiding cutting the child’s hair 
until he or she produces their first spoken words. 
Violation of this taboo can result in an expressive 
language delay according to Diné oral tradition. 
Another Diné taboo that helps explain cases of 
facial birth defects, such as a cleft lip or palate, 
can be linked to a parent fishing while they are 
pregnant. There are also taboos that are specific 
to fathering experiences with their child. These 
oral teachings indicate that AI/AN people have 
always had an understanding of the early devel-
opmental period and recognized the sacred rela-
tionship that binds caregivers and their children. 
These beliefs guide fathering practices in AI/AN 
societies. The prenatal through early childhood 
period remains a time for the molding of a young 
child’s mind and securing of important relation-
ships with their family and community.

It is said by many AI/AN elders and medicine 
people that a developing child’s spirit chooses its 
parents. It is an honor when the child is born. 
Parents must internalize that this child has chosen 
them, for whatever reason, to foster and take care 
of them. Once a spirit is attached to a human 
form, it starts as a baby that is helpless and 
requires much love, nurturing, and attention in 
safe spaces to allow it to grow. Every spirit 
chooses to come to the physical world for a rea-
son. This should be looked at as an honor on 
behalf of the parents to raise the child into an 
adult so that the original purpose for arrival can 
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be carried out by the child. This is not only a 
major responsibility but is also a huge honor 
because parents are responsible for a life other 
than their own. Across many tribal nations, it is 
believed that when the man and woman are 
expecting, they are both pregnant. Understanding 
this notion teaches the AI/AN man to walk in the 
world differently because spiritually he is 
attached to the child in utero and his actions mov-
ing forward will affect the child. That is why 
among many tribal nations, when the man is 
pregnant, he does not hunt because he is in the 
process of creating life and taking life does not 
mix with taking life. In Indigenous societies, the 
uncles-to-be or fathers and brothers of the mom 
and dad will do the hunting for them. Historically, 
and in some cases, the father-to-be did not go to 
war if he was pregnant unless it came down to a 
threat to his village and family. Going to war 
requires the taking of lives and witness of violent 
actions. This was understood as being detrimen-
tal to a developing child’s well-being. Today, 
western medical practices recognize this as 
trauma. In the days of war, when a man took the 
life of another, he had to undergo a long fast and 
go through a ceremony that purified him of his 
actions. Even in the days of war between tribal 
nations, to take a life was considered taboo and 
was only carried out to protect family and com-
munity. The purification ceremony helped his 
mind to be in balance again so he can integrate 
back into his family and into his community. If he 
did not complete this ceremony, he would experi-
ence negative repercussions in his behavior. This 
was commonly understood among Indigenous 
healers of this time. Today, this is known as post- 
traumatic stress disorder (Deters, Novins, 
Fickenscher, & Beals, 2006). These occurrences 
are also true in the case of a pregnant couple. The 
same spiritual mechanisms are at work in this 
instance of experiencing traumatic events and are 
believed to impact the fetus. In short, the belief is 
that sensory input we receive into our eyes, skin, 
nose, ears, and mouth has the potential to impact 
the child in utero. This includes unmanaged and/
or untreated chronic stress and the maternal hor-
mones that can impact the fetus.

Common in many Indigenous pregnancy prac-
tices is abstaining from attending wakes and 
funerals to avoid coming in contact with spirits of 
the deceased. This energy is seen as a potential 
hindrance for the child in utero. Additionally, this 
prevented the expecting parents from experienc-
ing grief and sadness from the ongoing funeral 
and wake activities or from being affected by wit-
nessing the grief and sadness of the close loved 
ones of the recently deceased person, which can 
also have profound impacts on another’s well- 
being. These teachings instill a reverence for all 
life and prepare the father for gentleness and 
child-rearing: Pregnancy is a sacred and early 
stage of fatherhood.

 Gender Socialization and AI/AN 
Children

Each tribal nation has different expectations for 
young boys and girls, and these expectations may 
change later in childhood due to the sexual and 
romantic preferences of the individual child. Yet 
there are common expectations of young AI/AN 
children that include respect for elders, contribut-
ing to household duties, and learning traditional 
ways. We use the term “gender norms” loosely 
since tribal societal norms for young children 
will vary. For example, there are tribal nations, 
such as the Diné and Lakota, who acknowledge a 
third or neutral gender and recognize that gender 
expression often starts in early childhood. 
Agender practices have long been present in AI/
AN societies. Individuals who do not fit into a 
binary gender system are referred to as the “Two- 
Spirited” (Waters, Evans-Campbell, Simoni, 
Ronquillo, & Bhuyan, 2006) and include indi-
viduals who navigate both male and female social 
and cultural systems starting early childhood. 
Often, these young children will have religious 
and cultural responsibilities that make them an 
integral part of their community. Considering 
gender expression and identity in AI/AN societ-
ies allows the reader to understand the complex-
ity that exists between AI/AN adults and young 
children. This can also help the reader understand 

31 American Indian and Alaska Native Fathers and Their Sacred Children



524

how gender expression will differ from 
 mainstream American society. For example, hair 
is an important physical attribute to many AI/AN 
people. Many AI/AN men and boys have long 
hair because it represents wisdom, strength, and 
power. Each tribal nation will have its way of 
how hair should be worn. This acknowledges that 
AI/AN children are allowed to develop and grow 
in their own way. Rather than a push for early 
independence and competition with peers, as 
seen in mainstream Euro-American families, the 
AI/AN child is allowed to express himself freely.

As the young AI/AN child grows, the child 
reaches cultural milestones and participates in 
ceremonies that help secure the child’s role 
within their tribal community. “Coming of Age” 
ceremonies are common in many tribal nations, 
and each ceremony is a rite of passage that has its 
own criteria for who goes through this ceremony 
and what the ceremony entails. A central theme 
of these ceremonies is the transition from child-
hood to adulthood, and this is recognized as an 
important milestone in a child’s development. 
During these ceremonies, the collective nature of 
AI/AN people is present. Communities come 
together to welcome these children into adult-
hood and instruct them on oral traditions that will 
foster self-sufficiency and responsibility. AI/AN 
children who go through these rites of passage 
build self-esteem and self-worth. There is increas-
ing data available on how these rites of passage 
are benefiting AI/AN youth. Markstrom (2010) 
described the product of the AI/AN youth who go 
through traditional rites of passage as key to 
identify formation. Identity formation is essential 
in helping youth learn their niche in their com-
munity by securing the relationships that will 
guide them throughout the remainder of child-
hood and introduce them to adulthood. These 
rites of passages require positive adult role mod-
els who serve as co-regulators of sociocultural 
responsibility in each tribal nation through men-
torship of youth in the community. Depending on 
the specific gender expectations for youth in each 
tribal nation, the mentoring may come from 
either male and female mentors or both. Boys 
who go through these rites of passage, such as 
first hunts, ceremony, and dance, are embraced 

by the larger male society in which they become 
role models and strengthen the support system 
for young children. For example, boys experi-
ence traditional sweats which consist of going 
into earthen structures that represent a mother’s 
womb. These structures include earth floors and 
ceremonial areas where heated coals are moist-
ened to create steam within the structure. This 
unique rite of passage is a test of physical and 
mental endurance and provides a space for com-
munication and reflection. Many factors threaten 
these rites of passages including cultural and lan-
guage loss and the lack of positive male role 
models. The risk of developmental delay in child-
hood is also a threat to these important life mile-
stones. Not participating in these rites of passage 
at the right times can contribute to misplaced or 
unknown identity for a young AI/AN child.

 Threats to AI/AN Parenting

There is long history of psychological, emo-
tional, and physical traumas that AI/AN people 
have encountered over the centuries since first 
contact with Europeans (Brave Heart, Chase, 
Elkins, & Altschul, 2011). From the arrival of 
early European explorers, there has been a clash 
of culture, language, and ideologies that chal-
lenge the Indigenous way of child-rearing and 
gender socialization. Early European explorers 
initially thought they found undiscovered land in 
the Americas, and the cross-cultural collisions 
started. Further exploration of Indigenous land 
led to numerous successful and near successful 
attempts of forced assimilation of Indigenous 
people (Morison, 1974; Quinn, 1974, 1990). The 
“Americas” were populated by millions of 
Indigenous people with their own cultures, lan-
guages, and ways of living. Genocide, disease, 
and war associated with early colonization of 
present-day North America greatly reduced this 
Indigenous population. As time progressed, early 
American colonizers’ pursuit of independence 
from England led to the great American 
Revolution. The birth of a “new nation,” which 
became known as the early United States of 
America, was the start of institutionalized and 
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state-sponsored genocide that had devastating 
effects on AI/AN people. Expectedly, there was 
resistance from the Indigenous population. These 
conflicts between Indigenous people and the 
newly formed US government continued for over 
100 years and became known as the Indian Wars 
period of early American history (Michno, 2003). 
As the US government worked to address the 
“Indian Problem” (Blakemore & Noble, 2004), 
Indigenous people were largely displaced from 
their homelands in this attempt to relocate AI/AN 
people to lands unwanted by American citizens 
(Perdue & Green, 1995; Pirir, 2014). Tribal 
nations, including the Diné and Cherokee, were 
forced to relocate or reduce the size of their 
homelands (Cheek, 2004; Jahoda, 1995). In addi-
tion to the loss of ancestral lands and forced relo-
cations, the US government sponsored 
assimilation attempts targeting young AI/AN 
children. In 1897, US Army Captain Richard 
H. Pratt oversaw the boarding school enrollment 
which was meant to educate and assimilate AI/
AN boys and girls into mainstream Euro- 
American culture (Adams, 1997; Marr, 2011). 
This “Kill the Indian, Save the Man” era meant 
that AI/AN children would be civilized by strip-
ping children of everything that made them 
“Indian” (Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998; Evans- 
Campbell, 2008; Gone, 2013). AI/AN children 
were physically and emotionally punished for 
speaking their native languages and attempting to 
return to their families. Conditions in these 
schools were horrid, and the displacement was 
consistent with severe child abuse and neglect. 
The adverse outcomes resulting from the 
Boarding School Era continue to impact AI/AN 
people today as the children who survived these 
schools shared their experiences with their chil-
dren and communities (Adams, 1997; Dick, 
Manson, & Beals, 1993; Morrissette, 1994). 
These stories have continued to this day, and AI/
AN communities are still working to reconcile 
with the US government while attempting to pro-
cess unresolved grief.

More recently, the pursuit of employment and 
education opportunities has resulted in the relo-
cation of AI/AN people to urban cities, which 
aligned with the long history of forced attempts 

of assimilation. The Indian Relocation Act of 
1956, known as the Adult Vocational Training 
Program, was intended to push AI/AN people to 
leave their reservations and move to urban cities, 
such as Chicago, Denver, Los Angeles, Cleveland, 
and Seattle, as a way to absorb AI/AN people into 
mainstream American society (LaGrand, 2002). 
However, these urban relocation programs pro-
moted a value of independence rather than inter-
dependence which is an important value to AI/
AN culture. This resulted in difficulty maintain-
ing kinship ties and cultural practices. As a result, 
the AI/AN participants, who were largely men, 
had difficulty maintaining family and community 
ties which resulted in cultural loss and social 
strife that had intergenerational consequences 
(Walls & Whitbeck, 2012). This federally funded 
adult training program for AI/AN adults and its 
failure was a good example of how an attempt to 
support AI/AN caregivers from a Western lens 
disrupted kinship and parenting practices due to 
cultural loss and relocation. This in turn contrib-
uted to a loss of traditional fathering practices 
and broke important bonds between AI/AN men 
and their support systems.

 Roles of AI/AN Fathers 
in Indigenous Societies

AI/AN people have different perspectives on the 
world compared to how Western philosophies 
and religious sectors explain the world. Each 
tribal nation has its own creation story, or inter-
pretation of how they came to be in existence as 
the two-legged beings, as well as sociocultural 
expectations for children and adult members of 
their community. However, there are similar 
belief systems that unite Indigenous people. 
Commonalities include appreciation for har-
mony, interconnectedness, respect for others, 
and recognizing that young children are sacred. 
AI/AN men are central parts of Indigenous soci-
eties and often maintain a spiritual and physical 
balance in alignment with feminine powers in 
these societies. They play a critical role in the 
harmony that exists among AI/AN households, 
communities, and cultural systems – all of which 
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are complex and intersect variously with histori-
cal trauma and tribal resilience. For example, 
men from the southwestern Pueblos are 
appointed, often by the women and men in lead-
ership clan, to traditional and leadership roles 
each year. These men help maintain the tradi-
tional functioning of the Puebloan culture and 
daily tribal administration while also serving as 
fathers and community members. Some AI/AN 
men are gifted with special healing abilities to 
serve as traditional healers, singers, and dancers. 
AI/AN men serve on tribal councils and oversee 
farming, irrigation, and harvesting practices in 
their communities. AI/AN men are weavers, 
beaders, leatherworkers, hunters, ditch bosses, 
sheepherders, and traditional cooks. It cannot be 
fully discussed how AI/AN males contribute to 
AI/AN societies, but they certainly play an inte-
gral role in Indigenous community functioning. 
Also, these roles vary across tribal nations and 
will challenge, in various ways, Euro-American 
expectations and perceptions of gender norms 
commonly established for the male figure. AI/
AN women play an important role in cultural 
maintenance. They have been referred to as the 
keepers of tradition (Silvey, 2003) as they often 
are the primary caregivers for young children 
who are responsible for learning cultural prac-
tices and community responsibilities. 
Traditionally, AI/AN men have been involved in 
warrior societies who protected their people and 
provided leadership for their communities. 
These practices resulted in various interactions 
with the children in their communities deter-
mined by their availability and workload of AI/
AN men. This has changed over time for AI/AN 
fathers due to parenting threats from coloniza-
tion, historical trauma, and poverty (Brave Heart 
& DeBruyn, 1998; Byler, 1977; Sarche & Spicer, 
2008; Thornton, 1987).

 Health Status of AI/AN Men

AI/AN people experience a higher rate of prema-
ture death as a result of social inequity, inade-
quate education about food, disconnection from 
land, and trauma brought on by the disruption of 

Indigenous ways of life. Heart disease is highly 
prevalent in AI/AN communities and is the lead-
ing cause of death for AI/AN people (Barnes, 
Adams, & Powell-Griner, 2010; Veazie et  al., 
2014). Other chronic health conditions that 
plague AI/AN people include stroke (Harris, 
Nelson, Muller, & Buchwald, 2015), hyperten-
sion, type 2 diabetes (Cho et  al., 2014), mental 
illness, alcoholism (Dick et al., 1993; Moncher, 
Holden, & Trimble, 1990), and suicide. Suicide 
is one of the leading causes of deaths in young 
AI/AN adults with completed suicides being 
72% more common than the general US popula-
tion (Indian Health Service, 2002; LaFromboise 
& Fatemi, 2011). Specifically, AI/AN men have 
higher rates of substance and alcohol use, which 
are correlated with higher health risk and toxic 
masculinity seen across Indian country (Spicer 
et  al., 2003; Sarche et  al., 2011). Unintentional 
injuries, which include injuries or deaths associ-
ated with motor vehicle accidents among others, 
are far more common in AI/AN men than other 
racial and ethnic populations.

Present-day health disparities are physical 
manifestations of cultural and spiritual imbal-
ance. This phenomenon has been the driving fac-
tor in the loss of Indigenous fatherhood roles and 
significant loss of AI/AN men. Within Indigenous 
cultural practices and spiritual worldview lie 
many solutions to the unfortunate health out-
comes we are currently experiencing. The loss of 
the traditional roles of men is certainly associated 
with the historical events previously discussed. 
Intergenerational trauma is largely associated 
with the health status of AI/AN men. To further 
increase the susceptibility to disease, AI/AN men 
face the same health issues associated with pov-
erty, unemployment, and reduced health-care 
access.

 Historical Trauma Response

Historical trauma has also greatly impacted AI/
AN men today, and this has been linked to the 
stress experienced in childhood (Albright, 2011; 
Whitbeck, Hoyt, McMorris, Chen, & Stubben, 
2001). Specific family stressors that a young 
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child experiences, such as abuse and neglect, can 
have a lasting negative impact on health through 
the life span (Felitti et  al., 1998; Rutter, 1979; 
Sameroff, Seifer, Zax, & Barocas, 1987). The 
impact of these adverse experiences on adult 
health is multiplied when the community in 
which this child belongs experiences trauma 
associated with historical events. When the care-
givers in tribal communities are experiencing 
higher rates of stress, it impacts parent respon-
siveness (Brave Heart & Spicer, 2000). This, in 
turn, contributes to developmental and academic 
challenges for young AI/AN children. In addi-
tion, the location of the child’s home (e.g., rural, 
reservation, urban) plays a critical role in access-
ing access to quality and culturally responsive 
early childhood education programs which can 
be a determinant for the timely acquisition of 
developmental milestones and maintenance of 
cultural practices. Location is also tied to acces-
sibility to early intervention if developmental 
delays are suspected. Through epigenetic studies, 
we know that there are many environmental fac-
tors that can impact gene expression, with devel-
opmental consequences. Stress caused by 
language and cultural loss trickles down to the 
impaired child-rearing practices in AI/AN com-
munities (Walker, 1999; Whitbeck, Adams, Hoyt, 
& Chen, 2004).

AI/AN children are adversely affected by the 
intergenerational effects of historical trauma, 
which is linked to caregivers’ response to histori-
cal and present-day traumas (Albright, 2011). 
This trauma response within a household 
becomes a critical environmental context that 
must be acknowledged. Sarche et al. (2009, 2011) 
studied socioemotional competencies among AI/
AN children and their parents. It was determined 
that socioemotional competency, which is the 
ability to socialize and navigate emotions of one-
self and others, of young AI/AN children aligned 
with the competencies of mothers. Of interest in 
this study are the gender differences rated by 
mothers, which indicated lower ratings of com-
petency of AI/AN boys. This meant that external-
izing problems, such as disruptive behavior, were 
more commonly reported in AI/AN boys than 
girls (Sarche, Tafoya, Croy, & Hill, 2016).

Adverse childhood experiences are strong 
indicators of developmental trajectory and long- 
term health. Risky health behaviors, such as sub-
stance use, are a common occurrence among AI/
AN adolescents compared to racial and ethnic 
counterparts (Dick et  al., 1993; Moncher et  al., 
1990). This higher incidence of substance use has 
been linked to Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACES) in AI/AN youth. Research has found that 
children, particularly boys, are highly susceptible 
to neurobiological change due to adverse child-
hood experiences (Drury et  al., 2012; Mitchell 
et al., 2014). This means that males are consider-
ably more sensitive to adverse experiences in the 
early childhood period (Golding & Fitzgerald, 
2017, 2019; Sarche et  al., 2016). The effect on 
the neurobiology of AI/AN children is likely 
increased due to parental stress caused by heri-
tage and identity loss. Experiences of racism and 
discrimination in childhood can intensify a mis-
trust of majority cultures. Researchers have 
explored how negatively oriented perspectives of 
majority cultures have evolved based on stressful 
experiences of minorities (Galán, Shaw, Dishion, 
& Wilson, 2017; Sue et al., 2007). This indicates 
that AI/AN children who experience repeated 
racism and discrimination may be prone to long-
term toxic stress throughout their childhood as a 
result of disconnection with the majority culture 
(Blume, Tehee, & Galliher, 2019). To further 
increase developmental risk, AI/AN children are 
at high risk for developmental and academic dif-
ficulties (Rey, McGuinn, & Lavin, 2019). AI/AN 
children experience higher rates of specific learn-
ing disabilities including reading disability dur-
ing the school-age years, as compared to other 
children across the country (Alliance for 
Excellent Education, 2008; Collier, 2011). AI/
AN children are 2.89 times more likely to receive 
special education services due to developmental 
delay compared to other minority children in the 
United States (Collier, 2011). In addition, AI/AN 
children enrolled in Region XI Head Start 
Programs, which consist of Tribal Head Start 
programs, are performing lower than same age 
children in the areas of language, math, and early 
literacy based on the 2015 Fall AI/AN FACES 
study (Aikens et  al., 2017; Barofsky, Chien, 
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Malone, Bernstein, & Mumma, 2018). These 
academic areas have been found to have the 
strongest predictive value of later school perfor-
mance, which must be considered when attempt-
ing to understand education inequity across 
Indian Country. The statistics indicate a need for 
targeted early childhood interventions that are 
culturally tailored (Bigfoot, 2006; Demmert, 
2011) and incorporate trauma- informed care-
giver coaching methods, combined with inter-
ventions that focus on the resurgence of 
Indigenous parenting and family wellness prac-
tices (Barlow & Pooley, 2017; Regalado & 
Halfon, 2001; Sege, Perry, Stigol, et  al., 2002; 
Sparrow et al., 2011; Supplee, Paulsell, & Avellar, 
2012).

 The Intergenerational Continuities 
of Parenting

Across Indian Country, there is a growing move-
ment of Indigenous people who are acknowledg-
ing that healing and wellness are critical 
components of cultural revitalization and preser-
vation. This movement has been led by AI/AN 
women giving way to reclaim their power and 
roles in both mainstream American culture and 
within their Indigenous communities. AI/AN 
men are beginning to reclaim their roles as fathers 
and take on traditional fathering responsibilities 
in family and community. This movement 
includes men and fathers objectively supporting 
gender equality, restoring traditional gender 
socialization practices, and prioritizing physical 
and mental wellness. Indigenous fathering is 
evolving in response to the cultural shift brought 
on by toxic masculinity, a by-product of racism 
and social oppression in America.

The concept of wellness was inherent in the 
everyday cultural practices of our Indigenous 
ancestors. People were active throughout the 
days spending most of their time covering lots of 
ground, building things, preparing foods, and 
working in the fields cultivating crops. People 
consistently slept when the sun set and woke at 
sunrise to give thanks for the day. It was common 
for people to visualize their day being success-

fully carried out. They were focused on growing 
the future and calculated with their actions to cul-
tivate positive outcomes for the generations to 
come. Interdependence among kinship and clan-
ship was valued, and the protocols that bonded 
family members were honored with sincerity. 
There was a system of checks and balances that 
allowed the people to adapt to the harsh climates 
and survive occasional times of famine. Health 
was treated holistically, and illness was focused 
on treating the root cause to heal the individual. 
Love, gratitude, compassion, and respect were all 
teachings valued by the people and were central 
to Indigenous fathering practice.

 Indigenous Wellness Model

The human being is composed of intersecting 
and overlapping systems: mental, spiritual, phys-
ical, and emotional. In a spiritual sense, the four 
systems overlap one another reflecting how the 
four are actually subsystems of a more complex 
functional whole. Wellness is largely about prac-
ticing a way of life that configures these and 
keeps them in balance and harmony. In some cul-
tures, the four different subsystems coincide with 
the four directions and are associated with certain 
natural elements such as snow, sunlight, rain, and 
wind. Also related to the different directions may 
be certain feelings and actions such as having 
compassion, physical movement, mental clarity, 
and a reverence for a higher spiritual being. This 
model of wellness is diverse in the way it is 
understood and practiced throughout Indian 
Country. Fathers can begin to learn this general 
way of understanding life by spending time with 
elders and other knowledge bearers to learn about 
traditional parenting roles. Through mentorship 
from other AI/AN men and culturally tailored 
interventions, AI/AN fathers will begin to pos-
sess a deeper understanding of this Indigenous 
worldview on child-rearing and learn how to 
apply it seamlessly in our contemporary culture. 
When practicing wellness, Indigenous people are 
strengthening the spirit of wellness and making it 
more accessible to those in the community, most 
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importantly fathers who are reclaiming their roles 
in child-rearing.

 Conscious Indigenous Fathering

In tribal nations of the Southwest, a father starts 
to teach his son to run, build, hunt, and dance 
starting at age 4. Up until that point, the boy 
would spend most of his days alongside his 
mother and other female caregivers. When he 
turned age 8, he would have already learned to 
help harvest food, make his bow and arrows, and 
hunt small game. An uncle or father would be 
tasked with starting to teach the boy how to spar 
with the shield and war club. Later after a coming 
of age ceremony, the young man would make his 
shield and club. Making the tools required him to 
be industrious and resourceful. These are two 
attributes that are required for the young child to 
live a good life and to be successful in being a 
strong provider and protector of his family and 
community. The “hands-on parenting” approach 
was inherently a part of child-rearing in all 
Indigenous cultures. Children were included in 
the everyday tasks of village life, and this had an 
immense influence on their developmental cogni-
tion and worldview. Additionally, this fostered 
leadership, intellect, and positive community 
participation. For a young man, preparation of 
fatherhood truly begins in puberty. This time is 
regarded as a sacred time because of the physio-
logical changes his body is undergoing that allow 
him to partake in creating new life. He is to be 
made aware of his roles in companionship, fam-
ily, and community. These are teachings that 
should ultimately prepare him for fatherhood. 
Being made aware of his connection to kinship 
and community fosters humility and compassion. 
Carrying out his roles in the community contrib-
utes to a sense of belonging to something larger 
than himself.

In the contemporary setting, Indigenous 
fatherhood practices are beginning to evolve in 
response to the various societal shifts occurring 
throughout the native country. Much of this pro-
cess requires the father to understand the com-
plex and far-reaching negative holistic health 

outcomes that colonialism has had on the people, 
including the role of fatherhood in Indigenous 
child-rearing. For this reason, the father must be 
objective in his healing and restoring his role as a 
father. Additionally, he must understand that for 
our Indigenous cultural values and practices to 
continue, he must be an active participant in cul-
tural evolution; this includes evolved practices of 
fatherhood to meet the demands of contemporary 
Indigenous culture. Whether the father is newly 
expecting or already has children, the journey to 
healing can always be done.

The first step in this process is healing and for 
the father to truthfully and meaningfully acknowl-
edge where he needs healing and wellness in his 
life. Healing is the outcome of practicing well-
ness in one’s life. When one is well into their 
healing journey, their mind is clear and their heart 
is big. In this state of being, one has enough love 
and care to give to a life partner and children. The 
father must understand this teaching and adopt it 
into his mind. When adopting life teachings into 
one’s mind, it must become a part of their con-
sciousness and should influence their everyday 
lifestyle habits. Part of responsive Indigenous 
parenting consists of consciously breaking 
unhealthy behavior cycles and objectively creat-
ing new healthy lifestyle habits that are rooted in 
Indigenous teachings.

Well for Culture is an Indigenous wellness ini-
tiative co-created by Thosh Collins and Chelsey 
Luger. The goal is simply to contribute to the 
movement to recover Indigenous health by rais-
ing the collective Indigenous consciousness con-
cerning total health and wellness, restoring it to 
the way it was understood by our ancestors. This 
includes communicating the notion of cultural 
evolution  – the process of adapting our health 
practices in response to the contemporary world’s 
influence on the way of life.

 Restoring Sacred Spaces 
for Fathering

Fatherhood is sacred (Native American 
Fatherhood & Families Association, 2007). 
Reviving and evolving Indigenous fatherhood 
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practices are central to Indigenous cultural pres-
ervation and community healing. Preparing for 
fatherhood starts with one’s own healing and 
wellness journey. Making a conscious effort to 
help AI/AN men break intergenerational cycles 
of trauma and revitalized healthy Indigenous life-
style practices will help create safe and loving 
spaces for future generations in which to thrive. 
AI/AN men who better understand their role as 
fathers make are making these huge efforts to 
heal and grow (Native American Fatherhood & 
Families Association, 2007). Meanwhile, child 
development researchers continue to assess how 
children learn new skills and what environments 
are optimal for learning, but many findings con-
sistently reveal that the optimal period is early 
childhood, which is consistent with Indigenous 
perspectives on early childhood. This optimal 
time for learning is dependent on the environ-
ment of learning (e.g., home setting, home mobil-
ity) and the facilitators of learning (e.g., mothers, 
fathers, extended family members, and teachers), 
which will vary across different AI/AN house-
holds. The quality of these interactions is largely 
dependent on the responsiveness of the facilita-
tors (Achenbach, Howell, Aoki, & Rauh, 1993; 
Kochanska et al., 2010; Kretchmar & Jacobvitz, 
2002) and the frequency of stimulation through-
out a child’s day (Watamura, Donzella, Alwin, & 
Gunnar, 2003). From the previous discussion, it 
is known that this responsiveness can be nega-
tively impacted by historical trauma, poverty, and 
racism. However, the importance of early inter-
vention and responsive parenting remains consis-
tent throughout early childhood research, 
indicating that infancy throughout early child-
hood is a prime time for learning and fostering 
key areas of development. This means that estab-
lishing certain behaviors related to attention, 
social-emotional, communication, and problem- 
solving is best accomplished among caregiver- 
child interactions. Early childhood programs 
such as Home Visiting (Avellar & Supplee, 2013; 
Sweet & Applebaum, 2004) and Head Start pro-
grams (Fitzgerald et al., 2013) for at-risk young 
children can help reduce the effect of low socio-
economic status (Dodge et  al., 2014; Kitzman 
et al., 1997, 2010; Olds, Henderson, & Tatelbaum, 

1994; Royce, Darlington, & Murray, 1983). In 
households that experience poverty, opportuni-
ties for responsive interactions with young chil-
dren may be infrequent (McLoyd & Wilson, 
1990). Landry, Smith, Swank, and Guttentag 
(2008) indicated the importance of continued 
responsive parenting into toddler and preschool- 
age periods through research about optimal 
opportunities for neurodevelopmental growth. 
The importance of facilitating stimulating inter-
actions from birth through the preschool years is 
critical for a child’s development. This further 
emphasizes the value of prevention programs that 
teach AI/AN caregivers, not just mothers, the 
importance of responsive parenting. This indi-
cates that many developmental delays, particu-
larly in the area of language, social-emotional 
development, and early literacy, can be prevented 
if caregivers are educated on the value of quality 
and culturally responsive parenting practices 
(Avellar & Supplee, 2013). In prevention science, 
the goal is to intervene early and provide primary 
and secondary prevention efforts that target the 
general and at-risk populations, respectively Rey 
et al., 2019). This approach allows for the preven-
tion of developmental delays and can help pre-
pare young children for entry into kindergarten. 
These interventions targeting at-risk early child-
hood populations can have tremendous effects on 
school readiness and help reduce the burden of 
childhood and historical trauma on health, devel-
opment, and quality of life, especially if fathers 
are included in these interventions. This, in turn, 
can have a tremendous effect on the AI/AN 
child’s developmental trajectory.

Access to quality early childhood programs in 
the tribal communities can be a challenge simply 
due to distance, unavailable services, low-income 
eligibility requirements, and limited early child-
hood personnel. There has been extensive work 
to assess the benefits of Head Start programs in 
tribal communities (Sarche, Dobrec, Barnes- 
Najor, Cameron, & Verdugo, 2020). Early child-
hood programs must be responsive to the diverse 
needs of young AI/AN learners. Precision public 
health, which is taken from the Precision 
Medicine Initiative (Collins & Varmus, 2015), is 
an approach that includes the application of exist-
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ing interventions that analyze individuals and 
their community over the life span and individu-
alizes an approach to reduce risk factors and fur-
ther develop interventions that are driving true 
change in at-risk populations. This approach has 
been successfully applied to home visiting pro-
grams that serve racial and ethnic populations 
that are considered to be at risk, including AI/AN 
communities. This was accomplished by tailor-
ing parenting education methods to be responsive 
to culturally specific child-rearing practices; 
recruiting home visitors who were familiar with 
cultural beliefs, historical trauma, and linguistic 
traits of the community they serve (Barlow et al., 
2013, 2015; Walkup et al., 2009); and encourag-
ing AI/AN men to take an active role in parent-
ing. Barlow et  al. (2013, 2015) tribal home 
visiting program Family Spirit focuses on AI/AN 
cultural identity and emphasizes family preserva-
tion as a protective factor for child health and 
well-being. This type of approach builds on tribal 
resiliency by making culture a cornerstone of 
intervention and by including fathers in coaching 
sessions. Khoury, Iademarco, and Riley (2016) 
emphasized that precision public health allows 
researchers to better understand disease causa-
tion. This approach can be applied to the preven-
tion of chronic health illnesses in at-risk 
populations by providing precision interventions 
early in childhood that will promote school readi-
ness and responsive parenting. This public health 
approach can easily be applied to developmental 
interventions and cultural practices as the over-
arching goal of early intervention to help children 
achieve developmental milestones on time and to 
provide them with the best chance of cultural 
maintenance.

It is known that certain caregiver-child inter-
actions during infancy and toddlerhood, such as 
reading together, can be predictive of later aca-
demic achievement, particularly reading devel-
opment (Mol, Bus, de Jong, & Smeets, 2008; 
Whitehurst et  al., 1994). Also, exercising and 
participating in traditional practices can provide 
a language-rich environment that promotes adult- 
child attachment and bonding. There are numer-
ous cultural and home routines that AI/AN father 

can use as spaces for bonding and teaching. This 
includes helping around the house and preparing 
for traditional ceremonies.

To help prepare young AI/AN children to start 
school, there is a need to focus on promoting 
early language development and early literacy 
throughout the early childhood period. A primary 
focus is within a child’s home and what is hap-
pening in the home up to the point of kindergar-
ten that is hindering or promoting language and 
early reading. A secondary focus is what early 
childhood programs are available in the child’s 
community and what are priorities for helping 
these children prepare for kindergarten within 
these programs. One major factor that is contrib-
uting to kindergarten readiness among AI/AN 
children is the availability of early childhood and 
parenting programs in communities that offer 
culturally responsive instruction to maximize 
student learning and recognize the complex 
sociocultural systems that AI/AN men navigate.

 Summary and Key Points

AI/AN fathers are influenced by cultural, soci-
etal, and historical factors that impact how they 
parent. This chapter presented historical and 
competency social factors that are treats to 
responsive and conscious Indigenous fathering. 
Trauma plays a major factor in how a man will 
interact with his environment including interac-
tions with his young children. This means that 
future efforts to improve AI/AN fathering must 
utilize a trauma-informed approach that recog-
nizes not only trauma associated with violence, 
substance abuse, and poverty but also intergen-
erational trauma. Efforts to provide responsive 
interventions to AI/AN men must come from 
practitioners who are familiar with historical 
trauma response and how this response is compli-
cated by higher rates of health and education 
inequities. A major emphasis in early childhood 
programming today is on school preparedness. 
To help prepare young AI/AN to start school, 
early childhood educators and health profession-
als must work with AI/AN parents to promote 

31 American Indian and Alaska Native Fathers and Their Sacred Children



532

child-rearing practices that are consistent with 
their oral traditions and include all stakeholders 
in early childhood programming.

Over the past few decades, researchers have 
fine-tuned how we understand child develop-
ment, particularly the achievement of 
 developmental milestones throughout infancy, 
toddlerhood, and early childhood. What young 
children do throughout this period can be pre-
dicted due to extensive research that has identi-
fied common milestones across the developmental 
domains of communication, social-emotional 
development, and early literacy skills, which are 
skills necessary to do well in school. This period, 
including infancy, toddlerhood, and preschool 
timeframes, is a critical time for caregiver-child 
bonding to promote development (Landry et al., 

2008) and to point children on a positive develop-
mental trajectory through stimulating caregiver- 
child interactions. It is, first, essential to 
acknowledge that AI/AN men play a key role in 
child-rearing and to assist these men in revitaliz-
ing Indigenous fathering practices.
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 Demographic Data

 Work and Family Responsibility 
Patterns Among Men and Women 
in the USA

In the last several decades, there have been sig-
nificant changes in work-life balance for men and 
women in the USA. Between 1978 and 2018, the 
rate of working-age women’s labor participation 
increased from 50% to 57.1%, whereas the rate 
of working-age men’s labor participation 
decreased from 77.9% to 69.1% (US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2018). In 2018, nearly two thirds 
(65.1%) of women with children under the age of 
6 and over half (59.6%) of women with children 
under the age of 3 were working for pay (US 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019). Parallel to the 
increasing number of working mothers is the 
decreasing number of mothers staying home and 
taking care of their children as their primary care-
givers. For instance, in 2016, less than a third 
(27%) of women with working husbands were 
considered stay-at-home mothers (SAHMs) 
compared to close to 40% of women in 1970 
(Livingston, 2018).

 Definitions and Numbers of Stay-at- 
Home Fathers

The increase in the number of mothers who are in 
the workforce full-time has not resulted in a pro-
portionate increase in the number of fathers who 
are the primary caregivers for their children. This 
could be due in part to the US Census Bureau’s 
narrow definition of a stay-at-home father 
(SAHF). The US Census Bureau defines a SAHF 
as a married man with a child or children younger 
than 15 years old who has remained outside of 
the labor force for at least 1 year to primarily care 
for their children while their wives worked out-
side of the home (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2018). Using this narrow definition of a SAHF, 
which excludes many family and caregiving 
arrangements in which men are the primary care-
giver to their children, the US Census estimated 
that there were 190,000 SAHFs in 2018 (US 
Census Bureau, 2018). Although this is more 
than double the 93,000 reported SAHFs in 2000 
(US Census Bureau, 2018), the majority (79.8%) 
of stay-at-home parents are mothers, and about 
one fifth (20.2%) of stay-at-home parents are 
fathers (Terrazas, 2018). Studies suggest that the 
US Census Bureau’s definition likely underesti-
mates the number of SAHFs by not accounting 
for fathers who work part-time but are still pri-
mary caregivers to children, report other reasons 
for staying at home, or have been home for less 
than a year (Latshaw, 2011; Livingston, 2018).
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As noted above, the US Census Bureau uti-
lizes a narrow definition of a SAHF that seem-
ingly excludes multiple categories of men who 
are functionally serving as the primary caregivers 
to their children, including single fathers, gay 
fathers, fathers with children who are older than 
15, fathers who are looking for paid work, and 
fathers who worked for some hours in the past 
year (Burkstrand Reid, 2012). Many SAHFs may 
be working part-time or for a few hours in the 
past year, but still maintain the role of primary 
caregiver relative to their partner’s career and 
employment. Again, the US Census definition of 
a SAHF would seemingly exclude these men 
from being included as stay-at-home parents. It is 
important to note that such limited definitions 
used by the US Census Bureau restrict the diver-
sity (e.g., race/ethnicity, SES) of who is officially 
defined as a stay-at-home parent.

To more accurately assess the number of 
fathers who may be primary caregivers to their 
children, it is important to consider alternative 
definitions of SAHFs that use broader parame-
ters. The Pew Research Center defined SAHFs to 
include fathers of older children, fathers in rela-
tionship statuses other than marriage, fathers who 
did not work for pay in the last year regardless of 
the reason, and fathers with spouses or partners 
with other employment statuses other than cur-
rently working for pay (Livingston, 2018). Using 
this alternative definition, statistics from the Pew 
Research Center suggested that there were 
approximately four million SAHFs in 2016 
(Livingston, 2018). This is a much higher num-
ber of SAHFs than the  estimates provided by 
the US Census Bureau. The Pew Research Center 
further suggested that the number of SAHFs has 
been increasing overall, nearly doubling from 4% 
in 1989 to 7% in 2016. While fathers remain a 
substantially smaller proportion of the stay-at- 
home parent population as compared to mothers, 
the Pew Research Center data suggested that the 
number of SAHFs is continuing to increase over 
time, whereas the number of SAHMs appears to 
be static (Livingston, 2018).

Coming up with an optimal definition of 
SAHFs is challenging (Burkstrand Reid, 2012; 
Livingston, 2018). Even with its broader param-

eters, the Pew Research Center’s definition may 
omit important categories of fathers, such as 
single- parent SAHFs and fathers who are pri-
mary caregivers but who are employed part-time 
by working a few hours in the prior year. Further, 
it is unclear whether the Pew Research Center is 
accounting for SAHFs who may be in same-sex 
relationships. Although there has been progress 
in more inclusive definitions of  SAHFs, it is 
likely that the actual number of SAHFs is still 
underestimated. It is notable that reliable tracking 
of SAHFs began relatively recently (Livingston, 
2018). On the whole, there is much need for addi-
tional research on the characteristics and needs of 
SAHF families and, more broadly, on families in 
which fathers assume the role of primary 
caregiver.

 Reasons for the Increased Number 
of Stay-at-Home Fathers

Even though SAHFs are far fewer in number than 
SAHMs, the increase in SAHFs may be inter-
preted as representing a shift in the notions of 
fatherhood. For example, there has been a signifi-
cant increase in fathers’ involvement in direct 
caregiving and housework overall. Traditional 
notions of gender roles among heterosexual mar-
ried couples, with men seen as “breadwinners” 
and women seen as caregivers, have shifted over 
time. Women’s educational achievement has 
increased, and at least for some professions, there 
have been decreases in the gender pay gap. In 
addition, scholars have noted that the Great 
Recession had an impact on the labor market. 
Below we discuss these factors and how they 
may relate to the rise of SAHFs.

Per the first point, fathers, in general, have 
more than tripled the amount of time they spend 
on childcare in a given week. In 1965, fathers 
spent approximately 2.5 hours per week on child-
care. By  2016, that number had  increased to 
8  hours per week (Parker & Livingston, 2019). 
Combining hours for both housework and caring 
for children, fathers have increased the proportion 
of time they put into these activities from 13% in 
1965 to 30% in 2016 (Parker & Livingston, 2019). 
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Regardless of whether they are working or not, 
women still do the majority of housework and 
childcare (Parker & Livingston, 2019). Even so, 
these statistics suggest that fathers today are inter-
ested in being hands-on parents and involved in 
activities that are related to rearing their children 
(e.g., bathing, feeding) and creating an environ-
ment that promotes their well-being. Men who 
become SAHFs are likely to embody these trends.

In 2016, approximately a quarter of SAHFs 
(24%) reported that they chose to stay home spe-
cifically to care for their family or home 
(Livingston, 2018) This group experienced the 
largest increase in number  among SAHFs 
between 1989 and 2012  compared to SAHFs 
who provided other reasons for becoming pri-
mary caregivers  (e.g., unable to find work, ill-
ness) (Livingston, 2018). This suggests that 
stereotyped roles of mothers as the primary care-
givers and fathers as the main breadwinners may 
no longer be true  for many American families. 
Fathers are now seen to have roles that go beyond 
the breadwinner, disciplinarian, and male role 
model. Fathers are now seen in a more complex 
and nuanced manner to embody roles that include 
care provider, teacher, play companion, parenting 
role model, and supportive partner (Yogman & 
Garfield, 2016).

At the same time, mothers’ roles have shifted. 
While traditional gender roles emphasized the 
mother as a primary caregiver and thus often a 
stay-at-home parent, in today’s contexts, mothers 
are seen as both primary caregivers and workers. 
It is important to note that these conceptualiza-
tions of “traditional” gender roles have been 
bounded by race and class. That is, poor women 
and race and ethnic minority women historically 
have been expected to provide for their families 
through employment, as well as to serve as pri-
mary caregivers to children, both their own and 
others’ children (McGinn & Oh, 2017). Even so, 
some have argued that men’s traditional role as 
the primary breadwinner has been resilient par-
ticularly to class expectations over time (Ashwin 
& Lytkina, 2004; Chesley, 2011).

In our current era, socioeconomic occurrences 
like the Great Recession in 2008 may have con-
tributed to an  increase  in SAHFs. The Pew 
Reserach Center reported that the overall propor-

tion of stay-at-home parents increased from 15% 
in 2000 to 20% in 2010 due, in part, by parents 
who were staying home because they could not 
find jobs (Livingston, 2018). This echoes ear-
lier shifts in which it appears that unemployment 
and the inability to find work, as opposed to stay-
ing home to focus on family caregiving needs, is 
one key factor that may contribute to fathers’ 
decisions to stay home (Kramer, Kelly, & 
McCulloch, 2013). This seems to have been par-
ticularly true for SAHFs. A third of them reported 
that they were staying for reasons related to 
unemployment in the aftermath of the Great 
Recession in 2010 (Livingston, 2018).

Along with changing gender norms and the 
Great Recession is the growth in women’s educa-
tional achievement, their involvement in the 
workforce, and the decreasing gender pay gap. 
Between 2000 and 2017, educational achieve-
ment rates for 25- to 29-year-olds were higher for 
females than for males (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2018). In particular, the 
gender gap increased for those who have attained 
higher education (US Census Bureau, 2019), 
with 25- to 29-year-olds who completed an asso-
ciate’s degree or higher experiencing an increase 
in the gender gap from 5% in 2000 to 10% in 
2017. Those who completed a bachelor’s or 
higher degree experienced an increase in the gen-
der gap from 2% in 2000 to 7% in 2017 (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2018). As wom-
en’s educational outcomes improved, so did their 
ability to secure higher-income jobs, obtain pro-
motions, and earn enough money to sustain their 
families. The decrease in gender gap pay (women 
between the ages of 25 and 34 earned 67% in 
1980 of what men earned vs. 89% in 2018) sug-
gests that families may have more flexibility and 
opt for arrangements whereby  mothers are 
“breadwinners” and fathers are primary caregiv-
ers of children.

 Sociodemographics of Stay-at-Home 
Fathers

Even though the definition of SAHFs used by the 
US Census Bureau is narrow and likely excludes 
families in which fathers are the primary caregiv-
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ers for their children, it is worthwhile to examine 
sociodemographic characteristics of SAHFs. In 
addition to the fact that SAHFs are a growing 
subgroup of parents, they may reflect a group of 
fathers  who are redefining  traditional gender 
norms, roles, and beliefs. Between 2015 and 
2017, which is the most recent data available, the 
majority of SAHFs were under 45 years of age. 
This makes sense, given that this age group of 
men is also more likely to have young children at 
home when compared to older men (US Census 
Bureau, 2018). When looking at a recent slice of 
time (2015–2016), Millenial men (i.e., men born 
between 1981 and 1996) were more likely to be 
SAHFs between the ages of 25 and 35 years old, 
as compared to Generation X men (i.e., men born 
between 1965 and 1980) when they were the 
same age in 1999 and 2000 (Livingston, 2018). A 
little less than half of the SAHFs (44%) reported 
having at least one child under the age of 5 years 
old that they were taking care of primarily at 
home (Livingston, 2018).

Most SAHFs were white (49%), followed by 
Hispanic (21%), Black (15%), and Asian and 
Pacific Islander (11%) (Livingston, 2018). Over 
half of SAHFs had a high school degree or less 
(53%), followed by some college (22%) and a 
bachelor’s degree or more (25%). The majority of 
SAHFs reported being married to a working 
spouse (61%), and the remaining SAHFs reported 
being married with a non-working spouse (15%), 
cohabiting (15%), or single (9%). In 2018, the 
majority (62.4%) of married couples with chil-
dren under 18 years where only the wife was in 
the labor force had a family income of $50,000 or 
more (US Census Bureau, 2018).

In 2016, men reported the following reasons 
for becoming SAHFs: 40% ill or disabled, 24% 
to take care of their home or family, 11% retired, 
8% in school, and 7% unable to find work 
(Livingston, 2018). Although general demo-
graphics are presented above, it is important to 
note that the profiles of SAHFs look different 
depending on the reasons they state for staying at 
home. For instance, SAHFs who reported staying 
home for reasons other than caring for their chil-
dren or family were likely to have lower educa-
tional attainment, more likely to live in poverty, 

more likely to be married with a non-working 
spouse or be single, less likely to have a child 
younger than 5 years old, and older in age com-
pared to SAHFs who reported staying home for 
their children and family (Livingston, 2018). 
Collectively, these suggest that SAHFs are a 
diverse group of fathers and that their sociode-
mographic characteristics and reasons for becom-
ing a stay-at-home parent vary.

 Review of Qualitative 
and Quantitative Research 
on the Lived Experiences of SAHFs

This section reviews qualitative and quantitative 
literature of the lived experiences of SAHFs. 
Overall, being a SAHF is associated with both 
positive and negative experiences. Some studies 
highlight the positive experiences of SAHFs, 
such as the emotional benefits that fathers may 
gain from being the primary caregiver of their 
children and the ability to maintain better overall 
family work-life balance when one parent is stay-
ing home. Other studies emphasize the negative 
experiences of SAHFs, such as feelings of isola-
tion and loneliness and the challenges men expe-
rience when they occupy a nontraditional gender 
role. We start by delineating the themes found in 
qualitative literature, and then introduce quantita-
tive research findings. We try to provide an over-
view of both positive and negative experiences; 
however, notably the literature seems skewed 
toward reporting on the challenges that SAHFs 
experience.

 Qualitative Literature on the Lived 
Experiences of SAHFs

Gender Roles, Masculine Identity, and Gender 
Role Conflict Gender role conflict is defined as a 
“psychological state in which socialized gender 
roles have negative consequences for the person 
or others.” Gender role conflict “occurs when 
rigid, sexist, or restrictive gender roles” contrib-
ute to the devaluation of the self (O'Neil, 2013). 
Experiencing gender role conflict can be harmful 
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to men’s mental health and well-being, contribut-
ing to stress, anxiety, and depression (O'Neil, 
2013). In the context of the current literature 
review, gender role conflict theory applies to our 
understanding of SAHFs as the potential for con-
flict between a stereotypical masculine gender 
role (“breadwinner”) and the lived experience of 
being a primary caregiver of young children 
(“caregiver”). The caregiver role may conflict 
with masculine norms, either at the individual or 
societal level, and thus create the possibility for 
poorer mental health and well-being among 
SAHFs.

Studies link SAHFs’ experiences to gender 
role conflict. Some SAHFs have  reported feel-
ings of emasculation, decreased marital satisfac-
tion, and less optimal well-being (Rochlen & 
Mahalik, 2004; Snitker, 2018; Solomon, 2014). 
Factors such as the stress of parenting and taking 
care of the home, social discrimination, feelings 
of failure in the caregiving role, and feelings of 
frustration may contribute to gender role conflict 
as well (Barnett & Hyde, 2001). Researchers 
have noted double standards related to gender 
and parenting. While it is often viewed as impor-
tant for  parents to be present and available for 
their children, for men this may contradict tradi-
tional masculine gender norms, particularly 
norms related to breadwinning (Deutsch & 
Saxon, 1998). Such double binds may apply to 
both mothers and fathers, yet mothers may feel a 
stronger pull in the caregiving direction while 
fathers are pulled toward breadwinning norms.

SAHFS have reported frustration with having 
to justify their caregiving roles to other people 
who might see them and their responsibilities as 
abnormal or questionable (Rochlen, McKelley, 
Suizzo, & Scaringi, 2008). Some SAHFs have 
identified  gender policing or sanctions that are 
applied to behaviors that are seen by others as 
deviant or unsuited to men (Solomon, 2014). 
Fathers may feel shamed for their roles when oth-
ers relegate them to being “Mr. Mom” or simply 
“babysitting” on their day off from work (Snitker, 
2018; Steinhour, 2018). SAHFs have also identi-
fied the challenges of navigating their caregiving 
roles in a social and cultural context of hege-

monic masculinity which considers the ideal 
forms of masculinities to be ones that establish 
men’s dominant role within the patriarchal soci-
ety of the USA (Connell, 1995; Doucet, 2004; 
Snitker, 2018). Relatedly, men are more likely 
than women to be criticized for leaving work to 
care for their sick children and yet also more 
likely to be criticized if they are perceived to have 
chosen to spend more time with their children 
than friends (Deutsch & Saxon, 1998).

SAHFs employ different strategies to navigate 
traditional gender norms and even construct 
alternative masculinities that accomodate  their 
role as a  primary  caregiver. For example, one 
study found that SAHFs incorporated caregiving 
activities into their masculine identities, recon-
structing their masculine identity so that caring 
for their children is seen as a masculine activity, 
for example, considering the caregiving role as 
providing for their family in nonmonetary fash-
ion (Lee & Lee, 2018). This finding echoes 
themes from other research. A quantitative study 
of hundreds of media stories suggested that men 
who are SAHFs not only reconstruct their mascu-
line identity to include caregiving but may adapt 
their behaviors in ways that accommodate both 
their “caregiving” and “masculine” identities; in 
other words, most SAHFs did not “fully reject” 
traditional masculine norms either in beliefs or 
behavior (Burkstrand Reid, 2012). SAHFs also 
reported developing respect for caregiving as 
legitimate work, which in many ways stands in 
contrast to prevailing norms (Lee & Lee, 2018).

An additional benefit to the SAHF role is that 
it may contribute to better family relationships. 
Although research on this topic is limited,  one 
qualitative study of the dynamics in SAHF fami-
lies found that the majority of the working moth-
ers in SAHF families reported positive 
parent-child relationships, strong parenting cohe-
sion, and enhanced family quality time as a result 
of having a stay-at-home partner (Rushing & 
Powell, 2015). According to mothers in this 
study, both the mother-child and father-child 
relationships were perceived to be posi-
tive because of the SAHF role. Mothers felt more 
support from their partner and reported a more 
egalitarian approach to parenting. They also indi-
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cated that they were able to have more quality 
time at home as a result of their SAHF partner 
having a routine during the day (Rushing & 
Powell, 2015).  However, one large  quantitative 
study, discussed in more detail below, suggested 
that parents were less satisfied with their relation-
ships after the transition from dual-earner or 
male-breadwinner household to  female- 
breadwinner household (Blom & Hewitt, 2020). 

Employment and Work-Life Family 
Conflict Many SAHFs have voiced the desire to 
return to paid work in the future, but also note 
concerns about their ability to successfully obtain 
and adjust to employment after spending time 
away from the workforce (Caperton, Butler, 
Kaiser, Connelly, & Knox, 2020).  One study 
indicated that the majority (over 80%) of SAHFs 
intended to stay in their roles on a short-term 
basis and planned to return to the workforce 
within 5 years (Latshaw, 2011). However, the 
desire to return to the workforce is accompanied 
by fathers’ concerns related to damaging their 
careers by taking gap years to care for their chil-
dren. As a case in point, a SAHF reported that 
becoming a primary caregiver is committing 
“professional suicide” (Latshaw, 2011). To allay 
these concerns, some SAHFs also pursued part-
time employment while caring for their children. 
Latshaw (2011) found that 60% of SAHFs in her 
study brought in some form of income during 
their tenure as primary caregivers. Reasons for 
their pursuit of employment included the desire 
to contribute financially to their families, as well 
as a desire to ease the sense of isolation that came 
with the primary caregiving role.

Social Support and Social Isolation Perhaps 
one of the most well-noted challenges that 
SAHFs face is isolation and a lack of social sup-
port. Although social isolation is not an experi-
ence limited to SAHFs (e.g., SAHMs; Parry, 
Glover, & Mulcahy, 2013), many researchers 
note that, compared to mothers who stay home, 
fathers appear to have fewer resources to lessen 
their experiences of loneliness. In a study that 
compared the experiences of SAHM and SAHF 
families, SAHFs reported greater loneliness and 

were more isolated and less active in the com-
munity (Zimmerman, 2000). This may be 
explained by the disconnection of SAHFs to their 
working male peers, as well as their feeling of 
disconnection from SAHMs, which leaves 
SAHFs isolated and alone relative to their SAHM 
peers (Snitker, 2018; Zimmerman, 2000). Indeed, 
it is also not uncommon for working fathers who 
become SAHFs to experience a loss of social net-
working with coworkers and disapproving family 
members and friends. Being explicitly excluded 
from or not feeling comfortable or understood as 
a SAHF in SAHM groups (e.g., playdate groups, 
support groups) continues to contribute to and 
explain the high levels of loneliness and  social 
isolation reported by SAHFs (Cameron, 2001; 
Snitker, 2018).

As Caperton et al. (2020) suggest, the isola-
tion and lack of social support commonly expe-
rienced by SAHFs is worthy of greater attention 
given that such conditions can place SAHFs at 
heightened risk for  poorer psychological out-
comes  (e.g., paternal depression). This is con-
cerning given that even nontraditionally 
masculine men, such as SAHFs, report difficulty 
seeking professional help for mental health con-
cerns (Caperton et  al., 2020). That said, one 
mechanism by which SAHFs have found a sup-
portive and empathetic community is through 
online and social media groups created by and 
for SAHFs (Ammari & Schoenebeck, 2016). 
Such groups include local SAHF Facebook 
groups, the National At-Home Dad Network, 
and the At-Home Dads Convention, to name a 
few.

Education and Resources for Fathers Given 
that on average SAHFs are expected to be 
responsible for a greater share of childcare than 
fathers who are working, and thus they may 
play a bigger role in the health and well-being 
of their  children (Feinberg, Jones, Kan, & 
Goslin, 2010), it is vital that educational 
resources are widely available and accessible 
for SAHFs. Yet, there are relatively few options 
for SAHFs – and all fathers in general – related 
to adequate and effective parenting education 

S. J. Lee et al.



543

(May & Fletcher, 2013). According to Goodman 
(2005)’s review of qualitative studies on new 
fatherhood, there appears to be a need to create 
greater male-only parent  education classes in 
order for fathers to develop confidence in a 
space where they are being compared to their 
female  partners. While male-only groups can 
be effective for parent  education for men, 
SAHFs currently report that there are still gaps 
in their accessibility to such education (Henry, 
2017). Thus, it is  not surprising that social 
media and online groups have become popular 
forums for fathers to not only form social con-
nections, but to also exchange parenting infor-
mation and advice from one father to another 
(StGeorge & Fletcher, 2011). Specifically, 
StGeorge and Fletcher (2011) found that in an 
online chat room used by fathers of young 
infants and children, apprehensions about 
fatherhood and difficulties for new fathers 
emerged as the second and third most discussed 
topics, following the need for new-fathers’ 
groups. Besides online discussions, other forms 
of media, such as YouTube channels, have 
attracted the attention of many fathers seeking 
information and insight into  parenting. For 
example, Beleaf in Fatherhood is a YouTube 
channel created by Glen Henry (Henry, 2017), 
to share his experiences of being a new father 
“knowing nothing at all” about being a SAHF, 
to today, a father of five children. Moreover, as 
a Black SAHF, Henry’s videos illustrate the 
unique experiences of being a SAHF of color. 
Evidently, although father-formed online 
forums, YouTube channels, and Facebook 
groups are important and valuable, it is neces-
sary to continue to modify and expand formal 
parent education for fathers and SAHFs. 

 Quantitative Literature

There are relatively few quantitative studies on 
SAHFs and their experiences. Below we review a 
number of quantitative studies that examine pre-
dictors of SAHF family formation, SAHFs’ 
experiences, and SAHFs’ mental health.

Predictors of SAHF Family Formation and 
Experiences Using secondary data analysis, 
Kramer and Kramer (2016) sought out to exam-
ine predictors that contribute to the rise in SAHF 
families. The researchers used data from the 
National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth and the 
Current Population Survey and found that unem-
ployment rates were linked with SAHF families - 
that is, when unemployment rates increased, so 
did the number of SAHFs.  The probability of 
a SAHF arrangement was greater when mothers 
had more education compared to fathers. Gender 
ideology was also predictive of SAHF family for-
mations, with men’s egalitarian views  associ-
ated  with  greater likelihood of becoming a 
SAHF.  More egalitarian views were associated 
with men reporting that they became SAHFs pri-
marily to take care of their children and not 
because they were unable to work (Kramer & 
Kramer, 2016). Kramer, Kelly, and McCulloch 
(2015) used the Current Population Survey data 
from 1976 to 2009 to compare characteristics and 
proportions of SAHF, SAHM, and dual-earner 
households. They found that mothers in SAHF 
households generally had higher education levels 
than their husbands and they experienced the 
sharpest increase in education over time com-
pared to their counterparts in other households. 
Further, those SAHF families, especially those 
where the father became a SAHF to primarily 
care for his children and not because he could not 
find employment, were closing the income gap 
with SAHM households over time.

Rochlen et  al. (2008) collected survey  data 
from 213 SAHFs to examine predictors of rela-
tionship satisfaction, psychological well-being, 
and life satisfaction among SAHFs. SAHFs 
reported moderate to high levels of relationship 
and life satisfaction and moderate to low levels of 
psychological distress compared to college-aged 
and adult males. SAHFs also reported high levels 
of parental self-efficacy. Social support, high lev-
els of parenting self-efficacy, and low levels of 
conformity to traditional masculine gender 
norms were associated with positive adjustment 
to the SAHF role. A recent study using data from 
the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
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household panel survey in Australia (n = 11,986) 
found that both men and women became less sat-
isfied in their relationships when they transi-
tioned from dual-earner or male-breadwinner 
households to female-breadwinner house-
holds (Blom & Hewitt, 2020). Interestingly, par-
ticipants were most satisfied in their relationships 
when they were in male-breadwinner and female- 
homemaker households, suggesting that on aver-
age  men and women are still pulled towards 
traditional gender norms and the perceptions of 
their relationship quality are informed by whether 
their households conform to these traditional 
norms (Blom & Hewitt, 2020). 

Rochlen, McKelley, and Whittaker (2010) 
used data from a survey to examine SAHFs’ rea-
sons for entering their role and stigma-related 
experiences. Economic factors (e.g., partner 
earns more money than they do), strong parent-
ing values (e.g., the importance of one parent 
at home), and pragmatic reasons were the most 
common reasons for becoming a SAHF. Half of 
the SAHFs in the study reported experiencing 
stigma, mostly in interactions with SAHMs. The 
most common reasons SAHFs reported for per-
ceived stigma included people’s ignorance or 
unfamiliarity with their roles (e.g., most people 
are not familiar with or do not have experience 
with males serving as a primary caregiver), 
opposing attitudes about gender roles (e.g., peo-
ple’s general prejudice toward men in tradition-
ally feminine roles), and distrust or discomfort 
(e.g., individuals’ general discomfort  with men 
around children and assuming that men are harm-
ful  to children). Those who reported stigma-
related experiences had lower levels of social 
support than SAHFs who did not report such 
experiences.

Mental Health There are few studies that have 
rigorously examined the mental health of SAHFs. 
As noted earlier, SAHFs are on average living in 
households that have higher levels of education 
and income when compared to the general US 
population; higher levels of education and income 
are correlated with better mental health. 
Therefore, on the whole, SAHFs may be expected 
to have relatively high levels of mental health. At 

the same time, qualitative research suggests that 
SAHFs are small in number and occupy a niche 
that  may contribute to feelings of gender role 
conflict. There are few resources and supports 
available to SAHFs, contributing to the potential 
for poorer well-being for SAHFs.

Rochlen and colleagues’ (2008) study of 213 
self-identified SAHFs provides some insight into 
these dynamics. Their study consisted of 
white (93%), middle- and upper-income, married 
SAHFs. Although the sample was not diverse, it 
seems to reflect other studies of SAHFs. Rochlen 
et  al. (2008) found that SAHFs had levels of 
well-being that were comparable to other studies 
of men. The SAHF respondents reported levels of 
life satisfaction and well-being that appeared to 
be similar to or better than other published data 
on samples  with similar socioeconomic status 
and education levels. That said, it is not clear that 
the samples used for comparison to the SAHFs in 
the survey were valid, given that the comparisons 
were drawn from studies conducted with differ-
ent populations.

One study suggestsed that men who become 
SAHFs may experience higher levels of depres-
sion symptoms compared to women who 
become SAHMs (Kramer & Pak, 2018). This 
study appears to be the most rigorous to date to 
examine how changes within the family may 
relate to mothers’ and fathers’ well-being. This 
study examined how change in status, in this 
case, a move from providing family income to 
becoming a stay-at-home parent, influenced 
depression symptoms among mothers and 
fathers. The researchers found that among 
fathers, but not mothers, moving to a stay-at-
home parent status was associated with more 
depression symptoms. Interestingly, this effect 
was not moderated by fathers’ greater beliefs in 
egalitarian gender ideology. The authors suggest 
that the study results may be interpreted to sup-
port the notion that there is tension between tra-
ditional gender norms for mothers and fathers 
vis-à-vis their parenting and working roles, such 
that shifts in caregiving and parenting roles will 
have different implications for men and women 
(Kramer & Pak, 2018). 

S. J. Lee et al.



545

 Policy and Intervention 
Implications

What can be learned from the example of SAHFs 
about supporting men and fathers? The experi-
ences of SAHFs may  represent one end of 
the  caregiving continuum as men integrate the 
parenting and caregiver role with  other valued 
identities. Thus, there is much to learn from 
SAHFs about their specific parenting and well- 
being needs, as well as how to support all men 
and fathers in the transition to parenthood.

Paternity Leave As stated by Burkstrand-Reid 
(2012), it stands to reason that if men who are 
SAHFs “face masculinity constraints while chal-
lenging gender norms” in their decision to stay at 
home to raise their children, then it is likely that 
many men may face similar gender norm chal-
lenges when making decisions to take advantage 
of family leave policies such as the  Family 
Medical Leave Act (FMLA) or other paternity 
leave policies offered through the workplace. 
These decisions are complicated by the fact that 
the USA is the only industrialized country that 
does not offer paid parental leave policy for 
mothers or fathers, and paid parental time off has 
not been established as a norm in the USA, par-
ticularly among fathers. One clear policy impli-
cation is to establish a federal paid parental leave 
policy that is available to all parents in the 
USA.  A recent opinion piece in the New York 
Times illustrated these complexities. Alexis 
Ohanian, spouse of world famous tennis star 
Serena Williams, discussed how important pater-
nity leave was for their family, so that he could 
care for his wife who suffered serious complica-
tions following birth. While his presence at home 
was critical, he writes of the stigma attached to 
taking time off as a male caregiver (Ohanian, 
2019).

Research supports the benefits of paternity 
leave. For example, one study showed that more 
than 2 weeks of paternity leave was associated 
with better parenting relationship, as well as 
numerous beneficial outcomes for children, 
including more frequent father-child involve-
ment, greater father-child closeness, and better 

father-child communication (Petts, Knoester, & 
Waldfogel, 2019). Another study demonstrated 
unique benefits of paternity leave to low-income 
families. Paternity leave when a child was born 
was associated with higher levels of father 
involvement later in the child’s life, when com-
pared to the outcomes of children whose fathers 
did not take leave (Knoester, Petts, & Pragg, 
2019). Importantly, this study also found that 
paternity leave is especially beneficial for father 
involvement in so-called fragile families, in 
which parents are unmarried at the time of their 
child’s birth. Specifically, “among fathers who 
were not residing with the mothers, but were 
romantically involved with them at the time of 
their child’s births, taking leave led to higher lev-
els of father responsibility 1 year after birth com-
pared to the implications of taking paternity leave 
among married fathers” (Knoester et al., 2019). 
This research suggested that supporting fathers 
as caregivers, particularly following birth, may 
be especially beneficial to vulnerable families. 
Supporting fathers in this way may make it more 
plausible for them to take on primary caregiving 
roles as their children grow older.

Parenting Resources and Support to 
Fathers There are very few parenting resources 
and education available to SAHFs. Indeed, this 
problem is not unique to fathers who are primary 
caregivers. Overall, there are few parenting 
resources or education available to fathers regard-
less of the intensity of their caregiving role. 
Qualitative studies of SAHFs speak to the rela-
tive lack of resources and support that SAHFs 
report being available to them (Lee & Lee, 2018). 
Recently, a systematic review found that the 
overall state of father-inclusive perinatal parent 
education programs is weak, with few interven-
tions available for fathers within the first year of 
the child’s birth (Lee et al., 2018). Other studies 
have shown similar results, for example, there are 
few parenting training programs that can be con-
sidered father-inclusive or that involve fathers 
(Lundahl, Tollefson, Risser, & Lovejoy, 2008). In 
sum, most websites and in-person parent educa-
tion classes focus on meeting the needs of moth-
ers and children with little regard for the fathers’ 
and men’s parenting needs and wants.
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An implication is the need for companies and 
practitioners who work with families to develop 
and create services and programs that support 
fathers’ unique parenting needs and experiences 
and to provide SAHFs with support that is com-
parable to the resources available to SAHMs. 
SAHFs report that social isolation and lack of 
support is one of their main concerns, and this is 
one of the most consistent themes in the qualita-
tive literature. Parent education classes and 
resources allow for conversations and 
relationship- building that could help SAHFs 
combat feelings of loneliness and mental health 
issues and obtain much needed emotional and 
social support from fellow parents, fathers, and 
SAHFs. Father-friendly and father-inclusive par-
enting resources that are evaluated for their effec-
tiveness could help address this need in the 
future.

 Summary and Key Points

 Research Gaps

Even as there is growing research on SAHFs and 
their lived experiences captured in both qualita-
tive and quantitative studies, there are a number 
of gaps in the literature that future studies should 
address. The research literature is limited in 
quantitative studies of the health and well-being 
of SAHFs. There is lack of representation of 
diverse fathers and families in the SAHF litera-
ture. Nearly all studies of SAHFs focus on 
fathers’ or mothers’ experiences, while children’s 
experiences and well-being are largely absent 
from the literature. Furthermore, there is very 
little research on SAHFs from an international or 
global perspective. Thus, a limitation of this lit-
erature review is the narrow focus on the USA 
context of parenting mostly (for exceptions, see 
Kaplan & Garner, 2017; Liong, 2017; Merla, 
2008; Plantin, Mansson, & Kearney, 2003). There 
is likely much to be learned about SAHFs from 
the experience of men and fathers in other coun-
tries; however, very little research exists on this 
topic. For example, it is possible that in countries 
that provide more support for paid paternal leave 

or more support for fathers and parents in gen-
eral, SAHFs may experience fewer incidents of 
isolation or gender role conflict (Merla, 2008; 
Plantin et al., 2003).

Diversity and Representation in the SAHF 
Research Literature First, a key limitation of 
the existing research on SAHFs is the lack 
of diversity of the SAHF study samples. Many of 
these studies consist of men who are well edu-
cated, white, and from higher-income groups. In 
many studies, fathers made a voluntary choice to 
become a primary caregiver, often because a part-
ner had sufficient earnings and career potential to 
accommodate this choice. For the most part, 
studies of SAHFs do not capture the experience 
of male caregivers that do not fit neatly into the 
definition of a SAHF, and thus research on 
SAHFs does not capture the experiences of large 
groups of men who may be primary caregivers to 
their children but who are not considered SAHFs. 
As noted earlier, depending on the definition used 
to define a SAHF, those excluded from the cate-
gorizations of SAHF may include single fathers, 
divorced fathers, gay fathers, and fathers who 
work part-time for some pay during the year. 
Even though numerous qualitative studies have 
allowed individuals to self-identify as SAHFs, 
rather than using the strict definition followed by 
the US Census Bureau, the samples tend to be 
small and unrepresentative (e.g., Caperton et al., 
2020; Chesley, 2011; Lee & Lee, 2018; Rochlen 
et al., 2008).

Thus, researchers who wish to better under-
stand the experiences of male caregivers to young 
children, regardless of whether they fit into the 
SAHF definition, should also consider the experi-
ences of male caregivers who are unmarried, 
those who have lower income, men who are care-
givers because they are unable to obtain or main-
tain employment work, race and ethnic minority 
fathers, and those who became a primary care-
giver due to an illness or disability. The lived 
experiences of these SAHFs are rarely investi-
gated in research although they seem to represent 
a sizable population based on recent demographic 
trends on SAHFs (Livingston, 2018).
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Furthermore, the research does not capture 
how identities may shift over time, as family 
needs also shift. For example, little is known 
about men’s transition from a SAHF role back 
into the workforce. Research also does not cap-
ture dynamics of change, for example, as fathers 
and mothers may shift back and  forth in their 
caregiving responsibilities over time. There is a 
need to broaden the image of SAHFs and ensure 
the full range of SAHFs and their diverse experi-
ences are included in our studies.

Parenting Needs, Mental Health, and Well- 
Being of SAHFs There is a need for more quan-
titative research on the parenting needs and 
well-being of SAHFs, however the group of 
SAHFs is defined. Currently there is little knowl-
edge about the health, well-being, and parenting 
of SAHFs who adopt primary caregiving roles, 
while working part-time or not working at all. 
Qualitative studies point to numerous strengths 
of SAHFs, and SAHFs themselves point to many 
benefits of this role; however, few studies have 
investigated these issues with larger and more 
representative populations. For example, even 
though a number of qualitative studies pointed to 
social isolation as a factor that SAHFs often have 
to deal with, it is not clear how and if such feel-
ings of social isolation relate to poorer mental 
health or well-being of SAHFs.

Child Well-Being and Father-Child 
Relationships In our review of the literature, 
we noted one perspective that was particularly 
absent in the research on SAHFs – that of their 
children. While paternity leave is altogether dif-
ferent from the decision to become a SAHF, a 
study by Petts and colleagues (2019) examined 
paternity leave taking and child well-being. This 
study found positive outcomes for fathers who 
took paternity leave. Specifically, fathers who 
took 2 weeks or more of paternity leave had chil-
dren who, as teenagers, reported more frequent 
involvement with their fathers, greater closeness, 
and better communication (Petts et  al., 2019). 
Although the effect sizes were small, this study 
provided some of the only evidence to date 
regarding the potential benefits to children of 

paternity leave. Such leave was also associated 
with better parental relationship and positive 
fathering identity (Petts et al., 2019). It is notable 
that few to no studies examined outcomes or 
experiences of children who grow up with a 
SAHF.  It would be interesting to examine the 
SAHF caregiving experience from the perspec-
tive of fathers and mothers, as well as their chil-
dren. For example, researchers could ask 
children to retrospectively reflect on the experi-
ence of having a SAHF in order to consider this 
unique caregiving experience from those who 
may have the most intimate knowledge of the 
benefits and potential challenges.

Key Points

• Although there is a great deal more to be 
learned about stay-at-home fathers, the 
literature reviewed in this chapter sug-
gests six key points: Although the offi-
cial US Census Bureau statistics indicate 
that there are relatively few stay-at- 
home fathers in the USA, the official 
definition likely greatly underestimates 
the number of fathers who are primary 
caregivers to children.

• Whether using official US Census 
Bureau statistics or other sources of 
data, there is evidence that the number 
of stay-at-home fathers has been rising 
in the past 15–20 years.

• Stay-at-home fathers tend to come from 
higher-income households and have 
higher levels of education when com-
pared to the US population overall.

• One common theme that is captured in 
the qualitative research on stay-at-home 
fathers is that some fathers report feel-
ing isolated in their role as a full-time 
stay-at-home caregiver. Research also 
suggests feelings of and experiences 
that speak to gender role conflict.

• Although the empirical evidence is not 
definitive, it seems that the mental 
health and well-being of stay-at-home 
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33Fathering Across Military 
Deployment and Reintegration

Tova B. Walsh and Katherine L. Rosenblum

The total number of US military personnel is 
close to 3.5 million, and nearly 40% of US ser-
vice members are parents, most of them fathers 
(U.S. Department of Defense, 2018). The largest 
percentage of the 1.65 million American children 
who have at least one parent serving in the mili-
tary are under 6 years of age (U.S. Department of 
Defense, 2018). Multiple deployments are com-
mon among military personnel since 2001 (IOM, 
2013), and families, including many young chil-
dren, have cycled through deployments alongside 
service members (Bonds, Baiocchi, & McDonald, 
2010). A 2013 Institute of Medicine report on 
“The Assessment of Readjustment Needs of 
Veterans, Service Members, and Their Families” 
highlighted the pressing need for effective sup-
port for military families with young children 
( h t t p : / / n a t i o n a l a c a d e m i e s . o r g / h m d /
Reports/2013/Returning-Home-from-Iraq-and-
Afghanistan.aspx).

The normative challenges faced by fathers of 
young children and by deploying military service 
members are compounded when early fatherhood 
and military deployment intersect. New fathers 

experience significant developmental demands, 
including developing an identity as a father, 
establishing a co-parenting relationship with a 
partner, and learning to balance their new role 
and responsibilities as a father with existing roles 
and responsibilities at home and at work (Roy, 
2005). Surrounding a deployment, service mem-
bers face multiple challenges, including extended 
separation from family members and reconnect-
ing with family members after long separation. 
These challenges are reflected in elevated rates of 
mental health symptoms and relationship stress, 
child maltreatment, divorce, and suicide in mili-
tary families during and following deployment 
(Flake, Davis, Johnson, & Middleton, 2009; 
Gibbs, Martin, Kupper, & Johnson, 2007; Hoge, 
Auchterlonie, & Milliken, 2006; Hoge et  al., 
2004; Lapierre, Schwegler, & LaBauve, 2007; 
Gibbs et al., 2007; Rentz et al., 2007; Sayer et al., 
2010; Smith et al., 2008). The disruption to rela-
tionships incurred by a military deployment adds 
complexity in the formative period of early 
fatherhood, and the emotional and practical 
demands of early fatherhood further complicate 
the experiences of deployment and reunification, 
already a time of heightened stress and 
transition.

Service member-fathers of young children 
have reported significant levels of parenting 
stress and have identified unique challenges asso-
ciated with their deployment, including manag-
ing separations and reunions that may involve 

T. B. Walsh (*) 
Sandra Rosenbaum School of Social Work, 
University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI, USA
e-mail: tbwalsh@wisc.edu 

K. L. Rosenblum 
Departments of Psychiatry and Obstetrics & 
Gynecology, University of Michigan,  
Ann Arbor, MI, USA

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020 
H. E. Fitzgerald et al. (eds.), Handbook of Fathers and Child Development, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_33

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_33&domain=pdf
http://nationalacademies.org/hmd/Reports/2013/Returning-Home-from-Iraq-and-Afghanistan.aspx
http://nationalacademies.org/hmd/Reports/2013/Returning-Home-from-Iraq-and-Afghanistan.aspx
http://nationalacademies.org/hmd/Reports/2013/Returning-Home-from-Iraq-and-Afghanistan.aspx
mailto:tbwalsh@wisc.edu
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_33#DOI


552

significant periods of their child’s early develop-
ment, reconnecting with young children, adapt-
ing expectations between military and family 
life, and co-parenting across periods of extended 
separation (Walsh et  al., 2014). A service 
member- father who deploys when his child is an 
infant and returns home to a toddler may experi-
ence reunification as requiring him to get to know 
an entirely different child. Early development is 
marked by a rapid progression of physical and 
cognitive changes, and consequently, the child’s 
evolving needs may require markedly different 
parenting behavior from the newly returned 
father, in comparison to the parenting behavior 
that was responsive to his child’s needs at the 
time that he deployed.

Some populations of military fathers face 
additional challenges in navigating and adjust-
ing to early separations and the return to life at 
home and day-to-day parenting of young chil-
dren. Fathers in dual military and single-parent 
families may not be able to rely on a partner’s 
availability to manage the home front during 
their deployment. Fathers who experience psy-
chological and/or physical injury during a 
deployment must contend with the impacts of 
their injury even as they seek to reestablish rela-
tionships and readjust to the home environment. 
Relative to active duty service members, fathers 
who serve in the National Guard and Reserve 
Component often face added challenges associ-
ated with geographic dispersion, including 
greater isolation and reduced access to 
services.

A growing, but still limited, body of research 
addresses the family impacts of deployment and 
supports for families surrounding a deployment. 
Due to the high proportion of young children in 
military-connected families, young children are 
disproportionately impacted by a father’s mili-
tary deployment. Separation from a primary 
caregiver, transitions and associated stress, 
heightened distress, and emotional symptoms in 
parents place young children at particular risk 
(Jensen, Martin, & Watanabe, 1996; Rosen, 
Teitelbaum, & Westhuis, 1993); yet few 
resources are available for young children and 
their caregivers during and following deploy-

ment. In recent years, a number of preventive 
interventions have been developed to support 
families impacted by deployment-related sepa-
rations, but relatively few have focused on very 
young children.

This chapter will explore the experiences of 
fathers parenting young children across the 
“deployment cycle,” considering what is known 
about fathering in the pre-deployment period, 
during deployment, and post-deployment as 
fathers and their families are reunited and read-
just. Early relationship disruptions pose risks to 
children’s social, emotional, and cognitive devel-
opment (Shonkoff, Garner, & Committee on 
Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family 
Health, 2012). Reuniting brings relief and joy; 
yet, it is also stressful as families begin the 
extended process of reestablishing relationships, 
roles, and routines. This chapter will describe the 
resilience of military fathers and their families, as 
well as the challenges they face across the deploy-
ment cycle. There is increasing evidence that 
healing and reconnection are possible and rela-
tionships can recover following disruptions 
(Dodge, Gonzalez, Muzik, & Rosenblum, 2018; 
Julian, Muzik, Kees, Valenstein, & Rosenblum, 
2018).

 Fathering in the Pre-deployment 
Period

During the pre-deployment period, service 
member- fathers and their families prepare for the 
changes ahead. In this time of transition, as 
fathers and their families anticipate the coming 
separation, they may experience anticipatory 
worry and heightened tension. The time between 
notification of deployment and departure varies, 
and both long and short windows are stressful. 
Waiting to deploy may feel like being stuck in a 
holding pattern (Lapp et  al., 2010); yet, shorter 
notice limits time available to make preparations. 
During this time, deploying fathers grapple with 
concerns about family and household functioning 
and child and family well-being in their absence, 
as well as what they themselves may experience 
during deployment (DeVoe, Ross, & Paris, 2012; 
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Maguen, Turcotte, Peterson, et  al., 2008; 
Renshaw, Rodrigues, & Jones, 2009). Specific 
challenges include preparing their children (and 
partners, if partnered) as well as themselves for 
physical separation, trying to figure out how to 
sustain emotional connections across distance, 
and confronting their own and their children’s 
(and partner’s) fear that they might not return. 
These challenges have a particular character with 
very young children, who do not have the cogni-
tive capacity or verbal skills to understand the 
impending separation and talk about its meaning 
to them or ways of coping.

DeVoe et  al. (2012) theorized a “parenting 
cycle of deployment,” wherein “Looking Ahead” 
and “Saying Goodbye” are characteristic pro-
cesses of the pre-deployment period. Looking 
Ahead involves considering and making efforts 
to ensure the needs of families will be met during 
the deployment, for example, making childcare 
and other arrangements to fill in the responsibili-
ties usually filled by the deploying service mem-
ber. Simultaneous with practical preparations, 
families make emotional preparations for deploy-
ment. Saying Goodbye is the culmination of pre-
paring to be apart and involves facing the service 
member’s actual departure.

Pre-deployment training itself may require 
extended time away from home, and fathers and 
families may experience tension as service 
member- fathers simultaneously make prepara-
tions on the home front and take part in deploy-
ment preparations with their unit. In this 
stressful context, service member-fathers may 
withdraw, emotionally disconnecting as a way 
of protecting themselves against potentially 
overwhelming feelings about leaving their fam-
ily for deployment (Willerton, Schwarz, 
Wadsworth, & Oglesby, 2011). Fathers who are 
partnered frequently rely on their partner to sup-
port them and their children during times of 
adjustment across the deployment cycle 
(Dayton, Walsh, Muzik, Erwin, & Rosenblum, 
2015; Walsh et  al., 2014). Single fathers and 
fathers who are typically the primary caregiver 
in their household face heightened challenges 
during this period of practical and emotional 
preparation for deployment.

 Fathering During Deployment

Despite the profound challenges of deployment 
separation, many military families demonstrate 
positive adaptation and coping across the deploy-
ment cycle (Park, 2011; Saltzman, Pynoos, 
Lester, Layne, & Beardslee, 2013). However, 
many families struggle. Over the span of an 
extended separation from a young child, fathers 
miss important events and developmental mile-
stones as well as daily involvement in parenting. 
This can be a source of distress both during and 
after deployment (Newby, McCarroll, Ursano, 
Fan, Shigemura, & Tucker-Harris, 2005; Walsh 
et al., 2014). High levels of parenting stress make 
it difficult to effectively manage family roles 
throughout and following deployment (Lincoln, 
Swift, & Shorteno-Fraser, 2008), and deploy-
ment is associated with increased behavioral 
problems among the children of a deployed par-
ent (Burrell, Adams, Durand, & Castro, 2006; 
Chartrand, Frank, White, & Shope, 2008; 
Esposito-Smythers et al., 2011; Lester & Flake, 
2013). Specifically, in very young children, 
responses to deployment may include difficulty 
eating or sleeping, regressing to earlier behav-
iors, being clingy, or acting out (Pincus, House, 
Christensen, & Adler, 2001).

Immediately after departing for deployment, 
fathers may feel sadness and guilt regarding sep-
aration from their family yet also experience 
relief that the difficult and tense period of prepar-
ing to deploy has passed (Pincus et  al., 2001; 
Weins & Boss, 2006). After the early weeks of 
deployment are complete, the emotional disorga-
nization experienced initially is typically replaced 
by a sense of stability as the deployed father (and 
his family at home) adjusts to separation. Both 
the deployed father and his family at home estab-
lish new routines.

His primary focus while in theater must be on 
his military duties, but the deployed father may 
be preoccupied with child and family well-being 
at home (MacDermid et al., 2005; Renshaw et al., 
2009). Parenting stress can impact a father’s abil-
ity to carry out his duties, and it is thus imperative 
that deployed fathers find ways to limit or man-
age stress so that it does not undermine their 
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capacity to ensure the safety of themselves and 
others. Sustaining connection to the child and 
family at home is important to fathers and fami-
lies but largely dependent on the extent to which 
communication is logistically possible and the 
parent/caregiver at home is able and willing to 
facilitate contact between the deployed father and 
the child (ren) at home (Schachman, 2010; 
Willerton et al. 2011). Phone and online commu-
nication facilitate a sense of connection and 
involvement from afar, but access to such com-
munication varies, and the age/verbal skills/
attention span of the young child may further 
constrain opportunities to connect and communi-
cate virtually.

While the at-home parent/caregiver bears the 
burden of responding to children’s questions and 
distress, the deployed father bears the burden of 
relinquishing control and recognizing the new 
limits to his ability to be present for his children, 
knowledgeable of their experiences, and involved 
in their care. Although direct interaction with 
children is necessarily limited during a deploy-
ment, many deployed fathers do not disengage 
from their children but rather remain psychologi-
cally engaged and maintain a sense of responsi-
bility for children’s well-being (MacDermid 
et al., 2005). Others, however, withhold involve-
ment as a means of self-protection, finding emo-
tional distance necessary in order to tolerate 
physical separation and remain focused on mili-
tary duties (Willerton et al., 2011). Some fathers 
report that frequent communication helps to alle-
viate psychological distress during separation 
(Schachman, 2010), while others find that it is a 
painful reminder of what they are missing 
(Willerton et  al., 2011). Research suggests that 
regular communication is valuable for sustaining 
relationships, limiting risk for attachment insecu-
rity, and promoting successful reintegration 
(DeVoe et al., 2012).

Both excitement and unease may mount as 
deployment draws to an end. Reunification is 
eagerly anticipated but also prompts questions 
and worries about when and how to explain and 
prepare young children for the service member- 
father to reenter the family, how the child will 
respond, and whether very young children will 

recognize their father after an extended separa-
tion (DeVoe et  al., 2012). Informal and formal 
support for families can promote individual and 
family coping, adjustment, and well-being 
(Chapin, 2011; Flake et  al., 2009; Maholmes, 
2012; Rosenblum et al., 2015), with community 
support and resources more readily available to 
families located on an active duty base than fami-
lies of fathers who serve in the National Guard 
and Reserve.

 Fathering Post-Deployment

Reunification is often joyful; yet, it also places 
significant stress on families. Normative chal-
lenges upon reunification include the reestablish-
ment of relationships, roles, and routines. These 
challenges are compounded when a returning 
service member is coping with a service-related 
physical injury or psychological distress, or when 
family members are experiencing mental health 
problems. It is estimated that 25–40% of service 
members returning from Afghanistan and Iraq 
experience symptoms that suggest a need for 
mental health treatment (Milliken, Auchterlonie, 
& Hoge, 2007; Seal, Bertenthal, Miner, Sen, & 
Marmar, 2007; Seal et  al., 2009), and rates of 
mental health problems among military spouses 
are nearly as high as those among service mem-
bers themselves (Eaton et  al., 2008; Mansfield 
et al., 2010; Renshaw et al., 2009).

Traumatic brain injury (Lew, Poole, Alvarez, 
& Moore, 2005) and post-traumatic stress disor-
der (Tanielian & Jaycox, 2008) are among the 
most common diagnoses for returning service 
members, and these conditions add difficulty to 
the inherent challenges of returning to daily par-
enting and restoring parent-child and co- 
parenting relationships (Gorman, Fitzgerald, & 
Blow, 2010). Service members returning from 
combat deployment also are at increased risk for 
substance use problems (Jacobson et al., 2008), 
and this too can interfere with effective and sensi-
tive parenting. The impact of deployment and 
reunification on young children is heavily influ-
enced by parental stress and corresponding sensi-
tivity to child needs (Alink et al., 2009; De Wolff, 
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& van IJzendoorn, 1997; Hirsh-Pasek & 
Burchinal, 2006; Hoffman, Marvin, Cooper, & 
Powell, 2006; Lincoln et al., 2008), and studies 
have found increased internalizing and external-
izing behaviors among children of deployed par-
ents (Chartrand et al., 2008; Flake et al., 2009). 
However, very little is yet known about the influ-
ence of combat-related physical and mental 
health injuries on parenting and relationship pro-
cesses in infants, toddlers, and young children 
(Lieberman & Van Horn, 2013).

At the same time that service member-fathers 
are making their own adjustment, their children 
and families require support for their individual 
and collective processes of adjustment following 
reunification. For fathers of young children, the 
post-deployment return to civilian life poses the 
challenge of reconnecting with a child too young 
to have the cognitive capacity to understand a 
deployment-related separation, leaving them 
more vulnerable to experiencing the dysregulat-
ing effects associated with separation and loss 
(Bowlby, 1994). Reunification requires reestab-
lishing connections with a child who has under-
gone significant developmental transitions and 
who, by nature of age, may not communicate 
directly, may exhibit challenging behaviors, and 
yet is dependent on parents for meeting emo-
tional needs.

In qualitative research, returning fathers of 
young children describe heavy reliance on their 
spouse/partner for support in the post- deployment 
period, including support for their reengagement 
in daily parenting and managing their own men-
tal health and responses to challenging child 
behavior (Dayton et al., 2015; Walsh et al., 2014). 
Readjusting from the structured lifestyle of 
deployment to the dynamics of home life with a 
young child can be difficult. In the words of one 
father:

Um, you know, I’m a military guy and I, I empha-
size on discipline, so that’s my hard point is not 
realizing the age factor and they’re not soldiers. 
(Walsh et al., 2014)

Trauma symptoms experienced by returning ser-
vice member-fathers may compound the diffi-
culty of tolerating a young child’s age-typical 

distress, upset, or demandingness (Walsh et  al., 
2014).

The “post-deployment” period encompasses 
the short-term experience of reunion and the 
longer- term establishment of a new family equi-
librium that accommodates the family’s present 
reality, including the child(ren)’s current devel-
opmental stage(s) and capacities and deploy-
ment’s impacts on the service member-father and 
other family members. Immediately upon return-
ing home, families may experience a honeymoon 
period. Subsequently, reintegration may require 
patience, adjustment, and renegotiation as family 
members work to restore relationships and estab-
lish a “new normal.” A level of stabilization is 
achieved as new routines are established, but dif-
ficulty related to enduring impacts of deployment 
may be maintained over an extended period, with 
returned service members experiencing family 
challenges as many as 3 years after deployment 
(Sayer et al., 2010). Extended family support and 
community support are often offered during the 
deployment, but the need for support continues 
during the extended period of reintegration.

Military fathers of young children report mul-
tiple challenges as they reengage in parenting 
after deployment, as well as strong motivation to 
be the best parents they can be (Walsh et  al., 
2014). Challenges identified by fathers include 
reconnecting with their young child after time 
apart, a continuing sense of loss about missed 
time together, adapting expectations from mili-
tary to family life, and co-parenting across the 
deployment cycle. Fathers express the desire to 
increase their parenting skills and knowledge, 
build their capacity to provide affection and nur-
ture to their children, learn to more effectively 
manage their temper, and connect with and learn 
from others who can relate to their experiences. 
In the words of one father:

I want to be a better parent, I want to learn to be a 
better parent… When I came home from the 
Marine Corps, uh, I really had a hard time adjust-
ing to it. And so, um, you know coming from a 
structured lifestyle, being told what to do, how to 
do it, when to do it, um, to coming home and being 
a full-time dad, um, and everything else, I didn’t 
know how to adjust to it. I didn’t—I didn’t know 
what to do. And I didn’t spend as much one-on-one 
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time with her as I should have. I’m still learning. 
(Walsh et al., 2014)

Fathers recognize the impact of their military ser-
vice on their attitudes toward their child and their 
parenting and express profound commitment to 
foster strength and resilience in their children 
(Dayton et al., 2015).

I think when I came back from Iraq, I was scared 
and still am … at how easy it is for me to lose him. 
Um, and I’m, I’m … you know, I’m afraid for him 
to go out there [into the world] and put himself out 
there, but I encourage him… (Dayton et al., 2015)

In a study of fathers who participated in the 
Strong Military Families program (Rosenblum 
et al., 2015)—a multifamily parenting and self- 
care skills group that aims to strengthen protec-
tive factors and promote military family resilience 
in the reunification period—service member- 
fathers reported two primary hopes for their pro-
gram participation (Dodge et  al., 2018). They 
wanted to strengthen connection within their 
family and build connection with other families, 
and they wanted to gain insight into their own 
family and families in general. These findings 
underscore the commitment of military fathers to 
strengthening relationships with their children 
and understanding the dynamics at play within 
families following a deployment. Notably, fathers 
with PTSD feared that stressors they faced might 
impede their ability to sustain participation in the 
program, demonstrating the need for comprehen-
sive support for multi-stressed fathers and their 
families surrounding a deployment.

 Supports for Military-Connected 
Fathers, Young Children, 
and Families

Responsive to the need for family and commu-
nity support across the deployment cycle, includ-
ing support during the extended period that 
follows homecoming, a number of programs 
have been developed for fathers (and mothers) to 
promote adjustment in military and veteran fami-
lies with young children (e.g., Gewirtz, Pinna, 
Hanson, & Brockberg, 2014; Lester et al., 2011). 

A variety of family supports are available to fam-
ilies on military installations, and these include 
both the informal supports inherent to living in 
proximity to a density of military families and the 
corresponding sense of community and camara-
derie around parenting across the deployment 
cycle, as well as more formal supports, including, 
for example, full family health care, family hous-
ing, accredited and affordable day care with 
extended hours, programs and activity centers for 
children, and new parent support programs. 
Fewer resources for support are available to 
fathers and their families, including some active 
duty as well as National Guard and Reserve fami-
lies, who live off base, in communities through-
out the country. A small but increasing number of 
programs exist to support military families in the 
community, with varied emphasis on specific 
periods in the deployment cycle or spanning the 
full cycle from pre-deployment through 
reintegration.

In this section, we highlight several of these 
programs aimed at supporting family health and 
resilience among military and veteran fathers of 
young children. A consistent goal across many of 
these programs is to mitigate the potentially neg-
ative impacts of challenges faced by military 
families by strengthening protective factors such 
as familial and military social supports, parental 
well-being, and access to care. Evaluation of 
many of these programs has indicated high levels 
of satisfaction, as well as significant improve-
ments in mental health and parenting for the ser-
vice members and their parenting partners 
(DeVoe et al., 2012; Dodge et al., 2018; Julian, 
Muzik, Kees, Valenstein, & Rosenblum, 2018; 
Lester et al., 2011).

Two of these interventions are specifically tar-
geted at military families with younger children: 
Strong Military Families (Rosenblum et  al., 
2015; Rosenblum & Muzik, 2014) and Strong 
Families Strong Forces (DeVoe et  al., 2012). 
Both Strong Military Families and Strong 
Families Strong Forces share a focus on support 
for parenting infants, toddlers, and young chil-
dren, an invitation for both the father and his par-
enting partner/spouse to be involved, and an 
emphasis on enhancing parental reflective 
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 functioning or insight regarding their own and 
their child’s thoughts, feelings, and emotions, 
including those regarding deployment and 
reconnection.

Strong Families Strong Forces (SFSF) is an 
in-home intervention designed specifically for 
families with young children who have experi-
enced deployment and is delivered by a trained 
clinician. The intervention is comprised of eight 
modules that aim to reduce parenting stress and 
parental mental health concerns and to enhance 
parental capacity for reflective functioning. 
Modules include foci such as military identity, 
parental/child deployment narratives, co- 
parenting, and parental self-awareness. 
Evaluation of SFSF using a waitlist control 
design indicates improvements in key domains 
including parenting stress and reflective capacity, 
particularly for those with mental health symp-
toms (DeVoe, Paris, Emmert-Aronson, Ross, & 
Acker, 2017).

Strong Military Families (SMF) is a resilience 
enhancing parenting and mental health program 
adapted from an existing civilian program (Muzik 
et al., 2015; Rosenblum et al., 2017). To increase 
access for families, SMF has two versions—a 
homebased psychoeducational materials pro-
gram (“Homebased”) and a multifamily thera-
peutic group (“Multifamily Group”). The SMF 
Multifamily Group includes a parent group along 
with a simultaneous “child team” in which chil-
dren engage in child-directed play with team 
members. The parent group provides parent edu-
cation, especially focused on the parent-child 
relationship, with specific attention to the experi-
ences of military families with young children. 
The group context increases social support and 
social connectedness among participants. The 
SMF Homebased program consists of mailed 
psychoeducational materials that are parallel to 
the information that is provided in the Multifamily 
Group.

SMF is based on five key therapeutic “pillars” 
and is specifically tailored to military family 
experience, with a particular focus on families 
connected to the National Guard and Reserves. 
(1) Guard and Reserve families are often geo-
graphically dispersed and isolated; thus, Social 

Support is enhanced by creating a shared group 
experience, with opportunities for informal rela-
tionship building during shared mealtime and the 
parent group. (2) Children and parents experi-
ence significant challenges around separation and 
reunion associated with deployment cycles; the 
Parenting Education curriculum provides infor-
mation about typical reactions of preschool-aged 
children and teaches strategies for sensitively 
responding to young children’s emotional and 
relational needs. In the parent group, participants 
are introduced to key topics in parenting and 
child development, observe video interactions 
and apply concepts learned, engage in activities 
designed to develop and practice skills, and 
reflect on interactions with their own children. 
An integral concept is helping parents understand 
that while deployment poses challenges for the 
parent-child relationship, everyday experiences 
provide opportunities for nurturing, restoring 
balance, and repairing smaller disruptions and 
that this is the process by which relationships are 
restored and strengthened. Another core aspect of 
the curriculum is attention to the need for “bal-
anced parenting,” as we encourage parents as 
they strive to integrate being both strong and kind 
into their everyday interactions with their chil-
dren, including “balanced” approaches to disci-
pline. (3) Child Routines and Parent-Child 
Interaction are supported by a curriculum that 
emphasizes creating safe, predictable routines, 
acknowledging “goodbyes” when parents leave 
for their class, developmentally appropriate play- 
based activities, and observation of and support 
for reunions when parents return from their 
group. These brief separations and reunions pro-
vide an opportunity for real-time practice, nego-
tiating feelings about separations and return, and 
helping parents identify and respond to their chil-
dren’s needs for support. Parents are encouraged 
to anticipate, observe, and reflect upon these sep-
arations and reunions, as well as identify ways 
they might want to “try something new” to 
address their children’s feelings during separa-
tion/reunion at the next session. (4) Service 
members and spouses report high levels of par-
enting stress and PTSD. The Self-Care/Stress- 
Reduction curriculum addresses parents’ needs 
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for strategies for reducing their own levels of 
stress. Each parent group session includes hands-
 on practice of evidence-based stress-reduction 
“skills” including guided breathing, relaxation, 
or mindfulness. This has the added benefit of 
helping parents prepare for reuniting with their 
children in a calmer, more relaxed state. (5) 
Individual meetings with parents are held mid-
way through the 10-week intervention to provide 
opportunities for Connecting Families to Care, 
including individualized referrals to relevant 
community resources, including mental health 
treatment when indicated.

Prior evaluation suggests that participation in 
SMF is associated with high levels of satisfaction 
and improvements in parenting behavior, reflec-
tive functioning, and parent mental health (DeVoe 
et  al., 2012; Julian et  al., 2018; Julian, Muzik, 
Kees, Valenstein, & Rosenblum, 2018). For 
example, fathers noted that participation in SMF 
increased feelings of hope and motivation, and 
reduced feelings of isolation, in regard to military 
family experience. As described by one father 
(Dodge et al., 2018):

“I think it was hopeful. You know, it was kind of, it 
made me feel like I was less of a person being all 
by themselves trying to accomplish this monumen-
tal task of bringing a kid up but. It showed me com-
monalities that I shared with the other parents and 
stuff like that…”

In addition to the programs focused more exclu-
sively on the experiences of military families 
with young children, two other interventions tar-
get military families with children in a broader 
age range, extending beyond the infant and pre-
school age period. These include Families 
OverComing Under Stress (FOCUS), a 
resilience- enhancing program for military fami-
lies with children aged 3 to 17 (Lester et  al., 
2011), and ADAPT, a group-based Web-enhanced 
parenting program for military families with chil-
dren ages 4 to 12 (Gewirtz, DeGarmo, & Zamir, 
2017). FOCUS supports families in developing a 
narrative about their experience of deployment 
and, in addition, provides psychoeducation and 
coping strategies including an emphasis on emo-
tion regulation, communication, problem- 
solving, goal setting, and managing trauma and 

stress reminders. Components of the program are 
designed for service members, spouses, and chil-
dren and are delivered in person on installation or 
via technology (Lester et  al., 2011). The After 
Deployment, Adaptive Parenting Tools (ADAPT) 
intervention is a 14-week group-based, Web- 
enhanced parenting program for military families 
with children ages 4 to 12 (Gewirtz et al., 2017). 
It is adapted from the Parent Management 
Training Oregon Model. Evaluation of ADAPT 
indicates that participation in the program is 
associated with improvements in parenting self- 
efficacy, child behavior, and parent mental health.

In addition to intervention programs to pro-
mote resilience in military families with young 
children, resources have been developed and dis-
tributed for military families by national organi-
zations such as Zero to Three (www.zerotothree.
org), including resources (e.g., books, apps, and 
materials) for parents to support “Families on the 
Homefront” and for early childhood providers 
working with military and veteran families with 
very young children.

While each of the programs described in this 
chapter address critical issues facing service 
member-fathers of young children, there contin-
ues to be a need to increase the reach and impact 
of supports, particularly for fathers with young 
children who are geographically dispersed and 
may not have access to resources housed on mili-
tary installations (IOM, 2013). The promising 
data in regard to the efficacy of existing programs 
suggests that future work should focus on imple-
mentation strategies that expand the reach and 
impact of such programming to best serve the 
thousands of military families with young chil-
dren living across the United States and around 
the globe.

 Summary and Key Points

Men who are both military service members and 
fathers of young children face a complex set of 
demands before, during, and after deployment. 
Research demonstrates the profound commit-
ment of service member-fathers to both their 
military and family roles and responsibilities and 
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illuminates both the resilience of many military 
fathers and families and the scope of the chal-
lenges they face. The specific challenges faced by 
service member-fathers of young children at each 
stage of the deployment cycle and the limitations 
of existing resources for meeting the needs of 
fathers and families, particularly those who do 
not live on military installations, underscore the 
need for expanded services designed to meet the 
needs of military families with young children 
across the deployment cycle. There remains a 
need for continued research to consider the dis-
tinct experiences and support needs of diverse 
service member-fathers of young children and 
their families (e.g., single fathers, fathers in dual 
military partnerships, fathers who deploy when 
children are infants, toddlers, or preschoolers). 
Services that are responsive to the distinct experi-
ences and needs of service member-fathers of 
young children have the potential to strengthen 
father well-being, parenting, father-child and co- 
parenting relationships, and child and family 
well-being.
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In the second part of the twentieth century, an 
enhanced understanding that deviations from 
normative human behavior and mental illness 
have to be viewed not as misconduct but as an 
expression of biological, psychological, and 
social imbalance evolved. In the context of this 
understanding, the modern concept of mental 
health emerged and was increasingly understood 
in parallel to the concept of somatic health. This 
lead to a de-stigmatization of psychiatric disor-
ders and symptoms that is not completed in 
Western industrialized countries nor in other 
parts of the world. Furthermore, an awareness 
developed that mental health problems are 
embedded in relational contexts and that psycho-
logical problems in one individual can only be 
understood in the context of relationships with 
others, including family, members of the commu-
nity, and individuals in broader society. In this 
context emerged an understanding that mental 
disorders have to be diagnosed and treated with a 
developmentally sensitive approach, especially 
with respect to relationships between very young 
children and their immediate caregivers. Mental 
health in infancy is predictive for mental health 
during the whole life cycle and is imbedded in 
the relationships of infants to their closest attach-
ment figures (Lyons-Ruth et al., 2017). Therefore, 

mental problems of caregivers have been identi-
fied as the most evident risk factors for mental 
health problems of their young offspring.

In this light researchers and clinicians who 
work on health issues of young children usually 
have a close look at the mental health status of 
children’s caregivers. For example, maternal 
postpartum depression has been identified as the 
most prominent risk factor for depressive disor-
ders of their children (Murray et al., 2011). For 
years, clinical work with young children as well 
as developmental research nearly exclusively 
focused on the mother as the primary caregiver. 
In research, fathers were not included because 
adding a third person and his relationship to the 
infant made analyses more complicated. In clini-
cal practice fathers are often not involved because 
clinicians would have to change much of their 
practice (e.g., different times of consultation, 
other clinical approaches, etc.) in order to include 
them. A further problem in clinical work beyond 
the absent father is the violent father. As we very 
often work with families with low social eco-
nomic status we are frequently confronted with 
high levels of violence in social disadvantaged 
neighborhoods. Mostly we see fathers as the 
obvious perpetrators. Violence in families and 
conflictual relationships often spring from men 
who feel narcissistically wounded and do not 
know how to regulate their impulses. The attitude 
that the violent father is the typical indicator of a 
precarious and maltreating environment is wide 
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spread. For example, Lieberman and van Horn 
(2005) titled their seminal book on psychother-
apy with young stressed and traumatized children 
and their parents Don’t hit my Mommy and 
thereby positioned the violent father into the cen-
ter of the clinical problem. It is the aim of this 
clinical section to approach the significance of 
the father for the mental development of his 
young offspring in an open and innovative man-
ner, no matter whether it is about the loving and 
caring father, the absent father, or the violent 
father.

In their chapter Godleski and Eiden focus on 
the transgenerational transmission of antisocial 
behavior showing the interweaving of genetic 
and environmental factors. Especially boys seem 
to absorb antisocial behavior of their fathers, 
with biological and psychological pathways for 
this absorption. Many studies show that fathers’ 
antisocial behavior increases risk for children’s 
externalizing behavior problems, especially for 
boys. In addition to significant genetic risk, two 
primary environmental risk processes may be 
partner conflict and fathers’ harsh parenting or 
father-to-child hostility. As the risk seems miti-
gated by limiting child exposure to antisocial 
fathers, the authors suggest that treatment for 
antisocial behavior may have cascading positive 
effects for both fathers and children.

McMahon reports a number of epidemiologi-
cal and longitudinal studies documenting the 
effects of substance abuse on fatherhood and par-
enting practices. Substance use remains one of 
the more common threats to family processes 
known to promote the social and psychological 
well-being of fathers, mothers, and children. 
Substantial empirical evidence points to a vicious 
circle: substance use affects the production and 
parenting of children by men and the production 
and parenting of children affects substance use 
by men. The author designed a conceptual model 
of nested familial influences likely to be opera-
tive in the lives of infants, toddlers, and preschool 
children living in family systems affected by 
paternal addiction including factors like child 
temperament, children’s representations of sub-
stance use, family process, and parental 
psychopathology.

In view of the fact that father’s behavior and 
mental health status is of major predictive signifi-
cance for child development outcomes, it is obvi-
ous that sufficient therapeutic efforts should 
involve fathers regardless of the problematic 
nature of their behavior. Von Klitzing and White 
report empirical evidence that psychotherapeutic 
treatments of young children have better out-
comes if fathers are involved in the therapeutic 
work. Research still has a long way to go, since, 
as a rule, studies examine the effect of fathers in 
what are inherently mother-focused interven-
tions, though exceptions to this rule are emerging 
in the literature. In their chapter, the authors also 
describe different psychotherapeutic tools for 
father involvement and outline tiers at which to 
pitch father-focused interventions (for a broad 
overview see Baradon, 2019). They believe that it 
is important to tailor therapeutic techniques to 
the role of fathers in child development and study 
their effects using appropriate designs to capture 
therapeutic processes.

Based on the rationale that father involvement 
in therapeutic practice is difficult but important in 
order to improve the effectiveness of most inter-
vention strategies, three chapters focus on inter-
vention programs that are tailored towards the 
needs of fathers with the aim to improve father 
involvement. Pruett and Pruett present a specific 
preventive intervention program, the California 
Supporting Father Involvement, which has been 
studied in different trials within diverse settings. 
The program is designed for parents of very 
young children (2–3 years of age) with the expec-
tation that strengthening family relationships 
early will lead to less child abuse and better rela-
tionships throughout family life. Fletcher pres-
ents the SMS4Dads program, a text-based 
perinatal support program for fathers that has 
been developed and tested in Australia. This pro-
gram aims to: (1) scaffold fathers as they navi-
gate psychosocial vulnerabilities across the 
transition to fatherhood, (2) build capacity in 
fathers to offer support to the mother while devel-
oping their co-parenting partnership and form a 
secure attachment with their infant, and (3) pay 
particular attention to the fathers’ identity in 
accessing and engaging in support. DeGarmo 
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delineates the Fathering Through Change (FTC) 
program which is tailored to the needs of divorced 
and separating fathers, with a major focus on the 
relevance of the fathering role and its impact on 
children. The FTC intervention program uses a 
number of instructional processes, including 
video sequences, web-based interactivity, web- 
based social connectivity and networking, and 
email and phone text instructional prompting. 
From the experience with these father-oriented 
programs, the authors draw general conclusions 
for principles of father involvement, for example 
that it is important to work with fathers and not 
on fathers. Furthermore, practical recommenda-
tions are extracted from the authors’ experiences, 
for example, to offer hours of service that are 
flexible enough to accommodate the fathers’ 
work responsibilities, to contact fathers directly 
and not via mothers, or to look at service intake 
procedures through the eyes of an anxious young 
father.

In his concluding chapter, Bradley starts from 
a cultural historic overview of father research. He 
comes to the conclusion that there is more respect 
for the roles played by fathers in children’s lives 
and in family life more broadly and that there is 
also greater appreciation for the dynamic inter-
play of the personal and contextual factors that 
determine how men enact the roles that fathers 

play in the lives of children. He advocates for a 
stepping up of efforts to guide meaningful and 
actionable research on fatherhood taking into 
account advances in technology, the evolving 
roles of men and women in the workforce, diverse 
family constellations, and progress of neurobio-
logical sciences. He concludes that fatherhood is 
not only essential for family life and child devel-
opment but also for many men’s identity.
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35Fathers’ Antisocial Behavior 
and Early Childhood

Stephanie Godleski and Rina D. Eiden

An antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) diag-
nosis requires a consistent pattern of behavior 
that indicates a disregard for or violation of rights 
of others. Symptoms include significant impair-
ments in self-functioning with self-esteem and 
goal setting based on personal gain or power and 
absence of conscience; impairments in interper-
sonal functioning characterized by lack of empa-
thy or capacity for mutual intimacy, that is based 
on exploitation, coercion, or intimidation; lack of 
inhibition; and being manipulative, deceitful, cal-
lous, or hostile in interactions with others. These 
antisocial behaviors may occur along a contin-
uum of severity that may or may not meet criteria 
for ASPD. The history and evolution of antisocial 
personality disorder in western psychology has 
been well described by the National Collaborating 
Centre for Mental Health (NCCMH, 2010) and 
recent reviews (e.g., Black, 2015). Antisocial 
personality disorder is temporally preceded by 
conduct disorder in childhood, although not all 
conduct-disordered children continue to display 
ASPD in adulthood. Indeed, the DSM-5 defini-

tion of ASPD diagnosis requires evidence of con-
duct problems (i.e., serious, repetitive disruptive 
behaviors such as aggression and defiance) by 
age 15 years. Antisocial behaviors are also more 
common among men and have greater continuity 
over time among men compared to women 
(Black, 2015; NCCMH, 2010; Paris, 2003). 
Thus, antisocial behavior among fathers may 
have particular significance for long-lasting 
effects on parenting and developmental outcomes 
in children given greater prevalence and greater 
continuity over time.

 Prevalence and Comorbidity

There are few epidemiological studies on preva-
lence of high antisocial behavior or ASPD among 
fathers, making it difficult to ascertain the extent 
of the problem. However, there are some epide-
miological studies on prevalence of ASPD among 
men and women using nationally representative 
samples. These rates vary by country and meth-
ods used to ascertain the incidence of antisocial 
behavior and ASPD (Black, 2015; NCCMH, 
2010). In the USA, the rates of ASPD have varied 
from 2 to 8% among men and about 0.5–0.8% 
among women (Compton, Conway, Stinson, 
Colliver, & Grant, 2005; Grant et  al., 2004; 
Kendler, Davis, & Kessler, 1997; Robins & Price, 
1991; Swanson, Bland, & Newman, 1994). 
However, rates of adult antisocial behavior have 
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been much higher. For instance, data from the 
National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and 
Related Conditions-III indicated an adult antiso-
cial behavior rate of 20%, with highest preva-
lence among Caucasian and Native American 
males who were younger and unmarried with 
high school or below education and low income 
(Goldstein et al., 2017). In Europe, rates of ASPD 
have varied from 1 to 1.3% among men and 0 to 
0.2% among women (Coid et al., 2006; Torgersen 
et al., 2008). In addition, there are a number of 
studies that have used more select samples or 
examined comorbidity with other paternal psy-
chopathology that may offer some evidence 
regarding prevalence among fathers in contrast to 
men in general. For instance, using data from two 
consecutive birth cohorts of twins born in 
England and Wales, Jaffee and colleagues (Jaffee, 
Moffitt, Caspi, & Taylor, 2003) noted that of 
1116 participants, 171 fathers (15%) scored at or 
above the 85th percentile on a measure of antiso-
cial behavior symptoms and 97% of these fathers 
met DSM-IV criteria of ASPD.  Similarly, in a 
sample of Finnish twins, 51 fathers of 478 fami-
lies (11%) met DSM-IV criterion (three or more 
symptoms) for antisocial personality disorder. 
These rates are much higher than prevalence 
rates for men (who may or may not be fathers) 
based on nationally representative samples, per-
haps indicating that these samples may be more 
selective for higher levels of antisocial behavior 
compared to nationally representative samples.

Antisocial behavior is also highly comorbid 
with other psychopathology, such as other per-
sonality and mood disorders, anxiety, and sub-
stance abuse (e.g., Goldstein et al., 2017; Tielbeek 
et  al., 2018; Werner, Few, & Bucholz, 2015). 
Indeed, one recent report noted substantial cor-
relations between antisocial behavior with life-
time cannabis use and number of cigarettes 
smoked per day and a small but significant 
genetic correlation between antisocial behavior 
and these substance use behaviors (Tielbeek 
et al., 2018). Results from national surveys have 
further noted that adults with ASPD were seven 
to 17 times more likely to also meet criteria for 
alcohol, drug, and nicotine dependence com-
pared to those without ASPD (Lenzenweger, 

Lane, Loranger, & Kessler, 2007). Thus, studies 
of fathers’ antisocial behavior and ASPD on early 
childhood development need to consider the role 
of comorbid conditions as potentially exacerbat-
ing risks associated with fathers’ antisocial 
behaviors on family processes and child 
outcomes.

 Theoretical Framework

Although there is no specific unifying theory for 
the etiology and generational transmission of 
antisocial behavior, a behavioral genetics per-
spective or biosocial model is frequently used to 
frame these processes. Genetically informed 
research has demonstrated that there is a signifi-
cant heritable component to antisocial behavior, 
as well as comorbid and phenotypically similar 
behaviors such as impulsivity (for review, see 
Baker, Bezdijian, & Raine, 2006; Ferguson, 
2010). Indeed, there may be similar etiological 
pathways for the development of an externalizing 
behavior factor (Krueger et  al., 2002), which 
would help to explain the generational transmis-
sion and comorbidity of similar, albeit heteroge-
neous, psychopathological patterns, such as 
emotional and behavioral dysregulation, sub-
stance problems, and antisocial behavior. The 
risk may be particularly exacerbated in the con-
text of and in interaction with adverse environ-
mental influences, such as through social learning 
(e.g., low parenting quality; Smith & Farrington, 
2004) or stress (e.g., neighborhood violence; 
Fitzgerald, McKelvey, Schiffman, & Montanez, 
2006). For example, Dodge (2009) proposed a 
developmental model of the development of con-
duct disorder to antisocial behavior/ASPD that 
includes a discussion of gene by environment 
interaction effects. When children have extended 
and frequent exposure with a father who exhibits 
antisocial behavior, such as when they live in the 
same home, the risk for transmission of external-
izing and antisocial behavior may be elevated 
(Jaffee et al., 2003). Further, from a developmen-
tal psychopathology and developmental cascade 
perspective, the developmental timing of envi-
ronmental influences may also play an important 
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role. Early experiences during the first few years 
of life with paternal antisocial behavior and 
comorbid and associated risks, such as substance 
problems (Eiden, Edwards, & Leonard, 2007), 
ineffective or harsh parenting (e.g., Coley, 
Carrano, & Lewin-Bizan, 2011), socioeconomic 
status (Tuvblad & Beaver, 2013), as well as part-
ner conflict (Loukas, Fitzgerald, Zucker, & Von 
Eye, 2001) could have a lasting and cascading 
influence throughout development (Dodge, 2009; 
Rutter, 1997).

 Genetic Associations 
and Environmental Risk

There are few behavior genetic studies examin-
ing associations between fathers’ antisocial 
behavior and early childhood outcomes. 
However, studies of older age groups indicate 
that antisocial behavior has strong intergenera-
tional continuity with family history of antisocial 
behavior being one of the strongest risk factors 
for child’s externalizing behavior problems (e.g., 
Frick et al., 1992; Salvatore et al., 2015). Results 
from behavior genetic studies with older age 
groups regarding heritability of antisocial behav-
ior have been mixed, and estimates have varied 
from none for child aggression (Plomin & Foch, 
1981) to 71% heritability for antisocial behaviors 
(Slutske, 2001). Meta-analytic reviews and more 
recent studies have reported heritability estimates 
in the range of 38% to 56% (Ferguson, 2010; 
Rhee & Waldman, 2002; Torgersen et al., 2008). 
These variations may be due to differences in the 
nature of the sample and degree of sample risk 
(clinic vs. community samples), sex of the par-
ticipants (males having higher risk), and differ-
ences in measurement of antisocial behavior and 
ASPD. There have also been discussions of vari-
ations in family risk profiles based on subgroups 
of child externalizing problems such as those 
with a diagnosis of conduct disorder or less 
severe conduct problems that reflect negative, 
non-compliant behaviors (e.g., Frick et al., 1992). 
Among clinic referred school-aged boys, those 
with a diagnosis of conduct disorder (severe con-
duct problems) were more likely to have parents 

with ASPD and substance use problems com-
pared to those with milder conduct problems. 
However, the family history risk does not seem to 
be limited to externalizing disorders alone. 
Results from the National Comorbidity Study 
(Kendler et al., 1997) indicate linkages between 
parent ASPD and child externalizing as well as 
internalizing disorders.

Although there is clearly a strong genetic 
component to intergenerational transmission of 
antisocial behaviors, studies of father presence 
vs. absence described below provide support for 
environmental mechanisms as well (e.g., Blazei, 
Iacono, & McGue, 2008). In addition, studies 
using comprehensive assessments of both fathers 
and mothers indicate that associations between 
family process variables such as parenting and 
the parent-intimate partner relationship continue 
to be significant even when accounting for the 
role of fathers’ antisocial behavior (e.g., 
Bornovalova, Blazei, Malone, McGue, & Iacono, 
2013). As noted by these authors, it is possible 
that passive gene-environment associations (i.e., 
association between parent genotype and envi-
ronments they create for their children) may also 
account for these relationships by transmission of 
genetic liability for both couple discord and 
externalizing disorders as genetic predispositions 
could  contribute to the manifestation of antiso-
cial disorder as well as the kind of developmental 
environment that parents may create for their 
children (Scarr & McCartney, 1983). Further, 
evocative and active gene-environment associa-
tions could also potentially account for the trans-
mission of antisocial behavior and associated 
harsh parenting as a child’s genetic propensity 
for externalizing behaviors may pull for more 
negative parenting behaviors as well as increase 
the likelihood of engaging in higher levels of 
parent-child conflict (Bornovalova et al., 2013). 
In addition, children may actively choose envi-
ronmental contexts that fit better with their 
genetic predispositions, such as spending time 
with peers who are more similar to them (Scarr & 
McCartney, 1983). In a study using a novel, 
genetically informative design, Harold and col-
leagues (Harold, Elam, Lewis, Rice, & Thapar, 
2012) included families with 4- to 10-year-old 
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children, who conceived children through in vitro 
fertilization (IVF). They examined theoretical 
pathways from parents’ antisocial behavior to 
child antisocial behavior via parent to child hos-
tility and through associations between antisocial 
behavior and partner conflict among genetically 
related and genetically unrelated families. Results 
indicated that for both genetically related and 
genetically unrelated families, the association 
between father and child antisocial behavior was 
mediated via father to child hostility, thus sup-
porting hostile parenting as a significant environ-
mental mechanism. Fathers’ antisocial behavior 
was also associated with higher partner conflict, 
which in turn was predictive of child antisocial 
behavior via father to child hostility – supporting 
a spillover mechanism from interparental rela-
tionship to parenting (Harold et al., 2012).

Additional support for socialization practices 
as explanatory environmental mechanism for 
transmission of father to child antisocial prob-
lems was provided by a large sample study of 
5-year-old twins and their parents (Jaffee et al., 
2003). Results from behavior genetic analyses 
indicated that fathers’ presence in the home was 
protective against child conduct problems only 
when fathers had low levels of antisocial behav-
ior. Among fathers with high antisocial behavior, 
more time spent in the home was associated with 
higher child conduct problems, supporting a 
combined effect of genetic and environmental 
risk. In contrast, in a study of intergenerational 
transmission of severe antisocial behavior (crimi-
nal offenses) across three generations, there were 
both within and between generation continuities 
that were not completely mediated by parenting 
(Smith & Farrington, 2004). Having two antiso-
cial parents and being male conferred additional 
risk. In addition, higher parent-partner conflict 
was a predictor of child problems across two gen-
erations  – again supporting spillover effects. 
Results from these studies on older children sup-
port both genetic risk and environmental mecha-
nisms. Indeed, meta-analytic reviews have noted 
that about 16% of the variance may be explained 
by shared environmental and about 43% by 
individual- specific environmental mechanisms 
(Rhee & Waldman, 2002).

 Importance of Early Experiences

Although there is limited research on the impact 
of fathers’ antisocial behavior during the early 
child period, this developmental period is critical 
for investigating the impact of parents and for 
understanding child development in several key 
cognitive and social domains (Gentile & Sesma, 
2003; Thompson, 2006). Importantly, early expe-
riences can set the stage for success or difficulty 
with later developmental tasks, such as negotiat-
ing peer relationships and academic demands. 
Cognitively, children are increasing in their 
memory and language abilities during the early 
childhood period (Bauer, 2006; Tomasello, 2006) 
as well as their abilities to focus and pay attention 
(DeMarie-Dreblow & Miller, 1988; Nelson, 
Thomas, & de Haan, 2006). Socially, children are 
undergoing important changes in their social per-
spectives and social relationships, such as devel-
oping critical attachment relationships and 
understanding that others may have different 
thoughts or beliefs than one’s own (Bowlby, 
1973; Astington, 1993). Preschool-aged children 
are learning scripts, social knowledge structures, 
and schemas for behaviors (Fivush, 2002; Gentile 
& Sesma, 2003), such as routines or everyday 
interactions that have been acquired through 
experience (Burks, Laird, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 
1999; Murphy & Medin, 1985). Children are 
learning and developing the ability to consciously 
self-regulate their own thoughts, behaviors, and 
emotions (Aber & Jones, 1997; Moore, Evans, 
Brooks-Gunn, & Roth, 2001; Moore & Symons, 
2005). In addition, development often proceeds 
with some degree of continuity, and early experi-
ence is often thought to have an important influ-
ence on later development (Sroufe, 1997), and 
thus the influences of a father’s antisocial behav-
ior, even as early as the period from birth to pre-
school age, could have an enduring impact on a 
child’s developmental pathways toward adjust-
ment or maladjustment prior to the middle child-
hood and adolescent developmental periods. 
Further, children who exhibit behavioral prob-
lems earlier in life are often at greater risk of con-
tinued, and potentially exacerbating, behavioral 
problems throughout development (Caspi, 2000; 
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Moffitt, 1993; NICHD Early Child Care Research 
Network, 2004; Smith & Farrington, 2004).

 Impact on Early Development

Past research has demonstrated the increased risk 
for social-emotional maladjustment for children 
of antisocial fathers (e.g., Lahey, Waldman, & 
McBurnett, 1999; Smith & Farrington, 2004). 
However, as noted earlier, much of the research 
has focused on the impact of fathers’ antisocial 
behavior on children during middle childhood, 
adolescence, and adulthood (e.g., Bornovalova 
et al., 2013; Capaldi & Patterson, 1991).

Much of the research on early childhood out-
comes among children of antisocial fathers has 
been with samples of fathers who were heavy 
drinking or met criteria for alcohol abuse or 
dependence (e.g., Eiden et  al., 2016; Loukas, 
Zucker, Fitzgerald, & Krull, 2003). Results from 
these studies that consider the role of antisocial 
behavior in the context of fathers’ alcohol prob-
lems have varied, depending on child age and the 
specific outcome of interest. For instance, fathers’ 
lifetime antisocial behavior was not associated 
with infant-father attachment security at 
12  months of infant age (Eiden, Edwards, & 
Leonard, 2002) or stability of attachment security 
from 12 to 18  months of child age (Edwards, 
Eiden, & Leonard, 2004), with parent reports of 
internalizing (e.g., depression, anxiety, with-
drawn behavior) or externalizing (aggression, 
attention problems) behavior problems at toddler 
age (Edwards, Leonard, & Eiden, 2001), with 
aspects of child self-regulation such as internal-
ization of rules of conduct at preschool age 
(Eiden, Edwards, & Leonard, 2006), or with par-
ent reports of laxness or over-reactive discipline 
styles across early childhood (18  months to 
5 years; Edwards, Homish, Eiden, Grohman, & 
Leonard, 2009).

In contrast, fathers’ antisocial behavior scores 
were significantly correlated with fathers’ 
observed parenting behavior during father-infant 
interactions at 12  months of infant age (Eiden, 
Chavez, & Leonard, 1999) and at toddler age 
(2 years; Eiden et al., 2007). Higher fathers’ life-

time antisocial scores were associated with lower 
warmth and sensitivity and higher harshness dur-
ing observations of laboratory-based play inter-
actions, supporting results from studies of older 
children indicating father  to  child hostility as a 
primary mediator of father to child antisocial 
behavior associations (Harold et  al., 2012). 
Similarly, fathers’ lifetime antisocial behavior 
was associated with higher paternal aggravation 
toward their child from infancy to early school 
age (Eiden, Molnar, Colder, Edwards, & Leonard, 
2009) and higher externalizing behavior prob-
lems at 3  years of child age (Eiden, Colder, 
Edwards, & Leonard, 2009). In a prospective 
study of preschool children of alcoholics, Jansen 
and colleagues (Jansen, Fitzgerald, Ham, & 
Zucker, 1995) demonstrated that parents of boys 
falling within the clinical range of problem 
behavior on the Child Behavior Checklist 
(Achenbach, 1991) had higher levels of antiso-
cial behavior, with fathers reporting significantly 
higher levels of antisocial behavior than mothers. 
Results from this study also indicated that conti-
nuity of externalizing problems from under con-
trol at preschool age to disruptive behaviors at 
school entry was stronger with increasing age 
among boys with antisocial fathers (Loukas et al., 
2003). However, in many of these described anal-
yses, fathers’ antisocial behavior did not account 
for unique variance in fathers’ parenting behav-
iors or child outcomes when analytic models 
included fathers’ alcohol problems, depression, 
and other family risk factors (Eiden et al., 1999; 
Eiden, Colder, et al., 2009; Eiden, Molnar, et al., 
2009; Eiden et al., 2007).

A family risk factor that has been especially 
implicated in children’s emotional and social 
development is parent-intimate partner conflict 
(e.g., Davies & Cummings, 1994). Indeed, 
fathers’ lifetime antisocial behavior did account 
for unique variance in intimate partner conflict in 
early childhood even in the context of alcohol 
problems (e.g., Finger et al., 2010), and high inti-
mate partner conflict had a spillover effect on 
parenting in early childhood, with subsequent 
effects on child outcomes such as social compe-
tence at early school age (Finger, Eiden, Edwards, 
Leonard, & Kachadourian, 2010). One  conclusion 
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from these results is that similar to studies of 
older children, fathers’ antisocial behavior that 
often occurs in the context of other paternal and 
family risk factors may impact developmental 
outcomes in early childhood indirectly via the 
couple relationship and the impact of the intimate 
partner relationship on parenting. An important 
issue to consider is that these analyses included 
community recruited families of fathers with 
alcohol problems who had generally lower levels 
of antisocial behavior than fathers who may be in 
treatment for substance abuse. A second issue of 
note is that the measure of antisocial behavior in 
these analyses was a measure of lifetime antiso-
cial behavior that may have happened during 
adolescence or young adulthood for the fathers 
and not current antisocial behavior or current 
diagnosis of ASPD. Fathers’ antisocial behavior 
may have more direct implications for child out-
comes when these behaviors occur after the 
child’s birth and are current and not lifetime. 
However, others have noted that externalizing 
behaviors tend to be fairly stable past the pre-
school years, and fathers’ with lifetime antisocial 
behavior are more likely to continue to have 
interpersonal problems and display higher hostil-
ity compared to fathers with low lifetime antiso-
cial behavior (Broidy et al., 2003; Caspi, 2000; 
Caspi, Moffitt, Newman, & Silva, 1998; Moffitt 
& Caspi, 2001).

As noted earlier, much of the literature on 
father’s antisocial behavior and early childhood 
outcomes has been on samples of fathers with 
alcohol use disorders, with a few exceptions. In a 
longitudinal study of children and families in 
low-income neighborhoods in Boston, Chicago, 
and San Antonio (Coley et  al., 2011), fathers’ 
antisocial behavior predicted growth in children’s 
externalizing and internalizing behavior prob-
lems from the preschool period to early school 
age, with links stronger among resident-father 
families. Further, Coley et  al. (2011) demon-
strated an interactive effect of fathers’ antisocial 
behavior and harsh discipline on children’s inter-
nalizing behavior problems. High levels of harsh 
discipline exacerbated the association between 
fathers’ antisocial behavior and higher internal-
izing behavior problems among children, whereas 

low levels of harsh discipline were protective 
against effects of fathers’ antisocial behavior. 
These effects again support parenting as a pri-
mary mechanism for linkages between fathers’ 
antisocial behavior and child behavior problems.

In addition to the role of fathers’ antisocial 
behavior on family functioning and parenting as 
primary mechanisms of risk for poor child out-
comes, dosage is important to consider. As dis-
cussed previously, the effects of fathers’ antisocial 
behavior on child psychopathology are thought 
to be particularly strong when the dosage of 
exposure is highest, such as when the father lives 
in the same home (Blazei et  al., 2008; Coley 
et  al., 2011; Jaffee et  al., 2003). For instance, 
results from a community sample of adolescent 
twins and their parents indicated that the associa-
tion between fathers’ antisocialilty and child’s 
externalizing behavior problems was moderated 
by fathers’ presence in the household (Blazei 
et al., 2008; Jaffee et al., 2003). The association 
between father and child antisocial/externalizing 
behaviors was stronger when fathers had been 
present in the home for a longer period of time 
(as measured by the proportion of the child’s life 
that the fathers had been living with the children) 
perhaps reflecting socialization influences and 
indicating a significant role of the environment as 
well. However, others have reported that antiso-
cial fathers were less involved in child rearing 
activities even when they were in the home, thus 
highlighting the importance of measuring father 
involvement in studies of fathers’ antisocial 
behavior (Bornovalova et  al., 2013). Similarly, 
risk is highest when there is cumulative or syner-
gistic risk exposure, such as when there are high 
levels of neighborhood violence (Fitzgerald 
et al., 2006). More specifically, Fitzgerald et al. 
(2006) found an interactive effect of exposure to 
high levels of neighborhood violence with 
father’s antisocial behavior predicting higher lev-
els of emotion dysregulation for 3-year-old chil-
dren. Indeed, Thornberry’s (1987) interactional 
model suggests the pervasive social and contex-
tual impact of parent antisocial behavior on other 
systems, leading to associated and comorbid risk 
such as poverty, stress, instability, comorbid sub-
stance use, partner and family conflict, and 
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 maladaptive parenting practices (e.g., Coley 
et  al., 2011; Jaffee et  al., 2003; Thornberry & 
Krohn, 2005). For example, Loukas et al. (2001) 
found an indirect path from father’s antisocial 
behavior via family and parent-child conflict on 
children of alcoholics’ externalizing behavior. 
Therefore, although there is genetic risk for anti-
social behavior, additive and exacerbated risk 
from the caregiving or environmental context is 
also critical (Harold et  al., 2012; Jaffee et  al., 
2003).

 Future Research

Although there has been significant investigation 
in the area of fathers’ antisocial behavior, under-
standing the impact during early development 
and the subsequent potential cascade of risk into 
later development is less well understood. In par-
ticular and as reviewed previously, past research 
has suggested the importance of early experi-
ences. As such, parsing out the developmental 
timing or exposure to risk and protective factors 
within the context of fathers’ antisocial behavior 
will be an important area for future work. In 
particular, it may be informative to investigate 
promotive or protective factors, such as a high-
quality relationship with another caregiver (e.g., 
attachment security with non-antisocial mother 
in the context of fathers’ antisocial behavior), as 
well as the dosage of exposure to fathers’ antiso-
cial behavior and associated risk factors (e.g., 
Jaffee et  al., 2003) beginning in infancy. 
Emphasizing and focusing on early development 
is especially critical given that fathers’ antisocial 
behavior predicts child dysregulation and prob-
lem behavior, which are then precursors to more 
serious adult outcomes (i.e., poorer academic 
achievement, substance problems).

Future research would also benefit from incor-
porating the larger systems and transactional fac-
tors at play in children’s development over time. 
In particular, it may be interesting to investigate 
risk factors within the context of neighborhood 
influences, such as community violence 
(Fitzgerald et  al., 2006). Further, even when an 
antisocial father does not live within the home 

with the child, there could be indirect influences 
via other caregivers, such as negative perceptions 
of children’s behavior as being consistent with 
the father’s antisociality. These negative percep-
tions may be particularly salient for boys com-
pared to girls. This is an important area for future 
study. Additionally, much of the work conducted 
longitudinally that incorporates the impact of 
father’s antisocial behavior on early child devel-
opment has done so under the circumstances of 
father alcohol problems. Although antisocial 
behavior and alcohol use are often comorbid, 
future research could examine the interactive or 
additive effects of antisocial behavior with other 
comorbid conditions or risk factors, to enhance 
our understanding of the role of paternal alcohol 
problems as well as other comorbid risks versus 
antisocial behavior. Similarly, an additional 
important area for future research is to continue 
the examination of indirect, mediating, or 
moderating factors (Eiden et  al., 2007; Coley 
et al., 2011) that may impact the relation between 
fathers’ antisocial behavior and early child devel-
opment. There is ample evidence that harsh 
discipline may exacerbate the impact of fathers’ 
antisocial behavior; however, the sex constella-
tion of the parent-child dyad could also play an 
important role in the transmission of risk (e.g., 
Thornberry et  al., 2003). Indeed parents may 
respond differently to their children based on 
their sex, and different vulnerabilities may be 
present for boys and girls (Golding & Fitzgerald, 
2017). It has been suggested that boys may be 
particularly biologically predisposed to violence 
and antisocial behavior (i.e., lower heart rate 
leading to greater sensation seeking; Golding & 
Fitzgerald, 2019) and that boys may be especially 
vulnerable to early experiences with stress, such 
as inadequate caregiving (Schore, 2017; 
Thornberry et al., 2003).

Methodologically and statistically, future 
research can emphasize obtaining fathers’ self- 
reports of their behavior to reduce confounds 
introduced by maternal reports of fathers’ antiso-
cial behavior (e.g., Tremblay et  al., 2004). 
Observational paradigms of parent-child interac-
tions with all significant caregivers (e.g., Eiden 
et  al., 2016), family dynamics, and dosage of 
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exposure to both risk and protective factors can 
be incorporated. In addition, across many studies, 
parent antisocial behavior is included as a covari-
ate instead of as a direct hypothesized predictor 
(e.g., Ramchandani et  al., 2013). Studies that 
specifically focus on fathers’ antisocial behavior 
in the context of other risk factors may be more 
informative.

 Implications for Preventive 
Interventions

Intervening early in childhood development, per-
haps even during pregnancy when motivation for 
change could be heightened, is crucial for pre-
venting the potential cascade of risk to children’s 
externalizing behavior problems as well as subse-
quent social-emotional maladjustment in adult-
hood, such as substance use problems (e.g., 
Tremblay & Côté, 2019). With emphasis on 
understanding the myriad of interacting risk and 
protective factors, preventative interventions may 
target the child-, family-, and community-level 
influences that may make the intergenerational 
transmission of antisocial behavior more likely. 
For instance, potential genetic risk may be miti-
gated by targeting fathers’ antisocial behaviors 
and the cascading impact as well as comorbid 
risk of this antisocial behavior in order to miti-
gate potential environmental exposure and social-
ization experiences.

Further, by taking into account developmental 
timing and cascade of influence, such interven-
tions can focus on establishing and maintaining 
secure attachment relationships (Eiden et  al., 
2002; Edwards et al., 2004) during early develop-
ment as well as improving parent’s ability to pro-
vide coordinated and high-quality caregiving. 
Given the direct impact of fathers’ antisocial 
behavior on parent-partner conflict, which is then 
associated with child emotional and behavioral 
adjustment (e.g., Finger, Eiden, et  al., 2010; 
Loukas et al., 2001), preventing the spillover of 
parent-intimate partner discord and conflict to the 
parent-child relationship (e.g., Harold et  al., 
2012) could be another area to target. In particu-
lar, co-parenting may be an additional interven-

tion area, as both parenting practices and family 
conflict have been demonstrated to be indirect 
pathways from fathers’ antisocial behavior to 
child externalizing and internalizing behavior 
problems (Coley et  al., 2011; Finger, Eiden, 
et al., 2010; Loukas et al., 2001). Co-parenting is 
not exclusive to parents who cohabitate, as 
emphasizing interparental adaptive communica-
tion and consistent, positive care for children 
may be important protective factors across many 
family circumstances and compositions (e.g., 
Cowan, Cowan, Kline Pruett, & Pruett, 2007).

 Summary and Key Points

In conclusion, the literature on fathers’ antisocial 
behavior on early childhood outcomes is fairly 
limited. The majority of this literature is focused 
on fathers’ antisocial behavior in the context of 
fathers’ substance abuse. However, there are 
some consistent themes that have emerged from 
these studies in combination with studies on 
older children. First, fathers’ antisocial behavior 
increases risk for children’s externalizing behav-
ior problems, especially for boys (e.g., Golding 
& Fitzgerald, 2019; Tremblay & Côté, 2019). 
Second, in addition to significant genetic risk, 
two primary environmental risk processes may 
be partner conflict and fathers’ harsh parenting or 
father to child hostility. Risk may be mitigated by 
limiting child exposure to antisocial fathers, sug-
gesting that treatment for antisocial behavior 
may have cascading positive effects for both 
fathers and children.
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36Fatherhood, Substance Use, 
and Early Child Development

Thomas J. McMahon

Although the gender gap in the use of some sub-
stances may be slowly closing in postindustrial 
cultures (Grant et al., 2017; Hasin et al., 2015), 
epidemiologic data indicate that, with very few 
exceptions, men use more alcohol, nicotine, mar-
ijuana, and other drugs than women across the 
life span (Schulenberg et al., 2018). As they move 
through adolescence, girls tend to begin using 
substances sooner than boys, but boys generally 
use substances more consistently with more neg-
ative consequences (Miech et al., 2019). During 
the transition to adulthood, young men continue 
to use substances more frequently than young 
women with greater risk for a substance use dis-
order (Schulenberg et al., 2018), and they remain 
much more likely to be misusing alcohol, nico-
tine, marijuana, and other drugs during early to 
middle adulthood when a majority of men first 
become a parent (Grant et al., 2017; Grant et al., 

2015, 2016; Martinez, Chandra, Abma, Jones, & 
Mosher, 2006).

As definitions of socially responsible father-
ing have changed in response to social, economic, 
and political influences occurring across techno-
logically oriented cultures (Gavanas, 2002), the 
epidemiologic data raise important questions 
about the prevalence, dynamics, and conse-
quences of substance use in the lives of men as 
they become fathers (McMahon & Rounsaville, 
2002). Despite evidence that substance use is one 
of the more pressing health problems in the lives 
of men, substance use is often not clearly 
acknowledged in the conceptualization of public 
policy, research, and service delivery designed to 
promote more effective fathering (McMahon & 
Rounsaville, 2002). Consequently, this chapter 
will outline what is presently known about sub-
stance use and fathering during the process of 
family formation, broadly defined here as a vari-
able process that begins with the selection of a 
sexual partner and ends when a first child begins 
elementary school.

The discussion will be presented in five sec-
tions. The first section will focus on the epidemi-
ology of substance use and fathering when 
examined from several different perspectives; the 
second will outline two somewhat different posi-
tions on the relationship between substance use 
and fathering derived from developmental theory 
and research. The third section will summarize 
what is known about the potential impact of 
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 substance use at each step in the process of fam-
ily formation, and the next will outline what is 
known about the consequences of paternal addic-
tion for children from conception through the 
preschool years. The final section will integrate 
the existing literature into a conceptual model 
that outlines the process by which paternal addic-
tion influences early child development. Each 
section will present the results of representative 
research and conclude with a summary state-
ment. The chapter will then end with a summary 
of key findings and a call for policymakers, 
researchers, and providers to use the expanding 
literature on substance use and fathering to 
inform the systematic development of preventive 
and clinical interventions designed to minimize 
the harm associated with paternal addiction.

Throughout this selective review of the 
research, five general themes will be emphasized. 
First, there will be recognition that the period 
from conception to enrollment in elementary 
school is a time of profound change, not just for 
children, but for fathers and mothers. Second, 
there will be acknowledgment that fatherhood is 
an important developmental transition in the lives 
of men with the potential to have both positive 
and negative effects on the well-being of fathers, 
mothers, and children. Third, substance use by 
men will consistently be presented as a threat to 
the development of men, women, and children 
during this time in the life cycle of a family. 
Fourth, there will be an emphasis on the idea that 
pathways to fatherhood, with or without sub-
stance use, are best understood as a developmen-
tal process that unfolds over time in a specific 
social ecology. Finally, there will be an emphasis 
on the idea that there is undoubtedly a reciprocal 
relationship between substance use and fathering 
such that, for better or worse, each influences the 
other as men become fathers.

 Epidemiology of Substance Use 
and Fathering

Epidemiologic data on the prevalence of sub-
stance use by fathers are limited seemingly 
because of measurement issues within large-scale 

surveys of different populations of men. Most 
demographic surveys examining patterns of pair- 
bonding, procreation, and parenting, like the 
Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 
(Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel, & McLanahan, 
2001), do not usually include detailed measures 
of substance use. Likewise, most epidemiologic 
surveys of substance use, like the National Survey 
on Drug Use and Health (Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration, 2019) 
and the National Epidemiologic Survey on 
Alcohol and Related Conditions (Chen, Slater, 
Castle, & Grant, 2016), do not usually include 
detailed measures of relationship and parenting 
status. Consequently, information concerning 
fathering and substance use generally comes 
from secondary analysis of data collected for 
other reasons where there are significant limita-
tions on the quality of the information imposed 
by either measurement of the substance use or 
measurement of parenting status. It is also impor-
tant to note that the available data on substance 
use during the transition from adolescence to 
early adulthood when men are most likely to be 
producing children come primarily from older, 
longitudinal investigations done in North 
America, Europe, Australia, and New Zealand 
(Degenhardt, Stockings, Patton, Hall, & Lynskey, 
2016). Much of the available data come from 
nations where per capita income is high, attitudes 
toward substance use are relatively liberal, atti-
tudes toward fathering have changed in response 
to social and economic pressures, and the social 
costs associated with substance use are high 
(Degenhardt et al., 2016; Gavanas, 2002). Much 
less is known about substance use and fathering 
in other cultural settings.

 Substance Use by Men in the General 
Population

Epidemiologic data drawn from the National 
Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related 
Conditions (Chou et al., 2016; Grant et al., 2015, 
2016; Hasin et  al., 2016) suggest that, over the 
past year, more than 75% of men in the general 
population have used alcohol and approximately 
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17% confirm an alcohol use disorder. Similarly, 
approximately 23% of men confirm a nicotine 
use disorder, and approximately 5% confirm a 
drug use disorder involving something other than 
alcohol or nicotine. After nicotine and alcohol, 
cannabis is, by far, the drug most frequently mis-
used. Across the life span, rates of use and misuse 
are consistently highest in men 18 to 29 and then 
30 to 44 years of age. Taken together, these data 
suggest that misuse of nicotine, alcohol, mari-
juana, and other drugs is most prevalent during 
early to middle adulthood when more than 75% 
of men father at least one child (Martinez et al., 
2006).

 Substance Use by Fathers 
in the General Population

Because rates of substance use may vary with the 
parenting status of men, surveys of substance use 
by men who report being a parent compared with 
men who report not being a parent also help 
define the prevalence of the problem. Using data 
from the longitudinal component of the 
Monitoring the Future Study, Merline, O’Malley, 
Schulenberg, Bachman, and Johnston (2004) 
found that, when compared with men without 
any children, fathers living with at least one of 
their children were less likely to be smoking cig-
arettes, drinking alcohol heavily, or using other 
drugs at approximately 35  years of age. 
Approximately 25% of men living with at least 
some of their children versus 27% of men with 
no children reported smoking cigarettes in the 
past 30  days, 29% versus 36% reported using 
alcohol excessively during the previous 2 weeks, 
and approximately 10% versus 16.5% reported 
using marijuana over the previous 30  days. 
However, when compared with men without any 
children and men living with at least one of their 
children, men  not living with any of their chil-
dren were most likely to be using substances. 
Approximately 42% of fathers not living with 
any of their children reported smoking cigarettes 
in the past 30 days, 41% reported using alcohol 
excessively during the previous 2 weeks, and 
approximately 20% reported using marijuana 

during the previous 30 days. Generally, data from 
representative samples of middle-age men drawn 
from the general population consistently indicate 
that fathers living with at least some of their chil-
dren report the lowest rates of substance use fol-
lowed by men without any children and fathers 
not living with any of their children.

 Parenting Status of Men Entering 
Substance Use Treatment

Noting that there is very little information about 
the parenting status of men entering substance 
use treatment, McMahon, Winkel, Luthar, and 
Rounsaville (2005) surveyed a local cohort of 
men and women seeking medication-assisted 
treatment for an opioid use disorder over a 
12-month period. Using data provided by 362 
men and 162 women, they found that women 
(80%) were more likely than men (54%) to be the 
parent of at least one biological child. However, 
because the men dramatically outnumbered the 
women, men with at least one biological child 
(37%) represented the largest group within the 
cohort followed by men without any biological 
children (32%), women with at least one biologi-
cal child (25%), and women without any biologi-
cal children (6%).

When compared with the mothers in the 
cohort, the fathers were significantly older when 
they first became a parent, and they were more 
likely to have been using opioids when their first 
child was born. There were, however, no signifi-
cant differences in (a) the number of children, (b) 
the number of minor children, (c) age of the 
youngest child, or (d) age of the oldest child. As 
expected, mothers (45%) were more likely than 
fathers (20%) to be living with at least one of 
their biological children. However, because the 
men outnumbered the women, nonresident 
fathers (48%) defined, by far, the largest group of 
parents seeking treatment followed by nonresi-
dent mothers (22%), resident mothers (18%), and 
resident fathers (12%). Unfortunately, the study 
did not document the presence of men with other 
types of parenting relationships with children. 
When considered with the results of a limited 
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number of similar surveys (e.g., U.S. Department 
of Health & Human Services, 1994), these data 
suggest that there is a substantial, but poorly doc-
umented, population of fathers, principally non-
resident fathers, seeking treatment for a substance 
use disorder.

 Children Affected by Parental 
Substance Use

When questions about exposure to paternal sub-
stance use are examined from the perspective of 
minor children, epidemiologic data drawn from 
the National Survey on Drug Use and Health 
(Huang, Cerbone, & Gfroerer, 1998; Lipari & 
Van Horn, 2017; Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration, 2009) suggest 
that approximately 8.7 million children or more 
than 12% of all minor children reside in a house-
hold with at least one adult with an alcohol or 
illicit drug use disorder. Although the estimates 
vary somewhat in response to operational defini-
tions, this general rate of exposure has proven 
relatively consistent over time. Given the focus of 
this volume, it is important to note that most 
recent estimates suggest that approximately 13% 
of children birth to 2 years of age and approxi-
mately 12% of children 3 to 5 years of age are 
living with a parent struggling with an addiction 
to alcohol or illicit drugs. Some estimates 
(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration, 2009) suggest that, when com-
pared to school-age children and teens, children 
less than 5 years of age may be more likely to be 
living with an affected parent.

Moreover, these data (Huang et  al., 1998; 
Lipari & Van Horn, 2017; Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration, 2009) 
indicate that approximately 80% of the children 
living with a parent struggling with an alcohol or 
illicit drug use disorder reside in a two-parent 
household, approximately 16% reside in a house-
hold headed by a single mother, and approxi-
mately 4% reside in a household headed by a 
single father. Although they represent a small 
number of children, children living in a house-
hold headed by a single father are at greatest risk 

for exposure to a parent misusing alcohol or an 
illicit drug. Repeated analysis of data drawn from 
this national survey consistently indicates that 
misuse of alcohol by the affected parent exceeds, 
by far, the misuse of illicit drugs and concurrent 
misuse of alcohol and an illicit drug. A majority 
(59%) of the affected children live with a father 
struggling with an addiction to alcohol or an 
illicit drug. Many (35%) live with a mother strug-
gling with an addiction, and relatively few (6%) 
live with two parents struggling with an 
addiction.

 Conclusion

Although these epidemiologic data help define 
the scope of the problem, they are not exhaustive. 
Despite the limitations, McMahon and Giannini 
(2003) concluded that the existing data consis-
tently indicate that there is a sizable population of 
children in technologically oriented cultures liv-
ing in the same household as a father misusing a 
licit or illicit substance. They also concluded that 
there appears to be an even larger, but poorly 
documented, population of children separated 
from a father misusing a substance. Given the 
focus of this volume, it is important to note that 
infants and toddlers may be more likely to be liv-
ing in the same household as a father misusing 
primarily alcohol, while older children and ado-
lescents may be more likely to be living away 
from a father misusing alcohol, nicotine, or other 
drugs.

 Substance Use and Family 
Formation: A Developmental 
Perspective

Acknowledging that use of alcohol, nicotine, and 
marijuana is normative from middle adolescence 
through the transition to early adulthood, devel-
opmental researchers working from several dif-
ferent perspectives have documented empirical 
links between substance use and family process 
in the lives of men. Generally, this literature indi-
cates that greater involvement in family life 
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 during early to middle adulthood is consistently 
associated with less substance use. Within this 
literature, there have, however, been persistent 
questions about whether this relationship repre-
sents a selection versus a socialization process 
into positive parenting roles. That is, there have 
been questions about whether empirical links 
between family formation and substance use are 
best explained by (a) a common developmental 
pathway that begins during childhood and 
extends into adulthood or (b) the direct influence 
of family formation on substance use during the 
transition from adolescence to early adulthood.

 Common Developmental Pathways

Although some policy statements imply socially 
responsible fathering is a choice men make, 
developmental researchers (e.g., Belsky, 1997, 
2000; Belsky, Steinberg, & Draper, 1991) have 
begun to outline ways genetic, psychological, 
interpersonal, and social factors influence the 
reproductive and parenting behavior of men as 
they move from childhood through adolescence 
into early to middle adulthood. Similarly, devel-
opmental researchers (e.g., Tarter & Vanyukov, 
1994; Zucker, 2006) have, for many years, been 
outlining ways the same constellation of genetic, 
psychological, interpersonal, and social factors 
influence risk for the misuse of substances by 
men as development unfolds over time. Broadly, 
biopsychosocial influences that put boys on 
developmental pathways away from problematic 
use of substances as an adult seem to also put 
them on pathways to fatherhood within more 
stable sexual partnerships where there is more 
social and economic support for family forma-
tion. Likewise, biopsychosocial influences that 
put boys on developmental pathways toward 
problematic use of substances as an adult seem to 
also put them on pathways to fatherhood within 
less stable sexual partnerships where there is less 
social and economic support for family 
formation.

Consistent with this concept of common 
developmental pathways, researchers have used 
epidemiologic and longitudinal data to show that 

boys with early use of alcohol and illicit drugs 
are also at risk for early first sexual intercourse, 
more sexual partners, and an early unplanned 
pregnancy in the context of an unstable sexual 
partnership with limited social support and lim-
ited financial resources. For example, Lowry 
et al. (1994) and Santelli, Brener, Lowry, Bhatt, 
and Zabin (1998) used data from the Youth Risk 
Behavior Survey to show that use of alcohol and 
illicit drugs by boys during adolescence was con-
sistently associated with sexual behavior involv-
ing risk for an unplanned pregnancy. Likewise, 
Capaldi, Crosby, and Stoolmiller (1996) exam-
ined data from the Oregon Youth Study and found 
that early initiation of sexual intercourse by boys 
was clearly associated with early, frequent, and 
persistent use of substances during adolescence. 
Using data from the Rochester Youth Development 
Study, Krohn, Lizotte, and Perez (1997) found 
that, among boys at risk for delinquency, early 
use of alcohol and other drugs was associated 
with risk for early fatherhood, failure to complete 
high school, and an early move to independent 
living. Moreover, transitions into adult roles dur-
ing adolescence were associated with risk for 
continued use of alcohol and illicit drugs during 
early adulthood. Finally, Oesterle, Hawkins, and 
Hill (2011) defined three pathways through early 
adulthood for men involving pursuit of post- 
secondary education, employment, marital sta-
tus, and fatherhood. When compared with 
married fathers working full-time and married 
men with post-secondary education working full- 
time who delayed having children, unmarried 
men with less education were more likely to be a 
father, less likely to be working full-time, and 
more likely to report problematic use of alcohol, 
nicotine, and marijuana that began early in 
adolescence.

 Developmental Transitions

As developmental theory has become increas-
ingly sophisticated, the concept of developmental 
pathways has been complemented by the con-
cepts of developmental transitions and turning 
points in development. When discussing 
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 continuity and discontinuity in substance use 
during adolescence, Schulenberg, Maggs, and 
O’Malley (2003) defined developmental transi-
tions as common, critical, proximal points in 
development. From their perspective, develop-
mental transitions may be characterized as either 
global, like the transition from adolescence to 
early adulthood, or specific, like the transition to 
parenthood. When there is continuity in develop-
ment, developmental transitions serve as an 
opportunity for an individual to demonstrate con-
tinued movement toward positive or negative 
adaptation. Developmental transitions, like the 
transition to parenthood, may also serve as turn-
ing points where, for a variety of reasons, move-
ment along a developmental pathway may be 
altered significantly. That is, they may represent a 
turning toward adaptation in a pathway toward 
maladaption or a turning toward maladaption in a 
pathway to adaptation. Therefore, although 
genetic influences, quality of early family envi-
ronments, and social context may put boys on 
broad developmental pathways, more proximal 
events in lives of young men, like a new sexual 
partnership or the birth of a first child, may serve 
as turning points in development.

Substance Use During Transitions into 
Sexual Partnerships
Consistent with the concept of developmental 
transitions, Bachman and his associates 
(Bachman et  al., 2002; Bachman, Wadsworth, 
O’Malley, Johnston, & Schulenberg, 1997) used 
data from the Monitoring the Future Study to 
demonstrate that transitions into a committed 
sexual partnership, like engagement to marry, 
cohabitation, and marriage, were generally asso-
ciated with less use of alcohol, nicotine, and 
illicit drugs by men. Although the focus here is 
on family formation, it is important to note that 
Bachman et al. (1997, 2002) also found that sepa-
ration from a sexual partner was consistently 
associated with an increase in the use of alcohol 
by men. Several years later, Staff et  al. (2010) 
used data from the same study to show that use of 
alcohol, cigarette, marijuana, and cocaine contin-
ued to decline with a transition into marriage or 
cohabitation during early adulthood. Consistent 

with the concept of turning points in develop-
mental pathways, Lee, Chassin, and MacKinnon 
(2015) showed that, although there was a general 
decline in problematic use of alcohol by men fol-
lowing marriage, the potential influence of mar-
riage on alcohol consumption proved most 
dramatic for men with more serious problems 
with alcohol prior to the marriage. They con-
cluded that the transition into marriage for men 
demonstrating less problematic prior use of alco-
hol seemed to represent continuity in a low-risk 
developmental trajectory, but the transition for 
men demonstrating more problematic prior use 
of alcohol seemed to represent a turning point in 
a high-risk developmental trajectory.

Unfortunately, some of the relationships 
between transitions into committed sexual part-
nerships and substance use outlined by Bachman 
et  al. (1997, 2002) have not proven consistent 
across investigations. Generally, the existing data 
most consistently document a relationship 
between the transition into marriage and a decline 
in the use and misuse of alcohol by men. For 
example, Duncan, Wilkerson, and England 
(2006) examined data drawn from the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Youth and found that 
marriage, but not cohabitation, was associated 
with less problematic use of alcohol and less fre-
quent use of marijuana. Duncan et al. did not find 
any evidence that a transition into either marriage 
or cohabitation had any effect on the use of ciga-
rettes. Staff, Greene, Maggs, and Schoon (2014) 
used data collected from men participating in the 
National Child Development Study in Great 
Britain to show that, when compared with men 
who were not involved in a marital or cohabitat-
ing relationship, men who were involved in such 
a relationship demonstrated less use of alcohol.

Substance Use During Transitions into 
Fatherhood
Women, much more clearly than men, consis-
tently decrease their substance use during the 
transition to parenthood. For men, changes in 
substance use during the transition to parenthood, 
although generally evident, appear to vary 
depending on marital status, timing of parent-
hood, and residential status of the father- child 
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dyad. Following the birth of a child, the stage of 
parenting may also influence the degree to which 
changes in substance use persist.

Combining data from three epidemiologic 
surveys done in Australia, Borschmann et  al. 
(2019) recently found that, although much less 
dramatic than differences among women, father-
hood was associated with less use of alcohol by 
men and lower rates of an alcohol use disorder, 
particularly among men with children less than 
12  months of age. Kendler, Lonn, Salvatore, 
Sundquist, and Sundquist (2016) recently noted a 
similar pattern among married couples in 
Sweden. Using data from the Monitoring the 
Future Study, Bachman et al. (1997, 2002) also 
showed that the transition to fatherhood was 
associated with less use of alcohol, nicotine, and 
illicit drugs. However, the changes in substance 
use were generally accounted for by a marriage 
that predated the transition to parenthood. 
Similarly, Pampel, Mollborn, and Lawrence 
(2014) used data from the National Longitudinal 
Study of Adolescent Health to show that the 
potential impact of fatherhood on the use of 
tobacco seemed to be dependent on marital sta-
tus. When compared with men not married with-
out children, married men and married men with 
children were less likely to be smoking cigarettes, 
but unmarried men with children were more 
likely to be smoking cigarettes. Ironically, Verges 
et  al. (2012) used longitudinal data from the 
National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and 
Related Conditions to show that the transition to 
parenthood, but not the transition to marriage, 
was associated with less risk for both the persis-
tence of an alcohol use disorder and the emer-
gence of an alcohol use disorder. They also noted 
that the potential impact of parenthood on the 
persistence of an alcohol use disorder seemed to 
be more pronounced among older men.

Working with longitudinal data from a sample 
that included boys at risk for an alcohol use dis-
order because of a positive family history, Little, 
Handley, Leuthe, and Chassin (2009) found that 
men who became parents during early adulthood 
demonstrated a decrease in alcohol consumption 
during early adulthood, while men who became 
parents during adolescence demonstrated an 

increase in alcohol consumption during early 
adulthood. Krohn et al. (1997) also noted that an 
early transition to parenthood was associated 
with more frequent use of alcohol and illicit 
drugs during early adulthood. Using longitudinal 
data from the Christchurch Health and 
Development Study, Fergusson, Boden, and 
Horwood (2012) found that, when compared 
with men 18 to 30 years of age who were not a 
father, men who were fathers directly involved in 
the care of children demonstrated less risk for an 
alcohol or illicit drug use disorder during early 
adulthood. The finding did not, however, prove 
true for fathers who were not directly involved in 
the care of children. Consistent with this, Staff 
et al. (2010) noted that fathers living with their 
children were less likely to be using alcohol, mar-
ijuana, or cocaine when compared with fathers 
not living with their children. Given the focus of 
this volume, it is important to note that Staff et al. 
(2014) showed that, when compared with men 
not living with a minor child, men living with a 
biological, adopted, or stepchild less than 5 years 
of age most clearly reported less use of alcohol. 
Men living with a child 5 to 16 years of age also 
reported less use of alcohol, but men living with 
a child 16 to 21 years of age reported more use of 
alcohol.

 Personality, Developmental 
Pathways, and Developmental 
Transitions

When considering the relationship between sub-
stance use and family process, it is important to 
acknowledge that the existing literature suggests 
that the consolidation of personality traits during 
the transition to early adulthood may be an 
important factor in developmental pathways to 
fatherhood. Although debate about the exact 
nature of the relationships continues, personality 
traits involving conscientiousness, emotionality, 
and behavioral control have been linked with 
both substance use and family process. For 
example, Lee, Ellingson, and Sher (2015) 
showed that there was moderate to high correla-
tion of problematic use of alcohol and personal-
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ity traits across early to middle adulthood. They 
also found that more behavioral control and 
more conscientiousness at 21 years of age were 
 associated with a greater probability of marriage 
and parenthood at 25  years of age which were 
associated with less problematic use of alcohol 
at 29  years of age. Both personality traits at 
29  years of age were also associated with less 
problematic use of alcohol at 34  years of age. 
Negative emotionality did not seem to be related 
to either family transitions or problematic use of 
alcohol.

Similarly, Pears, Capaldi, and Owen (2007) 
found that poor behavioral control in boys during 
middle adolescence was associated with (a) mis-
use of alcohol and illicit drugs during late adoles-
cence and (b) poor discipline practices during 
early adulthood when the boys were the father of 
a 21-month-old child. Likewise, Bailey et  al. 
(2013) found that vulnerability to negative emo-
tion mediated the relationship between illicit 
drug use during early adulthood and subsequent 
compromise of parenting behavior with children 
2 to 8 years of age. Unlike other researchers (e.g., 
Lee, Ellingson, & Sher, 2015; Pears et al., 2007), 
they did not find a significant influence for behav-
ioral control over time.

Using data collected from a cohort of male 
and female college students, Littlefield, Sher, and 
Wood (2009, 2010) showed that more conscien-
tiousness at 21 years of age was associated with 
less problematic use of alcohol and greater prob-
ability of marriage and parenthood from 21 to 
35  years of age which was associated with a 
decline in problematic use of alcohol during the 
same period. In one statistical model (Littlefield 
et  al., 2010) but not the other (Littlefield et  al., 
2009), less negative emotionality at 21 years of 
age appeared to be associated with selection into 
family transitions. Impulsivity did not appear to 
be related to selection into family transitions. 
However, they also found that a decrease in nega-
tive emotionality, a decrease in impulsivity, and 
an increase in conscientiousness were each inde-
pendently associated with a decrease in problem-
atic use of alcohol during this phase of life after 
allowance for the potential influence of the fam-
ily transitions.

 Conclusion

When considered together, variable and 
individual- based research designs suggest that, as 
proposed by Belsky et  al. (1991), there are at 
least two broad developmental pathways that link 
substance use and family formation as boys move 
through adolescence into early adulthood. For 
many boys, biological, psychological, and social 
advantage that accumulates over childhood and 
adolescence puts them on developmental path-
ways to time-limited substance use that resolves 
as they begin the process of family formation 
with adequate social and economic resources. 
Marriage, more so than any other step in the pro-
cess of family formation, appears to be most 
clearly associated with a decline in substance 
use. For other boys, biological, psychological, 
and social disadvantage that accumulates over 
childhood and adolescence puts them on devel-
opmental pathways to early substance use that 
persists as they begin the process of family for-
mation without adequate social and economic 
resources. Early parenthood in the context of 
unstable sexual partnerships with little involve-
ment in childcare appears to be most clearly asso-
ciated with persistent substance use. Regardless 
which developmental pathway young men seem 
to be on, the consolidation of specific personality 
traits during the transition from adolescence to 
early adulthood appears to be a critical influence 
in the direction they move, and for some young 
men, specific transitions into relationships as a 
partner and a parent may represent turning points 
in a developmental trajectory with unexpected 
movement toward either more or less substance 
use.

 Substance Use and the Process 
of Family Formation

Given the prevalence of substance use by men 
within the general population, it is not surprising 
that the misuse of substances, particularly alco-
hol and illicit drugs, appears to be a potential 
influence on the process of family formation. 
When considered in total, the existing literature, 
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albeit somewhat limited and inconsistent, sug-
gests that there is a relationship between the mis-
use of substances and the production and 
parenting of children by men. It is important to 
note that most of the research examining the 
reciprocal relationship between substance use 
and family process during this phase of life has 
been done primarily with Euro-American, het-
erosexual couples living together while the male 
partner was misusing alcohol. Much less is 
known about substance use and family process in 
other contexts.

 Substance Use and the Selection 
of Sexual Partners

Substance use appears to play an important role 
in the selection of sexual partners and the persis-
tence of those sexual partnerships. Research con-
sistently indicates that, when compared with 
other men, heterosexual men misusing alcohol or 
illicit drugs appear to be more likely to select a 
female sexual partner who has personality, psy-
chiatric, or substance use problems. For example, 
Leonard and Eiden (1999) noted a significant 
degree of consistency in the use of alcohol within 
dyads planning to marry. They also noted that 
men’s use of alcohol may contribute to increases 
in women’s use of alcohol during the transition 
into marriage. Leonard and Mudar (2004) repli-
cated that finding and noted that spousal influ-
ence may, over time, become bidirectional. 
Ostermann, Sloan, and Taylor (2005) also noted 
consistency in the use of alcohol within a nation-
ally representative sample of married couples.

Moreover, Eiden, Leonard, Hoyle, and Chavez 
(2004) found that, when compared with other 
couples with infant children, approximately 25% 
of mothers living with a father experiencing 
problems with alcohol also reported problems 
involving the use of alcohol. Floyd, Cranford, 
Daugherty, Fitzgerald, and Zucker (2006) noted a 
similar pattern among mothers of preschool chil-
dren living with a father misusing alcohol. 
Edwards, Eiden, and Leonard (2006) reported 
that, when compared with other mothers, moth-
ers of preschool children living with a father 

experiencing problems with alcohol also reported 
more depression.

Longitudinal research examining links 
between substance use and family process also 
suggests that early substance use continuing into 
the transition to adulthood is generally associated 
with less stable sexual partnerships that are less 
likely to serve as the foundation for supportive 
family environments. For example, McMahon, 
Winkel, and Rounsaville (2008) found that, when 
compared with fathers with no history of an alco-
hol or drug use disorder, men with an opioid use 
disorder were more likely to have cohabitated 
with a series of sexual partners and less likely to 
have been involved in a marriage. Moreover, 
Hall, Fals-Stewart, and Fincham (2008) found 
that, even when they do marry, men with an alco-
hol use disorder are more likely to report being 
involved in extramarital sexual activity with risk 
for an unplanned pregnancy. Collins, Ellickson, 
and Klein (2007) showed that more frequent use 
of alcohol to intoxication was associated with 
greater risk for divorce during early adulthood, 
and Ostermann et al. (2005) showed that risk for 
divorce may be greatest across the life span when 
use of alcohol by spouses is discrepant.

 Substance Use and Preparation 
for Conception

Generally, surveys of the general population 
(Martinez et al., 2006) indicate that fathers report 
that, from their perspective, pregnancy is most 
often not planned. This makes it difficult for men 
to change their substance use when preparing to 
conceive a child. Moreover, research (e.g., Shawe 
et  al., 2019) suggests that even when preparing 
for conception many men continue using alcohol, 
nicotine, and other drugs. Lack of preparation for 
pregnancy is important because research (e.g., 
Gundersen et al., 2015; Jensen et al., 2014) sug-
gests that substance use may affect the quality of 
sperm. Although the results have been inconsis-
tent across investigations, systematic reviews of 
this literature (e.g., Sharma, Harlev, Agarwal, & 
Esteves, 2016) indicate that heavy, persistent use 
of alcohol, cigarettes, and illicit drugs may affect 
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the quantity, mobility, and morphology of sperm 
in ways that can influence conception.

 Substance Use During Pregnancy

Although very few men curtail their substance 
use in preparation for conception, the research on 
ways pregnancy influences their substance use 
has been somewhat inconsistent. Bachman et al. 
(1997) noted a decrease in the frequency of sub-
stance use associated with pregnancy, but much 
of the change appeared to be associated with a 
previous transition into a marriage. Several years 
later, Staff et al. (2010) again examined data from 
the Monitoring the Future Study and found that 
frequency of alcohol consumption declined for 
men when a sexual partner was pregnant, but 
pregnancy did not seem to affect the use of ciga-
rettes, marijuana, or cocaine. Bailey, Hill, 
Hawkins, Catalano, and Abbott (2008) showed 
that use of cigarettes by men declined during 
pregnancy, but use of alcohol and marijuana did 
not. It is important to note that, when men con-
tinue using substances during pregnancy, women 
appear to also be more likely to continue using 
substances, particularly the same substance. For 
example, Perreira and Cortes (2006) examined 
data from the Fragile Families and Child 
Wellbeing Study and noted that men’s use of 
alcohol, nicotine, and illicit drugs correlated 
strongly with women’s use of alcohol, nicotine, 
and illicit drugs during pregnancy with some 
specificity in the correlation. That is, when men 
reported smoking cigarettes during a pregnancy, 
women were more likely to also report smoking 
cigarettes during the pregnancy. When men 
reported using alcohol during a pregnancy, 
women were more likely to also report using 
alcohol during the pregnancy.

 Substance Use, Sexual Partnerships, 
and Co-parenting Relationships

Within the substance abuse literature, there is 
fairly consistent evidence that the quality of sex-
ual partnerships and co-parenting relationships 

is poorer when men are misusing alcohol and 
illicit drugs, particularly when men are misusing 
something and women are not. When couples 
remain together following the birth of a child, 
researchers (Finger, Eiden, Edwards, Leonard, 
& Kachadourian, 2010; Finger et  al., 2010; 
Keller, Cummings, & Davies, 2005; Keller, 
Cummings, Davies, & Mitchell, 2008; 
Kachadourian, Eiden, & Leonard, 2009) have 
consistently shown that, when compared with 
other couples, couples where father is misusing 
alcohol or illicit drugs consistently report (a) less 
marital satisfaction, (b) more marital conflict, (c) 
less resolution of marital conflict, (d) more ver-
bal aggression, and (e) more physical aggression 
through the time the child enters kindergarten. 
Moreover, research done by Homish and Leonard 
(2007) showed that there was even less satisfac-
tion and more conflict within a marriage when 
the spouses of men misusing alcohol were also 
not misusing alcohol or an illicit drug. Consistent 
with this general trend, McMahon and his col-
leagues (McMahon et al., 2008; Moore, Easton, 
& McMahon, 2011) found that there was less 
negotiation and more aggression in the co-par-
enting relationships of fathers receiving medica-
tion-assisted treatment for opioid addiction 
when they were compared with fathers with no 
history of addiction. Risk for psychological, 
physical, and sexual aggression seemed to be 
bidirectional, and the risk proved to be surpris-
ingly robust despite the fact that the fathers 
struggling with drug addiction were much less 
likely than the other fathers to be living with the 
mother of their youngest child. That is, risk for 
aggressive behavior present when the couple 
was involved in a sexual partnership seemed to 
persist after the sexual relationship ended.

 Substance Use and Parenting 
Behavior

Systematic reviews of the literature (e.g., 
McMahon, 2013) suggest that problematic use 
of alcohol and illicit drugs is generally associ-
ated with less positive and more negative par-
enting behavior by fathers from infancy through 
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adolescence. For example, Eiden and her col-
leagues (Eiden, Chavez, & Leonard, 1999; 
Eiden, Edwards, & Leonard, 2007; Eiden, 
Leonard, et al., 2004; Kachadourian et al., 2009) 
showed that, when compared with other fathers, 
fathers misusing alcohol demonstrated less ver-
bal interaction, less positive emotion, and less 
emotional sensitivity during parent-child inter-
actions with children when the children were 12 
to 36  months of age. However, they (Eiden 
et al., 1999; Finger, Kachadourian, et al., 2010) 
also found that, although the fathers misusing 
alcohol reported more frustration and demon-
strated more negative emotion during interac-
tion with their 12-month- old children, they did 
not consistently demonstrate more negative par-
enting behavior with their children through 
entry into kindergarten. Within a sample of par-
ents with 3-year-old children at risk for exter-
nalizing difficulty, Harvey, Stoessel, and Herbert 
(2011) found that the misuse of alcohol and 
illicit drugs by fathers was associated with self-
report of more lax parenting behavior, but not 
self-report of more emotionally reactive parent-
ing behavior nor observer rating of less emo-
tionally responsive or more emotionally reactive 
parenting behavior. Finally, Eiden, Edwards, 
and Leonard (2002) showed that, although a 
surprising number of children were able to 
establish a secure attachment with a father mis-
using alcohol, the differences in positive and 
negative parenting behavior evident in fathers 
misusing alcohol contributed to significantly 
fewer children establishing a secure attachment 
with their father during this phase of 
development.

 Substance Use and Family 
Environments

Although researchers typically focus on the 
quality of parenting and co-parenting behavior 
as a proximal influence on the sense of well-
being as parents for men and women, some 
scholars (e.g., McHale, Kuersten, & Lauretti, 
1996) have argued that quality of the general 
family environment may also contribute to the 

psychological well- being of both fathers and 
mothers. After allowance for the quality of par-
enting behavior, quality of the general family 
environment may also contribute directly to the 
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral adjustment 
of young children. After a systematic review of 
the limited literature on the topic, McMahon 
(2013) concluded that the existing, but limited, 
research shows that, when fathers are present in 
the home, paternal addiction appears to be asso-
ciated with family environments characterized 
by (a) more family conflict, (b) less family cohe-
sion, (c) less consistency in daily routines, (d) 
more financial stress, and (e) fewer family ritu-
als. Paternal addiction also seems to be associ-
ated with (a) more difficulty establishing family 
rules, (b) poorer communication, (c) more diffi-
culty with emotional expression, (d) less emo-
tional support for everyone, and (e) less 
instrumental support for everyone. Given the 
focus of this volume, it is important to highlight 
the fact that researchers (Fitzgerald et al., 1993; 
Noll, Zucker, Fitzgerald, & Curtis, 1992; 
Sanford, Bingham, & Zucker, 1999; Whipple, 
Fitzgerald, & Zucker, 1995) have also shown 
that paternal addiction to alcohol has been asso-
ciated with family environments characterized 
by less emotional, cognitive, and social stimula-
tion for young children.

 Conclusion

Research done over more than 30 years consis-
tently indicates that moderate to severe sub-
stance use by men is associated with 
compromise of family process known to sup-
port the production and parenting of children. 
Most of this research has focused on the poten-
tial impact of problems involving the use of 
alcohol. Significantly less is known about the 
potential impact of problems involving the use 
of nicotine and illicit drugs. Despite the gaps in 
the existing literature, there is sufficient evi-
dence to conclude that the misuse of substances 
by men is consistently associated with risk for 
difficulty at every step in the process of family 
formation.
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 Paternal Addiction: Consequences 
for Children

When compared with children whose father has 
no history of addiction, children whose father is 
struggling with addiction are much more likely to 
develop emotional and behavioral difficulty as 
they move from infancy through childhood and 
adolescence into early adulthood. Reviews of the 
existing research (e.g., McMahon, 2013) indicate 
that, although the risks associated with paternal 
addiction to nicotine are less clear, children at 
risk because of paternal addiction to alcohol or 
illicit drugs are clearly more likely to develop 
externalizing difficulty characterized by overac-
tive, oppositional, defiant, impulsive, and aggres-
sive behavior. Much of the same research 
indicates that, although the comparative differ-
ence may not be as robust, children at risk 
because of paternal addiction to alcohol or illicit 
drugs are also more likely to develop internaliz-
ing difficulty characterized by anxiety, depres-
sion, and somatic preoccupation. Although the 
data are limited and inconsistent, this research 
raises questions about whether children with a 
father misusing alcohol or illicit drugs are also at 
risk for relatively poorer intellectual develop-
ment and relatively poorer academic achieve-
ment. Without dispute, this research very clearly 
indicates that children affected by paternal addic-
tion are much more likely to (a) begin using sub-
stances early, (b) use more frequently, (c) use 
more per occasion, and (d) more quickly develop 
serious problems.

 Consequences for Infants, Toddlers, 
and Preschool Children

Although limited, research done with infants, 
toddlers, and preschool children living with a 
father misusing principally alcohol consistently 
indicates that risk for emotional-behavioral diffi-
culty emerges very early. Even when there are 
not clear indications of clinically significant 
problems, children with a father misusing alcohol 
and illicit drugs demonstrate a relative disadvan-
tage when compared with other children. For 

example, Eiden, Leonard, and Morrisey (2001) 
showed that, when compared with boys the same 
age living with a father not misusing alcohol or 
illicit drugs, 18- to 24-month-old boys living 
with a father misusing alcohol presented with 
less behavioral compliance when interacting with 
their father and their mother. Eiden, Edwards, 
and Leonard (2004) later showed that boys living 
with a father misusing alcohol also demonstrated 
less behavioral inhibition at 24 and 36 months of 
age; and Edwards, Eiden, and Leonard (2006) 
found that, at 18, 24, and 36 months of age, chil-
dren living with a father misusing alcohol dem-
onstrated more internalizing and more 
externalizing difficulty than other children. There 
was also a general trend for children living with a 
father misusing alcohol to demonstrate higher 
rates of clinically significant emotional and 
behavioral difficulty.

Across a series of investigations done using 
both parent and observer ratings, Zucker, 
Fitzgerald, and their colleagues (Jansen, 
Fitzgerald, Ham, & Zucker, 1995; Martel et al., 
2009; Wong et al., 2006; Wong, Zucker, Puttler, 
& Fitzgerald, 1999) also found that, when com-
pared with other children, 3- to 5-year-old boys 
and girls living with a father misusing alcohol, 
particularly a father with antisocial personality 
traits misusing alcohol, demonstrated more diffi-
cult temperament characterized by (a) less atten-
tional capacity, (b) less behavioral inhibition, (c) 
less adaptability, (d) more activity, and (e) more 
emotional reactivity. They (Jansen et  al., 1995; 
Puttler, Zucker, Fitzgerald, & Bingham, 1998) 
also documented higher levels of externalizing 
and internalizing difficulty in the children living 
with a father misusing alcohol. Moreover, 
although Leonard and Eiden et al. (2002) did not 
find any significant differences in cognitive or 
motor development when infants and toddlers 
living with a father who was misusing alcohol 
were compared with other infants and toddlers, 
Zucker, Fitzgerald, and their colleagues (Poon, 
Ellis, Fitzgerald, & Zucker, 2000; Puttler et al., 
1998) found significant differences in cognitive 
development at 3 to 8 years of age in a compara-
tive study of children affected by paternal addic-
tion. They also documented significant 
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differences in academic achievement at 6 to 
8  years of age. Finally, Zucker, Kincaid, 
Fitzgerald, and Bingham (1995) showed that 3- 
to 5-year-old boys living with a father misusing 
alcohol were more likely than other boys to cor-
rectly identify alcoholic beverages and they were 
likely to attribute the use of alcoholic beverages 
to men, suggesting that very early in life the boys 
were developing cognitive representations of 
alcohol consumption that may reflect environ-
mental risk for early experimentation with alco-
hol during adolescence.

 Conclusion

Research done with children of all ages clearly 
indicates that parental addiction, including pater-
nal addiction, is clearly associated with risk for 
compromise of normative child development. 
Limited research done with infants, toddlers, and 
preschool children suggests that, although devel-
opment may still fall within a normative range, 
relative disadvantages emerge early in the life of 
these children, primarily in the form of (a) diffi-
cult temperament as an infant, (b) difficulty with 
emotional and behavioral control as a toddler, 
and (c) early externalizing difficulty as a pre-
school child. Most of the difficulty seems to be in 
the emotional-behavioral domain. If they incur 
disadvantages in cognitive and academic 
domains, those differences may not be evident 
until children make the transition into elementary 
school.

 Paternal Addiction: A Conceptual 
Model of Family Process and Child 
Development

Paternal substance use clearly represents risk for 
poor developmental outcomes in children during 
their formative years. However, because of com-
plex relationships involving any marker of risk 
and other potential influences in the lives of chil-
dren, paternal substance use appears to represent 
a global risk in the lives of children that confers 
both genetic and environmental risk for poor 

developmental outcomes that undoubtedly gets 
attenuated and exacerbated in multiple ways over 
time. At this time, there appears to be agreement 
(Tarter & Vanyukov, 1994; Fitzgerald, Davies, & 
Zucker, 2002; Zucker, 2006) that family process 
interacts in complex ways with genetic vulnera-
bility to influence developmental outcomes for 
children. Although not exhaustive, Fig. 36.1 out-
lines a conceptual model of nested familial influ-
ences likely to be operative in the lives of infants, 
toddlers, and preschool children living in family 
systems affected by paternal addiction. As 
research designs examining mediation and mod-
eration of threats to normative development pres-
ent in the lives of children have become 
increasingly sophisticated, prospective research 
done with children at risk has begun to clarify 
ways paternal substance use influences develop-
mental outcomes in children from conception 
through the preschool years. Generally, this 
research suggests that, during these initial phases 
of life, paternal substance use seems to represent 
a more distal influence that impacts the biopsy-
chosocial development of children through prox-
imal mechanisms involving genetic transmission 
of difficult temperament and compromise of fam-
ily environments.

 Distal Risks: Parental Addiction, 
Psychopathology, and Personality 
Difficulty

Within the limited literature on the dynamics of 
substance use and family formation, researchers 
have found support for many of the mechanisms 
of potential influence outlined in Fig.  36.1. 
During this phase of the family life cycle, pater-
nal substance use may, consistent with the con-
ceptual model outlined by Kraemer, Stice, 
Kazdin, Offord, and Kupfer (2001), best be 
understood as an overlapping or concurrent threat 
to normative child development through associa-
tion with comorbid personality and psychiatric 
disturbance. That is, risk for disruption of family 
process may not necessarily be limited to just the 
substance use; personality difficulty and psychi-
atric disturbance common among men misusing 
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Fig. 36.1 Conceptual Model of Paternal Addiction, Family Process, and Child Development During Family Formation

substances may also be contributing. Consistent 
with this, Eiden and her colleagues (Eiden et al., 
1999; Eiden & Leonard, 2000) illustrated how 
difference in positive and negative parenting 
behavior associated with the misuse of alcohol by 
men may more clearly be related to comorbid 
depression. They (Edwards, Eiden, Colder, & 
Leonard, 2006) also found that risk for internal-
izing difficulty in toddlers associated with pater-
nal addiction may be more clearly linked with 
comorbid depression. Moreover, Poon et  al. 
(2000) and Johnson, Cohen, Kasen, and Brook 
(2004) showed that combinations of paternal 
substance use, personality, and psychiatric prob-
lems may affect genetic liability and family pro-
cess in an additive manner. Similarly, research 
mentioned above suggests that paternal addiction 
may be a proxy for substance use, personality, or 
psychiatric problems in the mother or some com-
bination of substance use, personality, and psy-
chiatric problems in both parents. Repeatedly, 
researchers (e.g., Eiden, Edwards, & Leonard, 
2004) have shown that the presence or absence of 

maternal psychopathology and substance use 
may mitigate or exacerbate the potential impact 
of paternal addiction, and they (Poon et al., 2000; 
Hussong et al., 2007; Osborne & Berger, 2009) 
have shown that risk for children appears to be 
greatest when both parents are experiencing seri-
ous difficulty.

 Genetic Liability: Difficult Child 
Temperament

Research mentioned above suggests that, during 
early childhood, a positive family history of sub-
stance use, personality, and psychiatric difficulty 
appears, as noted in Fig. 36.1, to confer genetic 
liability for difficult temperament which repre-
sents early risk for the development of substance 
use and related problems across generations. 
Work done by Eiden and her colleagues (Edwards, 
Eiden, & Leonard, 2006) and Zucker, Fitzgerald, 
and their colleagues (Jansen et al., 1995; Martel 
et al., 2009; Wong et al., 2006; Wong et al., 1999) 
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suggests links between paternal addiction and 
infant temperament characterized by extreme 
emotionality, and behavioral disinhibition seems 
to represent early risk for externalizing and inter-
nalizing difficulty during childhood and adoles-
cence. Substance use and comorbid personality 
and psychiatric difficulty in fathers, with or with-
out similar difficulty in mothers, appear to con-
tribute to the attenuation or exacerbation of risk 
associated with temperamental differences, pri-
marily through the impact of the addiction and 
related problems on different dimensions of fam-
ily process represented in Fig. 36.1 as (a) general 
family environment, (b) quality of the parental 
relationship, (c) the parenting behavior of moth-
ers and fathers, and (d) the quality of the parent- 
child relationships.

 Proximal Influences: Family 
and Marital Environments

Substantial support for potential mechanisms of 
influence outlined in Fig. 36.1 comes from the 
limited literature on family process and early 
child development in the context of paternal 
addiction to alcohol. For example, Loukas, 
Fitzgerald, Zucker, and von Eye (2001) exam-
ined data drawn for the Michigan Longitudinal 
Study and showed that, even after allowance for 
parent- child conflict during the preschool years, 
general family conflict contributed to mediation 
of links between addiction to alcohol and anti-
social behavior in fathers and risk for external-
izing behavior in boys during early elementary 
school. Loukas, Zucker, Fitzgerald, and Krull 
(2003) then found that conflictual family envi-
ronments more frequently associated with pater-
nal addiction were linked with more disruptive 
behavior during the preschool years and a 
slower rate of decline in disruptive behavior 
from 3 to 6 to 12  years of age. Subsequently, 
Jester et al. (2005) showed that high-risk devel-
opmental pathways from early childhood into 
adolescence more likely among children 
affected by paternal addiction were predicted by 
quality of the family environment during the 
preschool years.

Similarly, quality of parental relationship 
appears to be an important influence in family 
process occurring in the context of paternal 
addiction. For example, Kachadourian et  al. 
(2009) showed that less satisfaction with their 
marital relationship mediated the link between 
paternal addiction to alcohol and less emotion-
ally responsive parenting behavior in mothers 
with preschool children. Likewise, Finger, 
Kachadourian, et  al. (2010) found prospective 
links between misuse of alcohol, depression, and 
antisocial behavior in fathers when children were 
12 to 24  months of age and marital aggression 
when children were 36 months of age and nega-
tive parenting behavior in fathers when children 
were 60  months of age. Similarly, Keller et  al. 
(2008) outlined a family process illustrating how 
concurrent misuse of alcohol by fathers and 
mothers when children were enrolled in kinder-
garten was associated with serious marital con-
flict which was associated with less positive and 
more negative parenting by both mothers and 
fathers which was then associated with more 
internalizing difficulty and more externalizing 
difficulty in children.

 Proximal Influences: Parenting 
Behavior

The existing literature on paternal addiction gen-
erally supports the idea that the parenting behav-
ior of fathers and mothers which impacts the 
quality of parent-child relationships is undoubt-
edly the most proximal influence in comprehen-
sive models of risk during this phase of life. 
Consistent with this, Eiden et al. (2002) demon-
strated that risk for insecure father-child attach-
ment associated with paternal addiction was, as 
expected, accounted for by less emotionally sen-
sitive parenting behavior among the fathers mis-
using alcohol. Subsequently, Eiden, Edwards, 
and Leonard (2004, 2006) noted that difficulty 
internalizing parental rules of conduct and diffi-
culty with inhibitory control over behavior that 
may be more common among 24- to 36-month- 
old children with a father misusing substances 
seemed to be associated with compromise of 
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positive parenting behavior in both mothers and 
fathers. Similarly, Wong et al. (1999) illustrated 
how negative parenting behavior by fathers and 
mothers partially explained links between diffi-
cult child temperament during the preschool 
years and externalizing behavior during early 
elementary school within family systems affected 
by paternal addiction. Furthermore, Finger, 
Eiden, et  al. (2010) found that compromise of 
social competence in children during enrollment 
in kindergarten associated with exposure to the 
marital aggression more common among couples 
affected by paternal addiction was largely 
explained by the impact of the marital relation-
ship on the positive parenting behavior of moth-
ers and fathers.

 Mitigating, Exacerbating, 
and Reciprocal Influences

Paternal substance use represents global risk for 
relatively poorer developmental outcomes, but 
the psychosocial adjustment of children tends to 
be variable. Many children do not demonstrate 
signs or symptoms of serious emotional, behav-
ioral, cognitive, or academic difficulty, particu-
larly during early childhood before the relative 
disadvantages incurred by children affected by 
parental addiction have had a cumulative effect 
on child development. On a limited basis, 
researchers (Brook et  al., 2002; Brook et  al., 
2002) have begun to explore ways protective and 
vulnerability factors may interact across different 
levels of social organization to modify the risk 
incurred by children affected by paternal sub-
stance use. Given the focus of this volume, it is 
important to note that Eiden et al. (2002) showed 
that risk for internalizing and externalizing diffi-
culty associated with exposure to paternal addic-
tion may be moderated by a secure attachment 
with a mother as children move from 12 to 
36  months of age. Because of clear bias for 
researchers to focus on disruption of parenting 
and the maladjustment of children, McMahon 
(2013) highlighted the fact that virtually nothing 
is known about ways positive parenting behavior 
occurring despite the presence of problematic use 

of substances may promote normative develop-
ment in young children. Although not represented 
in Fig. 36.1, researchers (Andreas, O'Farrell, & 
Fals-Stewart, 2006, Andreas & O'Farrell, 2009; 
Andreas & O’Farrell, 2007; Rounsaville, 
O'Farrell, Andreas, Murphy, & Murphy, 2014) 
have demonstrated that abstinence following sub-
stance use treatment for fathers may attenuate 
exposure to conflictual family environments and 
attenuate risk for internalizing and externalizing 
difficulty in children, including preschool chil-
dren. However, very little is known about ways 
comorbid personality and psychiatric difficulty 
common among men struggling with addiction 
may continue to influence family process after 
fathers are no longer misusing substances.

Finally, risk to children associated with pater-
nal addiction may also vary with characteristics 
of the child. When considering quality of parent- 
child interaction within family systems affected 
by paternal addiction, Eiden, Leonard, et  al. 
(2004) found that fathers seemed to interact more 
positively with daughters versus sons at 
12 months of age and paternal addiction did not 
appear to contribute to compromise of positive 
parenting behavior in mothers or fathers until the 
infants were 24  months of age. Although 
researchers interested in parenting (e.g., 
Bornstein, 2019) have suggested reciprocal 
mechanisms of influence in parent-child interac-
tions, Eiden, Leonard, Hoyle, and Chaves found 
no evidence that the behavior of toddlers evoked 
parental behavior in the context of paternal addic-
tion to alcohol. Prospective links suggested that 
parental behavior, more clearly maternal behav-
ior, was influencing child behavior much more 
than child behavior was influencing parental 
behavior when children were 12 to 24 months of 
age.

 Conclusion

Although neither exhaustive nor definitive, this 
conceptual model of family formation in the con-
text of paternal addiction illustrates how the prin-
ciples of developmental psychopathology 
(Cicchetti, 2006) can be used to organize the 
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existing literature and clarify ways misuse of 
alcohol, nicotine, and illicit drugs by men affects 
the psychosocial adjustment of fathers, mothers, 
and children during this phase of life. When 
grounded in a systematic review of the existing 
literature, conceptual models like this can inform 
(a) research designed to address gaps in the 
knowledge base, (b) clinical intervention 
designed to address family issues among parent-
ing receiving substance use treatment, and (c) 
targeted prevention designed to promote norma-
tive development among children affected by 
paternal addiction.

 Summary and Key Findings

Fatherhood is an important developmental transi-
tion in the lives of most men that has, over the 
previous 20 years, been redefined by an array of 
social, economic, and political changes. Amid 
calls by policymakers for programs to promote 
socially responsible fathering, substance use 
remains one of the more common threats to fam-
ily process known to promote the social and psy-
chological well-being of fathers, mothers, and 
children. Although the existing literature is, in 
many instances, limited or inconsistent, there is 
substantial empirical evidence that substance use 
affects the production and parenting of children 
by men and the production and parenting of chil-
dren affects substance use by men.

There are six key findings supported by this 
comprehensive review of this literature. First, 
epidemiologic data collected in several different 
ways indicate that (a) there is a sizable popula-
tion of children living in the same household as a 
father misusing substances and (b) there is a siz-
able, but poorly documented, population of chil-
dren separated from a father misusing substances. 
Infants, toddlers, and preschool children may be 
more likely than older children and teens to be 
living in the same household as a father misusing 
primarily alcohol. Second, despite implications 
that socially responsible fathering is a choice for 
men to make, developmental research suggests 
that, consistent with a life history perspective on 
procreation, there appears to be a complex set of 

biopsychosocial influences that put boys on 
broad developmental pathways toward  fatherhood 
in the context of more stable sexual partnerships, 
minimal substance use, and more social and eco-
nomic support for family formation versus father-
hood in the context of less stable sexual 
partnerships, more substance use, and less social 
and economic support for family formation. 
Consolidation of personality traits associated 
with individual differences in substance use and 
sexuality may exert substantial influence on the 
general direction development takes. Third, as 
boys move through adolescence into early adult-
hood, transitions into sexual partnerships and 
parenthood may represent turning points where 
the direction of a developmental trajectory may 
change for better or worse.

Fourth, substance use by men appears to be a 
threat to successful family formation from 
selection of a sexual partner through the parent-
ing of children into the preschool years. Next, 
substance use by men also appears to represent 
a threat to normative child development during 
this phase of life. Risk for externalizing and, to 
a lesser extent, internalizing difficulty linked 
with early, problematic use of substances during 
adolescence emerges early in childhood among 
children affected by paternal addiction. Finally, 
risk for intergenerational transmission of sub-
stance use and related difficulty during this 
phase of life appears to be best characterized as 
the early expression of genetic liability in the 
form of difficult temperament attenuated or 
exacerbated by family process. Positive versus 
negative parenting behavior occurring within 
complex reciprocal interactions between chil-
dren and both fathers and mothers may, over 
time, appear to be the critical, proximal influ-
ence on the psychosocial adjustment of children 
living in family systems affected by paternal 
addiction.

To close, McMahon and Rounsaville (2002) 
argued, almost 20  years ago, that the potential 
impact of substance use on fathering and father-
ing on substance use needed to be more clearly 
acknowledged in the conceptualization of public 
policy, service delivery, and research as fathering 
emerged as one of the more prominent social 

36 Fatherhood, Substance Use, and Early Child Development



598

issues of the new millennium. At that time, 
research (e.g., Eiden et  al., 1999; Eiden & 
Leonard, 1996; Fitzgerald et  al., 1993; Jansen 
et al., 1995; Puttler et al., 1998) on ways paternal 
addiction to alcohol might influence family pro-
cess and child development during this phase of 
life was just beginning. As the literature on sub-
stance use and fathering during family formation 
continues to expand, policymakers, researchers, 
and providers need, as McMahon and Rounsaville 
suggested, to use this literature to inform the 
development of creative preventive and clinical 
interventions designed to minimize the harm 
associated with paternal addiction for fathers, 
mothers, and children.
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In many ways, this quote from Barack Obama 
not only  captures the chimera of parenthood but 
also, more specifically, fatherhood. Echoing and 
extending this view, in an autobiographical account 
of the birth of his first son and his first steps as a 
father, Bevington (2019) elegantly recounts numer-
ous feelings and situations that might be consid-
ered prototypical of fatherhood. His account 
stretches from feeling amazed and overwhelmed as 
his child entered the world, to feeling inadequate 
for being “just a small part of this huge soft engine” 
(p. 10) and merely attending to “the practical stuff 
to support mother and baby” (p. 9), all the way to 
the pride at witnessing his child’s “first steps out-
wards, away from [the parents] into the world” 
(p. 12) coupled with the fear of “not being there” to 
protect his child (p. 8). As already implied by the 
length of the previous sentence, his account sug-
gests a great many “father roles”, as opposed to a 
single all- encompassing role.

At a theoretical level, fatherhood and mother-
hood share much in common which can be cap-
tured by multiple dimensions, such as warmth, 
sensitivity, availability, and responsibility (Lamb, 
2010). At the same time, however, much theory 

casts fathers in a unique role for the child, as their 
“primary playmates” as well as the main limit set-
ters who promote separation within the early 
mother-infant bond (Paquette, 2004b). In so 
doing, the father is arguably instrumental in ush-
ering the child into the triadic and symbolic uni-
verse that allows for representing others with 
interpersonal and internal worlds of their own 
(von Klitzing, 2019). As part and parcel of pater-
nally aided separation from the mother, children 
encounter a world which can become “their oys-
ter”, brimming with exciting things to explore 
but, in turn, demanding a father to meet the child’s 
need for protection. The father excludes, but he 
simultaneously facilitates reinclusion into a wider 
world (Paquette, 2004b). But as the Obama quote 
above  and many other contemporary sources 
remind us, we are witnessing upheavals in tradi-
tional gender roles, perhaps more so today than 
ever before, and hence many of these points apply 
to the “father as a principle” (Bürgin, 1998), as 
opposed to the actual father, which can also be 
taken on alternately by either parent, including, of 
course, each parent in homosexual partnerships.

As varied as Bevington’s (2019) recollections 
and theory suggest is the role of the father in 
child development (see Lamb, 2010), and thus, 
one might also venture, in child psychotherapy. 
Certainly, this impression is confirmed by some 
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of the clinical literature on the topic (e.g. Baradon, 
2019a). However, in this case, the clinical litera-
ture far exceeds the body of systematic empirical 
research studies in terms of the elaborateness and 
specificity accorded to the role of fathers in child 
psychotherapy. Thus, based on empirical 
research, the role of the father in child psycho-
therapy remains opaque, raising many basic 
questions, for example, about the father’s status 
as a moderator or mediator of child treatment 
outcomes, with a rich clinical literature offering 
many exciting (but so far untested) hypotheses.

In other words, as will become clear below, 
empirical research supports that fathers may 
exert an important influence on child mental 
health and (to a lesser extent) on outcomes of 
child psychotherapy, but how they do so in the 
latter case still largely remains the remit of the 
clinician. Closely linked to this is a variant of the 
same question that has haunted much of develop-
mental research on fathers over the last decades 
(Pleck, 2010): Is the father’s role in child psycho-
therapy unique and essential or merely that of a 
“second parent” or, more provocatively,  a “sec-
ond mother”? In an effort to do justice to the 
researcher and the clinician in us, we will attempt 
to straddle these domains, first proffering an 
empirical account and then, in an admittedly 
more speculative vein, delving into the complexi-
ties of clinical work with fathers, before closing 
by reflecting on this clinical work from a research 
perspective. This chapter thus aims to not only 
throw the importance of fathers for achieving 
success in child psychotherapy into relief but also 
accentuate the richness and often untapped 
potential of father work in child psychotherapy. 
In so doing, it is our hope to help kindle a dia-
logue between research and practice, a bridge 
that allows both sides to learn from each other.

 The Empirical Account

 Fathers in Interventions 
for Externalizing Problems

The vast majority of research to date on the 
effects of fathers in child psychotherapy derives 

from parent training programs (Phares, Rojas, 
Thurston, & Hankinson, 2010). Given that these 
programs typically target disruptive behaviour 
disorders (DBDs), it may come as no surprise 
that research in this area has primarily focused on 
fathers of children suffering from DBDs from 
preschool-age onwards (Lundahl, Tollefson, 
Risser, & Lovejoy, 2007), with a dearth of work 
on father involvement in interventions for other 
externalizing problems, such as attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (Fabiano, 2007) or inter-
nalizing problems (Bögels & Phares, 2008). 
Lundahl et  al.’s (2007) meta-analysis suggests 
that joint involvement of fathers and mothers in 
parent training for child DBDs resulted in supe-
rior outcomes with moderate effect sizes (ES) on 
child and parenting behaviours relative to mother- 
only parent training which merely yielded negli-
gible to small ES.  Interestingly, when fathers 
were involved, it was mothers who tended to 
observe greater treatment gains (large ES) com-
pared to fathers (moderate ES), both in relation to 
child behaviour and their own parenting behav-
iours, thus helping to rule out a mere respondent 
bias (e.g. whereby fathers may have portrayed 
effects more positively when involved).

As far as father-directed parent training is con-
cerned, preliminary data from Head Start pro-
grams suggest that fathers from ethnic minorities 
in the United States showed larger improvements 
in parenting behaviour than fathers in a control 
group (Helfenbaum-Kun & Ortiz, 2007). Yet, 
despite initially promising turnout of fathers, 
large attrition rates were documented in this 
study with fathers attending less than 70% of the 
sessions, raising the question whether targeting 
both parents simultaneously may yield better 
retention rates. Indeed, the oft-noted pattern of 
lacking father participation (Panter-Brick et  al., 
2014) has prompted researchers to tailor studies 
and treatments more strongly to fathers’ 
 preferences (e.g. countering beliefs about gender 
roles) (Sicouri et al., 2018). A more recent adap-
tation of father-directed parent training, the 
“Fathers Supporting Success in Preschoolers” 
(FSSP) program, emphasized skills promotion 
during shared book reading, obtaining far better 
attendance rates of fathers (Chacko, Fabiano, 
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Doctoroff, & Fortson, 2018). Among 126 pre-
dominantly male Head Start Latino children with 
an average age of 4 years, Chacko et al. (2018) 
thus demonstrated superiority in reducing father-
reported child behaviour problems, self- and 
observer-rated negative parenting (e.g. critical 
statements), and improvements in self- and 
observer-rated positive parenting behaviours 
(e.g. positive affect). However, follow-up data on 
maintenance of FSSP effects are currently still 
lacking.

In a similar vein  – ever since Webster- 
Stratton’s (1985) pioneering work showing supe-
rior maintenance of treatment gains when fathers 
were involved – the question has arisen whether 
father involvement in parent training might pri-
marily exert salutary effects at follow-up, by 
serving to stabilize treatment effects. Reasons for 
this may involve the achievement of greater inter-
parental congruence, lower conflict, and more 
cooperation between parents, if interventions tar-
get both parental parties. Yet, Lundahl et  al.’s 
(2007) meta-analysis comparing joint mother- 
father to mother-only training failed to support 
the conclusion that father involvement results in 
more maintenance of treatment gains at follow-
 up. However, this result should be considered 
tentative, given that only very few studies con-
tributed to the mother-only follow-up 
ES. Moreover, a frequently cited pre-post study 
by Bagner and Eyberg (2003) on the involvement 
of fathers in parent-child interaction therapy 
(PCIT) – a behavioural intervention mainly tar-
geting DBDs combining parent training, behav-
ioural, and play therapy elements (Eyberg, 
Boggs, & Algina, 1995) – also yielded equivocal 
results; though, this result was and still often is 
taken as evidence that maintenance of PCIT 
treatment gains is conditional upon involving 
fathers (Bagner & Eyberg, 2003). To be sure, the 
4-month follow-up comparison of an involved- 
father group (n = 23; defined as participation in at 
least one treatment session), to an absent-father 
group (n = 15), yielded a group by time interac-
tion on maternal reports of child behaviour prob-
lems, with a greater rate of relapse in the 
absent-father group. However, upon closer 
inspection, it was the absent-father group which 

initially showed greater treatment gains, so that 
after relapsing a similar level of behaviour prob-
lems were attained as compared to the involved 
father group at follow-up. In addition, the study 
was plagued by an exceedingly high dropout rate 
across all conditions in the order of 33–44%, 
without using intent-to-treat analyses to control 
results accordingly, additionally making the 
results difficult to interpret.

Conversely, more recent work hints at the pos-
sibility that father-adapted parenting interven-
tions may potentially result in more sustained 
treatment gains. For example, targeting a 
recruited sample of middle- to high-income fami-
lies of preschool- to school-age children with 
clinical-level behaviour problems, Frank, Keown, 
and Sanders (2015) supplemented father-relevant 
content (e.g. discussing the importance of father 
involvement and father-identified parenting chal-
lenges, such as balancing the pressures of work 
and family) to the Group Triple P parenting inter-
vention, focusing on positive parenting strate-
gies. Compared to the waitlist, their adapted 
Group Triple P not only coincided with a low 
attrition rate but also gave rise to a sustained 
reduction of behaviour problems among their off-
spring at 6-month follow-up.

 Fathers in Interventions 
for Internalizing Problems

In contrast to treatments for externalizing prob-
lems, evaluation of father involvement in psycho-
therapy targeting child internalizing problems is 
still in its infancy and has focused almost exclu-
sively on school-age children (Bögels & Phares, 
2008). Though early efforts already involved 
some form of parent work, this was often equated 
with mother involvement, and even in the few 
cases where fathers and mothers were success-
fully mobilized to attend group therapy, no data 
were reported on potential additional benefits of 
father involvement (e.g. Manassis et  al., 2002). 
However, a recent meta-analytic review identify-
ing five studies with school-age children com-
pared child-only cognitive behaviour therapy 
(ICBT) with CBT for children plus both parents 
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(PCBT) detecting comparable treatment gains on 
anxiety symptoms for both approaches (Carnes, 
Matthewson, & Boer, 2019), thus not supporting 
clear guidelines as to the uniform involvement of 
fathers. That said, research on older children also 
indicates that short- and long-term treatment suc-
cess for child anxiety may be specifically 
impeded by fathers’ anxiety and depressive 
symptoms, somatization, and rejection of the 
child (Crawford & Manassis, 2001; Liber et al., 
2008; Rapee, 2000) and that fathers’ own anxiety 
may recede following family treatment targeting 
their anxious child (Bögels & Siqueland, 2006). 
This is in line with recent longitudinal findings 
showing cross-lagged effects of child anxiety on 
paternal mental health (Andreas et al., 2018).

Studies on recent adaptations of CBT for pre-
school anxiety disorders (reviewed by Barrett, 
Games, Fisak, Stallard, & Phillips, 2019), though 
typically parent-focused, rarely report rates of 
father involvement or results separately for both 
parents. In one recent exception on a preliminary 
pre-post study of an 8-session parent-only CBT, 
fathers were involved in 11 of 26 cases (van der 
Sluis, van der Bruggen, Brechman-Toussaint, 
Thissen, & Bögels, 2012). While the authors 
aggregated reports from both parents on child out-
comes, they reported that mothers, but not fathers, 
perceived significant improvement in their own 
anxiety-reducing parenting behaviours (e.g. posi-
tive, reinforcement, providing reassurance). 
Similarly, in an RCT of 16-session CBT (n = 21) 
versus waitlist (n = 22) among 5- to 7-year-olds 
with separation anxiety disorder, Schneider et al. 
(2011) did not report rates of father involvement, 
but showed that mothers, fathers, and children 
alike rated separation anxiety to be reduced fol-
lowing treatment and 4-week follow-up, with 
additional improvements in distress and quality of 
life reported by both parents, alike.

 The Role of Fathers in Attachment 
and Prevention Approaches

Compared to parent training, evidence for the 
importance of father involvement in other types 
of interventions is currently limited and/or only 

of indirect clinical relevance. For example, 
within the largest meta-analysis of attachment 
interventions to date (e.g. video-feedback), the 
few intervention studies involving fathers 
yielded larger effects on parental sensitivity as 
compared to mother-only interventions 
(Bakermans- Kranenburg, van Ijzendoorn, & 
Juffer, 2003). However, this result must be 
weighed against several factors. First, this 
result was based on a comparison of effects 
between three studies (N  =  81) that included 
fathers and 78 studies (N = 7555) that did not. 
Furthermore, effects in these studies were 
apparently attributable to increases primarily in 
paternal sensitivity, which seemingly came at 
the cost of maternal sensitivity which was sub-
stantially lower in these studies. Finally, and 
perhaps most importantly, attachment interven-
tions mainly demonstrate salutary effects on 
attachment insecurity, rather than attachment 
disorganization (Bakermans- Kranenburg et al., 
2003). Indeed, recent meta- analyses suggest 
that direct effects of attachment insecurity on 
externalizing and internalizing symptoms are 
weak (though significant) and at least in the 
case of externalizing symptoms primarily 
emerge in clinical samples, mainly driven by 
attachment disorganization (Fearon, 
Bakermans-Kranenburg, Van Ijzendoorn, 
Lapsley, & Roisman, 2010; Groh, Roisman, 
van Ijzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & 
Fearon, 2012).

A particularly noteworthy group-based par-
enting couple intervention approach known as 
Supporting Father Involvement (SFI) has 
received impressive support across ample recent 
large-scale RCTs (reviewed by Cowan, Cowan, 
Pruett, & Pruett, 2018). Among others, SFI tar-
gets the psychological state of each parent indi-
vidually as well as their functioning as a couple, 
both in terms of their romantic partnership and as 
co-parents. Besides its replicated positive effects 
in preventing the emergence of behavioural 
 problems among at-risk children, the couple 
approach was specifically also able to maintain 
satisfaction in the parental partnership as com-
pared to a father-only intervention group, thus 
addressing an important risk factor for child 
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behaviour problems and paving the way to sus-
tained treatment gains.

 Critical Evaluation of the Empirical 
Research

The widely received view in this line of research 
is that evidence has accrued over the last decades 
to include fathers’ yields important benefits for 
child psychotherapy, and therefore, researchers 
and clinicians are well-advised to do so (Bögels 
& Phares, 2008; Cowan & Cowan, 2019a; Panter- 
Brick et al., 2014). While we generally adhere to 
this view, such broad summary statements always 
run the risk of glossing over important ambigui-
ties of the evidence base. Thus, empirical find-
ings remain equivocal concerning the value of 
father involvement (1) in psychotherapy  for 
young children, (2) in the maintenance of treat-
ment gains, (3) for effects on internalizing prob-
lems, and, more generally, (4) for psychotherapy 
formats besides parent training. A number of 
other criticisms of the evidence base were voiced 
over 10 years ago by Tiano and McNeil (2005) 
including the lack of statistical power, compari-
sons between maternal and paternal data, and the 
omission of parent-specific attendance rates, 
which still largely apply today. Certainly, an 
uncritical wholesale application of intervention 
approaches to fathers originally formulated with 
“mothers in mind” cannot be recommended, 
given the high level of dropout documented by 
some studies. Conversely, tailoring interventions 
to fathers’ needs and interests seems to yield 
more promising results (e.g. Chacko et al., 2018; 
Frank et al., 2015).

More important than these gaps in our view is 
the pressing need to elaborate on the theoretical 
mechanisms underlying the presumed benefits of 
father involvement in child psychotherapy and 
develop and assess interventions in accordance 
with these theoretical principles. To this end, 
Kazdin (2007) has spelt out the criteria for evalu-
ating treatment moderators, mediators, and 
mechanisms. While a mediator accounts for the 
relationship between intervention and outcomes 
and may hint at an underlying therapeutic mecha-

nism of therapeutic change, a moderator “refers 
to some characteristic that influences the direc-
tion or magnitude of the relation between inter-
vention and outcome” (Kazdin, 2007, p.  3). 
Crucially, it is often tacitly assumed that father 
involvement is a moderator of treatment success. 
“All we need to do is to get fathers on board and 
all will be well!” goes the battle cry. Thus, 
researchers and clinicians alike often seem to be 
most strongly concerned with identifying the 
right techniques to involve fathers and then use 
the same intervention approach as with mothers 
or minimal variants thereof.

However, it might be worth pointing out that 
research to date does not enable us to disentangle 
to what extent we are dealing with a moderator or 
mediator of treatment outcome in Kazdin’s 
(2007) sense. Thus, in the aforementioned stud-
ies, father involvement was never assigned ran-
domly. Either post hoc comparisons were made 
between treatments in which fathers were 
involved versus uninvolved (based on grouping 
cases together following treatment completion) 
or between completely different studies (meta- 
analyses) which can vary dramatically in terms of 
various characteristics, from recruitment proce-
dures, intervention aspects, and so on. In other 
words, successful father-involvement may char-
acterize a certain species of father (or mother, or 
family, etc.) or, conversely, may reflect a differ-
ent, more successful treatment trajectory. At this 
point, we simply do not know. However, if the 
father involvement merely is a proxy for favour-
able preconditions for intervention, this warrants 
a qualitatively different approach than just bring-
ing the father on board. Rather, clinicians and 
researchers would then be called on to develop 
alternative father interventions and/or initially 
work with families and fathers to identify and 
address the reasons for the lack of father involve-
ment in order to create the preconditions for 
treatment success.

Echoing Kazdin (2007), the field currently 
lacks theoretical rigor in defining the specific 
contribution of fathers to child development and 
child psychopathology and, in turn, using this 
knowledge as a point of departure for elaborating 
intervention techniques for fathers. By way of 
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example, paternal challenging behaviour, rough- 
and- tumble play, paternal activation relationship, 
and triadic capacity have emerged as fundamen-
tal components of child development to which 
fathers make a substantial and unique contribu-
tion (see below). For example, research has 
recently demonstrated that paternal (but not 
maternal) challenging behaviour may carry 
important protective effects for child anxiety 
(Majdandžić, de Vente, Colonnesi, & Bögels, 
2018; Majdandžić, Möller, de Vente, Bögels, & 
van den Boom, 2014). However, very few if any 
of these concepts have found their way into the 
aforementioned intervention approaches or even 
entered into the clinical researcher’s vocabulary. 
For these reasons, we now turn to the second part 
of this chapter which focuses on precisely these 
theory-driven mechanisms, thought to underlie 
the influence of fathers in child psychotherapy.

 A Three-Tiered Model for Targeting 
the Father in Child Psychotherapy
Based on developmental theory and research 
(Bögels & Phares, 2008; Paquette, 2004b) as well 
as clinical case studies (see Baradon, 2019a) 
about the partly unique role of the father in child 
development, we propose three levels at which 
fathers (often inevitably) influence child psycho-
therapy, whether they are directly involved in 
child psychotherapy or not. We believe that the 
key question is whether the clinician can keep in 
mind and make effective use of these levels or, 
conversely, whether therapy directly or indirectly 
comes under the detrimental influence of unre-
solved paternal interpersonal or internal conflicts. 
In our view, the principal ways at which fathers 
influence child development (von Klitzing, 2019) 
and, by extension, child psychotherapy can use-
fully be classified into (1) the “real father” or the 
direct effects of fathers on children via parenting, 
play, and so on; (2) the father as part of the 
mother-father-child triad which also includes the 
indirect effects of the father via the relationship 
with the mother; and (3) the child’s and the moth-
er’s internalized father representation. We will 
cover each of these levels in turn below and pro-
vide clinical examples and a brief case vignette 
illustrating how the clinician can address each 

level. At the outset, we would like to point out 
that due to the dearth of empirical research on 
how fathers promote the success of child psycho-
therapy, this section necessarily remains specula-
tive insofar as we extrapolate from the known 
effects of fathers on child development and psy-
chopathology to how therapeutic interventions 
might capitalize on these effects in the context of 
child psychotherapy.

 An Episode of Father-Child Play

To set the scene, we begin with a brief example of 
a typical father-child interaction. This observa-
tion was captured on video within a longitudinal 
study focusing on early triadic interaction 
(Klitzing & Burgin, 2005; von Klitzing, Simoni, 
Amsler, & Bürgin, 1999). At the time, the mother 
was pregnant again with her second child. In line 
with the Lausanne triadic play paradigm (Corboz- 
Warnery, Fivaz-Depeursinge, Bettens, & Favez, 
1993), the parents were instructed to play in a set 
sequence with their 18-month-old son.

First, the mother played with the boy. They 
used a toy cup and toy pitcher, and the mother 
tried to scaffold her son towards engaging in pre-
tend play. “Look, you can use the pitcher and 
pour lemonade into the cup. Then, you can drink 
lemonade. Yum, this tastes so good.” The boy 
seemed confused by these statements as there 
was no real lemonade either in the pitcher or in 
the cup. He repeatedly responded with, “Nothing, 
nothing.” He even went over to his father several 
times who was sitting close by, observing the 
scene, and said, “Nothing to drink!”, while shak-
ing his head and shrugging his shoulders to con-
vey the absence of content both verbally and 
gesturally. The mother was very patient and 
attuned, adjusting her behaviour almost perfectly 
to the needs of her son. She seemed to sense that 
the onset of pretend play would reflect promising 
developmental progress for the boy but that he 
was having difficulties to enter into this new sym-
bolic space. Again and again, she tried to explain 
to her son, “We can just pretend that there is lem-
onade in the pitcher”. Then, the parents decided 
to take turns. The mother withdrew into the pas-
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sive role of the observer and transferred the active 
role of a player to the father. Initially, the child 
seemed somewhat frustrated about the mother’s 
withdrawal but then cautiously glanced at the 
father, as if to suggest that he perceived him as an 
intruder.

The father behaved in a completely different 
way. First, he built a tower with toy bricks and 
appeared unresponsive to the boy’s emotional 
state. The father simply did not seem to care 
much about either the previous play or the boy’s 
problems with pretend play, instead of following 
his own agenda. In turn, the boy was not really 
interested in his father’s play. Instead, he offered 
the cup to the father, hoping that the father could 
pour some real lemonade into it. Responding to 
this offer, the father now took the cup, and lifting 
it to his mouth, he shouted, “tut, tut, tut”, as if the 
cup were a microphone. Surprisingly, his son 
immediately moved into a state of excitement and 
joy, exclaiming, “More! More! More!” An epi-
sode of joyful cooperative play ensued, involving 
singing and shouting and using the toy cup as a 
pretend microphone.

In this episode, the father’s unresponsiveness 
to the boy’s insecure emotional state thus served 
as a “door opener” to a universe of symbolic play 
between father and son. But how exactly did the 
father achieve this? At the risk of overgeneraliz-
ing from a single episode as well as overstating 
the difference between mothers and fathers, we 
contend that such father-child play interactions 
markedly contrast with typical mother-child 
interactions (see Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist, & 
Target, 2002). Drawing on some of the theories 
outlined below, the interaction could be described 
as follows (see Fig.  37.1): In the first step, an 
internal mental state coupled with an expectancy 
is expressed by the child, as he hands the father 
the cup. The father picks up on this internal state 
and the related expectancy, but rather than 
directly responding and complying with the 
child’s expectancy, he decouples himself from it, 
pursues his own agenda, and creates challenging 
alternatives in his mind. In opting for the cup as a 
microphone, he violates the child’s expectancy, 
switching to an even higher level of “decontextu-
alized” symbolic play where the play object (ref-

erent) and what it symbolizes show little or no 
outward resemblance (see Smith, 2010). Thus, he 
playfully and somewhat intrusively gives the 
child a gentle push to yet a higher developmental 
level and surprises the child with an entirely dif-
ferent intentionally mismatched bid. In this style 
of interaction, fathers thus convey a “yes, you 
can” message which simultaneously poses a stark 
contrast between internal states of self and other, 
in terms of “what‘s mine” and “what‘s yours”, 
challenging the child to adapt to or compete with 
the father’s bid.

 The Real Father

As suggested by the observation above, much 
developmental theory and research now indicate 
that fathers impact child development for better 
and for worse by virtue of direct interactions with 
their children. In what follows, we will provide 
insight into those roles and how they might go 
awry, presenting potential targets for parent work 
in child psychotherapy. We will draw on two case 
vignettes to illustrate how interventions can har-
ness this father role to bring about change at the 
level of the child.

 Theory and Evidence for the Real 
Father

Early on, Lamb (1975) portrayed fathers as con-
necting children to the outside world. Others 
broadened this paternal function to engaging 
children in exciting activities and play, much like 
in the example above, sometimes even scaffold-
ing children “to hear and do some things mothers 
would avoid as dangerous” (Murphy, 1997, p. 9). 
In what is now considered a watershed paper, 
Paquette (2004b) casts fathers in the role of “pri-
mary playmates”, relating to the child in the 
“activation relationship”, in contrast to the mater-
nal role of the “primary caregiver” relating to the 
child within the “attachment relationship”. As 
opposed to the attachment-related maternal pro-
vision of comfort under duress, the activative role 
of the father “satisfies the child’s need to be stim-
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Fig. 37.1 Mental processes underlying father-child interaction during activation play

ulated, to overcome limits and to learn to take 
chances in contexts in which the child is confi-
dent of being protected from potential dangers” 
(Paquette, 2004b, p.  202). Akin to the observa-
tion described above, the activation relationship 
often involves mild to moderate levels of disrup-
tion and intrusiveness. As part and parcel of this 
activative function, when confronted with poten-
tial dangers, as is often the case in rough and 
tumble play (RTP), the child is also exposed to a 
more directive, rule-bound style of interaction in 
which obedience to parental authority is required 
to ensure safety. Accordingly, RTP typically 
involves subordinate and dominant roles while 
preserving the affectional bond and affording the 
child a practice ground to regulate aggression and 
learn to decode others’ affective states in an emo-
tionally charged situation (Paquette, 2004b).

In a similar vein, but building on attachment 
theory, scholars have proposed that the caregiver 
function of safe haven to which children return in 
times of distress typifies mothers, whereas the 
caregiver function of a secure base from which 
children explore in times of safety typifies fathers 
(Cowan & Cowan, 2019b; Grossmann et  al., 
2002; Kerns, Mathews, Koehn, Williams, & 
Siener-Ciesla, 2015). However, unlike Paquette’s 
view (2004b) which conceives of fathers as acti-
vators, the attachment perspective appears to sug-
gest that fathers are primarily passive supporters 
of autonomy in the context of safety, avoiding 
disruptiveness and primarily posing sensitive and 

non-intrusive challenges to the child (e.g. 
Grossmann et al., 2002). Conversely, not unlike 
the observation reported above, others stress pre-
cisely this mistimed, disruptive, directive, com-
petitive, and moderately intrusive nature of 
father-child interaction, occurring, of course, 
against the backdrop of a positive, supportive, 
and encouraging relationship (Volling & Cabrera, 
2019). In turn, the latter may promote the child’s 
perception of the father as a separate entity with a 
mind of his own (as in the example above), even-
tually imbuing children with a greater sense of 
autonomy and self-efficacy.

Various overlapping facets of the father- 
typical activative function emerge across recent 
research. In early development, for example, 
father-infant face-to-face interactions with high 
levels of synchrony were characterized by sud-
den, highly intense bouts of positive arousal, thus 
contrasting with the well-calibrated medium to 
low levels of arousal and gradually emerging 
positive effect in synchronous mother-infant 
interactions (Feldman, 2003). Across later devel-
opment scholars have operationalized the activa-
tive function in terms of encouragement of 
risk-taking (Paquette & Bigras, 2010), 
 sensitive- challenging behaviour (Grossmann 
et al., 2002), dominance and quality of rough and 
tumble play (Flanders et  al., 2010; Fletcher, 
StGeorge, & Freeman, 2013), and challenging 
parenting behaviour (Majdandžić, de Vente, & 
Bögels, 2016). These parenting behaviours have 
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proven quite stable across the first years 
(Majdandžić et al., 2016) and appear distinguish-
able from infant attachment security (Paquette & 
Bigras, 2010; Volling, Stevenson, Safyer, 
Gonzalez, & Lee, 2019), though interesting links 
to infant attachment disorganization (high risk 
for overactivated, reckless infants; Paquette & 
Bigras, 2010) and narrative attachment measures 
in middle childhood and adolescence have arisen 
(Grossmann et al., 2002). Moreover, as suggested 
by the latter findings, suboptimal levels of activa-
tive parenting of fathers are linked to psychoso-
cial maladjustment, including less externalizing 
and internalizing problems (Bögels & van 
Melick, 2004; Flanders, Leo, Paquette, Pihl, & 
Séguin, 2009; Majdandžić et  al., 2014; 
Majdandžić et al., 2018).

Much debate revolves around the question 
whether these activative patterns truly typify 
fathers as opposed to mothers and, even if they 
do, how much importance to accord to them. This 
issue is particularly pressing if we choose to fore-
ground this function in our intervention efforts. 
Notably, some researchers claim that “differ-
ences between mothers and fathers seem much 
less important than similarities” (Lamb, 2010, 
p. 10). Thus, regardless of whether expressed by 
mothers or fathers, parental dimensions, such as 
warmth, closeness, comfort, and acceptance, 
exert positive effects, while controlling behav-
iour and negative affect expression exert negative 
effects on child psychosocial adjustment and 
achievement (Lamb, 2010; Volling & Cabrera, 
2019). More closely related to the postulated 
activative function, fathers only engage in more 
play with children on a relative scale, but because 
mothers, on average, spend more time with chil-
dren, they actually engage in more play in abso-
lute terms, thus partly debunking the claim of the 
father as the primary playmate (Pleck, 2010). 
Going a step further, a number of researchers 
have taken issue with Paquette’s (2004b) claims, 
arguing that mothers and fathers even share most 
qualitative aspects of play in common (e.g. 
amount of affection, type of play) (Roggman, 
2004). Pleck (2010) – based, among others, on a 
meta-analysis of parental gender differences in 
language use reporting small effect sizes through-

out (e.g. mothers use more supportive but less 
directive and informative speech than fathers; 
Leaper, Anderson, & Sanders, 1998)  – thus 
claims that gender differences in parenting have 
been exaggerated and fathers do not account for 
unique variance (in the sense of the variance that 
is nonsubstitutable by others) in child outcomes.

While we acknowledge that the difference 
between mothers and fathers may be better char-
acterized as one of degree rather than of kind, we 
believe there are good reasons not to downplay 
this difference. As statisticians remind us, even 
small effects can amount to important differences 
over time and account for much variance if they 
derive from stable traits (Abelson, 1985). 
Moreover, it is noteworthy that none of the recent 
large-scale meta-analyses showing highly robust 
small-to-moderate effects of infant attachment 
patterns on social competence, internalizing, or 
externalizing behaviours, detected a significant 
effect of father-infant attachment patterns on 
these outcomes (Fearon et al., 2010; Groh et al., 
2012; Groh et  al., 2014), even though paternal 
sensitivity robustly predicts father-infant attach-
ment security (Lucassen et  al., 2011). In other 
words, the undeniable effects of fathers on child 
development do not seem to solely or even pri-
marily occur via a common route mediating 
many effects of mothers on child development. 
For treatment, this implies that clinicians might 
be well-advised to, at least, also focus interven-
tion efforts with fathers at other levels.

While the activation-attachment dichotomy in 
some regards might offer a crucial point of depar-
ture, we agree with its critics that it is important 
to resist the temptation to caricature fathers (and 
mothers) in only these terms, a risk that was 
indeed immediately acknowledged by Paquette 
(2004a) himself. Furthermore, recent research 
testifies to the considerable overlap in the activa-
tive function of fathers and mothers. For exam-
ple, during a teaching task both mothers and 
fathers were observed to engage in so-called 
“activation parenting” not only involving cogni-
tive stimulation, sensitivity, and positive affect 
but also coupled with moderate intrusiveness 
(Volling et al., 2019). Nevertheless, the activative 
function appears to be slightly more characteris-
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tic of father-child than mother-child interactions 
(Feldman, 2003; Kerns et al., 2015; Volling et al., 
2019), though some results are more equivocal 
(Majdandžić et  al., 2016; Paquette & Bigras, 
2010). Yet, even if activation occurs at similar 
rates in mothers and fathers, the intensity of these 
behaviours in fathers, both in terms of intrusive-
ness and positive affect, seems to exceed that of 
mothers and gives rise to more positive affect 
expression of their children (Karberg, Cabrera, 
Malin, & Kuhns, 2019).

Finally, it is crucial not to ignore the possibil-
ity that mothers may adopt the activative func-
tion, potentially in an effort to buffer against or 
compensate for a limited activative function or an 
absent father (Majdandžić et al., 2018). Here, it is 
particularly noteworthy that first hints have 
emerged that the consequences of activative par-
enting may differ somewhat when originating 
from mothers as opposed to fathers. For example, 
when fathers promote autonomy, this appears to 
protect their child against anxiety, but when 
mothers do so, this is merely indicative of lower 
maternal anxiety (Bögels & van Melick, 2004). 
Indeed, more recent work has repeatedly sup-
ported the specific protective function of parental 
challenging behaviour when it originates from 
fathers, but not from mothers (Majdandžić et al., 
2014), though some compensation between par-
ents may be possible (Majdandžić et al., 2018).

 Intervening at the Level of the Real 
Father

The research reviewed above, we contend, war-
rants an interventional focus on the activation 
relationship during father-related work in child 
psychotherapy. While this should not occur to the 
exclusion of other parenting functions that fathers 
share in common with mothers, a plethora of 
effective interventions already exist to success-
fully address these shared parenting functions 
(partly reviewed above). Therefore, when it 
comes to these shared functions, the most impor-
tant task for the clinician may indeed be to bring 
the father on board, so that he can also benefit 
from the intervention. Conversely, in the case of 

the father-child activation relationship interven-
tions may need to “beat a new path” altogether.

To begin with, we feel that the two words of 
warning are in order. First, recent work has linked 
paternal risk encouragement to higher rates of 
physical injury in children (StGeorge, Fletcher, 
Freeman, Paquette, & Dumont, 2015). Therefore, 
simply encouraging fathers to take up activative 
behaviour without attending to the cognitive and 
emotional states underlying their inhibition to 
express this behaviour may entail considerable 
risks. Indeed, such an approach would ignore the 
complex psychological negotiation process with 
the child that respects their developmental bound-
aries and allows fathers to pitch the level of intru-
sion and challenge at the “right” level, i.e. not too 
low to make it boring, but not too high to make it 
overwhelming, as illustrated by Baradon’s 
(2019b) and Perez’s (2019) case vignettes out-
lined below.

Second, clinicians should carefully weigh the 
advantages against the potential risks of bringing 
the father on board (Jones, 2019). Thus, if it has 
been confirmed that the father subjected the 
mother or the child to physical or sexual abuse, 
these may be warning signs that involvement of 
the father may not be desirable or possible. That 
said, reports of what the father has or has not 
done can be contradictory, and the risk is to all 
too readily give up on the often arduous task of 
involving the father and fully rely on what is 
sometimes a highly skewed view of the father 
through the mother’s eyes. Undertaking a con-
certed effort to meet the father in person jointly 
with the mother or separately can thus pay divi-
dends, also in terms of informing ensuing inter-
vention efforts (Salomonsson, Baradon, & von 
Klitzing, 2019).

With these caveats in mind, we discuss two 
brief vignettes as examples of how to intervene at 
the level of the real father in parent-child psycho-
therapy. A crucial “port of entry” may be 
 addressing the father’s own caregiving history to 
make links on the intergenerational effects these 
might be having on his parenting, akin to inter-
vention approaches targeting parental “ghosts in 
the nursery” (Lieberman, Ghosh Ippen, & Van 
Horn, 2015) which Barrows (2004) elegantly 
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extended to fathers. To this end, Joyce (2019) 
describes a father included in parent-infant ther-
apy that was originally premised on tackling the 
mother’s postnatal depression and treating their 
6-month- old fussy son who would not stop cry-
ing. Early on in treatment, it emerged, however, 
that the mother felt the father to lack parenting 
competence and that “the early death of his father 
meant ... that he had no sense of how to be a 
father [himself]” (Joyce, 2019, p. 31). Rated as 
dismissing on the Adult Attachment Interview, 
the father shrugged off the loss of both of his 
father at age 5 and his mother at age 11, believing 
that he was too young for it to bear any signifi-
cance, instead of emphasizing how important it is 
to “pull up your socks, get on with life, and be 
happy [and not to] dwell on things so much” 
(Joyce, 2019, p. 30). It is telling that the parents 
reported adhering to Gina Ford’s parenting book 
on early child- care, so that the therapist was con-
fronted with “rule-bound parents creating a rule-
bound baby” (Joyce, 2019, p. 33).

However, after scheduling individual sessions 
with the father, he was able to discuss the pain 
related to the losses in his childhood. With the 
help of the therapist, the father eventually came 
to realize that his son was being coerced into 
pseudo-autonomy, “pushing him to keep achiev-
ing, driving forward, not relaxing” (Joyce, 2019, 
p. 36), much like the precocity or pseudo- maturity 
the father had acquired himself as a child in 
response to the loss of his own father. Towards 
the end of treatment, the mother asserted that 
their son was responsive to when the father did 
not return from work at the usual time. In turn, 
the father made the analogy that “if a six-month- 
old could register and show his feelings about his 
dad’s presence and absence, then in all likelihood 
a five- or six-year-old would certainly have 
noticed when his dad died and was absent for-
ever” (Joyce, 2019, p. 36).

Whether or not this intervention enabled the 
father to more optimally express an activative 
parenting function is difficult to know without 
any observations before and after therapy. 
However, in light of the documented links 
between paternal attachment insecurity and some 
aspects of the activation function (Feldman, 

2003), this certainly seems possible. What seems 
like a safer guess is that the intervention might 
well have helped the parental couple to relax the 
constraints of their “rule-bound life” which may 
have kept the activative function – with its cre-
ative and somewhat rule-breaking elements – at 
bay. At any rate, by the end of treatment, the 
father was clearly more attuned to the needs of 
his son, presumably owing in part to working 
through his own childhood losses and giving 
them meaning in the father-infant relationship. If 
not directly stimulating the father-child activa-
tion relationship, this intervention appears to 
have created favourable preconditions for its 
emergence.

In a second relevant vignette, Baradon (2019b) 
reports on parent-infant psychotherapy with a 
father with a history of abuse and facing a pre-
carious situation as a destitute illegal immigrant 
who had passively withdrawn from the relation-
ship to his 8-month-old daughter. During one of 
the joint mother-father-infant sessions, the thera-
pist encouraged the father to respond to the 
daughter who was showing signs of distress. 
Drawing his daughter’s attention to a toy train, he 
proceeded to gradually roll it towards her. The 
therapist commented on what his daughter might 
be thinking (Was it driving too fast? Where was it 
headed?), thus alerting him to his daughter’s 
internal states, upon which he “started monitor-
ing [his daughter’s] responses and moving the 
train accordingly” (Baradon, 2019b, p. 88). After 
she had calmed down and was relaxing on dad’s 
lap, the therapist interpreted the father’s choice of 
the train as a toy: Perhaps, this was “symbolic of 
his arrival in the United Kingdom with no one to 
help him make safe connections to his new coun-
try, and his wish to provide a safe emotional envi-
ronment to his daughter” (Baradon, 2019b, 
p.  88), which seemed to touch the father very 
deeply.

In both vignettes, the therapists leveraged the 
fathers’ respective biographies to target their 
inhibited parenting function (see Barrows, 2004). 
As pointed out in the discussion of these cases 
(Salomonsson, Baradon, & von Klitzing, 2019), 
in openly addressing these issues the therapist 
presumably conveyed an empathic attitude 
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towards the paternal difficulties, thus also serving 
to mitigate the negative transference that can 
readily develop towards a therapist who may be 
perceived as yet another “know-it-all mind- 
reader” with no inkling of the father’s plight. 
Moreover, Baradon (2019b) gives us insight into 
the work that can be conducted in father-child 
play interactions scaffolding the father to attend 
closely to the child’s signals during play. As 
acknowledged many times above, proponents of 
the father-child activation relationship stress that 
activation must occur in the context of an attuned 
father-child bond.

 Father in the Parent-Child Triad

Given that the field of early child development is 
steeped in a “bastion of dyadic, mother-infant 
relationship models and interventions” (McHale, 
2007, p. 372), it may seem audacious to stress the 
importance of pitching father-related interven-
tions at the level of the parent-child triad. 
However, as will become abundantly clear below, 
we believe that neglecting this level may funda-
mentally put intervention efforts in many fami-
lies at risk. As in the previous section, we first 
begin with a short clinical vignette to illustrate 
what it is we mean by the father in the parent- 
child triad.

Seven-year-old Melanie was enrolled in psy-
choanalytic focal psychotherapy in the context of 
one of our clinical trials on depression and anxi-
ety in preschool- and young school-age children 
(Göttken & von Klitzing, 2014; Göttken, White, 
Klein, & von Klitzing, 2014). She suffered from 
eating problems, depressive mood, suicidal ide-
ation, anxiety, and sleeping problems. The paren-
tal partnership was highly conflictual. Whereas 
Melanie’s mother was very concerned about her 
symptoms, her father who was exceedingly 
absorbed by his newly established business 
downplayed the girls suffering. The initial parent 
interview  – usually conducted with both par-
ents – was attended by the mother on her own. 
The female therapist formulated the focus of 
short-term therapy after the first two sessions 

with the child: “Melanie has problems in regulat-
ing her aggression. She worries that her mother 
cannot tolerate her aggressive feelings, and she 
fears that her father cannot help as he shows no 
interest in her. Therefore, she turns her aggres-
sion inwards onto herself and becomes depressed 
and suicidal.” A central technique of focal ther-
apy consists of zeroing in on and repeatedly ver-
balizing this focus in a child-and-parent 
appropriate way during suitable moments (e.g. 
during child-play). Furthermore, the therapist 
insisted that the father should attend the regu-
larly scheduled parent sessions which are part of 
the child therapy. Finally, the father somewhat 
reluctantly consented to this. From now on, he 
not only attended the parent sessions but also, 
surprisingly, brought Melanie to the child ses-
sions each time. In so doing, he created a space 
for some time and activity together with his 
daughter, something Melanie apparently 
relished.

In the 12th child session, Melanie drew her 
family as animals. She drew her mother as a fox 
and herself as a mooncalf. After some hesita-
tion, she drew her father as an elephant, but 
from behind so that one could only see his bot-
tom. The ensuing dialogue between her and the 
therapist revolved around the girl’s aggressive 
feelings when being together with her family. 
The therapist interpreted that Melanie was try-
ing her best to stymy her aggression so as to 
protect her mother, also in drawing the elephant 
facing away. Then, the therapeutic conversation 
fell upon the conflicts that apparently were part 
of her parents’ marital relationship. Melanie 
asked herself whether Mom still loves Dad and 
Dad still loves Mom. On the one hand, the 
thought that feelings of love and attraction 
between her parents still existed raised some 
concerns of being excluded in her. On the other 
hand, she felt relief that she was not solely 
responsible for her mother’s happiness. At the 
end of this session, she altered the drawing of 
her father by adding a nose, eyes, and a mouth 
on the elephant so that the elephant was now 
visible from the front. The therapist understood 
this as an indication that the father was more 
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involved in her life, that it was now possible to 
see that he was male, not an undefined creature, 
and that he might as such be of interest or even 
attractive for her mother (and also for herself). 
Apparently, this provided some consolation to 
the troubled girl.

In psychotherapy with children, we typically 
encounter mothers as our primary “port of entry” 
for parent work. They provide an important 
ingredient for the therapeutic process, while 
fathers often “blend into the woodwork” or even 
completely drop out. The case of Melanie shows 
how important it is to fight for the engagement of 
fathers. Not only that the father could help in 
practical things (like bringing the child to ther-
apy), but the participation of fathers can also have 
meanings for the internal world of the child in 
treatment. Thus, through encouraging autonomy 
in challenging situations, the father representa-
tion can help manage problematic feelings, such 
as aggression, in a well-regulated way. In 
Melanie’s case, aggression is understandable, for 
example, in light of constantly squabbling par-
ents, a disappointingly absent father or an over-
protective and overly anxious mother. In picking 
up on this, her therapist not only conveys that 
aggression is tolerable and “survivable” (i.e. does 
not necessarily result in further rejection or retal-
iation; Winnicott, 1971), but carries meaning 
which, if verbalized, rather than being turned 
inwards, can generate positive outcomes, such as 
more father involvement (see next section on the 
internalized father).

As the father emerged onto the scene and the 
father and daughter began to show greater inter-
est in each other, the concept of the “father being 
with the mother” inevitably gained prominence. 
While the emergence of this concept reflects a 
necessary developmental step which can cause 
anxieties of exclusion in its own right, it can also 
alleviate feelings of responsibility for her moth-
er’s well-being and guilt harboured towards the 
mother or father due to wishes for an exclusive 
relationship with either party  – feelings which 
required working through in the case of Melanie. 
These processes lie at the heart of what we mean 
by the family as a triad.

 Theory and Evidence on the Role 
of the Father in the Triad

As can be gleaned from the case of Melanie, the 
triadic focus involves attending to patterns of 
exclusion, disengagement, interference, or under-
mining of any one member of the parent-child 
triad. A number of methods have been devised to 
tap into these capacities from infancy onwards 
(see McHale, 2007). Notably, the Lausanne 
Triadic Play (LTP; Corboz-Warnery et al., 1993) 
task, already referred to above, uses a standard-
ized series of free play situations involving so- 
called “two-plus-ones”, where each member of 
the triad alternately assumes a passive role, while 
the other two are interacting followed by a “three- 
together”, where all members are active and need 
to jointly coordinate their play. Much work using 
the LTP has focused on young infants’ capacity 
for “coordination”, as indexed, for example, by 
rapid back-and-forth gaze shifts between both 
parents and affective signals directed at both par-
ents simultaneously (“triangular bids”). These 
and similar capacities of infants have proven sta-
ble across time and interaction contexts, are pre-
dicted by marital distress, and protect against 
ample domains of later psychosocial maladjust-
ment of the child (see McHale, 2007 and von 
Klitzing, 2019 for reviews).

Here, we lay our focus on the paternal contri-
bution to this matrix, in the form of the parental 
triadic competence, which refers to the ability of 
mothers and fathers to contemplate family rela-
tionships “without excluding themselves or their 
partners from the relationship to the infant” (von 
Klitzing, Simoni, & Bürgin, 1999, p.  76). 
Operationalizing this capacity in a prenatal inter-
view with both parents, von Klitzing and col-
leagues (von Klitzing, Simoni, & Bürgin, 1999) 
found that parental triadic competence predicted 
postnatal triadic capacities in the LTP at age 4 
months as well as in a triadic stressful separation- 
reunion procedure modelled on the Strange 
Situation (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 
1978) at 1 year. Crucial for the present purposes, 
in a follow-up analysis, von Klitzing, Simoni, 
Amsler, and Bürgin (1999) could trace the effect 
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on the LTP primarily to the prenatal paternal as 
opposed to the maternal triadic competence.

These findings raise questions similar to the 
ones encountered at the level of the real father, 
i.e. whether the father is merely an interchange-
able part of the triad or has a distinct role in the 
family triad. In short, some theorists primarily 
view the father as a third that is external to the 
mother-infant bond (Target & Fonagy, 2002). As 
such, the father acts as a vehicle to prevent the 
child from directly incorporating the mother rep-
resentation in the sense of a false or alien self, 
instead of helping to “represent the relationship 
[to the mother] as a relationship” (Target & 
Fonagy, 2002, p. 60), thereby expediting mental-
izing capacities. Intriguingly, some empirical 
work indeed demonstrates that triadic function-
ing of the family predicts later theory of mind of 
the child (Favez et al., 2012). From this view, the 
father as the third helps turn the mother in the 
child’s mind into a thinking entity with goals and 
desires of her own that lead her outside the rela-
tionship to the child (Fonagy & Target, 1995). 
Notably, Target and Fonagy et al. (2002) consider 
mothers to perform a parallel function for the 
father-child relationship, thus suggesting that the 
essence of the father’s role as a third is basically 
interchangeable.

This contrasts markedly with views that are in 
keeping with the attachment-activation dichot-
omy, whereby the mother’s role typically involves 
“state-matching” and “homeostatic attunement,” 
while the father’s role involves “state-changing” 
and “disruptive attunement” (Herzog, 
1991/1998). Although these functions can some-
times be observed simultaneously or rapid suc-
cession in a single parent – somewhat analogous 
to the notion of contingent marked mirroring of 
caregivers (Fonagy et  al., 2002)  – Herzog 
(1991/1998) contends that this is not the norm. 
Rather, he postulated a “division of labour” 
whereby disruptive attunement (primarily ema-
nating from the father) is advantageous only inas-
much as it occurs in the context of ongoing 
homeostatic attunement (primarily emanating 
from the mother). Moreover, disruptive attun-

ement often occurs in the context of play, whereas 
homeostatic attunement may be most vital in 
times of distress. This model therefore casts the 
father in a distinct role within the triad.

Primarily, the distinctiveness of the father’s 
role in the triad derives from the function of sep-
arating the child from the mother which may 
also be secondary to his activation function 
(Paquette, 2004b). Accordingly, some theorists 
have posited that the symbiotic origin of the 
mother-child relationship may place the father in 
a better position to facilitate such separation 
(Mahler & Gosliner, 1955), partly also by sus-
taining an exclusive relationship with the mother 
that sets clear generational boundaries and cre-
ates symbolic distance between the mother and 
the child (see von Klitzing, 2019). Yet, poten-
tially a key task for the father is to initially accept 
the central place of the nurturing mother-infant 
relationship (Bevington, 2019) and serve “as a 
repository for the infant’s experience of the 
‘bad’, depriving mother” (Davids, 2002, p. 85). 
With increasing maturity, the need for such split-
ting is thought to diminish (Kernberg, Weiner, & 
Bardenstein, 2000), enabling the infant to 
become aware of the real qualities of both par-
ents and develop a more differentiated relation-
ship to both mother and father. Drawing on 
Herzog (1991/1998), this maturational process 
may, however, crucially depend on the actual 
presence of the father who continually survives 
the infant’s projections as long as the representa-
tional capacities have not yet been fully 
consolidated.

In sum, the evidence to date robustly supports 
the importance of that parent-child triad for well- 
adjusted child development. Yet, at present, 
research does not warrant conclusive inferences 
on the interchangeable or unique contribution of 
the father to the triad and the developing triadic 
competence of the infant. Preliminary evidence, 
however, dovetails with a somewhat unique role, 
which may involve a separating function that 
scaffolds the child’s nascent triadic competence 
(Herzog, 1991/1998; von Klitzing, Simoni, 
Amsler, & Bürgin, 1999).
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 Intervening at the Triadic Level

To illustrate the power of intervening at the level 
of the triad, we offer another example from 
parent- infant psychotherapy where all partners of 
the triad are present. Perez (2019) reports on a 
family where the mother was diagnosed with bor-
derline personality disorder and is described as a 
gatekeeper, derogating and curtailing all interac-
tions between her 2½-month-old son and his 
father, who has become increasingly withdrawn, 
mirroring the busy father he had experienced in 
his own childhood. A few months into treatment, 
an episode is described where the father calls the 
therapist to confess that their son had to be taken 
to the emergency unit, because he fell off the sofa 
and hurt his head. While the doctor reassured the 
father and the mother that their son was healthy, 
the father divulges his excessive feelings of guilt 
to the therapist, fearing that he might have caused 
their son lasting damage through his incompetent 
care. In the following session, all his anxieties 
about the role as the father come to the fore as he 
reports being at a loss about how to play with his 
son, especially as the mother was reproaching 
him for playing in a too lively and energetic man-
ner. Perez (2019) speculates that for the mother 
seeing her child engaged in this type of play may 
have posed too great a threat because it conveyed 
a sense of separateness from her son and exclu-
sion from the father-child bond.

The “port of entry” selected by Perez was to 
awaken the father’s concern for the infant who 
was increasingly entering into an “autistic-like 
state”. Thus, during a session where the mother 
was absorbed in her own anxieties and low mood 
while their son was looking out of the window 
with “a dazed, absent look on his face”, Perez 
(2019) “wondered out loud whether [their son] 
felt that it was all too much and was trying to 
escape, if only with his eyes and his mind” 
(p. 47). Repeated situations where Perez voiced 
such concerns when the child was at the risk of 
being forgotten slowly set in motion a willing-
ness of the father to overcome his fears and 
become more involved, even at the expense of 
now being the primary target of the mother’s 
retaliatory impulses. At the end of the case report, 

the father, full of pride, recounts an episode 
where he successfully saved his son from an 
injury during play, also seeking recognition of 
this from Perez.

This case brings to the fore many of the themes 
encountered in the previous sections and illus-
trates the inherent interrelatedness of the various 
levels. Thus, although Perez’s intervention tar-
geted the triad, it served to simultaneously 
address the conflicted activative function of the 
father. Here, the father has at least temporary 
access to the activative function, even though it is 
continually reined in by a gatekeeping mother 
who devalues his livelihood. Accordingly, the 
therapist did not opt for individual sessions with 
the father, but, rather, drew on a joint parent-child 
setting as a means to intervene on behalf of the 
child in order to give the father a “gentle push” 
(almost modelling the activation function her-
self). The therapist in recognizing the need for 
the father and in harnessing the concern for his 
child against his passive withdrawal addresses 
the internal conflict of the father, also allowing 
him to brace the ensuing conflict and stand up to 
his domineering wife. In turn, the father after 
thus gaining confidence in his role also success-
fully embraces a protective role that might have 
previously been distorted by his internal conflict 
between taking initiative with his son and fearing 
the rupture this might cause with his wife.

 The Represented Father

In this brief final section, we turn from the direct 
influence of the actual father, per se, to the repre-
sentation of the father and the parental relation-
ship in the minds of the mother and the child. At 
the theoretical and empirical levels, this section 
primarily involves a shift of emphasis to the sub-
jective level of the mother and the child which 
includes the cognitive-affective mechanisms 
whereby the real and the triadic levels of father-
ing influence child development. At the clinical 
level, this shift of emphasis entails a range of 
child- and parent-focused interventions, often 
informed by the transference relationship to the 
therapist. This was already hinted at in the 
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 aforementioned case of Melanie: the father’s lack 
of interest not only in Melanie but also in therapy 
(after all, he did not attend the initial interview), 
thus implicitly conveyed to the therapist the same 
derogating message that Melanie was exposed to 
day by day, whereby feelings of disappointment 
and anger may be unimportant and unacceptable 
and, if expressed, may lead to yet more rejection. 
The therapist, by not succumbing to this logic, 
but instead tackling the lack of father involve-
ment head-on, may well have offered a corrective 
experience to everyone, including Melanie. 
Analogously, some theorists propose that the 
father is critical for scaffolding development of 
capacities of healthy regulation and expression of 
aggression, for example, in RTP (Paquette, 
2004b).

 Theory and Evidence 
for the Represented Father

As noted by theorists of various stripes, represen-
tations of caregivers do not simply replicate real-
ity, but, rather, encompass the individual’s 
subjective construal and elaboration of the his-
tory of past interactions, how they might unfold 
in the future, and the product of emotion regula-
tion processes (Bretherton, 2005; Clyman, 2003; 
Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985; Sandler & 
Rosenblatt, 1962; Stern, 1985). The representa-
tion of the caregiver becomes a part of the indi-
vidual that guides new interactions and 
relationships, a part which is present even in the 
caregiver’s absence and is thought to account for 
continuity across time and context. Though 
behavioural and physiological evidence for the 
existence of such representations has accrued 
from infancy onwards (Johnson, Dweck, & Chen, 
2007; White, Wu, Borelli, Mayes, & Crowley, 
2013), as a rule, this work has not focused on the 
specific contributions of fathers.

In a notable exception, Verschueren and 
Marcoen (1999) adapted a widely used story- 
stem technique with 4- to 6-year-olds, such that 
children separately completed stories focused on 
the mother and the father. Interestingly, chil-

dren’s portrayals of a positive and open father- 
child interaction better accounted for the child’s 
anxious/withdrawn behaviour than analogous 
mother-child portrayals. By contrast, the latter 
better accounted for the child’s positiveness of 
self than analogous father-child portrayals. 
Using a similar story-stem technique, Page and 
Bretherton (2003) found that positive father rep-
resentations predicted better teacher-rated 
socialization, but only for boys, with girls sur-
prisingly showing a reverse pattern. Potentially, 
the activative paternal function may indirectly 
exert its protective influence on anxiety and 
social behaviour (for boys) via such internal 
father representations of the child. However, this 
research has applied the same attachment-related 
criteria to the coding of both mothers and father 
representations, without factoring in their puta-
tively distinct qualities.

Kerns et  al. (2015) have recently begun to 
tease out the distinctiveness of mother and father 
representations using the Friends and Family 
Interview (N = 107), among older children and 
adolescents (10–14 years). While mothers more 
strongly performed a safe-haven function than 
fathers, fathers more strongly performed a 
secure-base function than mothers. Moreover, 
both the secure base and the safe haven were cor-
relates of academic and peer competence, indi-
cating their predictive value beyond the 
parent-child matrix and thus validating that the 
researchers were indeed tapping into the repre-
sentational level.

While intriguing, it remains unclear whether 
similarly distinct mother and father functions 
also operate among younger children. 
Furthermore, whether or not the safe haven and 
secure base functions independently predicted 
social or academic competence was not assessed 
in this study. In following up this research, it 
may help to bear in mind that social competen-
cies promoted by the father-child activation rela-
tionship may primarily involve self-efficacy and 
learning to stand up for yourself (Paquette, 
2004b). Crucially, this type of self-oriented 
social competence is both empirically theoreti-
cally distinct from “other-oriented” social com-
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petence involving cooperation and collaboration 
towards a common goal (Perren, Forrester-
Knauss, & Alsaker, 2012; Rose-Krasnor & 
Denham, 2009).

Besides the effect of the father in the child’s 
mind, theories have also speculated on the 
importance of the “father in the mother’s mind”. 
This not only enables children to engage with the 
actual father but also helps them endow the 
mother with a mind and relationships of her own, 
facilitating self-other differentiation processes 
(see von Klitzing, 2019). To this end, Winnicott’s 
(1975) famous phrase “There is no such thing as 
a baby” (p. 99) was elegantly expanded by Green 
(2004) to “there is no such thing as a mother- 
infant relationship” (p.  101) in order to under-
score the importance of the mother’s internalized 
father. However, very little direct evidence exists 
to date to corroborate these theoretical positions. 
Perhaps, most relevant in this regard is the find-
ing that higher prenatal maternal triadic compe-
tence predicts better quality of the postnatal 
father-child dyadic interactions (von Klitzing, 
Simoni, Amsler, & Bürgin, 1999). In other 
words, a stronger father-child bond appears to 
hinge on the capacity of the mother to contem-
plate this bond as a salient entity before birth. In 
other words, maternal triadic competence may 
inversely relate to maternal gatekeeping, in line 
with the idea that mothers may facilitate or limit 
the father’s access to the infant (Winnicott, 
1964).

In a similar vein, scholars draw attention to 
the child’s growing awareness of the couple rela-
tionship between mother and father. Within a 
small-scale observational research study, Herzog 
(1991/1998) reports on several play interviews 
where children from about age 2 showed a sense 
of the parental couple together, portraying them 
as fighting and making up with the help of the 
child. Analogous patterns have also emerged 
from more systematic research, showing that 4- 
to 7-year-old offspring of divorced parents some-
times portray wished-for reunions in their play 
(Bretherton & Page, 2004). From these data, we 
can surmise that young children represent not 
only the father but also his relationship to the 
mother.

 Intervening at the Level of the Father 
Representation

Though evidence for the relevance of representa-
tions of the father is still somewhat preliminary, 
the effects may well be ubiquitous in the sense of 
providing an important mechanism whereby the 
real father and the father as part of the triad exert 
influence on child development. Given that repre-
sentational models are imposed on new relation-
ships, they naturally also come to influence how 
the therapist is perceived in what is termed the 
transference relationship. Indeed, a distinct fea-
ture of psychodynamic approaches is their exten-
sive use of the transference relationship which 
may reflect a key ingredient in explaining thera-
peutic success in psychodynamic psychotherapy 
(see Høglend, 2014 for evidence).

To illustrate these points, we draw on the case 
of 5-year-old Julian who has also featured in pre-
vious publications of our focal short-term psy-
chodynamic psychotherapy model for children. 
Here, we focus on how Julian transferred the 
excluded role of the father onto the (female) ther-
apist. He did so partly in an effort to maintain the 
symbiotic tie to his mother, who had separated 
from Julian’s father soon after birth and, in many 
ways, had elevated Julian to the role of a substi-
tute partner. Feeling excluded from the mother- 
child relationship, the father had largely 
withdrawn. Among others, Julian suffered from 
intense social phobia and separation anxiety, as 
expressed by severe tantrums ensuing on a daily 
basis before leaving for daycare. The therapist 
interpreted these symptoms as an expression of 
his anxiety that in daycare, his special role as 
substitute partner would be challenged by other 
children (whom he reported hating) and he would 
merely be “one among many”.

In accordance with this, Julian initially also 
rejected the therapist, especially in the presence 
of the mother who, in her turn, also seemed to 
relish in telling the therapist just how reluctant 
Julian was to attend therapy. During the initial 
sessions, Julian ordered the therapist around, 
condemning her to the position of an audience 
member, and depriving her of a sense of individu-
ality. Fittingly, he disavowed any feelings of 
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 vulnerability and neediness, among others, 
because these posed a threat to his role as a part-
ner substitute for his mother.

These themes picked up the therapeutic 
focus which the therapist repeatedly verbalized 
in a developmentally sensitive way towards 
Julian as well as the mother and the father. As 
therapy progressed, Julian increasingly engaged 
in collaborative play with the therapist, relating 
to her as a person with a mind of her own. He 
now openly acknowledged his enjoyment of 
therapy, even directly expressing affection 
towards the therapist. Ultimately, he also came 
to embrace his vulnerability which seemed to 
coincide with feelings of relief that he could be 
a child and was not solely responsible for the 
well-being of his mother. By the end of therapy, 
his social phobia and separation anxiety had 
subsided, and he was even able to attend class 
trips and spend the weekend at his father’s 
place.

Among others, Julian’s case illustrates how 
the relationship with the therapist can come under 
the influence of the father representation the child 
and the mother carry forwards into therapy. It 
was crucial for the therapist to acknowledge her 
initial role as the excluded father in the counter-
transference in order to survive the attacks of the 
child and mother, rather than withdraw into the 
same passive role the father had adopted. In turn, 
this allowed her to take on the role of a separating 
third which Julian and his mother eventually 
came to embrace.

 Summary and Key Points

This chapter attempted to accomplish two main 
aims: First, we sought to provide a state-of-the- 
art review of the evidence base on the role of 
fathers in child psychotherapy. From this review, 
we concluded that the field has yielded some 
promising evidence, suggesting the potential of 
including fathers in our intervention efforts. At 
the same time, however, research still has a long 
way to go, since, as a rule, studies examine the 
effect of fathers in what are inherently mother- 
focused interventions, though exceptions to this 

rule are emerging in the literature (e.g. Cowan 
et al., 2018).

For this reason, this chapter also pursued its 
second aim of outlining different tiers at which to 
pitch father-focused interventions and providing 
concrete examples from practitioners with years 
of experience. On this basis, we believe it is now 
time to tailor therapeutic techniques to the role of 
fathers in child development and study their 
effects using appropriate designs to capture ther-
apeutic processes (Kazdin, 2007). To be sure, in 
some cases, fathers and their effects on children 
may call for a similar toolbox already in use with 
mothers, but in some documented cases, these 
efforts have already proven to be in vain. What 
kind of therapeutic techniques to use under these 
circumstances, surprisingly, is still largely 
uncharted territory. At this juncture, we drew on 
what can largely be considered modern psycho-
dynamic work, in part, because this therapeutic 
orientation has been very vocal about the specific 
role of fathers in development and has a long tra-
dition of publishing case reports which we found 
helpful in illustrating specific techniques. In so 
doing, we did not intend to downplay the impor-
tant work of other orientations in the field, but 
felt that other chapters in this volume would close 
this gap. Moreover, as stimulating as the second 
section may have been, it is now time to put some 
of these proposals to test in empirical research on 
child psychotherapy. We believe this to be a cru-
cial ingredient in moving this field from the realm 
of speculation to one that can inform disseminat-
able clinical guidelines and policies for interven-
ing with fathers.

In closing, we would like to return to the 
introductory quote by Barack Obama. Obama 
made this comment in a speech penned by him-
self for the ceremony of the Sandy Hook 
Elementary School shooting in 2012, which he 
described as the most challenging time of his 
presidency in his autobiography. It goes without 
saying that these sorts of traumatic events have 
the power to destabilize the parenting function. 
Such circumstances may also interfere with the 
joys of fatherhood, in particular, which, almost 
by definition, require tolerating a certain level of 
anxiety in order to meet the child’s needs for 

K. von Klitzing and L. O. White



621

activation, challenges, autonomy, encourage-
ment of exploration, and so on. As we enter into 
the thick of the role of fathers in child psycho-
therapy, it is thus wise to remain humble and 
remind ourselves just how challenging it might 
prove to effect changes at this level.
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This volume bears witness to efforts by leading 
behavioral scientists, clinicians, researchers, and 
policy makers to advance our understanding 
fathers’ roles – biological and nonbiological – on 
young and very young children’s well-being and 
development. Its publication is timely, coming as 
it does on the heels of many countries’ interest 
and recent investment in paternal engagement 
programs, driven by their concern about the myr-
iad vulnerabilities that many children and fami-
lies are known to suffer when fathers are absent 
(Panter-Brick et al., 2014).

Several recent summaries of the effects of 
those early investments, however, detail how dif-
ficult it has proven to use traditional matricentric- 
centric approaches to evaluate child-father 
interactions sufficient to generating positive 
change. Panter-Brick et al. (2014) reviewed 1172 
global publications that reported “fathering 
effects” on child development and were able to 
distill just 36 reports that met sufficiently rigor-
ous standards to support the conclusion that 
positive paternal engagement improves child out-
comes. Phares (1996) found that in the few jour-
nal articles purporting to measure “fathering 
effects,” when paternal-generated variables were 

included, they were nearly always significant. 
Einstein summarized this dilemma: “When you 
always do what you always did, you will always 
get what you always got.”

Fabiano and Caserta (2018) found that despite 
40  years of science supporting contributions 
made by fathers to child well-being, research lit-
erature continues to lag far behind in the investi-
gation of cause and effect of paternal impact on 
child development. This chapter presents the con-
text for, the design and implementation of, and 
lessons learned from a unique RCT paternal 
engagement intervention design that demon-
strated reductions of risk factors for abuse and 
neglect in a large number of diverse vulnerable 
families with infants and toddlers.

Although we may not yet have a robust inven-
tory of proven interventions at hand, we are 
increasingly well-informed about the nature and 
mechanisms of positive paternal engagement 
from infancy to preK. Emotional and behavioral 
regulation, coping, and stress management are all 
areas of infant and toddler development impacted 
by paternal engagement. Karberg, Cabrera, 
Malin, and Kuhns (Volling et al., 2019) compared 
maternal and paternal intrusiveness in interac-
tions with their 24-month-old Early Head Start 
low-income, minority children and found that 
while mothers and fathers did not differ in the 
frequency of their intrusive interactive episodes, 
fathers tended to be more intensely intrusive, 
while staying within the context of more positive 
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shared affect with their child. Children were 
found to demonstrate more positive affect during 
intrusive exchanges with fathers than with moth-
ers. These findings might suggest that father’s 
more intense intrusiveness is generally well toler-
ated by toddlers, who themselves are exploring 
the boundaries of aggression and autonomy. The 
positive affect may evidence that the shared plea-
sure in that interaction experienced with father 
may be more characteristic of that dyad.

Baptista, Sousa, Soares, and Martins (2018) 
deepened our understanding of some of these dif-
ferences by extending observations of behavioral 
regulation from the dyadic parent-child plane of 
interaction to the coparenting domain and its 
influence on young children’s behavioral regula-
tion. Coding videotapes of 70 preschoolers 
engaged in the “Head-Shoulders-Knees-and-
Toes” task (standing children singing a simple 
tune guiding them to repeat the cycle of touching 
their head, then shoulders, then knees, and then 
toes in unison) found that paternal sensitivity 
during the task correlated significantly with the 
reported amount of cooperation in coparenting. 
Their strong recommendation for programs 
designed to promote child self-regulation was to 
employ strategies focused on both individual and 
coparenting skill building, not simply mother- 
child dyads.

Play has been a primary focus of father- focused 
research for decades, given the observation that 
fathers spend a higher percentage of their interac-
tive time with their children in play than do moth-
ers. The intense emotions that often accompany 
play are identified by fathers as reasons that they 
and their children enjoy it. Fathers are also aware 
that such play offers a laboratory for learning how 
to regulate those very emotions. Bocknek et  al. 
(2017), with a large population of Early Head 
Start families, measured the relationship between 
father’s active play (measured at 36-month birth-
day-related assessment) and subsequent cogni-
tive-social and emotional regulation at 
kindergarten entry. Regular, active physical play 
between fathers and young children was associ-
ated with improved developmental outcomes, 
especially moderate doses of such play. Too little 
or too much active physical play, however, wors-

ens such outcomes, particularly among children 
with more reactive temperaments. Interestingly, 
children with highly emotional reactive tempera-
ments benefited especially from this type of play 
with fathers. Reading or mealtime engagement 
was not associated with improved emotional reg-
ulation, suggesting that there is a unique dynamic 
inherent in this type of play.

One of the least researched, but more salient 
to mental health outcome topics, has been the 
paternal-child emotional regulation paradigm of 
anxiety, especially in infants and toddlers. While 
it is well known that negative infant affectivity 
predisposes to childhood anxiety, most of the 
attention and attribution has focused on maternal 
risk or resilience variables, with varying degrees 
of understanding about causality, suggesting that 
there are more pieces to the puzzle.

Metz, Colonnesi, Majdandžić, and Bögels 
(2018) suggest that a key puzzle piece may well 
be the nature of the coparenting relationship. In 
their longitudinal study of 116 couples, they 
coded cooperative, mutual, neutral, and competi-
tive coparenting behaviors during a clothes- 
changing task at 4  months, with follow-up 
evaluation of child anxiety symptoms at 
30  months. While both parents endorsed that 
infant negative affectivity predicted childhood 
anxiety, the association was moderated by each 
parent’s divergent cooperative coparenting. The 
association strengthened when mothers were 
cooperative and fathers stayed neutral and weak-
ened when fathers were cooperative while moth-
ers stayed neutral. When fathers “stepped up” 
and became more cooperative, mothers took a 
“step back,” leaving room for the father-child 
relationship to thrive (less gatekeeping). The 
authors conclude that this dynamic may reduce 
the odds of their at-risk child developing 
anxiety.

Building on the importance to the Zero to 
Three field of understanding the power of copar-
enting relationships in positive and negative child 
outcomes, Favez, Tissot, Frascarolo, Stiefel, and 
Despland (2016) studied the degree to which 
feeling competent about parental roles in mothers 
and fathers influenced coparenting and child 
engagement in triadic interactions during the first 
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24 months of life, after marital satisfaction and 
postpartum depression were controlled for (the 
usual suspects). Using the Lausanne Trialogue 
Play assessment, 69 triads were assessed for 
coparenting support and conflict and child 
engagement. Questionnaires evaluating parental 
sense of competence, beliefs about parental roles, 
marital satisfaction, and postpartum depression 
(in mothers and fathers) were done at 3, 9, and 
18 months. Paternal beliefs about the importance 
of father’s and mother’s roles were main predic-
tors of child engagement at 18 months, and dis-
crepancies between mothers and fathers in beliefs 
about the importance of the mother’s role is the 
main predictor of coparenting conflict at 
18 months. They also found that maternal com-
petence is positively linked with coparenting sup-
port, especially at 18 months. A useful thing to 
have when raising a toddler.

The bulk of research connecting positive child 
outcomes from efforts to positively engage fathers 
has centered on at-risk populations in or near 
urban centers (Panter-Brick et al., 2014). A recent 
controlled study in Vietnam focused on couples 
raising their infants in rural or semirural com-
munes (Rempel, Rempel, Khuc, & Vui, 2017). The 
study tested the thesis that fathers could be taught 
and encouraged to develop positive relationships 
with their children, even when few of them had 
enjoyed mutually satisfying relationships with 
their own fathers during childhood. Mothers and 
fathers in the intervention and the control com-
pleted pre-birth and 1-month, 4-month, and 
9-month post-birth questionnaires. Intervention 
fathers received direct counseling, and mothers 
joined them for periodic group discussions. 
Intervention fathers were reported both by them-
selves and their partners to feel more attached to 
their infants, right from birth. The 9-month follow-
up developmental assessment revealed that their 
infants demonstrated higher levels of motor, lan-
guage, and personal/social development than con-
trols. The authors concluded that fathers can be 
taught, supported, and encouraged to interact more 
sensitively, responsively, and effectively with their 
newborns and that such increased interaction can 
lay the foundation for enhanced infant and toddler 
development.

On this foundation of recent research regard-
ing contributions fathers can make when they are 
included, supported, and explicitly expected to 
participate in their infant and toddler’s lives, we 
ground our discussion of the large RCT that is the 
central contribution of this chapter.

 California Supporting Father 
Involvement (SFI)

The Supporting Father Involvement (SFI) pro-
gram was launched in 2003 by the California 
Department of Social Services, Office of Child 
Abuse Prevention, as the first coparenting- 
focused, father involvement program evaluated 
with a longitudinal randomized clinical trial 
(RCT) research methodology (Cowan, Cowan, 
Pruett, Pruett, & Wong, 2009; Epstein et al., 
2015). The program was based on prevention 
theory in that it was steered toward parents of 
very young children (2.3 years of age) with the 
expectation that strengthening family relation-
ships early would lead to less child abuse and bet-
ter relationships throughout family life, possibly 
lowering risk to subsequent births in the family.

While child well-being is the focus and pur-
pose of the program, it targets the parents’ rela-
tionship as the locus in which to create change to 
directly benefit their children. The opening 
expectation was that both parents must be 
involved for the intervention to have maximum 
effect (eventually corroborated by data). Thus, 
the intervention was based on an ecological 
model (Belsky, 1984; Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and 
a family systems’ approach (Cowan & Cowan, 
2000; Heinicke, 2002) that articulated five key 
family domains: (1) individual well-being and 
mental health, primarily depression and anxiety; 
(2) parenting quality and stress; (3) coparenting/
couple communication, problem-solving about 
conflicts, and relationship satisfaction; (4) three- 
generational transmission of parenting attitudes 
and behaviors; and (5) balance between stress 
and social support outside of the family, particu-
larly from work inside and outside the home. 
Risk and protective factors in each of the domains 
are associated with fathers’ level of positive 
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involvement in intact families (Cookston, 1999; 
Pruett, Pruett, Cowan, & Cowan, 2017a), as well 
as in divorced families (Maccoby, Depner, & 
Mnookin, 1990; Pruett, McIntosh, & Kelly, 
2014), and negative events in each of the domains 
are known to increase risks for abuse and neglect 
of children (Rosenberg & Wilcox, 2006).

SFI was conceptualized as a preventive inter-
vention for community high-risk samples, 
intended to increase partnership parenting and 
father involvement before expected downturns of 
partner satisfaction after becoming parents 
(Hirschberger, Srivastava, Marsh, Cowan, & 
Cowan, 2009; Twenge, Campbell, & Foster, 
2003) and parent stresses result in poorer copar-
enting and parenting, fathers’ withdrawal or 
absence, and negative child outcomes.

SFI begins with a detailed couple interview 
that introduces the five domains with which par-
ents will be working in the intervention groups, 
shaping a collaborative approach to motivating 
change in attitudes and behaviors (Miller & 
Rollnick, 2009; Pruett et al., 2019). For the RCT, 
participating parents were randomly invited to 
take part in one of three conditions: (1) a 16-week, 
32-hour primarily fathers’ group; (2) a 16-week, 
32-hour couples’ group; or (3) one-time informa-
tional meeting (3 hours) which served as a low- 
dose control condition. The fathers’ groups 
typically have eight to ten participants, while the 
couples’ groups include four to eight couples. 
The curricula differ only in who attends (fathers 
or both coparents) and how change is targeted 
(through the partners or primarily through one 
parent). Twice in each version of the curriculum, 
fathers and mothers meet separately with one of 
the co-leaders. “His” group meeting includes 
time with the fathers’ youngest children, while 
“her” meeting focuses on issues of sharing child 
care with partners. Themes from the five risk/pro-
tective domains are woven together in the curric-
ulum over the course of the groups. Each session 
includes a combination of didactic material, 
hands-on exercises, videos, and discussion in 
various formats (large group, small group, cou-
ples/pairs, individuals) to elicit maximum 
engagement and foster participants’ growth.

The groups are led by clinically trained male- 
female Group Leader pairs, at least one having a 
master’s degree. An SFI Case Manager refers 
families to other community services as needed 
(housing, health, food, legal, employment, etc.) 
and supports the family’s retention in the pro-
gram through regular contact. Additional pro-
gram components include onsite child care and 
family meals before the group. The curriculum, 
adapted by Drs. Kline Pruett and Ebling from 
previous iterations of the intervention model 
(Cowan & Cowan, 2000, 2005), focuses on 
strengthening key family relationships in racially 
and ethnically diverse low-income families.

The first SFI study phase included 279 
Mexican-American and European-American 
low-income couples residing in 4 California 
counties with a youngest child ranging in age 
from 0 to 7 (average 2.3  years). Participants in 
this first iteration (but not later ones) were all bio-
logical parents of the youngest child. This first 
randomized clinical trial SFI study followed fam-
ilies across 18  months  – prior to and during a 
brief waiting period before the intervention’s 
beginning and then 11 months after conclusion. 
While the control group fathers and mothers 
showed no positive changes and some negative 
changes at the 18-month follow-up assessment, 
both intervention groups reported (1) increases in 
fathers’ involvement in care of their children, (2) 
reductions in parenting stress, (3) no increase in 
children’s behavior problems (whereas control 
condition children showed worsening), and (4) 
no decline in the couple relationship – a positive 
finding in the context of 50 studies worldwide 
which show that without intervention, marital 
satisfaction follows a downward trajectory 
(Twenge et  al., 2003). See Cowan et  al. (2009) 
for complete results and Pruett, Cowan, Cowan, 
and Pruett (2009) for a description of lessons 
learned. Results were similar across Hispanic and 
Caucasian, married and unmarried, and higher 
and lower SES families.

The intervention was equally effective regard-
less of parental levels of depression, conflict, and 
couple satisfaction when entering the program. 
The number and range of positive outcomes, 
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combined with careful program methodology 
and assessment, led SFI to be designated as an 
evidence-based practice by the California 
Evidence-Based Clearinghouse.

 Extending SFI Results in California: 
Community and Child Welfare 
Samples

Following the positive results of the first SFI 
study, the same research team sought to establish 
whether the outcomes could be replicated with a 
more diverse participant population. Therefore, a 
second SFI trial (Cowan, Cowan, Pruett, Pruett, 
& Gillette, 2014) was conducted in the original 
four California sites with the addition of a new 
site comprised of an African-American family 
sample. Other variations in SFI II involved 
extending the age range of the youngest child 
from 0–7 to 0–11 and including any fathering fig-
ures (stepparent, siblings, grandparents). Most 
families continued to opt for the program as mar-
ried couples, especially when their youngest 
child was a toddler (average age 2.5 years).

The most significant change in the design of 
Study II included eliminating the control group 
and RCT design. Because results from the first 
study showed that participants in the control 
group experienced no positive and many negative 
changes in their relationships as couples or in 
their children’s behavior (Cowan et  al., 2009), 
ethical concerns drove the decision to eliminate 
the control group. When sites were also allowed 
to choose whether to implement fathers’ or cou-
ples’ groups, the vast majority chose couples’ 
groups. They had been more successful in the 
previous study, and partners reported that they 
enjoyed the chance to work together for their 
children and themselves. In the initial study, 
Group Leaders observed participants as delving 
deeper into issues when both partners were 
involved; fathers’ groups produced positive 
changes in individual and parental domains but 
did not affect the couple domain, and the Group 
Leaders reported that families – especially moth-
ers  – preferred the couples’ group option. This 
preference was borne out by participant atten-

dance: couples’ groups attendance averaged 
80%, while fathers’ groups attendance averaged 
70%. SFI researchers chose to use a “benchmark-
ing” strategy (Hunsley & Lee, 2007) by compar-
ing the results from the Study II replication, 
which offered the same curriculum and program 
to a more inclusive population, with the already 
published data from the original SFI I (Cowan 
et al., 2009). The researchers conceptualized SFI 
II as an opportunity to gather systematic practice- 
based evidence through a community-based 
application of the SFI approach.

In SFI II, 236 low-income parents participated 
in an SFI couples’ group with participant couples 
in all 3 ethnic groups (European-American, 
Mexican-American, African-American) showing 
positive changes in measures of parent-child rela-
tionships, couple relationship quality, and chil-
dren’s problem behaviors. A pre-post assessment 
of the couples’ groups found (1) stable relation-
ship satisfaction, (2) statistically significant 
increases in father involvement and (3) increases 
in household income [average 4K], (4) declines 
in parents’ reports of violent problem-solving, 
(5) lower parenting stress, and (6) decreases in 
their children’s aggressive behavior. Couples in 
most difficulty at Baseline showed the greatest 
benefits. The SFI intervention for low-income 
families produced effects ranging from the 0.20s 
to mid-0.40s, with only the impact of parent par-
ticipation on children’s socially withdrawn 
behavior reaching a very high level (d  =  1.88). 
Cohen (1988) tentatively described effect sizes as 
small (0.20), medium (0.50), and large (0.80). 
Compared with other interventions with low- 
income couples, the effect sizes described here 
are above average (Hawkins, Blanchard, Baldwin, 
& Fawcett, 2008). The significant rise in house-
hold income was notable, but without a control 
group, we could not determine whether increased 
income could be attributed causally to participa-
tion. Also, in our intervention study sample, we 
had predicted and found a direct intervention 
effect on the change from Pre to Post 1 couple 
conflict (β = 0.14, t = 3.05, p < 0.001, equivalent 
to small to medium effect size of d = 0.4).

In addition to individual- and family-level 
effects, systems-level results confirmed that both 
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Studies I and II showed positive changes in the 
community agencies responsible for implement-
ing SFI in terms of their father friendliness and 
family focus across various organizational mea-
sures such as staffing, policies, reputation in the 
community, and so on (Vann & Nelson-Hooks, 
2000). These changes were sustained at the 
18-month follow-up and held for 3 years beyond.

SFI II demonstrated that replicating the SFI 
intervention with a more diverse sample (inclu-
sion of African-American families and nonbio-
logical fathering figures) produced positive 
results comparable to  – or better than  – those 
obtained in SFI I, increasing the evidence base of 
SFI (Cowan et  al., 2014). The results of both 
studies support the combined focus on couple 
relationships, parenting, and coparenting to pro-
duce positive outcomes for the entire family.

Father involvement itself increased signifi-
cantly in this replication of SFI – somewhat less 
than it had in the benchmark study – while par-
enting stress declined in the current study as 
much as it had in the earlier benchmark findings. 
Satisfaction with the couple relationship 
remained stable in the current study as it had ear-
lier, whereas the decline in violent problem- 
solving for current parents was significantly 
greater than for parents in the benchmark cou-
ples’ groups. The stability in children’s problem 
behavior in both current and benchmark families 
contrasted with the increase in children’s prob-
lem behavior for the benchmark controls.

In SFI III, we accepted couples referred from 
the Child Welfare System (CWS) who were not 
currently at risk for harming their partner or 
child. While we were cautious about using a cou-
ples’ systems approach when intimate partner 
violence or child abuse had been previously iden-
tified (Stith, McCollum, Amanor-Boadu, & 
Smith, 2011), studies indicate that working with 
couples conjointly is efficacious and appropriate 
in many situations (Karakurt, Whiting, van Esch, 
Bolen, & Calabrese, 2016), e.g., when situational 
violence, rather than coercive control, is involved 
(Hardesty, Crossman, Khaw, & Raffaelli, 2016). 
With ongoing monitoring for safety, SFI III sup-
ported direct couples work on communication 
issues, negative attributions, and self-control of 

aggression. It also provided opportunities to 
reduce harsh parenting and strengthen commit-
ments by the coparents to curb aggressive or 
neglectful tendencies. Notably, the group 
approach used in SFI III enabled couples to draw 
strength from the community created by partici-
pants sharing their experiences.

SFI III began with 239 heterosexual pairs, 
most of whom were romantic partners and half of 
whom were Hispanic (mostly Mexican- 
American). After 18  months, 162 coparents 
remained in the program and study. Including 
only randomized couples’ groups and a waitlist 
control in structural equation modeling, analyses 
showed that couple conflict was associated, both 
contemporaneously and over time, with anxious/
harsh parenting, which in turn was associated 
with children’s externalizing and internalizing 
problem behaviors at 18  months postinterven-
tion. The intervention reduced couple conflict at 
Post 1 (2 months after the groups ended) statisti-
cally more in the couples’ groups than among the 
randomly assigned waitlist-control parents, 
which was then associated with parenting and 
child outcomes. Thus, the mechanism operating 
in SFI was decreasing couple conflict, an effect 
which spilled over to both the couple relationship 
and parenting quality at Post 2 (18 months after 
the program began), with benefits for the child 
primarily in terms of externalizing behaviors.

Child welfare-referred parents and commu-
nity sample parents benefitted equally. 
Interestingly, when parents’ conflict decreased 
from participation in the intervention, the 
improvement was connected to parenting behav-
ior and child benefits. Among controls, positive 
changes in the couple did not become linked with 
parenting and child outcomes. The intervention 
helped parents systemically by linking their 
behavior toward each other to their behavior 
toward the child. Father involvement and income 
growth in the family were both again linked to 
the intervention.

Of particular interest to the early childhood 
research community were these findings from the 
child welfare SFI III study: overall, there were 
very few differences in intervention effects for 
parents of younger (0–2) and older (3–12) 
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children. Couple violence decreases for parents 
of both ages (though not in controls). When SFI 
works, it works for parents when the youngest 
child is 0–2 and also when the parents’ youngest 
child is 3–12  years old. There were no special 
intervention effects for parents of younger chil-
dren. This is of interest given the frequently made 
argument that special interventions are required 
with populations of parents with infants, tod-
dlers, or preschoolers. SFI suggests that a com-
prehensive coparenting intervention is effective 
for children across the first twelve years of life, if 
not beyond.

Father involvement increased significantly in 
this replication of SFI – somewhat less than it had 
in the benchmark study – while parenting stress 
declined in the current study as much as it had in 
the earlier benchmark findings. Satisfaction with 
the couple relationship remained stable in the 
current study as it had earlier, whereas the decline 
in violent problem-solving for current parents 
was significantly greater than for parents in the 
benchmark couples’ groups. The stability in chil-
dren’s problem behavior in both current and 
benchmark families contrasted with the increase 
in children’s problem behavior for the bench-
mark controls. Finally, statistically significant 
increases in annual income of these families 
seemed to reflect the more secure base from 
which they could now carry on the business of 
raising children, making an income, which often 
now included the ability of both partners to work, 
usually part-time.

In this replication of the Supporting Father 
Involvement couples’ group intervention, par-
ticipant couples in all three ethnic groups, who 
were at risk because of their low incomes, 
showed positive changes in questionnaire mea-
sures of parent-child relationship quality, couple 
relationship quality, children’s problem behav-
iors, and family income. One of 11 measures in 
the current replication of the SFI couples’ group 
intervention failed to replicate the positive 
results obtained in the earlier benchmark RCT 
(an increase in men’s psychological involvement 
as “father”). Of the remaining ten measures 
completed by the current couples, one revealed 
a significant change that was not statistically 

different from the benchmark results (authoritarian 
parenting ideas), and one showed a positive 
change that was smaller than that reported by 
benchmark couples (father involvement). The 
central finding was that six of the measures 
showed positive Baseline to Post 2 changes that 
were equal to those of the benchmark interven-
tion participants (declines in parenting stress, 
stability in couple relationship satisfaction, chil-
dren’s aggression, hyperactivity, social isolation, 
and psychological symptoms) and two showed 
significantly more positive changes than those of 
couples in the benchmark intervention (decline 
in couples’ violent problem- solving and their 
children’s aggression).

 Populations for Which SFI Worked 
and for Which It Did Not

In Study I’s 11 randomized designs (n = 289 cou-
ples), fathers and mothers who participated in the 
one-time informational meeting control experi-
ence revealed no positive changes and some neg-
ative changes over 18  months  – as individuals, 
couples, and parents. They also described 
increases in acting out, aggressive or shy, with-
drawn, depressed behaviors in their children. 
Partners who participated in the 16-week fathers- 
only groups reported increased father involve-
ment, no increase in the children’s problematic 
behaviors, but, as in the control condition, declin-
ing satisfaction as a couple. By contrast, parents 
who participated in a couples’ group reported all 
the positive changes of those in the fathers-only 
groups, as well as reductions in parenting stress, 
and no declines in their satisfaction as couples 
over 18 months. Trial 2 (n = 236 couples) focused 
predominantly on couples’ groups, yielding 
equivalent findings and several even more posi-
tive results. Over both trials, the intervention was 
equally effective for fathers and mothers and for 
parents with initially higher or lower levels of 
income, conflict, depressive symptoms, and cou-
ple satisfaction. Moreover, the program was 
equally successful for European-American, 
Mexican-American, and African-American 
families.
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As seen in this summary, there are inherent 
biases present in that in all cohorts two partners 
had to agree to participate. They were screened 
and referred out of the intervention for services 
for serious domestic violence, mental illness, and 
substance abuse. Recruiting methods were biased 
to the extent that the communities sourced for 
800 families were intentionally broad: agencies 
(health and educational), community gatherings 
and festivals, radio and newspaper announce-
ments, word of mouth, and walk-ins – obviously 
a large naturalistic epidemiologic sampling of 
adults willing to participate with their coparent-
ing partner in the program.

Ways in which the studies have not been 
biased: In the first two trials, participants were 
not referred because of identified family distress 
nor did they constitute a special, well-functioning 
subgroup of the low-income population. In the 
third trial of this intervention, the Office of Child 
Abuse Prevention asked us to extend the inter-
vention to higher-risk couples who had come to 
the attention of the Child Welfare System because 
of domestic violence, child abuse, or neglect. 
Across the first two trials, results of which have 
been published (Cowan et al., 2009, 2014).

There were no statistically significant reten-
tion differences between fathers and mothers, 
CWS-referred and community couples, or imme-
diate and waitlist-control conditions.

None of the measures indicated baseline dif-
ferences in level of risk or distress between those 
who dropped out and those who completed the 
18-month follow-up. Overall, the retention rate 
for this low-income, relatively high-risk sample 
over 18  months was 68%, not much different 
from the 71% and 74% retention rate of our two 
earlier intervention studies of low-income par-
ents (Cowan et al., 2009, 2014).1 There were no 
statistically significant differences in the reten-
tion of fathers or mothers in the community or 
CWS-referred samples as a function of age, mari-
tal status, ethnicity, being born in the USA, hav-
ing a high school diploma, or involvement in paid 
work during the previous 2 weeks.

1 Thanks to Phil Cowan for the data analysis for this 
observation

To summarize the primary outcomes or vari-
ables in all SFI studies: reduced relationship/
parental conflict, improved parenting quality, 
such as reduced harsh parenting, reduced internal 
and externalizing behaviors in their children at 
follow-up. Secondary variables: improved paren-
tal well-being with reductions in depression and 
anxiety and increases in relationship satisfaction, 
decreased stress, increased father involvement 
(both observed and psychological), higher 
income, lower substance use, and improved 
parent- child relationship.

As thorough as we tried to be across the wide 
range of families and variables with which we 
worked, we also look forward to future analysis 
of additional data with sufficient diversity that we 
can move beyond testing for family structural 
and ethnic differences to elucidate the contribu-
tions of fathering and mothering figures versus 
parents and gender differences that might emerge 
in those analyses. We have learned that father 
involvement, worthy goal that it is, is one thing 
and coparenting is another. Elucidated this differ-
ence would help interventionist improve their 
aim. Attendant to these successes, we attempted 
to validate SFI’s effectiveness for other popula-
tions, outside of the USA.

 SFI Replication in Alberta, Canada

In 2011, the Norlien (now called Palix) 
Foundation brought SFI to Canada and imple-
mented the program at three family resource cen-
ters, with a scaled-back evaluation component. 
SFI Alberta focused on offering program compo-
nents that make replication effective (Durlak & 
DuPre, 2008), including sufficient funding, coor-
dination with other agencies, provider skill profi-
ciency, training, and technical assistance. The 
goal of preventive science is expansion of the 
evidence base of “what works” by identifying 
commonalities of success across interventions 
(Schorr & Farrow, 2011). The SFI Alberta pro-
gram entailed the same 32-hour group interven-
tion (either for fathers or couples with clinically 
trained co-leaders), case management, and efforts 
to enhance father friendliness in the social ser-
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vice agencies in which SFI was embedded. 
The Canada sample was assessed using a longi-
tudinal design of 12 months.

The study of the SFI intervention with 106 
Caucasian couples with middle- and working- 
class incomes couples in Alberta, Canada (Pruett, 
Pruett, Cowan, & Cowan, 2017b), used a pre-post 
quasi-experimental design. The parents had 
higher conflict levels and mothers were more 
depressed than the CA couples. Twelve months 
after entering the Canadian study, SFI partici-
pants changed positively on 9 of 11 measures 
used in prior SFI studies, including fathers’ 
involvement in care of the children, parenting 
stress, and coparenting and parenting quality. 
Also, parents reported that their children’s behav-
ior problems held steady over time.

 Further Replication in the UK

A further study of the efficacy of the SFI curricu-
lum in the UK, renamed “Parents as Partners” 
(Casey et  al., 2017), found similarly positive 
results for low-income parents from varied ethnic 
backgrounds. A pre-post design to evaluate 
changes in the first 100 participating couples 
revealed statistically significant reductions in the 
parents’ reports of anxiety and depression, par-
enting stress, violent problem-solving, and 
behavior problems in their children. As in our 
second US study, UK participants in most dis-
tress as they entered the study showed the most 
gains after participating in a couples’ group.

 Summary and Key Points: Policies 
Which Engage Fathers Positively

SFI has shown us that paternal engagement, in 
combination with maternal inclusion, is a robust 
and effective agent of change in lowering risk to 
children of abuse or neglect (see page 11). Such 
engagement, however, is not a given in most 
interventions, especially when everything from 
intake procedures to parent information forms 
and to artwork on the walls of children’s clinics 
has traditionally been designed around the under-

standable desire to support strong mother-child 
relationships whenever we have the chance. 
Father-friendly practice, however, requires con-
scious effort if it is to be anything beyond the 
ineffective simply asking the mother if the “father 
is involved.”

It has been the author’s experience when 
engaging with programs that want to increase 
paternal engagement, the conversation often 
begins with the refrain, “We want to include 
them, but they just won’t come.” Suggestions 
based on our research and clinical experience 
(Pruett et  al., 2009) to increase father friendli-
ness: (1) look at your intake procedures and clinic 
spaces through the eyes of an anxious young 
father, to see what you can change to make him 
feel he is doing the right thing for his child by 
coming in the front door to your program; (2) are 
your hours of service flexible enough to accom-
modate his work, part-time work, or welfare-to- 
work responsibilities?; (3) do you offer services 
that are especially important to him, job training, 
legal assistance, etc.?; (4) are there any men on 
the staff – paid or volunteer – that might make 
him feel welcomed in a place that is not just for 
mothers and their children?

Finally, suggestions for policies to promote 
effective and positive paternal engagement that 
reflects in improved outcomes for, and protection 
of, children at risk:

 1. Intervene early. We need to intervene early 
with fathers and fathering partners who are 
still connected emotionally to their children 
and the children’s mother. The influential 
Fragile Families Study (McLanahan, 2009) 
underlined how crucial early engagement is 
in pregnancy in the absence of marriage, but 
the presence of a strong wish to be involved 
in the life and well-being of the child, and 
“give this kid the chance I never had to know 
my father.”

 2. Invite fathers directly (not through mothers) 
and invite them to work on the father-child 
relationship. This is less intimidating than 
inviting them into a group that focuses solely 
on the couple relationship. Invitations from 
community leaders and past participants in 
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SFI or other father-engagement programs are 
especially productive.

 3. Work on the coparenting and couple relation-
ship within existing child-focused interven-
tions, since children fare better when their 
parenting figures have positive interactions 
with each other and are collaborative in their 
approach to their children rather than in 
conflict.

 4. Extend the definition of the coparenting cou-
ple to include same-sex fathers and other 
instances of actively coparenting fathering 
figures such as grandparents, parent- 
grandparent pairs, aunts/uncles, siblings, and 
close friends.

 5. Avoid being prescriptive, implying that the 
intervenors have “the answers” about how to 
parent effectively. Support parents in their 
work together to become the kinds of parents 
and partners that they want to be.

The senior author chaired a plenary session on 
“Father Engagement with Infants and Toddlers” at 
the annual meeting of Zero to Three two decades 
ago in which two fathers of infants and toddlers 
testified to the barriers they faced being taken 
seriously as nurturing influences in their chil-
dren’s lives by professionals whom they knew to 
be talented clinicians. A senior clinician spoke of 
her “hesitation” in reaching out directly to men 
because of her extensive experience treating 
domestic violence having become “habituated to 
seeing men as more problem than solution, turn-
ing a blind eye to what they might mean to their 
children and their well-being.” Their narratives 
and conversation led to a standing ovation from a 
deeply appreciative audience that sensed the 
urgency of needed change. Time has helped, but it 
hasn’t eliminated those barriers; hence, SFI.
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39Connection, IT and Identity: 
SMS4dads as Health Promotion 
for New Fathers

Richard Fletcher, Jacqui A. Macdonald, 
and Jennifer Mary StGeorge

Men’s psychological functioning in the transition 
to fatherhood is now understood as a public 
health issue which may pose a risk to the wellbe-
ing of the mother and to the cognitive, social and 
emotional development of their offspring 
(Ramchandani & Iles, 2014).

The potential benefits of providing support to 
fathers across the perinatal period are clear. 
However, fathers are less likely than mothers to 
access or have access to organised, institutional 
support for adjustment to their parenting role 
(Bremberg, 2016; Panter-Brick et  al., 2014). 
They are also less likely than mothers to access, 
or have access to, informal social supports for 
parenting (Baldwin, Malone, Sandall, & Bick, 
2018; Fletcher, Matthey, & Marley, 2006). 
Currently, interventions or services that aim to 
assist men making this transition are add-ons to 
maternal programmes or developed out of gener-
alised family models rather than being father- 
specific prompting calls to develop frameworks 

that more effectively recognise and include 
fathers (Dennis & Letourneau, 2007; Panter- 
Brick et al., 2014). In responding to this call, we 
make a case for considering fathers’ identity in 
the design of support that is tailored to fathers’ 
preferences and needs and addresses paternal, 
and therefore family, psychosocial wellbeing. We 
take particular note of the changed communica-
tion environment, where the internet and mobile 
phones have created ways of delivering informa-
tion and support outside of traditional face-to- 
face modalities.

In this chapter, we outline a model that aims to 
(1) scaffold fathers as they navigate psychosocial 
vulnerabilities across the transition to father-
hood, (2) build capacity in fathers to offer sup-
port to the mother while developing their 
co-parenting partnership and form a secure 
attachment with their infant and (3) pay particu-
lar attention to the fathers’ identity in accessing 
and engaging in support. We illustrate the appli-
cation of this model through a case study of 
SMS4dads, a text-based perinatal support pro-
gramme for fathers that has been developed and 
tested in the Australian context (Fletcher, Kay- 
Lambkin, et  al., 2017; Fletcher, May, et  al., 
2017). Our model posits that the method of deliv-
ering information and support as well as the 
scripting and online resourcing can be attuned to 
fathers’ identity to interact with mechanisms 
internalised within the individual in a way that 
creates a tailored, father-specific support during 

R. Fletcher (*) 
Fathers and Families Research Program –  
Faculty of Health and Medicine, The University  
of Newcastle, Callaghan, NSW, Australia
e-mail: richard.fletcher@newcastle.edu.au 

J. A. Macdonald 
School of Psychology, Deakin University,  
Burwood, VIC, Australia 

J. M. StGeorge 
Family Action Centre, Faculty of Medicine & Health, 
University of Newcastle, Callaghan, NSW, Australia

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020 
H. E. Fitzgerald et al. (eds.), Handbook of Fathers and Child Development, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_39

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_39&domain=pdf
mailto:richard.fletcher@newcastle.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-51027-5_39#DOI


640

the inherent psychological upheaval of a major 
life adjustment (Fletcher, Knight, Macdonald, & 
StGeorge, 2019).

 Identity Theory in the Design 
of Fatherhood Support

Identity theory has been useful for framing 
research of fathers, particularly examinations of 
fathers’ involvement with their children and rela-
tionship with their partner. Applied to fathers, the 
theory suggests that male parents incorporate 
‘being a father’ into a hierarchy of identities, 
each informed by societies’ expectations of 
behaviours. For example, expectations of fathers 
include providing care or finances. When inte-
grating this identity, the new father will then 
ascribe particular meanings to the identity (e.g. 
good fathers play with their children) (Pasley, 
Petren, & Fish, 2014). Paternal identity salience 
and centrality, which indicate the level of impor-
tance the father assigns to the parenting identity, 
have been found to be associated with positive 
parental engagement, involvement and caregiv-
ing in a range of samples including fathers of dis-
abled children and divorced, married, incarcerated 
and expectant fathers (Adamsons & Pasley, 2016; 
Dyer, 2005; Fox, Nordquist, Billen, & Savoca, 
2015). However, findings are mixed. Studies 
have used varying definitions and measures of 
fathers’ identity such that meaning, salience or 
centrality may differ in their effects on behav-
iours and interactions with children and partners 
for different sub-groups of fathers and different 
fathering roles (Pasley et al., 2014).

In this chapter, we take it as axiomatic that a 
father’s ideas and feelings about his identity as a 
father will influence his interactions with his 
partner and his infant. We describe how the exist-
ing links, evident in the literature, between men’s 
sense of connection to others, their notions of 
fatherhood and the possible consequences for 
their own and their families’ wellbeing form a 
basis for designing support services to fathers. In 
describing the SMS4dads case study, we also pay 
particular attention to the value of overtly ‘nor-
malising’ fathering experiences and emotions 

and to ‘reflected appraisals’, a key concept of 
identity theory that refers to an individual’s per-
ceptions of others’ evaluations of their identities 
(Maurer, Pleck, & Rane, 2001). At the interper-
sonal level, mothers’ views on how the father 
should or does carry out his role may strongly 
influence fathers’ caring behaviours. In addition, 
social policy initiatives such as parental leave for 
fathers, which affirm fatherhood, have been 
found to influence paternal involvement in caring 
for infants over time (Dermott & Miller, 2015). 
In the case study presented here, we identify 
identity-affirming processes that occur at a social 
level through the father-only promotion of 
SMS4dads and at an interpersonal level through 
the targeted content and tone of the text 
messages.

 How Connection and Identity Are 
Linked to Health for Fathers

Transitions are periods of disequilibrium (Cowan, 
1991). They are balancing acts between loss and 
gain, decline and growth and risk and possibility 
(Parke, 1988; Schlossberg, 1981), and the pas-
sage into fatherhood is no exception (Palkovitz & 
Palm, 2009). Not surprisingly, transitions, while 
often leading to positive change, are nevertheless 
associated with elevated susceptibility to physi-
cal and psychological risk (Draper, 2003; Saxbe, 
Rossin-Slater, & Goldenberg, 2018). In the tran-
sition to fatherhood across high-income societ-
ies, at least 1 in 10 men will experience symptoms 
of psychological distress, depression, anxiety or 
generalised stress (Paulson & Bazemore, 2010; 
Philpott, Leahy-Warren, FitzGerald, & Savage, 
2017). More than half of new fathers report they 
are poorly affected by sleep problems (Wynter 
et al., 2019). After the first child is born, intimate 
partner relationship quality is consistently 
reported to decline (Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, & 
Markman, 2009; Kohn et al., 2012), fathers gain 
more weight than childless men of the same age 
(Umberson, Liu, Mirowsky, & Reczek, 2011) 
and they experience increased financial stress 
(Da Costa et al., 2019), while some feel incompe-
tent to be a carer (Hildingsson, Haines, Johansson, 
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Rubertsson, & Fenwick, 2014) and one in five 
becomes socially isolated from peers and sup-
ports (Baldwin et  al., 2018; Ipsos-Mori, 2019). 
Risk for these mental and physical health prob-
lems is higher when access to support is limited 
and a sense of social connection diminishes.

Identity clarity and role expectations are each 
argued to be psychologically protective 
(Greenaway, Cruwys, Haslam, & Jetten, 2016). 
Identity facilitates belonging, group member-
ship, co-operation and the potential for support 
and is therefore associated with physical and psy-
chological wellbeing (Greenaway et  al., 2016). 
Role expectations reduce ambiguity and the like-
lihood of conflicting objectives and present clear 
parameters for role success. However, clarity is 
often not a feature of the contemporary transition 
to fatherhood (Genesoni & Tallandini, 2009; 
Hodkinson & Brooks, 2018). While it is usual to 
feel unsure of oneself while developing mastery 
of parenting tasks, it is now commonplace for 
fathers to question broadly what it means to be a 
‘good father’. Baldwin et  al. (2018) found that 
men often worried about not ‘getting it right’ 
(p.  2128). There is now ample evidence that a 
generational shift in gender-oriented expecta-
tions and a widening of the father role have 
increased ambiguity and reduced role clarity 
(Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & 
Lamb, 2000; Genesoni & Tallandini, 2009). ‘I’ve 
been struggling in a way to try and find what... 
what is my role with this child?’ is a father’s 
comment in one interview that illustrates the con-
fusion that can accompany adjustment to parent-
ing (Baldwin et  al., 2018, p.  2161). A 
contemporary emphasis on fathers engaging in 
more nurturing responsibilities, in shared house-
hold tasks and in emotional bonding with their 
infants is not always congruent with men’s pre-
conception notions of a father identity (Genesoni 
& Tallandini, 2009; Crespi & Ruspini, 2015). 
Nor are modern expectations congruent with the 
fathering role modelled to many men by their 
own fathers (Baldwin et  al., 2018; Dermott & 
Miller, 2015). It is therefore difficult for fathers 
to know what is ‘normal’ and common for stress 
to arise from this lack of knowledge (Philpott 
et al., 2017).

Identities are reinforced by connections with 
peers who share social roles or by role models 
and individuals in authority who guide engage-
ment in role tasks. These connections elevate 
the salience of expectations and affirm compe-
tence and belonging. For men, these connec-
tions are often lacking concerning fatherhood. 
In Baldwin et  al.’s (2018) meta-synthesis, 20 
findings identified fathers’ lack of support as 
characterised by feelings of drifting away from 
friends, by peers not understanding the new 
identity or providing support and by marginali-
sation by health professionals who regularly 
failed to acknowledge or involve fathers in their 
consultations with the new family. These find-
ings are reinforced by a study of 1680 fathers in 
the United Kingdom, Australia, the United 
States and Canada, which found that 20% of 
fathers reported a decrease in the number of 
close friends in the 12  months following the 
birth of their first child (Ipsos-Mori, 2019). Of 
young fathers 18–35 years, 40% reported feel-
ing isolated after becoming a parent (Ipsos-
Mori, 2019). This lack of support is likely to 
inhibit men’s progress in defining for them-
selves the importance of new roles as caregiver, 
breadwinner or co-parent.

 Fatherhood as a Catalyst for Change

We have focused to this point on factors that 
might prevent a clear sense of role identity 
across the transition to fatherhood and the 
related associations with psychological distress 
and relationship quality decline. This serves to 
highlight the need for intervention. The flip side 
to the heightened risk narrative is the opportu-
nity for growth and behavioural change. Saxbe 
et  al. (2018) present the transition to parent-
hood, for both fathers and mothers, as a period 
of sensitivity underpinned by a ‘third window of 
neuroplasticity’ during which there are both 
psychological and biological propulsions 
towards positive behaviours. The psychological 
motivation to be ‘a good father’ is consistently 
apparent in the literature (Baldwin et al., 2018), 
and in the United States, the United Kingdom 
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and Australia, the transition to fatherhood has 
been recognised as a possible turning point for 
young men whose experience of parenting has 
been problematic and who lack economic and 
social resources (Faulkner, Hammond, Nisbet, 
& Fletcher, 2018; Ferguson & Gates, 2015; Roy 
& Dyson, 2010). The motivation accompanying 
fatherhood extends from being ‘hands-on’ in the 
care of the infant (Baldwin et al., 2018) to car-
ing for the self because the new role brings with 
it responsibilities to be healthy and reliable to 
enable provision of care (Garfield, Isacco, & 
Bartlo, 2010). Across the transition to parent-
hood, among those for whom family identity is 
more salient than competing identities, a father 
may be far less inclined to smoke, for example 
(Haslam, Jetten, Postmes, & Haslam, 2009). 
This suggests that reinforcing and supporting 
the development of a man’s ‘father identity’ 
may strengthen his intrinsic motivation to 
engage in behaviours that indicate he is per-
forming the role well. The transition to parent-
hood is described as an opportunity for 
‘teachable moments’ when the ‘newborn engen-
ders in both parents an overwhelming need to 
protect it from harm’ (Winickoff et  al., 2010, 
p.  522). Canadian researchers have promoted 
fathers’ protective role in programmes to reduce 
men’s cigarette smoking ‘When I found out I 
was going to be a father, change was in the air. 
After the baby’s born, change is there. It’s not in 
the air anymore. I’ve found myself starting to 
re-think my smoking’ (Oliffe, Bottorff, & 
Sarbit, 2010). Studying healthy eating inten-
tions, Bassett- Gunter et  al. (2013) also found 
that fathers, compared to non-fathers, had sig-
nificantly greater intentions to eat healthily. 
However, fathers in the first 6 months postpar-
tum perceived their control over intentions to be 
lower than fathers with older children. These 
findings suggest that while motivation might be 
high for positive behaviours after the birth of 
child, the demands of the period may prevent 
the enactment of the desired behaviours, war-
ranting support to help new fathers attain their 
goals.

 Support for the New Father Identity

Normalising a father’s experiences is one way to 
clarify the breadth and parameters of the contem-
porary father role. Identity serves to situate an 
individual within a group where the stronger the 
identity salience, the greater the sense of belong-
ingness and ‘normalcy’ (Stryker & Burke, 2000). 
Among fathers in high-income countries, there 
are certain experiences that are commonplace: 
the 2 am frustration with an unsettled child, the 
fear of not being a good enough dad, the sadness 
over changes in intimacy with a partner, the wish-
ing for a night off, the enormous feeling of 
responsibility and more. These are the simple 
things that a disconnected father, lacking support, 
might not recognise as ‘normal’ aspects of infant 
care. Lack of clear parameters around normality 
within roles increases stress and anxiety and lim-
its a sense of mastery (Elloy & Smith, 2003). In 
these circumstances, it may provide temporary 
relief from stress to prioritise and give salience to 
the roles in which clarity of expectation exists 
(Rothbard, 2001; Winkel & Clayton, 2010). 
Imagine a father unsure of whether his infant’s 
behaviours are typical, unsure of how to manage 
the change in intimacy with his partner and 
unclear about when to step into caregiving tasks 
and whether the way he is showing care is ‘right’. 
In contrast, he may have a workplace where role 
expectations are established and understood, his 
competence is recognised by colleagues and his 
economic value to the organisation is clear.

In transitions, the hierarchy of existing identi-
ties is reorganised to incorporate new identities 
(Burke & Stets, 2009). Thus, in a context of 
unclear expectations and low support, two 
responses may be identified in the transition to 
fatherhood. In the first response, the father selects 
the psychologically protective route of prioritis-
ing the salient identity where the benefits of the 
accompanying role, such as belongingness, a 
sense of autonomy and recognised value, are 
maintained (Hirsh & Kang, 2016). In this sce-
nario, the father may prioritise career and nar-
rowly conceptualise fatherhood around the 
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provider component of the role. The second 
response is one where the father prioritises the 
new parenting identity, but his transition may be 
marked by strain and uncertainty. Rather than the 
new identity fulfilling psychological needs, with-
out support and role clarity, it may highlight role 
deficits, prolong the disequilibrium of transition 
and increase risk for mental health problems 
(Hirsh & Kang, 2016).

There are consequences for the members of 
the family in each of these scenarios. When a 
father prioritises the role of ‘breadwinner’ or 
‘provider’, for example, he is less likely to be 
involved in his infant’s care and provide the 
warm, sensitive, challenging interactions that are 
clearly established as beneficial to children’s 
development (Daniel, Madigan, & Jenkins, 2016; 
Grossmann et  al., 2002; StGeorge, Wroe, & 
Cashin, 2018). Furthermore, his role as co-parent 
and partner to a new mother may be compro-
mised, as his ability to co-parent with the mother 
(avoiding undermining and criticism) will impact 
on her health and on the wellbeing of their chil-
dren (Cutrona, Russell, & Gardner, 2005; Morse, 
Buist, & Durkin, 2000). Equally, when struggling 
to clarify his roles as caregiver, provider or co- 
parent, fathers’ anxiety, stress or depression will 
negatively influence on both their partners’ men-
tal health and their infant’s wellbeing (Dennis & 
Letourneau, 2007; Fletcher, Freeman, & Matthey, 
2011).

In seeking to support men as they transition 
into fatherhood, therefore, the goal is to foster 
fathering identities that enhance father-infant 
connection and father-partner support and co- 
operation in raising their child. Specifically, the 
aim is to nurture the development of the new 
caregiving and infant-oriented identity while 
protecting the salience and centrality of the 
partner- couple identity and acknowledging the 
provider/breadwinner role where relevant. 
Identity theory does not posit a finite number of 
identities that an individual can incorporate. 
Evidence even suggests that a wider variety of 
identities may be protective against mental 
health risk if the identities combine to meet basic 
psychological needs. These needs include 

belonging, maintaining self- esteem, exerting 
some control over one’s outcomes and the sense 
of living a meaningful life (Cruwys et al., 2013). 
By contrast, mental health risk increases when 
these psychological needs are no longer met 
because of identity loss (Cruwys et al., 2013). It 
is not uncommon for postpartum fathers to feel 
loss with regard to their intimate partner rela-
tionship (Darwin et  al., 2017), but under the 
right conditions, particularly when opportunities 
are encouraged for communication, a deeper and 
richer partnership evolves (Fägerskiöld, 2008). 
Central to the development of SMS4dads was 
the hypothesis that m-health support for new 
fathers would be most effective if it promoted 
the salience of both the father and partner identi-
ties through caring for the infant, partner and 
self.

 The SMS4dads Programme

 The Conception of the SMS4dads 
Programme

The conception and development of SMS4dads 
arose from two decades of researchers working in 
collaboration with health, education and welfare 
services who were attempting to include fathers 
in their practice. A number of initiatives insti-
gated by government and nongovernment ser-
vices reported some success, and across the 
sectors, a gradual shift could be seen to include 
fathers (Fletcher & Silberberg, 2006; Fletcher, St 
George, May, Hartman, & King, 2015). 
Professionals from a variety of disciplines began 
to recognise that fathers are not simply mother 
substitutes, and government departments and 
nongovernment organisations initiated pro-
grammes for fathers as a separate group for ser-
vice delivery (Fletcher, 2008). At the same time, 
perinatal health services, who were aware of 
maternal depression (Department of Health WA. 
2007), were beginning to recognize that fathers’ 
mental health was also an important issue in the 
early years of family formation (Fletcher et al., 
2006).
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 Attempting to Reach Fathers  
Through Email

As part of the impetus to involve fathers in peri-
natal services, fathers attending antenatal classes 
were recruited to the New Fathers Information 
Project comprising email messages offering 
information, links to online resources and partici-
pation in a confidential email discussion group 
with other fathers attending antenatal classes. 
The study, a randomised controlled trial 
(N  =  307), aimed to test the impact on father- 
infant attachment of email-based information and 
peer group support (Fletcher, 2008). The mea-
surements of father-infant attachment from ante-
natal to postnatal failed to demonstrate a 
significant difference between intervention and 
control.

However, the experience gained through this 
project provided guidance for the design of 
SMS4dads. First, clinicians’ agreement with the 
purpose of the study did not translate into effec-
tive recruitment actions. Second, although previ-
ous research had suggested that peer discussion 
was of high value (Friedewald, Fletcher, & 
Fairbairn, 2005), very few fathers participated in 
the email discussion with peers. Third, the study 
highlighted the information preferences for 
fathers-to-be and new fathers. Participants were 
offered seven topics to receive emailed informa-
tion: father-baby games, fathers helping breast-
feeding, father-infant bonding, fathering a fussy 
baby, sex after the birth, postnatal depression and 
work-family balance. The most frequently 
requested topics were father-baby bonding (85) 
and father-baby games (77), while the least pop-
ular were fathers helping breastfeeding (17) and 
sex after the birth (17).

 SMS4dads: A Phone-Optimised 
Web-Based Programme

The SMS4dads programme consists of a set of 
296 brief (160 characters or less) text messages 
delivered to participants’ mobile phones at vary-
ing days and times approximately three times per 
week. Fathers may enrol from when their partner 

is 16 weeks’ gestation and can receive messages 
until the infant is 6 months of age. Fathers enter 
the expected date of birth at enrolment so that the 
messages are keyed to foetal and infant develop-
ment. Message content addresses various aspects 
of new fathers’ roles: his relationship with his 
baby, his relationship with and support of the 
baby’s mother and his own self-care. All mes-
sages begin with ‘4dad’ and are tailored to a 
father’s perspective. Most are written in the 
‘voice’ of the baby. Every 3 weeks, one of the 
messages will remind participants that they can 
exit by texting ‘stop’, and almost one in three 
messages includes a link to a not-for-profit par-
enting website for further information. Examples 
are given in Table 39.1.

In addition to the messages, every 3 weeks, 
an interactive Mood Tracker text asked partici-
pants to indicate their current mood by select-
ing one of five one-click options (‘awesome’, 
‘cool’, ‘OK’, ‘shaky’ or ‘bad’). Indications of 
high distress triggered an escalation process 
from a national helpline for perinatal mental 
health support. An important feature of the pro-

Table 39.1 Text messages

Week Message
Content 
area

−19 4dad: At 20 weeks, my eyelids and 
eyebrows are forming and I can 
even blink! Not much to see yet but 
lots to look forward to dad

Father- 
infant

−17 4dad: Breastfeeding. Great for baby, 
good for mum and easy on the 
wallet. If mum wants to breastfeed, 
then let her know you also want this 
for your family [LINK]

Father- 
partner

−6 4dad: Walking together is good for 
health and good for relationships 
[txt STOP to OptOut]

Father 
self- 
care

+1 4dad: I am going to triple my weight 
in the first year of life. Don’t let this 
happen to you too dad [LINK]

Father 
self- 
care

+8 4dad: Notice something your partner 
is doing well and tell her about it. It 
is important for her to hear this now

Father- 
partner

+17 4dad: I love a book with pictures of 
faces that have big eyes. They can 
be animals, people or even 
machines. I am interested in all sorts 
of faces now dad

Father- 
infant
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gramme is its ability to communicate with 
fathers irrespective of location (the studies have 
enrolled participants from across Australia) for 
the cost of a text message, suggesting it is a 
relatively inexpensive method of supporting 
fathers. The process of developing the text mes-
sages and the programme features are reported 
elsewhere (Fletcher et al., 2016; Fletcher, Kay-
Lambkin, et  al., 2017; Fletcher, May, et  al., 
2017).

 Approval and Impact of SMS4dads

Reviews of eHealth programmes have reported 
dropout rates of between 2% and 83%, even for 
brief online programmes (Melville, Casey, & 
Kavanagh, 2010) leading some researchers to 
recommend that, due to the lack of sustained 
participation, computerised programmes be not 
supported as front-line services (Twomey et al., 
2014). Overall attrition rates from the pro-
grammes of SMS4dads to date range from 10% 
to 21% (see Table  39.2). In SMS4dads pro-
grammes, participants are repeatedly reminded 
‘to opt out text STOP’ providing a specific 
opportunity to exit approximately every 
3 weeks over a period of up to 70 weeks. The 
pattern of dropping out appears to be similar 
across various implementations of the pro-
gramme and indicates considerable commit-
ment. Those who do text back ‘STOP’ have 
usually received messages for some time. In the 

SMS4dads feasibility, for example, the average 
time from enrolment to dropout was 11 weeks 
by which time they would have received 
approximately 33 messages (Fletcher, Kay- 
Lambkin, et  al., 2017 , Fletcher, May, et  al., 
2017).

Two of the SMS4dads studies have included 
evaluations by fathers. At the conclusion of the 
SMS4dads feasibility messages, 101/520 fathers 
completed an online survey. Responses indi-
cated high approval of the programme: 92.9% 
found the messages helpful, 83.3% said they felt 
less isolated as a result of the programme, 65.4% 
found the messages helped their relationship 
with their infant and 80.9% found the messages 
helped their relationship with their partner 
(Fletcher, Kay-Lambkin, et al., 2017, Fletcher, 
May, et al., 2017). In a subsequent study of 244 
fathers, similar approval rates were reported. 
Fathers completed surveys at four points during 
the 13-month study: T1, third trimester; T2, 
6–8  weeks post birth; T3, 12–14  weeks post 
birth; and T4, final survey at 24  weeks. The 
overall rating, approve or strongly approve for 
four evaluation questions, was 97% (see 
Table 39.3).

The sustained engagement of the fathers, over 
more than 12 months for many, and the positive 
evaluations reported by participants suggest that 
the SMS4dads programme may provide a model 
of relatively low-cost support to fathers with the 
potential to improve the wellbeing of all family 
members.

Table 39.2 Attrition rates for programmes

Programme Population Enrolled Attrition (%)
SMS4dads feasibility1 National 520 78 (15)
SMS4dads RCT2 National 788 165 (21)
SMS4dads defence health 3 Members/relatives defence health 53 10 (19)
SMS4PP QLD 4 Partners of mothers with severe mental illness 67 7 (10)
SMS4dadsSA 5 South Australian fathers 254 42 (17)
SMS4dads aboriginal 6 Young aboriginal fathers from regional areas 20 1 (0.05)

1. Fletcher, Kay-Lambkin, et al. (2017) and Fletcher, May, et al. (2017)
2. SMS4dads RCT Report to beyondblue
3. SMS4dads Defence Health Final Report
4. SMS4Perinatal Parents Final Report
5. SMS4dadsSA Final Report
6. Faulkner et al. (2018)
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Table 39.3 Total responses to survey at four times dur-
ing enrolment in sms4dads

Survey question

Very/
somewhat 
helpful

Have the texts been helpful in becoming 
a new dad?
(1 = very helpful to 4 = not helpful at 
all)

210/214 
(98%)

Over the last month, you have been sent 
texts about your own self-care and 
wellbeing. How did they go with you?
(1 = very helpful to 4 = not helpful at 
all)

206/214 
(96%)

Over the last month, you have been sent 
texts about your new baby. How did 
they go with you?
(1 = very helpful to 4 = not helpful at 
all)

210/214 
(98%)

Over the last month, you have been sent 
texts about your relationship with your 
partner. How did they go with you?
(1 = very helpful to 4 = not helpful at 
all)

205/214 
(96%)

 Contributing to Fathers’ Identity 
Through SMS4dads

The initial formulation of SMS4dads was situ-
ated within theories of health communication 
(Fleisher et al., 2008) with a focus on tailoring 
information and eHealth delivery (De Nooijer, 
Lechner, & de Vries, 2002; Fletcher et al., 2011; 
Kreuter & Wray, 2003). However, it is important 
to understand the mechanisms operating within 
programmes that keep participants engaged and 
that produce the targeted outcomes (Hall & 
Bierman, 2015). Reproducing or scaling up of 
interventions is dependent not only on system-
atic documentation of implementation but also 
on a deep understanding of the pathways or 
mechanisms by which the effects are produced 
(Astbury & Leeuw, 2010; Moore et  al., 2015). 
Therefore, we wondered if the programme 
mechanisms that led to its positive reception 
were more intrinsically linked to a combination 
of identity theory and transition concepts; if so, 
could they be explicated through close analysis 
of interviews with participants (Fletcher et  al., 
2019)?

Forty fathers who had completed the pro-
gramme were interviewed in a semi-structured 
format. Their responses were analysed to draw 
out the effective features of the programme as 
seen by this group. In the following section, we 
draw on this interview material to tease out the 
possible content and structural features of 
SMS4dads that supports fathers’ identity 
formation.

 Programme Content

The branding of SMS4dads underlines the 
salience of the fathering role and the legitimacy 
of fathers’ involvement in the direct care of their 
infant. Over the perinatal period, fathers will 
encounter or become aware of multiple services 
aiming to assist new ‘parents’; however, in real-
ity, the high dropout rate of fathers in these pro-
grammes suggests that targeting services ‘for 
parents’ does not fully engage many fathers. By 
positioning itself as ‘for dads’, the programme 
title points to differentiation within the gener-
alised parenting role and suggests that there are 
diverse or unique responsibilities and experi-
ences for men. Among the many services that 
parents encounter, there are few for new fathers, 
and thus the programme title conveys a sense of 
importance about this role. Men experienced this 
focus as ‘taking into account the dad’, as ‘having 
their own thing’, that ‘reflected your own experi-
ence’, where ‘you felt you were valued’.

They were kind of like my little thing, I got a mes-
sage. Just having some helpful advice, I was just 
going over some previous messages before. So it 
helped, like a personal support network maybe, I 
don’t know, it’s not really a support network but 
you know.

Three target domains of information were 
embedded in the messages: the father-infant 
relationship, the father-partner relationship and 
father self-care. These centred on areas where, 
at a point postconception, men conceivably 
enter a process of reshaping their behavioural 
patterns and priorities. The first two domains 
explicitly reflect the new roles undertaken by 
men when they become fathers: one role 
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encompassing the expectations, practices and 
responsibilities of bonding and caregiving and 
other roles being that of partner to a new mother 
and co-parent. Addressing the domains of 
father-infant and father-partner relationships in 
the SMS4dads programme is an attempt to 
redress the generally imbalanced representation 
of the fathering role, at least in the perinatal 
period, as being only a support for mother 
through labour and breastfeeding (Litton Fox, 
Bruce, & Combs-Orme, 2000). These two 
domains represent the most pressing and poten-
tially complex relational domains of a new 
father’s life. Separating fatherhood activities or 
practices into these distinctive roles serves to 
better describe each and draws attention to the 
potential challenges within and between them. 
To this extent, the SMS4dads programme 
underscores the importance of the fatherhood 
status.

An explicit focus on the father-infant relation-
ship begins with the video promotion of the pro-
gramme and was shared with fathers through 
messages about bonding and child development, 
phrased in terms of either information or action 
points and often written in the first person, as if 
from the baby. This focus on infant bonding, play 
and development accords with men’s interests 
and concerns as documented in research on new 
fathers (e.g. Baldwin et  al., 2018), in the New 
Fathers Information Project described above 
(Fletcher, 2008) and in developmental phases of 
the programme (Fletcher, Kay-Lambkin, et  al., 
2017; Fletcher, May, et al., 2017). The informa-
tion in the messages pragmatically guides behav-
iours and provides implications of father-child 
interaction in ways that gave many men a more 
nuanced knowledge base and strengthened their 
bond with their child. Through learning to focus 
on the child, the range of parenting behaviours 
within the fathering role was expanded at the 
same time as men’s emotional and relational 
investment (their identity commitment) increased.

The message I really probably remember the most 
was interaction with the baby and facial expres-
sions and talking to the baby. Just sitting there tell-
ing him about your day. Getting him used to your 
voice there. Probably the ones I took the most out 

of from the SMSs. Some of them had links with 
videos in regards to those as well.

Similarly, the explicit focus on the domain of 
partner relationship in the messages signalled to 
men the emergence of a family system where 
specific roles, rules and boundaries were to be 
negotiated. The message content enhanced this 
process by providing useful tips and examples of 
actions or behaviour that endorsed the value of 
men’s support to the mother, such as, ‘Notice 
something your partner is doing well and tell her 
about it. It is important for her to hear this now’, 
thus giving men confidence in this new role as 
intimate partner to a new mother: ‘when I got that 
message, I just understood what the issue was 
[with her and I] and I just gave it time’.

Messages also highlighted the new interac-
tional role of co-parent. Fathers’ role as a partner 
in parenting was promoted by message content 
that directly addressed this interaction and which 
more broadly stimulated conversations about 
their new child, which in turn promoted cohe-
sion. For example, after a difficult night with 
their infant, one father said that it was ‘a really 
good message for both of us to hear, so I think it 
does help having something come to me that I 
can then take to her and to re-assure her as well’. 
At the same time, message content strengthened 
their relationship through the increased under-
standing and interaction that the messages 
encouraged, bringing ‘something else which is 
really positive’.

 Message Structure and Tone

A second element in SMS4dads that potentially 
contributes to identify formation was the struc-
ture and tone of the communication. Messages 
were created as brief information statements with 
links to webpages of highly relevant, evidence- 
based, government and not-for-profit sources. 
Pilot study results confirmed that fathers pre-
ferred direct messages that were specific advice 
and prompts (Fletcher, Kay-Lambkin, et  al., 
2017; Fletcher, May, et  al., 2017). While the 
scheduling of the messages was synchronised to 
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the baby’s birth date (see below), the delivery 
time of the messages varied through the week, 
and fathers preferred this format (Fletcher, 
 Kay- Lambkin, et al., 2017; Fletcher, May, et al., 
2017). The tone was designed to be engaging, 
using humour, the first person ‘baby’s voice’ and 
an encouraging, nonjudgemental tone. Together, 
these strategies appeared to contribute to men’s 
confidence in parenting their child and in helping 
them orient to their new fathering roles. Speaking 
about receiving messages before the birth of his 
first child, one father explained how this worked:

I think messages that really resonated with me, and 
made me think more about, ‘what I've got myself 
into’, is when you've said, one of the messages 
says, like ‘how will you make time for me, dad?’ 
So it's putting me in that role before I'm actually in 
that role.

The voice of the baby messages appeared to pro-
vide an external appraisal of his new fathering 
role and support for commitment to this role. 
These messages seemed to create a virtual con-
versation between baby and father where the 
father was urged to engage with the ‘person’, 
that is, the infant who is addressing him, and 
where directions and instructions would be 
acceptable as they were enhancing his father role 
‘When other people tell me what to do that 
doesn’t really work for me but when the message 
came from my baby asking me to read to her, 
well what could I do?’ Messages in the baby’s 
voice strengthened both the father’s understand-
ing of the baby’s mind and his bond with the 
infant, thus enhancing his affective commitment 
to the role.

A further component to the SMS4dads aimed 
at promoting positive outcomes in general, and 
identity support in particular was the purposeful 
‘function’ embedded in the message. While mes-
sage content was constructed to convey informa-
tion in the three target domains of father-infant, 
father-partner and self-care, each message was 
also assigned a function. These were explicitly 
embedded in the content and timing of the mes-
sages and included (1) evidence-based informa-
tion synchronised to specific gestational and 
postpartum needs, (2) normalisation of paternal 
experiences, (3) prompts to interact and reflect 

and (4) the provision of a safety net (through the 
Mood Tracker).

The most important design feature was syn-
chronisation of all messages to the antenatal and 
postnatal journey, based on the baby’s expected 
date of delivery. Many of the challenges new 
fathers and mothers face, which are known to 
lead to parental stress, are well understood. 
Sensory and motor development, feeding, crying 
and sleeping capabilities and behaviours that 
evolve through the perinatal period can be 
mapped chronologically with some precision. 
The messages therefore arrived in a highly per-
sonalised format tailored to the father’s likely 
experiences. Men’s negative reactions to receiv-
ing mistimed messages that did not fit their situa-
tion reinforced the importance for fathers of this 
‘just in time’ information. Fathers recognised the 
messages as a high-quality resource, ‘something 
I could trust in’. Relevant information would 
‘pop up at the right time’, when fathers might 
have had ‘questions that need answers’ or needed 
a signal, ‘Hey, now’s the time to start thinking 
about this’.

You get overloaded. The hospital give you infor-
mation, there are plenty of people that refer you to 
a website. So I suppose it was quite good that this 
referred you specifically to an article, in a brief and 
also timely, it came in at the right time, and said 
‘here’s something that you should read about this 
thing that’s going on right now’. I didn’t have to go 
in and LOOK for something.

Normalisation of experience was a second 
explicit design feature embedded in the message 
content. A proportion of the messages were con-
structed to inform fathers about typical occur-
rences throughout the perinatal period, for 
example, difficulties in breastfeeding, crying, 
sleeping or mood. With the intention of normalis-
ing men’s experiences, as in health behaviour 
change theory, these types of messages conveyed 
to an extent the likelihood and prevalence of the 
issues (McEachan, Conner, Taylor, & Lawton, 
2011). The normalisation messages gave a posi-
tive frame to men’s experiences, helping them 
realise that ‘the things that I’m going through are 
not, I suppose, unique or isolated just to me’. ‘So 
just of planting those ideas that OK, that could be 
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why the child’s crying, it’s not to do with me 
being a bad parent or anything like that. You 
know, this is what a normal kid does. It gave me 
some insight into that I guess’.

A third purposeful function embedded in a 
proportion of the messages was prompts to act: 
reminders, prompts, questions or instructions to 
act or reflect. These were intended to activate 
fathers’ interactions with his baby or partner, ‘I 
definitely tried things after seeing messages’. A 
fourth intended function for messages specifi-
cally about self-care was to prompt men to reflect 
on their own mood and wellbeing. The messages 
were experienced as a ‘check-up’, ‘check in’ or 
‘pick me up’, giving ‘a bit of hope’ and providing 
resources during a difficult time, presenting the 
information in an objective yet supportive way.

Because you know some of the messages there 
have spoke about, you know, exercise and even 
alcohol intake, just being smart and being aware 
that, you know, you have a responsibility at the end 
of the day, so yeah, they would have. Look, they’re 
really good check-ins, and I enjoyed that one in 
particular about exercise, you know, do it right, 
look after myself first and then I’m able to help 
someone else.

 Mechanisms of Support for Identity

In our analysis of exit interviews (N  =  40) 
(Fletcher et  al., 2019), we found that some of 
these design features interacted with basic psy-
chological processes related to transition and 
social cognitive theory: change in knowledge, 
feelings of confidence, ability to cope, role orien-
tation and feeling connected (Meleis, Sawyer, 
Im, Messias, & Schumacher, 2000). The interac-
tion of these features and psychological pro-
cesses created mechanisms for changes in 
fathers’ understanding of their role, their rela-
tionship quality and a reduction of feelings of 
isolation, as documented in programme out-
comes (Fletcher, Kay-Lambkin, et  al., 2017; 
Fletcher, May, et al., 2017; Fletcher, May, Attia, 
Garfield, & Skinner, 2018). In this way, the iden-
tity support provided by the SMS4dads pro-
gramme helped fathers value and celebrate their 
new fatherhood status; begin to define and distin-

guish their roles as father, partner and co-parent; 
and strengthen their affective commitment or 
investment in these roles. Examples of how these 
design features and psychological processes 
interacted to create mechanisms of change are 
given in Table 39.3. Below, we demonstrate how 
these changes may contribute to identity develop-
ment (Table 39.4).

 Enhancing the Salience 
of Fatherhood

The mechanisms that appeared to most clearly 
emphasise the salience or centrality of father-
hood were interactions between synced evidence- 
based messages, normalising messages and 
safety-net messages, with the psychological pro-
cesses of knowledge construction, coping and 
connection. The information in the synced 
evidence- based messages interacted with men’s 
recognition of their new role. Men described that 
the information alerted them to their specific 
influence and responsibilities, for one father, 
because ‘I massively underestimated my role in 
the key period of his development’. In the same 
way, the gravitas and permanence of fatherhood 
was underlined when normalising messages 
helped fathers cope with the changes: ‘after a 
hard night’, for example, because ‘if you know 
that there’s other people that have the same sort 
of issue, it’s easier for you to deal with it’. Safety- 
net messages that enhanced fathers’ coping skills 
similarly signalled the importance of the transi-
tion and the value of self. The texts ‘really helped, 
particularly with the mental side of everything’. 
Together, the interactions between these core 
design features and normative psychological pro-
cesses created positive outcomes for fathers and 
indicated that the messages specifically affirmed 
and buttressed the value and centrality of 
fatherhood.

The infant’s ‘voice’ in the text messages 
appeared to be a key factor in supporting a devel-
oping father identity. Applying the notion of 
‘reflected appraisals’, the men were encouraged 
to see themselves through their infants’ eyes or 
mind, ‘it was just nice to be called Dad in a mes-
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Table 39.4 Structural features and psychological processes in SMS4dads

Structural 
features Psychological processes

1. Increase in 
knowledge

2. Feelings of 
confidence

3. Ability to cope 4. Role 
orientation

5. Feeling 
connected

1. Synced 
info

So having that 
information ready 
is really a good 
strategy

Can interact in 
ways that are 
appropriate

So the timing 
worked really 
well... It helps 
when you get a bit 
stressed

Because the 
article and stuff 
and the link 
went through 
how that was 
beneficial, you 
feel like you’re 
contributing

Again, it was 
just a text 
message but 
you’re checking 
in on me and 
you’re saying 
things that 
actually are 
happening to me 
as I’m getting 
the text 
messages

2. 
Normalising

Once or twice 
one would come 
in just as she was 
having a bit of a 
worse off time, 
and it was just 
helpful to 
remember that 
it’s fairly natural 
thing for them to 
go through

Just having the 
little reminders 
that it’s not 
actually anything 
we were doing 
specifically, but 
it’s just how this 
whole process 
works. It definitely 
helps restore your 
confidence when 
you’ve had a hit

So it sort of like 
calmed me a little 
bit, from the 
perspective of not 
freaking out or 
whatever or 
not – you know, 
not being too 
concerned about 
something that 
really wasn’t a 
concern; it was 
just normal

Just of planting 
those ideas that 
OK, that could 
be why the 
child’s crying; 
it’s not to do 
with me being a 
bad parent or 
anything like 
that

I suppose it sort 
of reinforces in 
me that she is 
doing a good 
job and what 
she’s doing is 
perfectly normal 
and she is going 
to experience 
these rough 
times as well

3. Prompts 
to interact

Some of those 
messages that 
were a bit 
instructive about 
different 
interactions or 
things to try. I 
definitely tried 
things after 
seeing messages

I think they 
definitely gave me 
some other ideas…
made me feel more 
confident

It’s a prompt for 
me to raise 
something that 
maybe I would 
have left until 
things had gotten 
sort of to the point 
where it would 
have been harder

That’s what 
triggered 
something in me 
to say, ‘you 
know what, I 
really need to be 
a little bit more 
active in that 
area’

Every time I got 
it, she was like, 
‘what was the 
message today?’ 
and then we’d 
have a joke 
about the video 
camera being in 
the corner of the 
room

4.Safety net …click on to the 
links and go 
through the 
articles. But I 
often find it’s 
better that way 
because …
(people say) ‘if 
you’re not doing 
it the way I did 
you’re doing it 
wrong’

And you get these 
coming through 
and you go, well 
even if it’s not a 
friend, at least it’s 
something that’s 
reminding me that 
I’m doing a good 
job

It felt like 
somebody just 
walked into my 
office, put their 
hand on my 
shoulder and said, 
‘are you okay?’ 
and that’s golden

‘Look after 
myself first and 
then I’m able to 
help someone 
else’

A ‘sort of mate 
tapping you on 
the shoulder’

Sourced from Fletcher et al. (2019)

sage’. Texts documented the importance of the 
father to the infant, for example, ‘I will learn to 
love your face and I will try to copy things that 

you do with your face from a very early age’. 
They also described what the infant could see 
when looking up at the father, ‘My favourite view 
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will be your face gazing at me. It will be easier 
when you come just close enough 15–20 cm’. 
There is no claim to suspension of disbelief. 
Rather, the men acknowledged the origin of the 
texts to be from ‘experts’, which increased their 
trust in the information and allowed them to 
focus on the content and meaning.

Knowing that it’s from an actual research organisa-
tion and geared towards dads it added an element 
of trust that what they were sending me was some-
thing that I could trust in, that the information 
would be evidence-based and backed, and 
appropriate.

Much of the literature on fathers and reflected 
appraisal has focused on how men come to see 
themselves as parents based on a partner’s 
appraisal (Maurer & Pleck, 2006). Here we have 
shifted the perspective, giving the father a lens 
through which to appraise himself as hugely sig-
nificant to his infant’s security and development 
from the viewpoint of the infant itself.

 Scoping Multiple and Potentially 
Competing Roles

Because the messages were synchronised to 
infant development over the perinatal period, 
men gained knowledge about infant behaviours 
and needs and how to interact with them. The 
messages also helped fathers understand the 
infant’s mind, because ‘you don’t know what 
they are thinking’. One father explained how the 
prompt to interact with the baby sharpened his 
realisation that he is important, that he is ‘actively 
doing something for the baby, and that was good’. 
Even when men felt they were ‘pretty aware’, the 
messages ‘keep you on your toes’, prompting 
action when ‘you know you haven’t been doing it 
as much as should have’. In this way, the father 
was called on to take responsibility for the well-
being of his infant and, at the same time, is recog-
nised for his contribution to the health and 
wellbeing of his infant. Both the simulated baby 
dialogue and the suggested actions encouraged 
fathers to seek time alone with their infant, a hall-
mark of high-level father involvement (Craig, 

2006) and clear demonstration of his new under-
standings of the paternal role.

Similarly, texts with prompts to action that 
opened lines of communication between part-
ners helped fathers better understand the expec-
tations of this new co-parenting role. Texts 
sparked positive conversations between partners 
about sleep, crying or shared household labour. 
By acting on these messages, fathers could show 
their partners that they were supportive, 
‘involved’ and ‘actually be more present and 
helpful’. The messages also prompted fathers to 
take up ‘difficult conversations’ with their part-
ner, to discuss struggles and to ameliorate or 
avoid conflict.

She found they’re good, yeah, she found they’re 
good. I think, you know, if she finds them good, but 
she might have read something similar or different 
and, you know, it’s just good that I suppose I’m 
being active as well and, you know, we’re all on the 
same page basically, which is great.

 Strengthening Commitment

The messages that prompted men to support their 
partner or discuss their infant functioned to 
increase men’s sense of connection with both, as 
demonstrated in the highly positive ratings of 
these factors across evaluations (Fletcher et  al., 
2018; Fletcher, Kay-Lambkin, et  al., 2017; 
Fletcher, May, et al., 2017). Men acknowledged 
that they now had to consider the family system, 
‘you know you’re in it together, you know what’s 
going on, where you’re up to, but the reminder to 
check in with them and look after them [is very 
important]’. This sense of togetherness and 
responsibility appears to be a key component of 
the emotional and relational investment that char-
acterises affective or socio-emotional commit-
ment within identity theory (Burke & Reitzes, 
1991). Likewise, SMS4dads provided for men 
another socio-emotional connection that but-
tressed their new status as father. The attribution 
of a persona to the messages appeared to create a 
sense of anticipation that kept men balanced and 
in the loop, ‘Put it this way: if I wasn’t receiving 
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the message, I’d miss them’, because ‘you’re the 
only one who’s texted me saying how are things 
going’.

 Summary and Key Points

The way that men carry out their fathering role, 
starting before the birth, has a profound influ-
ence on the long-term development of their 
children and on their partner’s wellbeing. We 
know this, yet we have not been effective in 
finding ways to engage with men as they make 
this transition. Our interventions and services 
for family members lag behind the society-
wide changes in how men and women see 
themselves as parents, changes in the concep-
tion of fathering which include caring for 
infants alongside the traditional provider roles. 
A new framework, looking beyond what has 
worked in supporting mothers, is needed, one 
which values fathers both for the way that they 
parent and for the way that they partner in their 
parenting with the mother. In this chapter, we 
have suggested that a father’s identity, the way 
he conceptualises and enacts the various aspects 
of his role as father, is key to designing effec-
tive support. This is not a new idea, but in the 
modern information technology context, spe-
cifically the ubiquity of mobile phone use, new 
avenues for supporting his identity are avail-
able. We use the text-based SMS4dads pro-
gramme to suggest key processes in support as 
they relate to the fathers’ identity.

The SMS4dads programme, which begins 
before birth, is intentionally father-only, sends 
brief messages directly to the father every few 
days and does not require downloading or log-
ging on. The programme design takes account of 
widely acknowledged, contradictory aspects of 
new fathers’ role in high-income countries. These 
include the necessity to take up the fathering role 
in the absence of intergenerational models of 
how to be a father; the expectation to be ‘involved’ 
with the pregnancy and baby contradicted by 
work pressure, mother-focused services and lim-
ited parental leave; the enormous range of parent-

ing information available online without the 
means to find trustworthy, relevant advice; and 
the reduction of social contact at a time when 
knowing how other fathers are managing the 
same challenges would be helpful. Fathers enroll-
ing in the programme (>1300) report high 
approval ratings of the programme overall, appre-
ciation of the texts in regard to the effect on their 
fathering in the relationships with their infant and 
partner and their confidence in the fathering role.

The constructs from identity theory, such as 
normalisation, role salience and reflected 
appraisal, may help explain the mechanisms at 
play in the satisfaction of participating fathers 
and suggest a way to design effective supports for 
new fathers. The key features of the programme 
which support the fathers’ positive identity are 
valuing the identity of father as caregiver for his 
infant; valuing fathers’ support for, and co- 
parenting with, the mother; and strengthening his 
identity by connection with other men.

 Valuing the Identity of Father 
as Caregiver for his Infant

The badging of the programme, as being specifi-
cally for fathers, calls attention to the value 
placed on this role by the existence of the pro-
gramme. The fathers’ identity as carer is sup-
ported in the texts which are tailored to the 
interactions that fathers typically encounter 
throughout the pregnancy and early months. The 
emphasis on infant care reinforces the value 
attributed to his caring role, and strategies, ‘tips’, 
are offered for enacting the role. The ‘voice’ of 
the baby, used in most messages, offers a positive 
appraisal which fathers comment had a powerful 
effect on their commitment to the role of nurtur-
ing fathers and to interacting with their infants. 
These texts scaffold his attention on the baby’s 
development and encourage and applaud his 
interactions. They create a virtual conversation 
between baby and father where the father is urged 
to engage with the ‘person’, that is, the infant 
who is addressing him, before birth and in the 
preverbal months after the birth.
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 Valuing Fathers’ Support for, 
and Co-parenting with, the Mother

The messages suggesting that he offer verbal 
encouragement to the mother, in bearing or in 
caring for their infant, build the father’s identity 
as a partner with a different but valuable role in 
the parenting team. Fathers say that the texts are 
a conversation starter, a way to engage with the 
task of parenting more as a partner and less as a 
helper.

 Strengthening His Identity by 
Connection with Other Men

Knowing that other fathers in the same situation 
are receiving the same messages can create a 
‘virtual’ community, one which can help nor-
malise the emotional turmoil arising from stress-
ful situations which are very common in learning 
to parent a new baby. The trustworthiness of the 
programme, in an online environment where 
information is not easily verified, offers a low- 
stress source of support.
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40Designing and Tailoring 
Preventive Interventions 
for Fathers’ Parenting

David S. DeGarmo

This chapter focuses on effective parent training 
interventions for fathers of young children and 
how research can inform the tailoring of cogni-
tive and behavioral treatments to be more salient 
for fathers and, therefore, more efficacious. A key 
element of tailoring interventions for fathers is 
adapting interventions based on sound theoreti-
cally grounded principles that are specifically rel-
evant to the fathering role and fathering behaviors. 
In general, the primary theoretical perspectives 
discussed throughout this chapter are attachment 
theory for fathers of infants, social interaction 
learning theory for children ages three and above, 
and identity theory for fathers of children across 
the life course. This chapter is organized in sec-
tions that first reviews evidence-based non- 
tailored and father-tailored parent training 
programs. Next, recommendations for practice 
and implementation science are reviewed from a 
treatment and from a methodological perspec-
tive. Finally, data are presented from a recently 
tailored program for single and separating fathers 
using principles of father-focused adaptation of 
an effective parent training program.

 The Need for Effective Parent 
Training with Fathers

Children’s problem behaviors remain a costly 
burden both nationally and globally (Salmanian, 
Mohammadi, Keshavarzi, & Brand, 2018) with 
effective parent training one cost-effective strat-
egy for addressing developmental behavioral 
psychopathology as a public health concern. 
Children’s externalizing and internalizing disor-
ders including conduct disorder (CD), opposi-
tional defiant disorder (ODD), attention-deficit 
disorder (ADD), anxiety, and depression, are the 
leading reasons for referral of children to mental 
health agencies (Weber, Kamp-Becker, 
Christiansen, & Mingebach, 2019). Meta- 
analyses have shown that conduct disorder is 
associated with the long-term outcomes relating 
to criminality, mental health problems, substance 
use disorders, antisocial personality disorder, 
early pregnancy, and failure to complete high 
school (Erskine et al., 2016).

The worldwide prevalence of externalizing 
disorders in children and adolescents is estimated 
to be roughly 6% (Polanczyk, Salum, Sugaya, 
Caye, & Rohde, 2015). Prevalence is even higher 
in the contemporary USA, with initial national 
data reporting that one in every four to five youth 
will meet criteria for a mental health disorder 
across their lifetime (Merikangas et  al., 2010). 
Prevalence of disorders with severe impairment 
was estimated to be 22.2% (11.2% with mood 
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disorders, 8.3% with anxiety disorders, and 9.6% 
behavior disorders). Onset of these disorders 
occurs early and lasts through adolescence with 
mediation age of onset earliest for anxiety (age 
6), externalizing behavior (median age 11), mood 
disorders (median age 13), and substance use 
(median age 15) (Merikangas et al., 2010).

Among the complex biological and environ-
mental factors contributing to the etiology of 
child and adolescent conduct problems, parent-
ing behaviors are the key socializing agent pre-
dicting the development of problem behaviors, in 
particular, harsh coercive parenting and incon-
sistent discipline, with prosocial positive parent-
ing behavior serving as a protective factor 
(Duncombe, Havighurst, Holland, & Frankling, 
2012). Fathers’ coercive parenting is uniquely 
problematic. Relative to mothers’ developmental 
studies have shown that coercive fathering 
explains greater variance in children’s problem 
behaviors (DeGarmo, Nordahl, & Fabiano, 
2016). As a protective factor, it is also well estab-
lished that independent of mothers’ influence, 
quality fathering behaviors of both residential 
and nonresidential fathers matter in the healthy 
development of their children (Asmussen & 
Weizel, 2010; Flouri, 2005). Quality father 
involvement and effective parenting is associated 
with better academic outcomes and reduced 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors across 
development (Jeynes, 2015; Leidy, Schofield, & 
Parke, 2013).

Together, these data above underscore the 
need for early intervention and effective preven-
tive intervention and treatment targeting parent-
ing practices and behaviors during early 
childhood. Indeed, there is long-standing evi-
dence from meta-analyses that behavioral parent 
training shows positive effects not only on chil-
dren’s short-term outcomes (Furlong et al., 2013; 
Lee, Niew, Yang, Chen, & Lin, 2012; Lundahl, 
Risser, & Lovejoy, 2006); but higher-order meta- 
analyses also show that parent training has bene-
ficial maintenance, emergent, and crossover 
effects for parents (Weber et  al., 2019). Short- 
term effects on child behavior problems tend to 
be more consistent, with long-term effects of 
child adjustment exhibiting considerable hetero-

geneity as do longer-term effects on parent 
well-being.

Moreover, non-tailored parent training imple-
mented with mothers and fathers consistently 
shows that for two-parent families, participation 
of fathers in treatment has greater benefits for 
relative gains and maintenance compared to fam-
ilies in which fathers do not participate (Bagner, 
2013; Cowan, Cowan, & Knox, 2010; Sicouri 
et  al., 2018). Unfortunately, at the same time 
reviews show rapid increase in efforts to engage 
fathers in psychosocial parenting education or 
behavioral parent training, and evidence still sug-
gests that relative to mother-child and mother- 
focused programs, rigorously evaluated 
father-focused parenting interventions remain 
few in number and participation of fathers 
remains notoriously low (DeGarmo et al., 2016; 
Lee, Knauer, Lee, MacEachern, & Garfield, 
2018; Panter-Brick et al., 2014).

In general, roughly one in five fathers when 
offered participate in parent training programs. A 
recent systematic review found that at least 25% 
of parents in need of behavioral parent training 
(BPT) do not enroll or engage in treatment when 
offered, and of those who do initially engage, 
26% prematurely drop out, leaving fewer than 
half of the parents who had been identified as 
likely to benefit from BPT actually receiving 
appropriate treatment (Chacko et  al., 2016). In 
addition, fathers are uniquely more challenging 
to engage in BPT (DeGarmo et al., 2016). In the 
Triple P meta-analysis, Fletcher, Freeman, and 
Mathey (2011) report that overall only 20% of 
fathers participated in 28 total evaluations, with 
only 50% of the studies reporting data on factors 
associated with father participation.

From a prevalence perspective, an Australian 
sample of 1001 fathers showed that only 15% of 
fathers participated in parenting interventions or 
treatment for children as young as 2 years of age 
(Tully et  al., 2017). Although participation was 
higher for fathers of children with problem 
behaviors, fathers of children with higher exter-
nalizing reported more participation barriers rela-
tive to fathers of children with low levels of 
externalizing. The top four practical barriers 
included costs of service, conflicts with work 
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commitments, time to participate in general, and 
convenience of location of services. Similarly, a 
comprehensive survey of social service practitio-
ners in the UK found that among two-parent fam-
ilies attending structured parenting courses, 21% 
of fathers participated (Scourfield, Cheung, & 
Macdonald, 2014). From a systemic point of 
view on implementation effectiveness and sus-
tainability of effective programs for fathers, it is 
essential that parent training programs are com-
pelling not only to fathers but to all stakeholders 
and decision-makers including fathers and other 
primary caregivers, mothers, program directors, 
policymakers, and funders (Panter-Brick et  al., 
2014).

 Non-tailored Parenting 
Intervention and Fathers

This section presents non-tailored parenting 
intervention programs defined as well- established 
behavioral parent training programs based on 
universal parenting principles. That is, cumula-
tive clinical intervention programs are considered 
here that have utilized randomized controlled 
designs testing theory-driven parenting training 
interventions that were applied as manualized but 
“off the shelf” for both mothers and fathers.

 Infancy Interventions for Fathers

For infancy (i.e., birth to 2), fathering interven-
tions have been dominated by attachment theory 
(Cabrera, Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2007; 
Lamb & Lewis, 2013). Attachment theory focuses 
on parental sensitivity and responsiveness to the 
infant’s signals as the key dimension of prosocial 
positive parenting that contributes to children’s 
secure attachment and healthy emotional adjust-
ment. Fathers’ sensitivity has been less studied 
(Lamb & Lewis, 2013). Nevertheless, research 
on fathers’ behavior during early childhood 
reveals that they can be equally sensitive as moth-
ers and that their skillful parenting contributes to 
child adjustment (Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, 
Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004). The negative impact of 

unskilled parenting for early child development, 
unfortunately, is better understood. Disruptions 
in fathers’ sensitive and responsive parenting and 
their intrusive, detached, or harsh parenting pre-
dict poor child attachment (Lucassen et al., 2011) 
and poor child outcomes (Ramchandani et  al., 
2013).

Attachment-based interventions have been 
developed almost exclusively for mothers 
(Bakermans-Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, & 
Juffer, 2005). Relatively fewer exist for fathers. 
Evidence-based father programs include infant 
massage, didactic parent training groups, direct 
observation, strength-based video feedback, and 
modeling care of infants (Magill-Evans, Harrison, 
Rempel, & Slater, 2006). For example, based on 
the Steps Toward Effective Enjoyable Parenting 
(STEEP) program, Doherty, Erickson, and 
LaRossa (2006) developed an 8-week pre- and 
postnatal psychoeducational and behavioral pro-
gram for couples transitioning to parenthood. 
The goal was to increase fathers’ knowledge and 
skill and commitment to the fatherhood role. 
Couple components focused on co-parenting and 
contextual factors associated with fathers such as 
work and cultural expectations. The randomized 
trial of 165 couples demonstrated the program 
was successful in promoting increased father 
involvement and quality father-baby interactions. 
Employing similar theoretical perspectives, 
Shapiro, Gottman, and Fink (2020) recently 
tested a couple-focused intervention designed to 
promote father involvement in childcare and 
strengthen the couple relationships. A random-
ized trial of 136 couples showed that fathers in 
the Bringing Baby Home intervention reported 
increased father involvement relative to controls, 
greater satisfaction with the division of parenting 
labor, and feeling more appreciated by partners. 
Both husbands and wives reported greater satis-
faction when fathers were more involved in par-
enting tasks.

In a recent randomized trial evaluating skin- 
to- skin contact (SSC) program (Chen, Gau, Liu, 
& Lee, 2017), 83 young Taiwanese fathers were 
allocated to either SSC or to a control condition. 
The SSC program involved 15-minute touch ses-
sions for the first 3 days postpartum. Fathers in 
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the SSC program reported significantly higher 
attachment on the Father-Child Attachment 
Scale. Another recent example is the Fathers 
Club intervention for new fathers (Rempel, 
Rempel, Khuc, & Vui, 2017). Employing com-
munes in Vietnam, Fathers Clubs were developed 
to provide opportunities for ongoing peer support 
and validation. Fathers Club meetings provide 
fathers with opportunities to discuss their posi-
tive and negative experiences, discuss concerns, 
and ask questions about being actively involved 
fathers. One primary activity included group par-
ticipation in friendly competitions between father 
groups and invited community members (e.g., 
family and friends). The competitions were 
designed to increase social learning of the pro-
gram content and to increase community aware-
ness. More tailored attachment approaches with 
fathers are presented further below.

 Early Childhood Interventions 
for Fathers

For early childhood (i.e., ages 2–3 to adoles-
cence), the predominant evidence-based pro-
grams for early childhood reporting findings on 
fathers include but are not limited to Parent-Child 
Interaction Therapy (PCIT), Triple P, Incredible 
Years (IY), and Parent Management Training- 
Oregon Model (PMTO). In general, meta- 
analytic approaches report moderate to medium 
effect sizes for the benefits of parent training on 
fathers’ effective parenting practices, while small 
sample clinical trials often report large effects for 
fathers. Reviews indicate that the active engage-
ment of fathers in parenting interventions can be 
a key factor promoting maintenance and long- 
term success of maternal, child, and family out-
comes (Lechowicz et  al., 2019; Lundahl et  al., 
2008).

In a meta-analysis of 28 randomized control 
trials, Fletcher et  al. (2011) reported positive 
overall benefits of participating in Triple P on the 
Parenting Scale, a validated 30-item scale of par-
enting practices, measuring dimensions of 
laxness- permissiveness, overreactivity- 
harshness, and verbosity, obtaining an overall 

effect size (ES) of 0.77 [95% CI, 0.71–0.84]. 
However, when comparing mothers with fathers 
separately, the ES for mothers was 0.77 [95% CI, 
0.65–0.87] and was 0.51 [95% CI, 0.37–0.63] for 
fathers. In a small wait-listed control trial of the 
IY program of 36 Portuguese families where 
fathers were willing to participate with co- 
parents, Homem, Gaspar, Seabra-Santos, 
Canavarro, and Azevedo (2014) reported signifi-
cant 6-month pre-post improvements in fathers’ 
reported parenting practices on the Parenting 
Scale with a partial η2 of 0.25 a large effect size 
(d = 1.15).

In a rigorously designed comparative effec-
tiveness study of the IY program, Webster- 
Stratton, Reid, and Hammond (2004) compared 
159 families with children aged 4–8 years with 
problem behaviors. Families were randomly 
assigned to six parent training conditions: a wait- 
listed control (WL), parent training only (PT), 
child training only (CT), (PT + TT), (CT + TT), 
and (PT + CT + TT) conditions. The intervention 
was effective in reducing fathers’ negative par-
enting behaviors in only conditions including PT 
(d = 0.51, 0.91, and 0.77 for PT, PT + TT, and 
PT + CT + TT, respectively). The effects of PT on 
mothers’ negative parenting were comparable to 
the reductions in fathers’ negative parenting (d 
ranged from 0.74 to 0.84 across PT conditions).

In a nonrandomized comparison of families 
participating in the intensive PCIT program, 
Bagner and Eyberg (2003) compared 107 fami-
lies in which fathers participated, families with 
non-participating fathers (uninvolved but pres-
ent), versus absent-father families. All PCIT 
groups of families reported improvements in 
child behavior and parenting stress. At immediate 
post-test, absent-father families showed better 
gains compared to participating father families. 
However, follow-up data showed that families 
with participating fathers maintained treatment 
gains on child behavior problems, while absent- 
father families reported significant declines. 
These data support the notion that father partici-
pation is important for the maintenance and sup-
port of sustaining beneficial treatment effects. 
More recently, in a study of 44 families with chil-
dren presenting with conduct disorder and 
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 developmental delay participating in PCIT, 
Bagner (2013) showed that families in which 
fathers participated in treatment exhibited lower 
levels of externalizing behavior problems com-
pared to children from single-mother families or 
families in which fathers did not participate. The 
PCIT program would better address the impact of 
father participation with the use of randomized 
designs to better address potential selection 
effects accounting for differences in father par-
ticipation effects.

In the Marital and Parenting in Stepfamilies 
(MAPS) study, PMTO has demonstrated reduced 
marital conflict (Bullard et al., 2010) and medium 
effect sizes for observed co-parenting latent con-
structs of parenting practices measured with 
observed parent-child interactions (i.e., problem 
solving, coercive discipline, monitoring, skill 
encouragement, and positive involvement) 
(Forgatch, DeGarmo, & Beldavs, 2005; d = 0.80, 
partial η2  =  0.14). Counter to reviews of self- 
reported parenting reviews, larger effect sizes on 
observed effective parenting practices were 
higher for stepfathers relative to biological moth-
ers (DeGarmo & Forgatch, 2007; d  =  0.54 and 
0.46 for fathers and mothers, respectively). It is 
possible that effect sizes could be larger for more 
marginalized fathers or at-risk father populations 
for which few evidence-based programs exist 
such as stepfathers, nonresidential fathers, or 
single fathers (DeGarmo et  al., 2016). Other 
evidence- based parent training programs that 
focus on co-parenting alliances, parenting as a 
united front, and parenting as a team include the 
Supporting Father Involvement for socially dis-
advantaged fathers (Cowan, Cowan, Pruett, & 
Pruett, 2007) and Dads for Life for divorcing 
couples (Cookston, Braver, Griffin, De Lusé, & 
Miles, 2007).

 Tailored Evidence-Based Parenting 
Intervention and Fathers

This section provides a few exemplars of tailored 
father-focused interventions during infancy and 
early childhood. Tailoring of fathering interven-
tion should be based on theoretical models of 

paternal engagement and functions of fathering 
roles (Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1998; 
Pleck, 1997). In general, empirical data and the-
ory suggest that father-centric programming that 
promotes fathers’ identification with the parent-
ing role and raise fathers’ awareness of their 
developmental impact on children may be more 
effective in tailoring programs for fathers 
(DeGarmo et al., 2016; Frank, Keown, Dittman, 
& Sanders, 2015).

Additionally, Panter-Brick et  al. (2014) cau-
tion that engaging fathers in gender-equitable 
role definitions needs to be sensitive to cultural 
and contextual characteristics of participants. For 
example, although historically fathers are becom-
ing more involved in their children’s lives, fathers 
still identify with “breadwinning” (Mauer & 
Pleck, 2006), and “caregiving” is still primarily 
defined as woman’s work, which means that 
many fathers need to cognitively redefine tasks 
that are nontraditional for men as still somehow 
being masculine (Doucet, 2004). 
Psychoeducational and behavioral treatments 
need to reframe men’s perspectives as being part-
ners not as helpers to mothers; couples err by 
neglecting to give parenting the same weight as 
other domestic chores.

Within a broader ecological model, tailoring 
needs to be culturally sensitive as well. Cultural 
adaptation refers to the systematic modification 
of an evidence-based intervention to consider 
language, behavioral traditions, and context that 
are compatible with and relevant to a focal popu-
lation’s shared values and beliefs (Parra-Cardona 
et al., 2017). One early example of cultural tailor-
ing for fathers was the Parent Empowerment 
Project (PEP: Parra-Cordona et  al., 2006). 
Contextually, teen fathers face greater financial 
difficulties and greater educational barriers and 
are at higher risk for relationship instability rela-
tive to more on-time fathers (Parra-Cardona, 
Wampler, & Sharp, 2006). Furthermore, Mexican 
origin teens in the contemporary USA are at high 
risk for teen pregnancy, with few programs focus-
ing on inclusion or experiences of the adolescent 
father. The Parent Empowerment Project (PEP) 
was a state-funded teen parent program imple-
mented in Latinx communities for high-risk 
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 families. Qualitative analyses indicated that 
fathers participating in the PEP obtained a higher 
sense of parenting efficacy and skill for caring for 
infants and reported a greater commitment to the 
fathering role (Parra-Cordona et al., 2006). The 
goals of the parenting program were to increase 
adolescent fathers’ understanding of their own 
issues about becoming a father as a reflection of 
his experiences as a son, to offer resources to 
cope with issues between himself and the child’s 
mother, to increase comfort in childcare for 
infants, and to teach adolescent fathers funda-
mental parenting and childcare skills.

A recent single-subject design for a father of a 
3-year-old child with autism tested an Applied 
Behavioral Analysis intervention based on father-
hood theories of paternal engagement. In-home 
father coaching sessions included weekly ses-
sions targeting four responsive strategies. These 
included follow-in comments, follow-in direc-
tives, symbolic object play, and rough-tumble 
play. The father-focused intervention was associ-
ated with competency in three of the four targeted 
strategies (follow-in comments, follow-in direc-
tives, and rough-and-tumble/physical play). 
Child use of single words increased over baseline 
and beginning use of multiword utterances were 
also observed (Flippin, 2018).

Another engagement-based tailoring is the 
Coaching Our Acting-Out Children: Heightening 
Essential Skills program (COACHES: Fabiano, 
2007; Fabiano et al., 2009). The approach behind 
the COACHES program development was to first 
identify activities that often have high levels of 
father involvement such as sports activities and 
little leagues for young children. COACHES inte-
grated the salient activity of sports activities into 
an evidence-based parent training program. For 
the first hour, children practice soccer skills while 
the fathers meet in a large group and review effec-
tive parenting strategies. During the second hour, 
fathers coach their children in a soccer little 
league game, and they are asked to practice the 
parenting strategies (e.g., catching the child being 
good) within the context of the sport. In an initial 
randomized trial of 75 families randomly assigned 
to COACHES versus a wait-list control condition, 
fathers who attended COACHES attended more 

parent training sessions and were more likely to 
complete homework assignments. Moreover, 
fathers and their children in the COACHES con-
dition were less likely to drop out and were more 
satisfied with treatment process, and at posttreat-
ment fathers rated their children as more improved 
relative to a traditional parent training approach 
(d = 0.49; Fabiano et al., 2009). In another inde-
pendent evaluation of 55 randomized families 
testing father-only participation in COACHES 
and parent training relative to a wait- list control, 
similarly, medium effects were obtained for 
reductions in fathers’ negative talk (d = 0.57) and 
for increases in father praise (d = 0.54).

A more recent father-focused intervention 
from the same research group focused on another 
salient father-child activity for young children, 
reading books together (Chacko, Fabiano, 
Doctoroff, & Fortson, 2018). Testing the Fathers 
Supporting Success in Preschoolers: A 
Community Parent Education Program (FSSP), 
126 families were randomized to either FSSP or 
wait-list controls. Random-effects regression 
models revealed significant improvements for 
reductions in father-reported coercive discipline 
(d = 0.82), increases in reported positive parent-
ing behaviors (d = 0.91), and medium effects for 
reductions in observed negative parenting 
(d = 0.53) and improvements in observed positive 
parenting (d = 0.63). Participating fathers in the 
FSSP were not recruited to work on parenting or 
to reduce child behavior problems, but rather 
were recruited to learn skills to support their chil-
dren’s school readiness. Chacko et  al. (2018) 
argue that these strength-based procedures reduce 
stigma and contributed to the high rates of father 
engagement in intervention components (79% 
average attendance by FSSP fathers).

Finally, identity theory shows promise for tai-
loring motivational and social learning compo-
nents of father interventions. Identity theories 
have garnered much theoretical attention in an 
effort to explain variation in father involvement. 
At the same time, however, very little empirical 
attention has been paid to these theories for inter-
vention development. Fathering identity theories 
simply posit that the more a father identifies with 
the father role and the more important or central 
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it is to his self-conception, the more involved he 
will be with his children (Ihinger-Tallman, 
Pasley, & Buehler, 1995; Madden-Derdich & 
Leonard, 2000).

Identity theory emphasizes both how behav-
ioral interactions shape meanings and definitions 
of self and conversely how identities provide 
behavioral guidance. Because of their desire to 
stay involved with their children, effective pro-
grams targeting father identities may benefit from 
father-oriented components increasing men’s 
awareness of the fathering role and how it impacts 
child development and fills child-centered needs 
(Brotherson, Dollahite, & Hawkins, 2005). Using 
causal modeling, DeGarmo (2010) demonstrated 
that increases in fathering identity predicted 
growth in the quality of observed father involve-
ment for residential and nonresidential fathers. 
That is, fathers’ identification with the fathering 
role was more predictive of fathering behaviors, 
than were the effects of father involvement on 
changes in fathering identity. Fathering identity 
was measured as identity salience, the forced- 
choice ranking of importance of the fathering 
role, relative to other role domains. Identity 
salience also predicted well as longitudinal 
reductions in father health problems and sub-
stance use (DeGarmo, Reid, Leve, Chamberlain, 
& Knutson, 2010).

Identity theory also posits that positive behav-
ioral and interactional feedback can reinforce and 
strengthen positive and more desirable defini-
tions of self-identity and fathering roles, a plau-
sible putative mechanism for increasing fathers’ 
commitment to parenting roles (Høivik et  al., 
2015). DeGarmo, Jones, and Rains (2019) 
recently tested a within-group pilot study of a 
strength-based video feedback program designed 
to improve fathers’ sense of efficacy in the par-
enting role. Trained therapists treated eleven 
divorced fathers with three to five home-visit, 
video feedback sessions over 12 months. Data 
showed reductions in harsh discipline and inept 
parenting and evidence of improvements in effi-
cacy and father involvement. Changes in father-
ing identity were significantly associated with 
changes in parental efficacy (r = 0.47), harsh par-
enting (r = 0.64), and inept parenting (r = 0.42).

 Recommendations for Promoting 
Father Engagement in Parent 
Training

Given that fathers independently and jointly 
impact healthy child development and that fathers 
are at risk for lack of engagement in parenting 
interventions, directly below are bulleted and 
explicated recommendations for researchers and 
practitioners based on studies reviewed above.

 Employ a Generative Fathering 
Perspective to Raise Awareness 
of Fathers’ Impact on Their Child 
and Avoid a Deficit Model

Reviews consistently show that a primary factor 
for overcoming fathers’ lack of engagement in 
parent training is avoiding internalized negative 
attitudes toward fathers. Programs that employ a 
deficit model emphasizing fathering flaws need-
ing corrective action are averse to fathers and a 
threat to their participation (Lechowicz et  al., 
2019; Panter-Brick et al., 2014). Moreover, nega-
tive attitudes by service providers and beliefs on 
whether father involvement in treatment is bene-
ficial are an external and relational barrier for 
father engagement in services or treatments 
(Pfitzner, Humphreys, & Hegarty, 2017).

Rather, strength-based and generative father-
ing perspectives are needed to raise awareness of 
fathers’ developmental impact on their children. 
For social services, it is essential to build rapport 
and trust and emphasize that services or treat-
ments are a partnership working with fathers 
rather than working on fathers (Pfitzner et  al., 
2017). Clinical strategies from programs involv-
ing maltreating and abusive fathers have shown 
that fathers are more responsive to interventions 
raising awareness of father impacts on their chil-
dren and focusing on the welfare and needs of the 
children as a focal point for addressing harmful 
interactions with spouses and children (Rosenberg 
& Wilcox, 2006; Scott & Crooks, 2007). For 
example, in a recent pilot evaluation of the Dads 
Matter program, a perinatal home visitation pro-
gram for new parents at risk for abuse and neglect, 
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Guterman, Bellamy, and Banman (2018) 
designed an enhanced home visitation program 
for new parents. Large effect sizes were obtained 
with d ranging from −0.75 to −0.90 for self- 
report of child neglect, physical assault, and psy-
chological aggression toward child. The program 
also directly impacted fathers’ attitudes regard-
ing the values of their contributions to their chil-
dren’s well-being (d = 0.42).

 Employ Father-Friendly Treatment 
Implementation Strategies

Father engagement in evidence-based pro-
grams is hampered by interpersonal and ser-
vice-based barriers to participation (DeGarmo 
et al., 2016). Identified barriers include sched-
uling conflicts and timing, transportation and 
childcare, fatigue, motivation, stigma, and geo-
graphic location. Alternate modalities of inter-
vention implementation may be more 
acceptable for fathers’ contextual factors and 
may provide greater reach for participation. 
Web and mobile connectivity to deliver parent-
ing education is sensible and logical given the 
technology habits of today’s parents, the “digi-
tal natives,” immersed in digital media 
(Oblinger, Oblinger, & Lippincott, 2005).

Implementation through mobile and smart-
phone technology can also provide greater effi-
ciency and timeliness to capture real-time, ongoing 
data on a large scale to better understand and per-
haps to provide more immediate support, feed-
back, and engagement in parent training (Chacko 
et al., 2016).

Reviews consistently report that the use of 
male facilitators and, more importantly, peer and 
contextually relatable facilitators is also key for 
successful engagement (DeGarmo et  al., 2016; 
Lechowicz et al., 2019). In two-parent families, 
the use of male-female facilitators for demon-
strating manualized co-parenting practices and 
for providing meaningful role-play opportunities 
is important for effective uptake of parent 
training.

 Raising Awareness, Advertising, 
and Providing Better Outreach

Beyond views of program purveyors, reviews of 
participation barriers from fathers’ perspectives 
indicate that in general there is a lack of knowl-
edge and experience of available parenting pro-
grams (Frank et al., 2015; Siccouri et al., 2018). 
The father-infant Fathers Club discussed above 
(Rempel et al., 2017), for example, employed a 
specific strategy for increasing community 
awareness. It is key that effective programs are 
also designed for portability and sustainability. 
For many father programs, local advocacy is 
needed for successful adoption by service 
agencies.

 Engage and Support Both Parents 
and Other Primary Caregivers

For two-parent families, evidence remains mixed 
on whether father-only groups are more effective 
than mixed-parent groups. First, preference data 
suggest that fathers prefer father-only groups 
(Frank et  al., 2015). Indeed, tailored programs 
focusing on individual father development of 
fathering skills within the family exhibit benefi-
cial effects for fathers. The Re:Membering 
Fatherhood Program was designed for fathers 
motivated to improve their individual fathering 
experience (Gearing, Colvin, Popova, & Regehr, 
2008). However, several sets of empirical data 
suggest that mixed gender mother-father groups 
are more effective than father-only groups for at- 
risk families (Cowan et  al., 2010). Moreover, 
experimental evidence for two-parent families 
suggests that father-only parent training groups 
do not generalize benefits within the family to 
untreated mothers (Fabiano et al., 2012).

There are several related factors that are likely 
driving the effectiveness of two-parent engage-
ment relative to father-only treatments. These 
include increased interparental consistency and 
the promotion of a united front in the implemen-
tation of parenting practices, addressing coercive 
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parenting practices of both parents, and reducing 
co-parenting conflict (DeGarmo & Forgatch, 
2007; Sicouri et al., 2018). The evidence reviewed 
in the first sections of this report also suggests 
that more effective parent training involves the 
family as a system and consideration of shared 
parenting values.

 Experimental Strategies 
for Tailoring Father Programs

This section focuses on experimental approaches 
for identifying causal mechanism for increasing 
father engagement in parent training and for 
identifying “tailoring variables” to enhance com-
pliance. These include the use of preference tri-
als, comparative effectiveness studies, and 
sequential multiple assignment randomized trials 
(SMART studies).

 Preference Trials

Using a mixed method survey approach with a 
community sample of 160 fathers, Frank et  al. 
(2015) examined father preferences for participa-
tion in parent training programs. Consistent with 
a strength-based focus on child well-being, the 
highest-rated preferences include building a posi-
tive parent-child relationship, increasing chil-
dren’s socioemotional and behavioral skills, and 
programs that include the importance of fathers’ 
contribution to child development. From an 
implementation point of view, fathers’ preferred 
delivery methods include father-only groups, 
individually tailored programs, and less intensive 
options such as seminars, video-based content, 
and self-directed web-based series (Frank et al., 
2015). In a larger community sample of 1001 
Australian fathers, Tully et al. (2017) report that 
fathers reported understanding what is involved 
in the program and knowing that a facilitator is 
well-trained as the two leading factors affecting 
the decision to participate.

More formal and rigorous testing of prefer-
ences involves experimental tests of preferences 
among participants. Preferences represent what 

individuals would want in intervention programs 
if they were given the choice. Lack of consider-
ation of choice/preference can lead to higher 
rates of noncompliance and greater rates of attri-
tion (Brown et al., 2009). In a meta-analysis of 35 
treatment studies, Swift, Callahan, and Vollmer 
(2011) found that clients who were matched to 
their preferred therapy conditions were less likely 
to drop out of therapy prematurely (odds ratio 
[OR] 0.59, p  <  0.001) and showed greater 
improvements in treatment outcomes (d = 0.31, 
p < 0.001). In a recent doubly randomized PMTO 
preference trial (Gewirtz, Lee, August, & He, 
2018; He, Gewirtz, Lee, Morrell, & August, 
2016), 129 families referred to community men-
tal health clinics for child conduct problems were 
randomized to either choice or no-choice condi-
tions. In the stage 2 randomization, parents were 
offered choices between (or were randomized to) 
home- or clinic-based, individual, and group ver-
sions of PMTO or services as usual within the 
mental health clinics. Families assigned to the 
no-choice condition were significantly more 
likely to drop out of treatment than those in the 
choice condition (OR  =  3.12; 95% confidence 
interval [1.18–8.29]). In the choice condition, in- 
home treatment was the preferred modality, and 
across conditions, families were more likely to 
drop out of group and clinic modalities. Moreover, 
assignment to the choice condition was associ-
ated with greater teacher-reported reductions in 
some child problem behaviors at 6 months post-
treatment termination and with improved 
observed parenting practices among those in the 
choice group who selected PMTO, compared 
with those who selected treatment as usual. A 
larger empirical database is needed to causally 
determine preferences that are associated with 
greater father engagement.

 Comparative Effectiveness Studies

Comparative effectiveness designs can directly 
inform how previously validated programs can 
be modified to determine if more cost-effective, 
brief, or alternative delivery methods will be as 
efficacious as standing evidence-based treat-
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ments. Advantages of intensive individual- or 
group-based parent training include greater cov-
erage of content, direct monitoring and feedback, 
normalization and support through participation 
in group interventions, and troubleshooting. 
Some disadvantages of intensive behavioral 
interventions, however, are costs, the need to 
train staff and maintain fidelity, scheduling that is 
inconvenient to families and staff, location of ser-
vices, and stigma for families. These factors can 
be particularly relevant for fathers (Tully et  al., 
2017; DeGarmo & Jones, 2019).

As a result, service providers often struggle 
with striking an adequate balance between imple-
mentation resources and intensity of parenting 
training or services; that is, if a program is too 
brief and too cost-effective, it may not be effec-
tive enough for successful learning and uptake by 
clients. As suggested above, one strategy is 
increasing the use of online and digital parent 
training. As such, with the growing number of 
interactive modular interventions being devel-
oped and adopted, evaluation of evidence for the 
effectiveness is imperative using randomized 
comparative effectiveness.

For example, two recent meta-analyses sug-
gest online programs have potential for effective-
ness. Using studies with direct comparison of 
in-person BPT versus digital online BPT, Baumel 
and colleagues found that reduced professional 
support compared with full-contact conditions 
was not inferior and showed slight improvement 
in comparison with usual care (Cohen’s d = 0.34; 
Baumel, Pawar, Kane, & Correll, 2016). For chil-
dren younger than age 9  years, digital parent 
training programs have obtained Cohen’s d rang-
ing from 0.41 to 0.80 (Baumel et al., 2016), and 
for adolescents, Cohen’s d has ranged from 0.17 
to 0.20 (Baumel, Pawar, Mathur, Kane, & Correll, 
2017).

 Adaptive Interventions and SMART 
Designs

Adaptive intervention strategies, also referred to 
as dynamic treatment regimens, are sequential 
individualized, multiple component interventions 

in which the intensity or type of treatment is var-
ied after treatment begins in response to the 
evolving needs and monitored progress of study 
participants (Almirall & Chronis-Tuscano, 2016). 
Response to intervention designs are based on the 
idea that with early evaluation of data, adapta-
tions and design characteristics can be altered to 
improve effectiveness either in terms of respon-
siveness or in terms of implementation efficiency. 
Because response to interventions is evaluated 
during the course of the study, adaptive designs 
are often accelerated designs.

The primary rationale for response to inter-
vention studies is identifying and addressing 
slow responding and nonresponding individuals 
within a given intervention program. Many 
fathers may remain symptomatic at the end of 
multiyear traditional randomized control trial 
(RCT). Through carefully executed sequencing 
and multiple randomization, one can accelerate 
the pace at which inferences are made about pro-
gram effectiveness, thus providing information 
on optimal intervention strategies in a shorter 
time frame than would be the case in traditional 
RCTs. Data-informed decisions might be made 
to vary dosage or delivery modalities, or to fur-
ther tailor options to the needs of fathers by pro-
viding indicated or high-intensity treatments, as 
opposed to fixed allocated treatments or universal 
approaches only. Adaptive designs are character-
ized by several key design and planning ele-
ments: decision points, decision rules, tailoring 
variables, and intervention options. The aim of 
decision points and decision rules is to guide 
researchers or clinicians on when and which 
intervention options to use at each stage of the 
adaptive intervention. Decisions are based on 
readily available information relating to the char-
acteristics or ongoing performance of the 
participant.

Specifically, in an adaptive intervention, the 
intervention options are based on participant 
scores on a tailoring variable. Tailoring variables 
are person-level data used to make decisions 
about alterations in further randomization. A tai-
loring variable can be (a) an important precursor 
to an intended outcome, (b) an important moder-
ator of intervention uptake, or (c) an important 
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moderator of intervention effectiveness. Thus, a 
tailoring variable may not be directly related to 
the criterion outcome, but simply to engagement 
in or adherence to the intervention. For many 
adaptive designs, the focus of the research is to 
tailor interventions that promote greater engage-
ment or to enhance full uptake of an intervention. 
The tailoring variable is then associated with 
identifying nonresponders and slow responders. 
A nonresponder may be defined simply as a per-
son who does not attend intervention sessions or 
a person who attends but does not complete all 
the required components of treatment. These tai-
loring variables can be readily assessed with 
implementation process variables such as atten-
dance and compliance and simply require cut 
scores to determine those classified as responders 
versus nonresponders. For example, fathers who 
are not responding to initial sessions of parent 
training may be further randomized to receive 
motivational interviewing. With the accelerated 
experimental design, outcome data would deter-
mine if motivational interviewing is effective or 
not in providing greater gains for fathers who are 
initially nonresponders. Thus, an adaptive design 
is an ideal candidate for better improving fathers’ 
participation in evidence-based parent training.

The SMART—the sequential multiple assign-
ment randomized trial—is a specific type of 
adaptive design. The focus of a SMART is to bet-
ter understand what sequence of interventions is 
more effective. For example, Pelham et al. (2016) 
conducted a SMART adaptive intervention to 
treat young children (ages 5–12) with attention- 
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). A sample 
of 146 children was randomized to start with low 
amounts of either behavioral parent training 
(BPT) or extended-release ADHD medication. 
After 8 weeks, nonresponders to BPT or medica-
tion were re-randomized to secondary interven-
tions that either increased the intensity of BPT or 
dosage of medication. The group beginning with 
BPT showed significantly fewer disciplinary 
referrals and lower rates of problem behaviors 
observed in the classrooms at school. Adding 
medication as a secondary treatment was more 
beneficial to the BPT group than it was for add-
ing it to the initial medication group. Parents who 

initially began BPT had better attendance than 
those receiving BPT after medication. Thus, 
sequencing and beginning treatment with BPT 
produced better overall outcomes than starting 
with medication.

Adaptive designs can determine what pro-
grams are more effective for fathers; what types 
of interventions lead to better retention, partici-
pation, and compliance; and what programs are 
equally effective using an accelerated timeline. 
To date, adaptive designs have not been designed 
or tested to demonstrate what factors improve 
father participation in parent training. Tailoring 
variables can be piloted and determined a priori, 
or they can be determined by evaluation of mod-
erators after data is collected in a given SMART 
trial.

 The SIL Model and Fathering 
Through Change (FTC)

To illustrate a recently tailored intervention, this 
last section provides data from a recently adapted 
PMTO model designed to address the specific 
needs of single fathers. The evidence-based pro-
gram was tailored to be father-centric, to focus on 
and enhance the father-child relationship, and 
was delivered in a modality to provide greater 
access and coverage of single fathers by employ-
ing interactive and standardized online parent 
training (DeGarmo & Jones, 2019). The study 
was predicated on the social interaction learning 
(SIL) model. The SIL model focuses on how the 
family social environment shapes and establishes 
overlearned patterns of behavior that can general-
ize across social settings for a developing child. 
Parenting practices are the key agent of child 
socialization. Parent-child social interaction pat-
terns are the behavioral mechanism that rein-
forces a child’s likelihood of engaging in future 
prosocial or antisocial behaviors. Relatedly, the 
coercion model more specifically focuses on how 
antisociality and harsh, punitive, and ineffective 
discipline are associated with growth in chil-
dren’s aggression and comorbid problem behav-
iors. For example, unskilled and antisocial 
parents may use hitting, yelling, and harsh pun-

40 Designing and Tailoring Preventive Interventions for Fathers’ Parenting



668

ishment to discipline a child to stop an aversive 
child behavior. Coercive discipline works in the 
short run; however, in the long run, a child can 
learn that coercion among family members can 
be used to terminate aversive behaviors of other 
family members. A child may then learn to apply 
aggression and coercion in relationships with 
peers and other adults. From the SIL perspective, 
treatment and prevention of coercive process 
entails teaching parents how to rearrange and 
manage consequences to decrease aggressive 
behavior and to increase more prosocial behav-
iors through effective parenting practices 
(Patterson, 2005). This work involving fathers 
and the role of family structure transitions laid 
the theoretical foundation for Fathering Through 
Change (FTC).

 The Fathering Through Change (FTC) 
Program

The FTC was funded by a phase 2 small business 
innovation research grant (R44 HD075499) and 
was adapted from the evidence-based BPT pro-
gram PMTO. Based on separate focus group data 
from key stakeholders, including fathers, judges, 
and court administrators, the FTC was tailored to 
the needs of divorced and separating fathers, with 
a major focus on the relevance of the fathering 
role and its impact on children. Several focus 
groups were conducted in both phase 1 and phase 
2 of the study prior to intervention development. 
Father-identified challenges included reduced 
contact with children, conflict with the ex-spouse 
over parenting, and lack of opportunities for peer 
support. One theme was the lack of an “instruc-
tional manual” for parenting on your own. 
Desired content for a fathering program included 
themes on how to strengthen their relationship 
with their children, how to deal with stress and 
emotions, and specific help with discipline; one 
father stated this as “How to find a good balance 
between being a ‘Disneyland dad’ and being a 
firm one.” Integrating these preferences and fur-
ther translation and tailoring of PMTO for FTC 
involved formal consultation with several PMTO- 
certified trainers and consultation with the direc-

tor of the Association of Families and Conciliation 
Courts. When completed, the FTC was designed 
to improve parenting skills, strengthen the father- 
child relationship, and reduce stress in the lives 
of fathers. In turn, these targeted outcomes were 
intended to decrease child adjustment problems 
during and after the separation and divorce 
process.

The FTC intervention program uses a number 
of instructional processes, including video 
sequences, web-based interactivity, web-based 
social connectivity and networking, and email 
and phone text instructional prompting. Each of 
these modalities was also identified as desirable 
in focus groups and was tested for acceptability 
and usability before conducting phase 2 of the 
study. The FTC modules use several instructional 
methods, including explicit instruction, model-
ing, and practice. The theory of instruction 
(Engelmann & Carnine, 1991) relies on clear pre-
sentation of conceptual material, skill-based 
material presented through instructional pacing, 
use of positive and negative examples, and cumu-
lative review of previously taught materials. The 
program also includes an electronic journal to 
tailor progress, note challenges and successes, 
and provide evaluation with checks for fidelity.

The FTC program curriculum includes ten 
content modules. The first 6  weeks include 
sequentially ordered core cumulative program 
content that is precedent ordered, meaning fathers 
are required to complete one assigned module 
per week in order to proceed to new content. The 
first 6 weeks include the modules Introduction to 
the Program, Give Effective Directions, Teach 
Through Encouragement, Recognize and 
Regulate Emotions, and Use Discipline That 
Works. Week 6 consists of review and refinement 
designed to review and troubleshoot. Weeks 7 
through 10 include Solve Problems, Protect 
Children From Conflict, Active Communication, 
and Strengthen Your Relationship.

The efficacy study was a 12-week, two-arm, 
randomized controlled trial design. Fathers were 
randomly assigned to the FTC online parent train-
ing or to the wait-list control condition (see 
Fig.  40.1). The final study sample included 426 
participating fathers; 225 were randomly assigned 
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Fig. 40.1 CONSORT flow chart for study fathers

to the FTC intervention condition and 201 to the 
wait-list control condition. Among the fathers, 
74% were legally married prior to separation, 61% 
had joint legal custody, 14% had full legal custody, 
6% reported that the co-parent had legal custody, 
and 19% reported custody had not yet been final-
ized. The average age of the fathers was 37.24 and 
average age of the focal child was 7.88 years. Boys 
comprised 56% of the sample of focal children.

Initial evaluation data were reported in 
DeGarmo and Jones (2019) with the primary tar-
geted outcome being self-reported parenting 
practices. The intent to treat analyses showed that 
the FTC obtained a small direct effect on father- 
reported pre-post changes in child adjustment 
problems (d = 0.20) measured with a latent vari-
able specified with the Eyberg Child Behavior 
Inventory T scales (Burns & Patterson, 2000) and 
the Prosocial Subscale of the Strengths and 

Difficulties Questionnaire (Ford, Hutchings, 
Bywater, Goodman, & Goodman, 2009). A 
medium effect on pre-post changes in fathers’ 
coercive parenting (d = 0.61) was detected using 
a latent variable of coercive parenting, prosocial, 
and inept subscales of the Parenting Practices 
Interview (Webster-Stratton, Reid, & Hammond, 
2001). To illustrate effectiveness of the interven-
tion uptake, Fig. 40.2 displays boxplots and fitted 
group mean trajectories with 95% confidence 
intervals for the FTC knowledge test. The knowl-
edge test was a measure designed to objectively 
assess uptake of the intervention content. The 
knowledge test was comprised of 15 true or false 
items on intervention components and thus 
ranged from 0 to 15. The knowledge test was 
assessed in both conditions at pre- and post- 
intervention and at follow-up. The control group 
is the left panel and the FTC is on the right.
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Fig. 40.2 Boxplots and fitted mean trajectories by group across time for FTC knowledge test of intervention content

As shown in the CONSORT flow, there were 
differential rates of attrition by group condition, 
with 85% of controls retained at T2 compared 
with 64% of the FTC condition and 72% of con-
trols at T3 compared with 45% of FTC condition. 
Among 54 baseline demographic variables and 
key outcome study scales, attrition analyses indi-
cated only one significant difference observed 
between those retained and those lost to follow-
 up, fewer than expected by chance false discov-
ery. Fathers lost to follow-up were lower in 
reported education compared with those retained 
(T2 M = 4.46 and 4.11, n = 317 and 104, respec-
tively, t = 2.19*; T3 M = 4.54 and 4.14, n = 247 
and 174, respectively, t = 2.83**).

Because differential rates of attrition were 
observed between randomized conditions, inter-
vention effects could be overestimated if higher 
functioning fathers were retained in the treatment 
condition. Therefore, complier average causal 
effect (CACE) models were specified to estimate 
the intervention effects adjusting for compliers 
and noncompliers in the intervention group and 
estimated “would-be” compliers in the control 
group. CACE uses mixture models, or estimated 
categorical profiles, to provide unbiased esti-
mates of intervention effect by estimating the 
unknown compliance status of the control condi-
tion as missing data. This unbiased estimate pro-
vides a better understanding of how a program 
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Table 40.1 Y standardized indirect effects and confidence intervals for intent to treat and complier average causal 
effect model

Indirect path Indirect effect 95th percent CI

FTC
ITT

Change
father

coercive

Change
child

problems

−.61*** .49***
−0.30*** [−0.53, −0.14]1

FTC
CACE

Change
father

coercive

Change
child

problems

−.80*** .45**
−0.36* [−0.60, −0.12]

Data from DeGarmo and Jones (2019)
Note. 1Bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals with 1000 draws
***p < 0.001
**p < 0.01
*p < 0.05

works by estimating what would happen to the 
control group had they been offered the interven-
tion by directly comparing characteristics of par-
ticipants in the intervention group that complied 
with treatment (observed compliance) with esti-
mates of would-be compliers or noncompliers in 
the control condition (estimated compliance), 
based on their study and group-matched charac-
teristics. Findings are shown in Table 40.1.

CACE models indicated intervention effects 
were robust compared with findings from the ITT 
models. These models address fathers who were 
retained but did not engage. Unfortunately, 
threats to internal validity remained because of 
potential dropouts of the study. However, attri-
tion analyses of all outcome and baseline demo-
graphics revealed only one difference for fathers’ 
education, which was controlled for in the 
analyses.

In summary, the FTC was illustrated here as 
an example of adapting an evidence-based parent 
training program and tailoring it to the needs and 
preferences of fathers. The efficacy evaluation 
supported the notion that online interactive inter-
ventions can be acceptable and efficacious for 
fathers. The differential attrition also suggests 
that adaptive designs could be employed to better 
understand factors that will promote father reten-
tion and participation rates. Preference trials may 
also lend themselves to improving father partici-
pation and effectiveness.

 Summary and Key Points

This chapter focused on parent training evidence 
for fathers of young children, mainly the periods 
of perinatal infancy and early childhood. Despite 
several decades of developing, testing, replicat-
ing, and disseminating effective behavioral par-
ent training and psychosocial education, 
worldwide evidence suggests that children’s 
social emotional and behavioral adjustment 
remains a public health concern. At the same 
time, cumulative data also show that effective 
parent training demonstrates short- and long- 
term benefits for children and for parents’ 
well-being.

Unfortunately, when offered, fathers’ participa-
tion remains low. In addition, it remains extremely 
surprising that very few theory-driven and rigor-
ously evaluated father-focused parenting programs 
exist. This is still the case despite the increase in 
father time in childcare (Sullivan, Coltrane, 
McAnnally, & Altintas, 2009) and the explosion of 
archival and prospective research conducted on 
father involvement as a result of federal father-
hood initiatives (Lamb, 2004). Public policy and 
fatherhood research has come a long way in 
accepting changing cultural values and empirical 
data that residential and nonresidential fathers 
matter in the healthy development of children. 
What remains to be accomplished is better inclu-
sion of fathers in social, behavioral, genetic, and 
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epidemiological studies of child and family devel-
opment. More importantly, because fathers are at 
risk for low participation and yet, independently 
contribute to child development, more father-
inclusive, father-friendly, and father- focused par-
ent training programs are needed as stand-alone or 
in unison with couples’ parent training. In addition 
to qualitative studies, more rigorous experimental 
designs are needed to inform the field on how to 
better engage fathers and how to tailor programs to 
be more father- inclusive. Directly, below are final 
summary points based on the data reviewed above.

• Evidence still shows that compared to mother-
ing, relatively few parent training interven-
tions are tailored to fathers or multifarious 
father populations.

• Engaging fathers in evidence-based programs 
leads to better maintenance and outcomes for 
mothers, fathers, and children.

• Although preference data suggest fathers pre-
fer father groups, benefits of conducting 
father-only groups remain mixed.

• When offered to couples, roughly one in five 
fathers participates in parent training.

• Traditional and cultural contexts regarding 
breadwinning identities need to be incorpo-
rated to promote fathers as co-equal co- 
parenting partners.

• Social services and parent training need to 
focus on working with fathers and not on 
fathers.

• Tailoring father-focused programs need to 
avoid deficit models and focus on generative 
fathering and strength-based approaches, par-
ticularly raising awareness of fathers’ impact 
on their children.

• Programs need to consider fathers’ associated 
breadwinner and employment identities in tai-
loring more flexible, accessible, and more 
time-sensitive programs.

• In addition to qualitative studies, rigorous 
experimental designs are needed to test factors 
predicting engagement of fathers. These 
include comparative effectiveness, preference 
trials, and SMART trials, each of which is in 
their nascency regarding studies of father 
engagement and compliance.
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Fathers and Their Very Young 
Children: Future Directions

Robert H. Bradley

To plan well for the future often requires a careful 
look at the past and what it may offer by way of 
guidance. That practice would seem useful in 
planning research on fathers. As other scholars 
have argued, past research on fathers has too 
often been framed using a maternal template and 
too often has looked at fathers as simply being 
present or absent in a child’s life or as a “bread-
winner” (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & 
Roggman, 2014). Furthermore, prior research 
has too often focused on the quantity of paternal 
actions taken in behalf of children rather than at 
the quality of those actions and their purpose vis- 
à- vis children’s well-being (Palkovitz & Hull, 
2018). This broad comment is offered not so 
much as a criticism but as a cautionary tale. 
Future research on fathers will be stronger and 
more actionable if it adopts a more comprehen-
sive view of how fathers fit into the lives of chil-
dren. Future research on fathers will also be 
stronger if it looks beyond how much time fathers 
spend with their children or the father’s economic 
contribution to overall family resources. A more 
meaningful understanding of fathers will emerge 
if more incisive attention is given to various attri-
butes of paternal involvement as they potentially 
have impact on particular aspects of child well- 
being at particular points in the child’s life course. 

A more meaningful understanding of paternal 
involvement will emerge if there is attention to 
what the father also derives from his involve-
ment – there is an ongoing dialectic in the father- 
child relationship, with paternal identity at the 
center of all encounters and paternal well-being 
as well as child well-being always in process.

It behooves those who study fathers to recog-
nize that (1) fathers can play many roles in chil-
dren’s lives, roles that change through time; (2) 
roles that fathers play in children’s lives derive 
from the needs children have both in and through 
time; (3) roles that fathers play derive from cul-
tural values regarding what fathers should do to 
facilitate a child’s development of the skills 
needed in that culture; (4) roles that fathers play 
depend on the broader affordances present in the 
environment; (5) there is interplay between the 
roles played by fathers and the roles played by 
other family members and caregivers for the 
child; and (6) there is interplay between the roles 
played by fathers in a child’s life and the other 
roles enacted by fathers as part of their larger role 
in the family and in society. The proliferation of 
information on parenting (fathering in particular) 
on the Internet attests to the diverse roles played 
by fathers and the connection of those roles to the 
complex, dynamic environment we live in. The 
number of websites devoted to parenting is grow-
ing exponentially, with websites often citing 
research findings. That said, current research on 
fathers does not always provide the kind of 
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 precise guidance needed for fathers to optimally 
carry out their role as parent. Thus, websites cur-
rently rely on research done with mothers even as 
they offer information to fathers on how to par-
ent. In effect, websites essentially are begging for 
more detailed and authoritative information on 
fathers, so that they can provide information that 
is judged by viewers as more authoritative and 
more complete – ergo, more actionable.

To some extent, research on fathers prior to 
1975 was all too much driven conceptions of 
maternal and paternal roles that emerged as a 
consequence of industrialization and the two 
world wars that occurred in the first half of the 
twentieth century (Lamb, 1975). It was a time 
when many fathers worked away from home for 
40 or more hours a week, families were becom-
ing smaller, and there was a decreasing preva-
lence of multigenerational households where 
care of children was shared by the adults present 
in the household (Cherlin, 2014).

During the late nineteenth century, when the 
first phase of father research was undertaken, the 
majority of mothers were “stay-at-home moms” 
and provided most child care. Research on par-
enting was driven by notions pertaining to the 
centrality of maternal care for children. Most 
research was also conducted in Western democ-
racies, where most children resided in two-parent 
homes, homes that did not include extended fam-
ily members. But these “affordances” belie the 
broader historical and geographic realities con-
nected with parenting generally and fathering in 
particular. There have been massive changes in 
daily life for humans over the eons of human his-
tory (McGaughey, 2002). Initially, humans were 
hunters and gatherers who lived in small groups 
of closely connected kith and kin. They had few 
tools and they needed to develop a relatively 
small repertoire of skills to survive. Over time 
humans developed more tools and were less reli-
ant on hunting and gathering to survive. Humans 
gathered into larger collectives; and they con-
structed more defined roles for various members 
of the collective, roles directly associated with 
particular goals that served the broader commu-
nity as well as personal survival. As a conse-
quence, humans needed to develop more skills, 

and their roles in caregiving became more spe-
cific and sometimes more hierarchically orga-
nized. Community/cultural norms and mores 
pertaining to child rearing began to emerge as 
well  – albeit the specifics varied depending on 
where one lived (geography) and what was 
needed to manage daily life. Cherlin (2014) 
speaks to the particular impacts of industrializa-
tion and how it impacted family in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, beginning in 
Western countries and then spreading throughout 
the globe. All of these changes had a bearing on 
the role fathers needed to play in children’s lives. 
Just as fathers’ roles evolved to fit the changing 
affordances of the past, so those roles will con-
tinue to evolve as daily life continues to change.

As the human use of tools evolved, so did 
human brains. To some extent, the use of new 
tools changed not only what humans did and how 
they did it, but it also changed human perceptions 
of who we are and how we got here. The connec-
tion between advances in tool use and human 
perceptions of what it means to be human is by 
no means simple; but those advances came with 
changes in how parents provided care for their 
children – and, more specifically, what it means 
to be a father. The current advances in human 
tools are almost certain to do the same. One sim-
ply has to wonder about the impact artificial 
intelligence, robots, the Internet, social media, 
and “aps for everything” on the human brain and 
how these technological devices will shape par-
enting beliefs and practices. It seems almost cer-
tain that more parents will have more detailed 
knowledge about children and about parenting 
practices. It also seems almost certain the par-
ents’ social networks will be broader; thus, the 
social influences on parenting more dispersed. It 
also seems almost certain that parents will utilize 
advanced technologies to manage various aspects 
of parenting (e.g., monitoring, educating, com-
municating, how time is spent in joint activities). 
All of these “actions” on the part of parents will 
help shape cortical and subcortical connections 
in the brain and help determine brain function 
(Hagmann et al., 2008).

Past adaptations made to address technologi-
cal, climatic, political, and social change offer 
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hints as to what one might expect by way of 
future change in parental roles. However, the 
pace and ubiquity of the change happening now 
makes it difficult to fully anticipate what may be 
needed by children in the next generation and 
what parents will have by way of supports to 
meet those needs. To make the picture even 
murkier, one has to also consider the needs of 
the parents themselves. The full impact of 
advances in robotics, smart technologies, and 
the interface of humans with those technologies 
is hard to predict; but, for sure, the human 
“social world” is changing rapidly (Kurzweil, 
2005). History suggests that human adaptations 
to major changes in life’s circumstances can be 
difficult to predict in the short run. This is not 
surprising given that human environments are 
complex and involve dynamic interplay between 
numerous component parts. According to 
dynamic systems theory, the interplay of com-
ponent elements in complex systems may 
undergo major readjustments during and imme-
diately after periods of “chaos” or flux (Lewis, 
2000). In some cases, systems revert to old 
modes of interaction among system members/
components, while, in other cases, brand new 
structures are implemented. In the latter case, it 
can take a show for new values and new ways of 
doing things to become stable. Thus, future 
research on fathers needs to carefully track how 
various groups of fathers (i.e., those living in 
varied micro- and macro-system conditions) are 
starting to respond, with careful attention to fac-
tors that may move them in particular directions 
(e.g., technological advances and social/organi-
zational circumstances that might directly 
impact parenting behavior).

Up to this point, most research on parenting 
has been guided by the “now” (i.e., the circum-
stances present a particular moment in time). 
Given that it takes a while for information to be 
disseminated, digested, and organized into an 
actionable form, even information on relatively 
recent research can be somewhat “dated.” Even 
good research findings can be a bit behind the 
curve of change. Scholars have questioned the 
applicability of key findings from past research 
to the new “now,” given changes that have 

occurred since a particular study was mounted. 
The accelerating pace of technological and 
social change means findings from research 
anchored to conditions in even the fairly recent 
past could have limited applicability to the 
“now.” In effect, we may be getting increasingly 
behind the curve of change. Accordingly, future 
research on fathers may need to be more future-
oriented, with efforts made to anticipate what is 
coming – even granting some uncertainties with 
such guesses. If, as theorists that deal with 
fathering (Cabrera et  al., 2014; Palkovitz & 
Hull, 2018) contend, context matters, then the 
ways of doing future research may need to 
quickly assess emerging contexts before launch-
ing new research on fathers. This likely means 
finding multiple ways of doing qualitative data 
gathering that set the frame for the new research. 
Simply digging through scientific journals to 
guide research may undermine the real value of 
future research. It doesn’t mean ignoring what is 
in journals, but it means combining the tech-
niques (and frameworks) that were used in the 
past with ideas informed by thoughtful qualita-
tive data gathering so that the new science is 
actually reflective of the “now.” Advances in 
technology can help in such efforts. To some 
extent, this more open approach carries risks; 
but taking such risks may increase confidence 
that relevant findings will emerge. Editors and 
reviewers of articles submitted for publication 
will also need to make this shift.

In this chapter, an effort will be made to con-
sider potentially productive areas for future 
research on fathers, beginning with a consider-
ation of the primary roles played by fathers in 
children’s lives and historical changes in human 
life generally. Attention will then be given to 
issues related to (1) the use of media and other 
technologies, (2) involvement of both mothers 
and fathers in the workforce, (3) coparenting, (4) 
the father-daughter and father-son relationships, 
(5) engagement in science and math in a techno-
logically advancing world, and (6) children with 
special needs. The last major topic will be pater-
nal identity. The chapter will end with a brief 
summary of key points pertaining to future 
research on fathers.
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 The Role of Fathers

Despite huge variation in macro-level conditions 
for families around the world, fathers generally 
have four key roles to play in children’s lives: (1) 
provision of resources, (2) nurturance and sup-
port, (3) life skills development, and (4) mainte-
nance and management of the family/community 
systems. These broad roles or functions in chil-
dren’s lives will almost certainly remain; but the 
ways of achieving those functions (i.e., the forms 
they take) will adapt to fit the circumstances of 
daily life (Epstein, Bishop, Ryan, Miller, & 
Keitner, 1993). That said, productive research on 
fathers will need to consider that the timing and 
duration of particular forms of paternal behavior 
will tend to vary as a consequence of child needs 
and contextual circumstances (Cabrera et  al., 
2014). During infancy, children are highly depen-
dent on caregivers to meet basic needs, so fathers 
(like other family members) more likely spend 
time feeding a child, clothing the child, putting a 
child to sleep, and responding to the child’s fears 
and frustrations. As children gain skills and 
become somewhat more independent, caregivers 
will gravitate more to functioning as playmates, 
teaching children simple life skills and skills 
needed for school, while at the same time being 
available for transportation and managing the 
child’s engagement in key activities. Then, as 
children move through middle childhood and 
adolescence, fathers will likely spend more time 
helping them learn advanced skills, being present 
and helping with lessons and team activities, con-
necting children to key institutions and social 
networks, and monitoring offspring activities. 
These shifts in developmental needs and opportu-
nities, notwithstanding, fathers (like other care-
givers) will need to continue providing social and 
emotional support and affording children protec-
tion – but even for these roles, the forms could 
change somewhat (Joussemet, Landry, & 
Koestner, 2008). As an example, though children 
generally require at least a modest level of in- 
person encounters with caregivers to help them 
feel secure and motivated for self-actualization 
(Kenrick, Neuberg, Griskevicius, Becker, & 
Schaller, 2010), face timing a 3-year-old might 

go a long way to fulling some of the nurturance 
and support role a father needs to enact. Being 
there “in the flesh” may not be required all the 
time. Likewise, sitting with a 5-year-old child 
watching a well-constructed “YouTube” video or 
an episode from the Disney Channel that deals 
with a key notion about management of emotions 
might function to fulfill a life skills development 
role. Maybe even just encouraging the child to 
watch the episode on Disney Channel could 
work.

Embarking on productive lines of research on 
fathering will be both exciting and challenging 
given the rapid pace of change in human life. Part 
of the challenge derives from the fact that the 
field of father research is itself “quite fraction-
ated,” according to Palkovitz and Hull (2018). 
They offer a new resource theory of fathering 
which explicates a multiplicity of factors assumed 
to impact both paternal patterns of behavior and 
the impact those behaviors have on children. 
Palkovitz and Hull contend that to be maximally 
useful, research on these elements needs to be 
guided by a “father-centric view” and a recogni-
tion that the father-child relationship is unique 
among caregiver-child relationships. To some 
extent, Cabrera et al. (2014) had a similar motive 
in offering their expanded model, a model that 
addresses the ecology of father-child relation-
ships. Others have also offered ideas on how to 
better integrate research on fathers (Lamb & 
Lewis, 2010; Pleck, 2010). None of these frame-
works purports that children must have heavily 
involved fathers to develop adequately (i.e., that 
fathers are “essential”), but each presents a case 
for the importance of paternal involvement. 
Notably, each makes clear that future research 
will have to delve deeper into the whats, whens, 
hows, and for how long fathers do certain things 
and how it matters for children’s development. 
Each also makes clear that context will have to be 
given greater attention if generalizable and 
actionable findings are to emerge. De facto, this 
is a “tall order” as details about the relations 
involved remain sketchy, as does theoretical 
guidance for how to consider them. It is a tall 
order for another reason as well; specifically, it is 
unlikely that there are adequate measures for 
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 capturing some of the behavioral, developmental, 
and contextual constructs that are critical for 
some new lines of inquiry.

 Seeking the Roots of Modern 
Paternal Behavior

When it comes to caring for children, human 
males seem a bit odd compared to males from 
most mammalian species. In only about 5% of 
mammalian species do fathers take on a direct 
caregiving role (Geary, 2000). Gettler (2016) 
describes the interesting case of men in forager 
societies who spent significant amounts of time 
taking care of children while mothers are away 
foraging. This might be taken as an indication 
that evolution has prepared human males to take 
on social roles with respect to offspring to a 
greater extent than males from most mammalian 
species and that the exact role a father takes likely 
reflects the broader needs of the family (perhaps 
even broader social community). That does not 
mean that human fathers provide high levels of 
care in most families; but there are more instances 
of human fathers providing significant care for 
offspring than is true for most mammalian spe-
cies (Abraham et  al., 2014; Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2017; Hrdy, 1999; Samman, Presler- 
Marshall, & Jones, 2016). Moreover, fathers are 
spending an increasing amount of time caring for 
children than was true even 50 years ago 
Livingston  & Parker, 2019). Part of the reason 
that human fathers tend to play a greater caregiv-
ing role likely devolves from the evolutionary 
underpinnings for social engagement instantiated 
in primates generally (Abraham et  al., 2014; 
Hare, 2011; Plavacan, 2012). Studies of several 
primate species (marmosets, monkeys, tamarins, 
chimpanzees) reveal that they possess biological 
systems that facilitate paternal care and that they 
enact behaviors that foster or maintain bonds 
with offspring (Murray, Stanton, Lonsdorf, 
Wroblewski, & Pusey, 2016; Nunes, Fite, Patera, 
& French, 2001; Storey & Ziegler, 2016; Ziegler, 
Prudom, & Zahed, 2009). Even so, the level of 
diversity observed in human male care of off-
spring is atypical even among primates.

Over the past two decades, scholars have 
given increased attention to neurological and 
physiological factors connected with parenting (a 
topic that is the focus of Chap. 13). As with most 
studies of parenting, the vast majority were con-
ducted with mothers, but more and more have 
been devoted to fathers as well. Studies using 
magnetic resonance imaging have shown that 
paternal neural responses are similar – albeit not 
identical – to maternal neural responses to infant 
behaviors (Abraham et  al., 2014; Nunes-Costa, 
Figueriredo, & Maya-Albiol, 2016; Swain, 
Dayton, Kim, Tolman, & Volling, 2014). There is 
evidence that when fathers provide extensive care 
to infants, they manifest higher levels of oxyto-
cin, a hormone that promotes caregiving (Saturn, 
2014). There is evidence that the paternal brain is 
sensitive to child care experiences and that there 
is a link between fathers’ neural responses and 
their thinking during caregiving experiences 
(Abraham et  al., 2014; Kim et  al., 2015). In a 
fairly recent review, Nunes-Costa et  al. (2016) 
provide an overview of studies that address neu-
ronal, neurochemical, hormonal, and genetic 
connections with paternal behavior, research that 
includes animal as well as human samples. They 
concluded that “brain image research with men 
suggests that networks of hypothalamic- 
midbrain- limbic, paralimbic-cortical circuit … 
that are activated in fathers’ brains are highly 
specialized for baby stimuli, similar to those 
observed in women, and changes as the parent- 
infant relationship develops (p. 801).” However, 
Nunes et  al. also make quite clear that extant 
research is quite limited and that it does not offer 
precise information on the genes involved in 
most paternal care or the timing of certain hor-
monal processes. They also point to the fact that 
some studies of the few studies extant have con-
tradictory findings. Almost nothing is known 
about how certain neural or physiological pro-
cesses are activated beyond infancy and the 
extent to which key neurochemical processes 
may be activated if fathers do not start playing a 
major caregiving role until early or middle child-
hood. It may be that activation is more likely in 
cases where fathers spend more time taking care 
of a child (e.g., when fathers are given dual 
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 custody after divorce, major shifts in maternal 
work activities, maternal death or critical illness, 
movement from a residence where care is pro-
vided by other kith and kin). These are areas 
where there is need for substantial additional 
research.

One of the real challenges that faces scholars 
who wish to study the neurological underpin-
nings of paternal behavior is that multiple areas 
of the brain come into play in the process of par-
enting. Abraham et al. (2014) discuss two major 
components of the caregiving network based on 
MRI research. One component is emotional pro-
cessing which involves structures for processing 
distress, vigilance, and reward (e.g., the amyg-
dala and ventral tegmental areas). The second 
component is mentalizing which includes cogni-
tive processes connected with perspective taking, 
empathy, and theory of mind (e.g., ventromedial 
prefrontal cortex and superior temporal sulcus). 
These components connect to oxytocin levels 
that support parental care and parent-child syn-
chrony in complex ways; but even these brain 
regions do not fully determine parental behavior. 
Other biological systems (i.e., the heart) can also 
become involved. The good news, according to 
Saturn (2014), is that these multiple systems 
allow fathers’ brains to adapt to different parent-
ing roles, depending on the needs of the child, the 
family, and the broader social network. The bad 
news, however, is that it can make neurophysio-
logical studies of fathering quite challenging. 
One of the important conclusions drawn by 
Abraham et  al. (2014) is “the central role of 
actual caregiving behavior as an important path-
way to the parental brain (p. 9795).” As it hap-
pens, most of the research on paternal brains to 
date has been done on fathers in relatively stable, 
two-parent households  – households that make 
recruitment easier and there is likely to be less 
chaos. The investment of fathers in child care in 
less stable, more challenged circumstances could 
be quite different; thus, the impacts could be 
quite different as well. In effect, studies of the 
paternal brain, while they are pointing to poten-
tially actionable strategies for fathers, are in a 
nascent stage. The challenges of future studies on 
the paternal brain, notwithstanding, it would be 

interesting to look at how different brain regions 
or aspects of brain function may connect to par-
ticular forms of paternal behavior and their rela-
tion to particular domains of child functioning 
(e.g., social development, executive function, 
emotion regulation; see Chaps. 15, 16, 18, 19, 20, 
21, 22, and 23). It is also critical to do research on 
fathers who have a history of stress or who are 
currently facing stress.

 Imagining the World to Come

It’s hard to imagine the time when you couldn’t 
just orient your head toward your smartphone or 
digital assistant and say, “Siri (a.k.a., Alexa, 
Google, whatever), could you tell me….?” The 
invasion of technology into parenting space has 
been extraordinary in the twenty-first century. 
But advances in technology are just one of many 
changes that have occurred in human life over the 
past two centuries or so that would seem to have 
major implications for enacting the role of father. 
Thus, it is worth considering how key aspects of 
life today may bear upon both the factors that 
help determine how fathers engage in the four 
broad roles of caregiving needed to assure child 
well-being and the actual form those behaviors 
need to take to maximize offspring well-being. 
The breadth of change is too vast to fully con-
sider in this chapter, but several changes would 
seem particularly noteworthy as regards their 
likely relevance for future research on fathers.

 Media and Electronic Devices

Perhaps nothing has done more to change daily 
life than advances in technology, particularly 
digital technology. Technological change is per-
vasive and has resulted in numerous improve-
ments in most arenas of life, including parenting. 
Recent surveys show that parents use TVs, com-
puters, smartphones, electronic musical devices, 
and other forms of technology for a variety of 
caregiving purposes, with many parents mention-
ing that media allowed for enjoyable joint time 
with their children and greater opportunities to 
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help their children learn (Center on Media and 
Human Development, Northwestern University, 
2014; Nikken, 2019). The use of baby monitors 
has increased greatly over the past two decades, 
but with limited evidence that such they reduce 
injuries or increase overall well-being in chil-
dren. Parents have also increased their use of 
digital monitoring of adolescents (Pew Research 
Center, 2016a, 2016b). Such monitoring has 
changed aspects of parent-adolescent communi-
cation and reduced parental concerns about cer-
tain types of risky behavior; but, the evidence for 
overall effectiveness of using such aps and 
devices remains unclear (Nouwen, JafariNaimi, 
& Zaman, 2017). There is even some evidence 
that parents can become overly reliant on certain 
types of devices when trying to protect their chil-
dren from potential harm (Bonafide et al., 2018). 
In effect, as has been the case with most 
“advances” in human life, the “good news” is 
often accompanied by “bad news” and uncertain-
ties as regards the actual value of the “advances.” 
In surveys on parents’ and children’s use of digi-
tal technologies, the parents that used technology 
more often to manage parenting tasks expressed 
less confidence as parents and reported that their 
children had more problems and said that the use 
of media often led to conflicts between parents 
and children (Center on Media and Human 
Development, Northwestern University, 2014; 
Nikken, 2019). Conflicts were particularly likely 
when children identified themselves as being 
addicted to the use of a particular technology 
(Common Sense Media, 2016). There is even 
research suggesting that parents sometimes over-
value digital and media technologies when used 
to help protect children or assist their develop-
ment (Bonafide et al., 2018). Overall, there were 
mixed feelings about having so many media 
devices in the home, with a greater proportion of 
parents saying that it had made parenting harder 
rather than easier.

More than 95% of American households have 
access to TV (Nielsen, 2017). As the use of media 
grew throughout the twentieth century, so did 
warnings about their effects on children. More 
than 75% of adults have home Internet connec-
tions as well, with the percentage being highest 

for adults of most likely to have young children 
in the household (Pew Research Center, 2018). 
Moreover, even adults who do not have a home 
Internet connection often have a smartphone 
which allows access to social media and websites 
(Pew Research Center, 2018). Research suggests 
that parents spend a great deal of time online, 
both in activities related to the parenting and 
activities with little or no association to their par-
enting (Dworkin, Connell, & Doty, 2013).

Critical to understanding how fathers are 
implicated in children’s media experiences is 
determining how often children engage with TV, 
smartphones, computers, and other technologies. 
It is not easy to estimate with high confidence 
just how much time young children spend watch-
ing TV, watching YouTube programs, listening to 
electronic music, playing with smartphones, etc. 
However, the most recent data indicate that 
Sesame Street was viewed 5 billion times in 2017 
and Chu Chu was watched 19 billion times 
(Madrigal, 2018). Programs for children have 
long been produced by the Public Broadcasting 
Network and many private firms. The most popu-
lar channel is Disney Junior Disney Junior, which 
had an estimated ten million viewers ages 2–8 in 
2016, with Sprout and Nick Jr. also estimated to 
have millions as well (Futon Critic, 2017). Young 
children’s access to smartphones and other 
mobile devices has also dramatically increased in 
the last 5 years, with evidence that by age 2 more 
than 70% of children use them routinely (Kabali 
et al., 2015). The amount of time young children 
spend in front of TV, watching YouTube, and 
engaged with smartphones and other electronic 
devices has given rise to concerns about negative 
impacts on the brain and reduced social compe-
tence (Stein, 2018). It has also given rise to con-
cerns about cardiorespiratory fitness in children 
(Pfledderer, Burns, & Brusseau, 2019; Tandon 
et al., 2014).

The American Academy of Pediatrics (2016) 
has offered recommendations for how much time 
children should spend watching TV and using 
electronic devices, amounts of time that are much 
lower than the average current usage. AAP also 
recommends that parents spend more time with 
children in activities that are enjoyable and 
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 educational. Health and human service profes-
sionals and professional organizations familiar 
with children’s use of media have likewise 
offered advice for reduction in use and parental 
actions that can offset some of the potential nega-
tive effects (Bozzola et al., 2018; McCarthy et al., 
2018). Clearly, the diversity of media and elec-
tronic devices present in today’s world offer a 
plethora of opportunities for fathers to support 
the well- being of children but a plethora of chal-
lenges as well. All this said, much remains 
unclear about what parents are doing to manage 
young children’s use of media and how that is 
affecting children’s well-being. Particularly 
unclear is what fathers are doing with respect to 
their children’s use of media and how it connects 
to all four major roles fathers play in young chil-
dren’s lives.

Given the rapid growth of blogs and websites, 
there is need to know more about how fathers use 
media to support their own confidence as a par-
ent. There is an increasing number of websites 
and Internet-based support groups designed to 
help parents (Niela-Vilen, Axelin, Salantera, & 
Melender, 2014). Such media outlets may be 
especially helpful for fathers rearing children 
with significant medical problems or disabilities 
(Kim Wyatt, Xueping, & Gaylord, 2016). 
However, very little is known about paternal use 
of these sites, whether they are optimally 
designed to support fathers’ needs, or how much 
they are accomplishing by way of support 
(Fletcher & StGeorge, 2011).

 Workforce Participation

There has been a substantial rise of women (espe-
cially mothers) in the workforce since World War 
II (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019). It is 
part of a worldwide shift in adult employment 
(Ortiz-Ospina, Tzvetkova, & Roser, 2018; 
Kreyenfeld, 2015). Today in more than 30% of 
two-parent households, women earn more than 
their partner (Parker & Stepler, 2017). Although 
mothers nowadays, on average, are spending 
more time in paid work, they are also spending 
more time in child care compared to mothers of 

50 years ago – granted stay-at-home mothers are 
spending more time in child care than working 
mothers (Livingston & Bialik, 2018). Partly as a 
consequence, fathers are spending more time in 
child care nowadays too, albeit fathers do not 
spend as much time in child care activities as do 
mothers when both are employed (Livingston & 
Bialik, 2018). The father care-to-mother care 
ratio improves when mothers contribute a greater 
share of the household income (Raley, Bianchi, 
& Yang, 2012). Moreover, there is a general 
movement to convergence in mother and father 
roles as both parents try to balance the require-
ments of work and family (Pew Research Center, 
2013). Both mothers and fathers are experiencing 
increased stress in trying to manage both work 
and child care (Pew Research Center, 2015a, 
2015b). This stress, along with doubts that work-
ing parents do not have enough discretionary 
time to spend with children, has led to worries 
that maternal employment may have a negative 
effect on children’s well-being and doubts as to 
whether increased child care by fathers offsets 
the losses (Goldberg, Prause, Lucas-Thompson, 
& Himsel, 2008; Hill, Waldfogel, Brooks-Gunn, 
& Han, 2005; Hsin & Felfe, 2014). Thus far, 
research does not offer precise answers. Future 
research needs to focus on work-family balance 
for fathers and to examine how father actions in 
behalf of children in families where both parents 
work connect to various aspects of children’s 
development.

Coincident with the increasing number of 
women in the workforce, there has been shift in 
attitudes toward women as primary caregivers 
and men as “breadwinners” (Cunningham, 2008; 
Donnelly et  al., 2016). It is movement toward 
more egalitarian gender roles. Like many 
changes, it is worldwide – granted the movement 
is stronger in some countries and it has links to 
parental socioeconomic status (Bosoni, 2014; 
Cunningham, 2008; Marks, Bun, & McHale, 
2009; Olah, Kotowska, & Richter, 2018; 
Sweeting, Bhaskar, Benzeval, Popham, & Hunt, 
2013). The shift involves viewing women as hav-
ing more authority (Domingo et  al., 2015). For 
women, gaining more authority in family deci-
sions also derives from the increasing number of 
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divorces that have occurred in the past half cen-
tury and the increasing number of blended fami-
lies now present in most advanced societies 
(Belch & Willis, 2002). Thus far, research does 
not make very clear where fathers fit into the new 
equation.

Not only has the composition of the workforce 
changed dramatically since World War 2 (with 
women constituting a much larger proportion of 
those employed), but the nature of work has also 
changed. Technological advances have been the 
primary driving factor in changing the nature of 
work (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2017). A smaller 
proportion of workers are engaged in manual 
labor and factory jobs that involve limited sets of 
routinized activities (Pew Research Center, 
2016a, 2016b). More jobs are knowledge- 
intensive and involve the use of computers and 
other forms of information technology. There are 
also more jobs in the service sector. Many current 
jobs now require high levels of social skill and 
more flexible responses to individualized produc-
tion and service delivery. There is rapid evolution 
of how workers use technology to accomplish job 
tasks, and there tends to be less supervision of 
particular job tasks than in the past, leaving much 
online decision-making to the individual who 
executes the task (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, & Medicine, 2017; Pew 
Research Center, 2016a, 2016b). There is also 
greater use of crowdsourcing platforms to divide 
and organize how work gets done. This changes 
not only the nature of work but the nature of rela-
tionships among those involved in the work. Not 
only technology changed the kinds of tasks per-
formed by workers, but it has also led to a great 
deal more contingent work, with workers chang-
ing jobs more often, more workers who are self- 
employed, and more workers that have more than 
one job at a time (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017).

What do the changing patterns of employment 
mean for parents? It can give them more indepen-
dence; but it can also lead to more uncertainty 
and stress. It likely changes the ideas fathers have 
about parenting and the methods they use to enact 
parenting tasks. Years ago, Kohn (1963) promul-

gated the notion that those in lower-level occupa-
tions tended to value obedience in their children, 
whereas those in higher-level occupations tended 
to value autonomy and critical thinking. In effect, 
the nature of work tends to embed itself in the 
values and practices of parenting. Kohn’s ideas 
have generally received support, but their exact 
applicability to the current modes of paternal par-
enting remains poorly researched (Sherman & 
Harris, 2012). Particularly valuable would be 
research on how the nature of paternal work 
influences paternal efforts to support autonomy, 
to instill the idea of flexibility in thinking, and to 
work with others toward common goals. Related 
to this is more careful examination of how the 
nature of paternal work connects to paternal deci-
sions about providing care for children and in the 
quality of coparenting exhibited by fathers.

 Coparenting

Given the shift in maternal employment and the 
impact maternal employment has for child care, 
an important area of future research on fathers 
will be on documenting not just the time spent on 
particular caregiving tasks but the quality and 
manner by which certain tasks are accomplished 
(Hsin & Felfe, 2014; Milkie, Nomaguchi, & 
Denny, 2015). An important related area for 
future research is coparenting. Future research 
can aim to more fully characterize coparenting 
and also consider factors that may influence 
paternal coparenting behavior.

Although there appears to be growing conver-
gence in mother and father roles pertaining to 
child care, research on coparenting remains lim-
ited. Findings from past research may no longer 
fully apply to the current generation of parents. 
Research on how coparenting is implicated in 
fathers’ lives may be challenging given that par-
ents’ ability to coordinate with one another is 
likely to reflect many different contextual factors 
(McDaniel, Teti, & Feinberg, 2018). Additional 
research on coparenting would seem especially 
relevant given that prior research has demon-
strated a connection between coparenting, 
mother-father relationships, parent-child 
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 relationships, and child maladaptive behavior 
(Barnett, Deng, Mills-Koonce, Willoughby, & 
Cox, 2008; Bonds & Gondoli, 2007; Feinberg & 
Kan, 2008; Holland & McElwain, 2013; McHale 
& Coates, 2014; Palkovitz, Fagan, & Hull, 2013; 
Parkes, Green, & Mitchell, 2019; Peltz, Rogge, 
& Sturge-Apple, 2018). Research on coparenting 
during times of instability (e.g., following 
divorce) would seem particularly relevant given 
the relatively high rates of divorce and cohabita-
tion throughout most of the world at present 
(OECD, 2018). Coparenting can be particularly 
complicated for fathers who have remarried or 
who have begun cohabiting after separating from 
a child’s mother, an issue that is highly relevant 
given the number of children not living in blended 
families and stepfamilies (American Academy of 
Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 2015; 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2014; Pew Research Center, 
2015a, 2015b; Wallerstein & Lewis, 2007). 
Research on coparenting would also seem highly 
relevant given that high-quality coparenting is 
less likely when there is chaos in the household 
(Whitsell, Teti, Crosby, & Kim, 2015). The need 
for such research seems all the more important 
given studies showing how parental conflict can 
have serious consequences for children’s well- 
being under such conditions (Lamela & 
Figueriredo, 2016). Further research on coparent-
ing seems particularly relevant in light of studies 
showing that child problems, like a difficult tem-
perament, can undermine coparenting (Davis, 
Shoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, & Brown, 2009) 
and research showing that coparenting is associ-
ated with father’s sense of parenting competence 
(Latham, Mark, & Oliver, 2018). This said, the 
role coparenting plays in child well-being beyond 
quality of parent-child relationships remains 
unclear, with evidence pointing to the parent- 
child relationship and time spent with parents as 
perhaps more influential on children (Nielsen, 
2017).

 Father-Child Relationship

One of the major shifts that has occurred since 
World War 2 is the declining percentage of chil-

dren living with both biological parents (Pew 
Research Center, 2015a, 2015b). This often 
means that biological fathers do not live in the 
same home as their children, making it difficult 
to communicate effectively and take part in the 
children’s ongoing activities. It is a problem that 
pertains to all subgroups of families but is more 
prevalent in low-income and minority house-
holds (Pew Research Center, 2015a, 2015b). 
Accordingly, scholars and practitioners have 
raised concerns about the difficulties posed for 
father-child relationships and how fathers can 
function as mature and effective models for their 
children. Major concerns have been raised about 
the father-son relationship and the challenges 
nonresidential status can pose for fathers who 
wish to provide meaningful guidance to sons at 
critical points in development (Burns & Caldwell, 
2016; Caldwell et  al., 2004, 2014). Not living 
with one’s child also makes it more difficult for 
fathers to develop the kinds of skills and sense of 
satisfaction with parenthood that is optimal for 
both father and child (Qian, De Loney, & 
Caldwell, 2018). There have been some studies 
on nonresident fathers and their efforts to form 
satisfying relationships with their sons (and 
daughters) and their efforts to communicate with 
both the child’s mother and the offspring them-
selves; but the research lacks details on most pro-
cesses, including coparenting.

Another major shift in family life pertains to 
fertility. Average family size has changed dra-
matically over the past two centuries, with fewer 
households containing large numbers of children 
(Levni & Kopf, 2017). Having two or fewer chil-
dren has become increasingly common (INED, 
2013; OECD, 2016; Statistics Canada, 2018; 
United States Census Bureau, 2018). This 
change, together with the changing attitudes 
toward gender and evolving ideas on what consti-
tutes desirable parenting practices, makes another 
area of research on fathers of particular value: the 
father-child relationship (Allendorf, 2012). More 
specifically, in smaller families, parents tend to 
be less authoritarian (Wagner, Schubert, & 
Schubert, 1985); and in society at large there has 
been general move toward promoting autonomy 
for children (National Academies of Sciences, 
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Engineering, and Medicine, 2016; Zimmer- 
Gembeck & Collins, 2003). Cornerstone to the 
evolving ideas about parenting is the idea of 
maintaining close relationships with offspring 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine, 2016), relationships which help 
fulfill the parent’s own basic need for connected-
ness (Joussemet et al., 2008).

There is a growing literature on how fathers’ 
involvement with children affects the father-child 
relationship and how the quality of the father- 
child relationship affects child well-being. 
Research suggests that when children feel close 
to their fathers and communicate productively 
with their fathers, children feel greater self- 
esteem and manifest stronger autonomy 
(Brotherson, Yamamoto, & Ackck, 2003; 
StGeorge & Freeman, 2017; Videon, 2005). 
However, the research is spotty, and findings sug-
gest possible differences by age and gender, 
depending on the area of well-being (Corwyn & 
Bradley, 2016; McMunn et al., 2017). Moreover, 
most of the studies are cross-sectional and involve 
measures completed by a single respondent.

One of the major shifts in thinking about 
parent- child relationships that has occurred over 
the past 50 years is that fathers play an important 
role in girls’ lives as well as boys’ lives. A corre-
lated shift in thinking is that time spent with 
daughters can have a significant bearing on the 
daughter’s well-being – in past times most of the 
focus was on how time spent with sons helped 
make sons more responsible and productive 
(Videon, 2005). The idea that the father-daughter 
relationship is valuable is becoming ever more 
instantiated in the public mindset (e.g., dad- 
daughter dance routines now often incorporated 
into end of year dance recitals). In some respects, 
this evolution encourages more studies of the 
father-daughter relationship as well as more stud-
ies of how fathers engage boys and girls differ-
ently over the course of childhood. Several 
studies have shown that fathers’ early involve-
ment in girls’ lives is associated with better self- 
esteem during adolescence and marital 

satisfaction during adulthood, including some 
studies done in non-Western countries (Algood, 
Beckert, & Peterson, 2012; Ali & Daoud, 2016; 
Flouri & Buchanan, 2002; Morman & Floyd, 
2002; Perkins, 2001). However, the total canon of 
studies is small; and some involve cross-sectional 
recollections of both the father-child relationship 
early in the life course and later perceptions of 
self-esteem or life satisfaction. There are very 
few studies conducted on paternal behavior early 
in the life course (either directly observed or 
reported by the father when the child is young) 
and children’s concurrent or downstream devel-
opment. A more careful examination of the early 
father-daughter relationship would appear par-
ticularly useful given studies showing that fathers 
tend to engage daughters and sons differently 
early in the life course (Marks et al., 2009). For 
example, Mascaro, Renscher, Hackett, Mehl, and 
Rilling (2017) found that fathers were more 
attentively engaged with daughters than sons dur-
ing normal everyday activities. Fathers were also 
more likely to sing to their daughters, to use both 
more analytical and emotion-focused language 
with their daughters. Finally, fathers had a stron-
ger neural response to their daughters’ happy 
facial expressions. By contrast, fathers were 
more likely to engage sons in rough and tumble 
play. In a separate study, Ahnert et  al. (2017) 
found that although the quantity of fathers’ play 
with girls and boys did not differ, the quality did, 
with fathers displaying greater quality with 
boys – the opposite was true with mothers. In all 
cases, higher-quality play was associated with 
less internalizing problems. Thus, more studies 
of play might be useful. It might be particularly 
useful to conduct more research on rough and 
tumble play given evidence that it appears to 
facilitate social competence in both boys and 
girls (Stgeorge & Freeman, 2017). It also appears 
to have some impact on emotional skills and self- 
regulation; but details are lacking on the exact 
nature of those relations and whether they affect 
both sons and daughters in the same way 
(StGeorge & Freeman, 2017).
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 Arenas of Child Life Needing 
Greater Attention

 The Expanding Focus on Science 
and Math

More of the work in modern life involves science, 
math, and computer technologies. Consequently, 
another area where potentially fruitful studies of 
fathers pertains to offspring interest in science 
and math (STEM). Despite widespread interest in 
motivating children to seek STEM careers, there 
remains a gender gap in the pursuit of such 
careers (Reinking & Martin, 2018). The decision 
not to pursue a career in science or engineering 
does not derive from an innate gender difference 
in quantitative reasoning (Hutchison, Lyons, & 
Ansari, 2019; Kersey, Braham, Scumitta, 
Libertus, & Cantlon, 2018; Lindberg, Hyde, 
Petersen, & Linn, 2010), with the possible excep-
tion of the tails of the distribution (i.e., more 
males seem to score very low or very high; 
Halpern et al., 2007). Rather, girls’ lower interest 
in math and science appears to derive from gen-
dered socialization, stereotypes about women in 
science, peer affiliations, and the lack of female 
role models (Reinking & Martin, 2018). It is 
clear that these processes begin early, as parents’ 
actions in early childhood foster less interest in 
science and math on the part of girls (Casey et al., 
2018; Pruden & Levine, 2017; Tomasetto, 
Mirisola, Galdi, & Cadinu, 2015). Although 
fathers tend to spend more time in physical play 
with offspring than mothers, research does not 
make clear how often fathers spend time with 
children using blocks, legos, and other construc-
tion materials that may lend themselves to greater 
knowledge and interest pertaining to STEM 
(Schoppe-Sullivan, Kotila, Jia, Lang, & Bower, 
2013; Whitebread et al., 2017). A recent survey 
indicated that both mothers and fathers felt less 
competent in their ability to help young children 
learn science than other subjects (Silander et al., 
2018). Not only are there many more toys avail-
able for teaching science concepts than in the 
past, but there are also more media options to 
help children learn science as well. For example, 
the Corporation for Public Broadcasting has initi-

ated programs to support the development of 
STEM concepts (e.g., The Cat in the Hat Knows 
a Lot About That! and Ready Jet Go!). Given that 
more fathers than mothers have occupations in 
science and engineering and occupations that 
involve use of math (e.g., accounting; AICPA, 
2017), it would be useful to conduct research to 
determine how often fathers engage children in 
activities that include use of mathematics, scien-
tific concepts, engineering constructs, and the 
like. It would also seem useful to determine such 
involvement was connected to girls’ interest in 
science and math. In one of the few studies of this 
sort completed, Thomson, Casey, Lombardi, and 
Nguyen (2020) found that fathers’ spatial con-
cept support during play at age 4.5 was related to 
daughters’ math achievement in first grade con-
trolling for a host of other contextual factors. 
This finding seems quite meaningful in light of 
earlier findings showing that parents tend to use 
more spatial language with boys than girls 
(Pruden & Levine, 2017). It is also interesting in 
light of recent research showing that subtle lan-
guage cues had a bearing on young girls’ engage-
ment in science (e.g., saying let’s do some science 
today rather than let’s be scientists today) 
(Rhodes, Leslie, Yee, & Saunders, 2019).

 Children with Special Needs

Recently, the Committee on Psychosocial 
Aspects of Child and Family Health of the 
American Academy of Pediatrics issued a report 
on paternal involvement. It was done because 
research shows that paternal involvement affects 
children’s health status and may also affect the 
quality of maternal care (Yogman et  al., 2016). 
Paternal involvement is particularly critical in an 
area where advances in health care have increased 
the population of children with severe medical 
complications, disabilities, and mental health 
problems (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2018; Cohen et al., 2011; GBD 2017 
Child & Adolescent Health Collaborators, 2019; 
Kuo, Houtrow, & Council on Children with 
Disabilities, 2016; National Cancer Institute, 
2019; Perrin, Anderson, & van Cleave, 2014; 
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Rice et  al., 2012; United Nations Children’s 
Fund, 2018; World Bank, 2019; Xu, Strathearn, 
Liu, Yan, & Bao, 2018). Children with serious 
health conditions often present significant chal-
lenges to practitioners and other care providers, 
with parents at the center (Carroll, Mollen, 
Aldridge, Hexem, & Feudtner, 2012; Cohen 
et al., 2011; Glass et al., 2015; Kuo, Lyle, Casey, 
& Stille, 2017; Mahone & Denckla, 2017; 
National Cancer Institute, 2019; Perrin et  al., 
2014; Robison & Hudson, 2014).

Research on how living with a child with a 
disability, a serious mental health problem, or 
serious medical condition affects parenting and 
family life is growing (Ha, Hong, Seltzer, & 
Greenberg, 2008). However, there is limited 
information on how fathers are affected or how 
their behavior affects the quality of care children 
or children’s outcomes. Fathers often exhibit 
high levels of anxiety (even loss of identity) dur-
ing the early stages of their relationship with a 
medically fragile child (Burrell, Ives, & 
Freudtner, 2017; Smith, Cheater, & Bekker, 
2012; Swallow, Macfadyen, Sanatacroce, & 
Lambert, 2012). For some parents, there is a 
sense of chronic sorrow (Smith et al., 2012). For 
some fathers, the early disruption in what life 
means is followed by gradual acceptance of the 
child and what the child needs by way of care and 
overall support (Burrell et al., 2017). Adjustment 
can be incredibly difficult if the child has dim 
prospects for survival (Carroll et  al., 2012). 
Fathers often report having a stronger bond with 
the child after learning about the child’s disabil-
ity (Carpenter & Towers, 2008); but fathers who 
have children with special needs tend to report 
higher levels of daily hassles, more parenting 
stress, and lower life satisfaction as well (Darling, 
Senatore, & Strachan, 2011). Fathers are often 
frustrated at being left out of decisions made con-
cerning the child by practitioners (CAF, 2005; 
West, 2000). Overall, fathers of children with 
special needs exhibit signs of burden, with some 
turning to alcohol or drugs; but the characteriza-
tion of fathers’ reactions to caring for such chil-
dren remains sketchy (Greenberg, 2002; Ha et al., 
2008; Seltzer, Greenberg, Floyd, Pettee, & Hong, 
2001).

Fathers (like mothers) often have to make 
major adjustments to address a disabled or chron-
ically ill child’s needs (Heiman, 2002; Long & 
Marsland, 2011). During this process, fathers’ 
sense that they can control the situation is ham-
pered by lack of support by employers and wor-
ries about the expenses connected with the child’s 
condition (Hovey, 2005; Neil-Urban & Jones, 
2002). Sometimes the experience actually 
increases family closeness (Fawcett, Baggaley, 
Wu, Whyte, & Martinson, 2005; Heaton, Noyes, 
& Sloper, 2005; Long & Marsland, 2011; Smith 
et  al., 2012; Sullivan-Bolyai, Rosenberg, & 
Bayard, 2006); but, the stresses of dealing with a 
child with special needs often have a negative 
spillover on family relationships (Goble, 2004; 
Hartley, Papp, & Bolt, 2018; Smith et al., 2012; 
Sobsey, 2002). The stresses can be particularly 
daunting for low-income families and families 
with low social support (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, & Medicine, 2015). Even 
so, some fathers of children with health problems 
report that their lives have strengthened and that 
they themselves have grown in significant ways 
(Goble, 2004; Hovey, 2005; Knafl & Zoeller, 
2000; Smith et al., 2012). Studies show that par-
ents more likely feel resilient when family mem-
bers communicate well and offer continuous 
support to one another (Ha, Greenberg, & Seltzer, 
2011; Heiman, 2002). More research is needed 
on the kinds of supports fathers need to cope well 
and on what fathers need to provide partners so 
the partner copes well.

Given the diversity of health and psychologi-
cal problems present in young children, it is not 
surprising that little is known about the nature of 
father involvement with such children or how 
father involvement affects the long-term well- 
being of children that have most health and devel-
opmental problems (Wade et al., 2006). Analysis 
of data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study showed that fathers of infants with dis-
abilities were a little less likely to be involved in 
the physical care of the infant than fathers of 
infants without disabilities; they were also less 
likely to provide cognitive stimulation. On the 
other hand, they were not any less warm or nur-
turing (U.S.  Department of Health and Human 
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Services, Administration on Children and 
Families, 2010, February). Bronte-Tinkew, 
Carrano, Horowitz, and Kinukawa (2008) found 
that fathers’ provision of cognitive stimulation 
was particularly helpful to children with disabili-
ties. Likewise, Yogman and colleagues (1995) 
found that paternal time spent in playing with 
children born low birthweight was associated 
with higher child IQ at age 3. Fathers of children 
with chronic diseases are typically less involved 
in child care than is the case with mothers; how-
ever, when fathers are highly involved, it appears 
to facilitate adherence to recommended treatment 
protocols for the child (Wysocki & Gavin, 2004). 
A meta-analysis indicated that using a positive 
parenting style was generally beneficial to young 
children with disabilities, but most of the studies 
primarily involved assessment of maternal par-
enting style. So, it is difficult to ascertain how 
paternal parenting style may be implicated in the 
development of children with disabilities 
(Dyches, Smith, Korth, Roper, & Mandleco, 
2012). As technologies and practices for address-
ing children with special needs advance, detailed 
research on how living with such children affects 
fathers will be important so that services can 
more effectively engage fathers and provide the 
range of supports needed to improve the lives of 
the children, other family members, and fathers 
themselves. More research on how paternal 
behavior affects children with various types of 
medical problems and disabilities will be impor-
tant as well.

 Paternal Identity: Kaleidoscopic 
Transformations of a Life 
with Children

One wonders what goes through the mind of 
daddy chimp when seeing baby chimp for the 
first time or when walking with his child in search 
of food (Krupenye, Kano, Hirata, Call, & 
Tomasello, 2016; Lonsdorf, Ross, & Matsuzawa, 
2010). Does daddy chimp have a sense of himself 
as a father and does that affect what he does with 
the child? The human neocortex is larger than the 
neocortex of chimps, and there is a longer 

prometaphase- metaphase in human apical pro-
genitors (Mora-Bermudez et al., 2016); but what 
exactly does this mean for humans’ gradual 
development of a sense of identity?

Much has been written about the concept of 
identity and how it influences one’s perceptions 
and behavior – albeit there are disagreements on 
how to best think about identity and what it 
means for human functioning (Akhtar & Samuel, 
1996; Klein, 2014). Erik Erikson (1968) is con-
sidered the “father” of modern treatments of the 
concept of identity. He essentially argues that 
identity functions as an organizing principle in 
people’s lives but that it is not a static quality. 
Erickson argued that identity evolves over the 
course of life, changing as one encounters new 
experiences and acquires additional information 
about oneself in relation to others, the demands 
of daily living, and the overall affordances of the 
settings in which one lives. As individuals 
encounter new experiences, they take on chal-
lenges that can help or hinder the development of 
identity. Research suggests that people gradually 
attain a reasonably well-defined identity by age 
30 (Kroger, Martinussen, & Marcia, 2010). 
However, progress toward a well-defined identity 
is often nonlinear, and the pace of progress can 
affect commitment processes like caring for a 
child and the sense that one is empowered when 
doing so (Fox, Nordquist, Billen, & Savoca, 
2015; Kroger et al., 2010).

Part of the struggle in understanding and mea-
suring paternal identity derives from the fact that 
paternal identity is but one of multiple identities 
that fathers have. Paternal identity is one compo-
nent out of many that, in the aggregate, offer the 
father a unified sense of coherence. This unified 
sense of coherence allows fathers to make key 
commitments and helps enable fathers to accom-
plish key tasks (Tsang, Hui, & Law, 2012). 
According to Fonagy, Gergely, and Jurist (2002), 
having a strong sense of oneself as a father should 
enable a father to engage in productive self- 
reflection; and it should increase the father’s 
capacity to understand the behavior of the child 
and to usefully consider both his own mental 
state and the mental state of the child during 
encounters.
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Because paternal identity is but one of multi-
ple identities a father has, its capacity to direct 
how a father thinks, feels, and behaves in the role 
of parent depends on its centrality to the father’s 
overall identity (Henley & Pasley, 2005). The 
more central paternal identity is to a father, the 
greater the role clarity and the greater the invest-
ment the father is likely to make in the child 
(Strauss & Goldberg, 1999). The more central 
paternal identity is to a father, the more likely the 
father will form a strong bond with the child – 
albeit there remains little research on this particu-
lar process (de Cock et al., 2015). Relatedly, the 
more central paternal identity is to a father, the 
greater the satisfaction the father will take when 
enacting the role of parent (Henley & Pasley, 
2005). This said, much remains unknown about 
men’s commitment to the role of fathering (i.e., 
father identity) – including what happens if the 
child results from an unplanned pregnancy 
(Nelson & O’Brien, 2012). Even as the changing 
world of work and the evolving notions about 
gender move men to take on a greater share of 
child caregiving, the role of fathers – compared 
to mothers  – remains less well defined and the 
nature of paternal involvement more discretion-
ary (De Graaf, Hoogenboom, De Roos, & Bucz, 
2018; Gaertner, Spinrad, Eisenberg, & Greving, 
2007). Not surprisingly, there are indications that 
men’s identity as a parent may be slower to 
emerge than women’s identity. For example, Luz, 
George, Vieux, and Spitz (2017) found that post-
natal bonding to an infant was stronger than pre-
natal for both mothers and fathers, but the 
difference between prenatal and postnatal attach-
ment was greater for fathers. It remains for future 
research to help clarify these processes and the 
factors connected to adoption of paternal identity 
as central to a father’s identity.

Paternal identity is part of personal identity. It 
is experienced by fathers as “core” or “unique” to 
themselves in ways that group  – and status  – 
identities are not (Hitlin, 2003). In this regard, 
findings from two studies about how aspects of 
identity affect paternal behavior are revealing. 
Specifically, Rane and McBride (2000) found 
that a father’s level of involvement with a child 
was related to the centrality of his identification 

as a nurturer of his child than to his identification 
with the idea of being a father (Adamasons & 
Pasley, 2016). Likewise, Maurer, Pleck, and Rane 
(2003) found no association between a father’s 
identification with himself as being a father (a 
status identity) and the amount of caregiving he 
provided. Personal identification with a particu-
lar role one needs to play for one’s child reflects 
a father’s values and not just role obligations – it 
is “who I am” not just what I should be doing 
(Hitlin, 2003).

The more central to one’s personal identity a 
particular parenting role is, the more likely 
actions related to that role will be enacted. All 
this said, there is very little research on these pro-
cesses and the factors that promote or hinder 
them. One factor that provides a challenge to 
many fathers is work obligations; and many 
express that they are stressed in trying to provide 
care for their children while at the same time 
managing work obligations (Pew Research 
Center, 2015a, 2015b; Harrington, Fraone, & 
Lee, 2017). The struggle to find a comfortable 
work-life balance is worldwide, with research 
showing that only four in ten adults report little 
difficulty in combining work and family (OECD, 
2016). Although both mothers and fathers say 
that the work-life balance is difficult, a recent 
report by the Pew Research Center (2013) found 
that a higher proportion of fathers indicated that 
they had too little time to spend with their chil-
dren, and a recent study by Vandello (2013) found 
that more fathers desired greater work flexibility. 
Future research on contextual factors (like work) 
that affect paternal identity and parenting behav-
ior might do well to utilize ideas from self- 
determination theory (SDT) as a guide (Bouchard, 
Lee, Asgary, & Pelletier, 2007). Specifically, 
SDT recognizes that enacting behaviors is jointly 
determined by internal drives to satisfy basic 
human needs and pressures external to the self. 
Thus, future research on paternal behavior would 
do well to somehow account for external forces 
that foster or hinder behaviors that promote child 
well-being and the extent to which those behav-
iors help satisfy the three basic human needs for 
competence, autonomy, and connectedness. 
According to theory, the more everything is 
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aligned, the more likely positive paternal behav-
ior will be enacted.

Becoming a father can make a man reflect 
(and sometimes alter) his values, a process that 
can continue from prior to a child’s birth to late in 
the life course. As part of that process, the father 
engages in a process of self-categorization, a pro-
cess that is highly contextualized and highly indi-
vidualized (Deaux & Martin, 2003). 
Unfortunately, there is almost no research on this 
process. Some qualitative studies report that 
fathers frequently shift their orientation (part of 
their sense of identity) from a focus on “me” to a 
focus on “we.” Likewise, fathers report that that 
shifted their attention from addressing their per-
sonal needs to addressing the needs of the child 
(Daly, Ashbourne, & Brown, 2012). However, 
the qualitative studies suggest that such shifts can 
be quite gradual and the movement from “me” to 
“we” or from my needs to their needs can be par-
tial and idiosyncratic (Daly et  al., 2012). The 
speed and extensity of the transition depends on 
where one is in the life course – a transition might 
be easier for a father who is nearing 30, gainfully 
employed, and in a meaningful relationship with 
the child’s mother (Eliason, Mortimer, & Vuolo, 
2015). Although these propositions seem reason-
able, few studies on such issues have been 
conducted.

According to identity theory, the more a father 
identifies with the being a father, the more satis-
faction he is likely to derive from enacting the 
various component roles he attaches to the per-
sonal identity (Fox & Bruce, 2001). Assuming he 
enacts those dispositions regularly, the more 
likely it is to have an impact on a child’s well- 
being. A recent study done in the United Kingdom 
found that when fathers felt more fulfillment 
when being with their child and a greater sense of 
security in their role as parent, the child mani-
fested fewer behavior problems at ages 9 and 11 
(Opondo, Redshaw, Savage-McGlynn, & 
Quigley, 2016). However, family systems are 
complex, and life can be messy. According to 
social relationship theory, contradictory pro-
cesses are quite common (Kuczynski & Parkin, 
2009). Thus, observing strong, clear paths of 
connection with respect to paternal identity 

should not be expected. According to the models 
presented by Cabrera et al. (2014) and Palkovitz 
and Hull (2018), many factors invade the space of 
fathering and the effects it is likely to have on a 
child, including the characteristics of the child 
himself/herself. Dynamic systems theory makes 
clear that aspects of a system that would gener-
ally organize themselves around one set of attrac-
tors can be disrupted and reorganize themselves 
around a different set of attractors (Lewis, 2000). 
Moreover, in different cultures or settings, ele-
ments may tend to organize themselves differ-
ently. Thus, research on paternal identity, how it 
develops, and how it functions for children per-
haps should not be tightly tied to any one theory 
about identity, motivation, or self-actualization. 
It should perhaps not only be more father-centric, 
as suggested by Palkovitz and Hull, but place- 
and time-centric as well. For this reason, qualita-
tive and person-centered studies should be part of 
the complement of studies on fathers and their 
children. In the real, rapidly changing world of 
child rearing, there are likely to be some kaleido-
scopic transformations in how a father’s life with 
his child moves through time. Even a father’s 
relationship with a given child, his perception of 
that relationship, and the child’s response to his 
behavior are likely to change if a second child is 
born (Volling, 2012) and life begins again.

 Summary and Key Points

Research on fathers is rapidly evolving, guided 
by frameworks that address the factors that influ-
ence paternal behavior and processes by which 
fathers influence child well-being. There is more 
respect for the roles played by fathers in chil-
dren’s lives and in family life more broadly. 
There is also greater appreciation for the dynamic 
interplay of the personal and contextual factors 
that determine how men enact the roles that 
fathers play in the lives of children. Likewise, 
there is greater appreciation of how being a father 
helps shape a man’s personal identity and how 
the centrality of paternal identity helps shape the 
care fathers provide children. Thus, research on 
fathers has moved beyond the boundaries 
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 originally considered significant by economists, 
social scientists, religious leaders, and policy 
makers. To advance what is needed to guide 
meaningful, actionable research on fathers for the 
futures requires consideration of the following 
key points:

• Advances in technology are penetrating into 
almost every aspect of human life. New tech-
nologies are affecting how fathers think and 
the actions they take for their children.

• The roles of both men and women in the 
workforce are rapidly evolving. There is more 
use of advanced technologies and greater need 
for critical thinking and flexibility in 
approaches to tasks. There is also more need 
for autonomous (sometimes coordinated) 
actions in carrying out work tasks. Changes in 
the workplace are bringing about changes in 
how parents think and how they perform the 
tasks of parenting.

• Households have become smaller; and more 
fathers do not live with their biological off-
spring on a daily basis. These changes in 
household composition are affecting paternal 
behavior and parent-child relationships.

• Fatherhood remains central to many men’s 
identity. Brain science is making clearer how 
experiences with children (from prior to birth) 
can affect both the structural and functional 
characteristics of men’s brains. The changes 
that occur in the brain affect a father’s identity, 
his emotional responses, his motivations, and 
his behavior.
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Depressive disorders, 565
Depressive symptoms, 18, 214, 476
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Developmental pathway
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Developmental Psychology/Pedagogical literature
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empirical findings, 53
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intergenerational transmission inequality, limitations, 

54–56
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Developmental science, 282
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framework, 13
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E
Early childhood interventions, 660, 661
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Effect sizes (ES), 604
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factors, 445
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