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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; Skjgthaug,
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, Mendonga, & 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
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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, &
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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
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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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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 Familylncluded.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

10.

11.

12.

. The loving care of a father is a foundation for his child’s wellbeing and

creates a life-long relationship.

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

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.

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

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.

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.

. Fatherhood, like motherhood, is a journey. Fathers need time and prac-

tice — to care for, nurture, play with, and teach their children.

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

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

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.

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

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-
tinuum, but which continues to change over the life course.

From a philosophical frame, this is a book about becoming, replete with
what Overton might refer to as moments (being) in the life-course. Some
moments have a profound negative effect (trauma, adverse childhood experi-
ences) and others have positive effects (secure attachment, nurturing father),
but the individual is always floating in a sea of potential change driven by the
fluctuating balance of risk and resilience.

All chapters were peer reviewed (anonymously) by two of the editors. In
addition, Laurie Van Egeren, Goeff Twitchell, Andren-Ann SDeneault, and
Avery Henniger provided additional assistance. Every chapter was revised
at least once during the production process, consistent with our effort to
have a peer-reviewed orientation to the volume. We extend our deep thanks
to Judy Jones and Michelle Tam at Springer for their assistance throughout
the two-year production process and are ever thankful to Kamaraj Shanthini,
Mario Gabriele and their teams of copy and production editors and staff
who play an unseen yet vital role in the Springer Nature publication
process.

East Lansing, MI, USA Hiram E. Fitzgerald
Leipzig, Germany Kai von Klitzing
College Park, MD, USA Natasha J. Cabrera
Osasco, Sdo-Paulo, Brazil Jdlia Scarano de Mendonga

Lgrenskog, Norway Thomas Skjgthaug
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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

H. E. Fitzgerald (D<)

Department of Psychology, Michigan State
University, East Lansing, MI, USA

e-mail: fitzger9 @msu.edu

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020

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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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,
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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).
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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 Mendonga, 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.

A high male god does not rule.

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;
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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 Number 539,000 559,000 579,000 557,000 578,000
Islander Percent 16% 17% 17% 16% 17%
Black or African Number 6,533,000 6,509,000 6,493,000 |6,427,000 |6,382,000
American 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, Dimensions
and Levine (1987)
Engagement Direct contact & shared
Availability interactions
Responsibility Presence and accessibility
Resource availability to child
Palkovitz (2002a) Domains Simultaneously occurring Possible actions
continua
Cognitive Time invested Communicating
Affective Degree of involvement Teaching
Behavioral Observability Monitoring
Salience of involvement Engaging in thought processes
Directedness Providing
Proximity 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 Mendonga, Bussab, and
Kirtner (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

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

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
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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 Mendonga et al., 2013) on father-
child relationships or marital conflict. Figure 2.2
illustrates major transitional periods during the
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Fig. 2.2 Transactional periods: Dynamic factors affect-
ing positioning on the risk-resilience continuum from

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
e Middle Childhood/Early
(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
e Late Adolescence/Early
(16-25 years)

Adolescence

Adulthood

RESILIENCE

conception to adulthood. Source: Fitzgerald (2010).
(Reprinted with permission © Michigan State University
Board of Trustees)

— 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-
uval (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 1Q 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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same-sex parents with or without contact with children’s

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,
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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

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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Fathering 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

R. Palkovitz (D)
University of Delaware, Newark, DE, USA
e-mail: robp@udel.edu

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020

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).
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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 foward 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.
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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
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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 (T)) to time two (T,)
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 T, and T, 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 1is 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



36

R. Palkovitz

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 inferde-
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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The 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
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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 akey 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-LLeMonda,

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
etal., 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.

R. Keizer

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 par