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ABSTRACT—Why do fathers matter? Recent conceptual

and theoretical advances regarding father–child relation-

ships have demonstrated that fathers affect children’s out-

comes both directly and indirectly. To attain a complete

developmental account of the ecologically rich contexts

of child development, in this article, we recommend best

practices regarding the conceptualization and assessment

of father–child relationships that reflect contemporary

family life. We also discuss conceptual and measurement

issues pertaining to father–child relationships in different

family configurations, including those with resident and

nonresident fathers. We conclude with recommendations

that can help developmental researchers advance our

understanding of fathering, parenting, and children’s

development.

KEYWORDS—fathers; fathering; measurement; child out-

comes

Significant global social, economic, and demographic changes

over the last 40 years suggest that traditional mother-focused

models of developmental influence are outdated and do not

represent the experiences of most children (1, 2). Children

develop in a socially complex, ecological context where mothers

and fathers exert influence over their growth and well-being (3).

Yet research focuses almost exclusively on the mother–child
dyad. Despite a surge of studies on fathers in recent decades,

fathers more often than not contribute silently to children’s

development or are forgotten (4). Most studies of parenting nei-

ther include fathers nor control for fathers’ effects on children’s

outcomes. And when fathers are included, measures of fathering

are often derived from assessments of mothering, even though

fathers may not engage in the same sorts of activities that char-

acterize mother–child relationships. Also, we understand little

about how parenting unfolds in diverse cultural contexts and dif-

ferent family structures, which has important implications for

how mothers and fathers parent (5). Such differences underscore

the complexities of family life and require researchers to think

broadly about what it means to be a parent in the 21st century.

In this article, we first discuss conceptual and theoretical

thinking about the role of father–child relationships in children’s

development—specifically, why are fathers still absent from par-

enting research? Then we describe a contextual model of father-

hood and explain why fathers matter for children’s outcomes.

We also recommend best practices for assessing father–child
relationships: How do we measure most effectively father–child
relationships in different family configurations, including fami-

lies in which fathers are resident and nonresident? Finally, we

present guidelines for research to close gaps in how we assess

the ways fathers influence their children’s development.

WHY ARE FATHERS STILL ABSENT FROM PARENTING

RESEARCH?

Given decades of evidence that fathers (and mothers) contribute

independently to their children’s well-being and development,

the lack of systemic and rigorous integration of fathers into

research on parenting is puzzling (6). We identify at least three

reasons why this is so: First, the distinction between primary

and secondary caregivers when referring to the quantity of time
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mothers and fathers spend with their children has made it easier

to exclude fathers from research. Because fathers generally pro-

vide economically for their families, they are assumed to be less

involved than mothers in interactions with children and thus not

the primary parent at home. Similarly, nonresident fathers are

seen as absent and not primary, and are not considered part of

the complex network of caregivers who engage regularly with

childrearing.

Designating mothers as primary caregivers makes it easier for

parenting researchers to focus exclusively on mothers. Although

most theories of parenting are intended to apply to both mothers

and fathers, not just to the parent considered primary, these

have not been used uniformly to understand mothers’ and

fathers’ influence on their children’s development (7). For

instance, attachment theory, which allows for young children to

have multiple caregivers, has been applied almost universally to

relationships between mothers and infants (8), giving the

impression that the mother–child bond is paramount, although

this view has been challenged recently (9), and further solidify-

ing the view that mothers are primary caregivers. Fathers are

not the focus of most parenting research, which appears to be

based on the theoretical biases that mothers are primary care-

givers and fathers are secondary, that fathers are simply babysit-

ters, or that they are part of relative care (3, 10).

Second, the belief that fathers do not engage in hands-on

parenting (11), which is rooted in social norms about appropri-

ate roles of men and women (i.e., social role theory), may also

contribute to the absence of fathers in parenting research. For

a long time, fathers have been characterized as being highly

involved by providing for their children economically, but less

involved in their daily care, leading to the conclusion that they

do not spend enough time with their children to affect their lives

emotionally (12). The focus on fathers’ roles as providers has

dominated sociological and economic research, suggesting that

money matters more than emotional support for children’s devel-

opment (13). In spite of the fact that the effect sizes of fathers’

financial contributions on children’s development are consistent

but small, researchers and policymakers have focused almost

exclusively on and promoted fathers’ economic provisions, and

have disregarded fathers’ emotional support of their children’s

development, especially for ethnic-minority low-income men.

Indeed, research on the quality of father–child relationships

or father–child attachment pales in comparison to studies on

men’s role as economic providers (13). However, the notion that

fathers are mostly economic providers and are not engaged in

the emotional well-being of their children does not reflect the

reality of the experiences of fathers and families today; this is

the case especially in dual-earner households where both moth-

ers and fathers work outside the home to support their families,

and consequently both are actively involved in childrearing (1,

14). Although mothers still do more household tasks than fathers

(about 17 hr per week compared to fathers’ 10 hr), contempo-

rary fathers are more involved in hands-on activities than they

were in previous decades and consequently, are more involved

in caring for their children, which affects their development (15,

16).

Third, amid significant social and demographic shifts in fam-

ily composition over the last few decades in the United States

and elsewhere, the almost exclusive focus on mothers in most

parenting research reflects inaccurately the status of contempo-

rary families. For example, over the last 40 years, family compo-

sition has shifted dramatically, resulting in changes in the living

arrangements of children; today, 40% of all children in the Uni-

ted States are born to unwed mothers (17). But although family

structures may change, having a nonresident father does not

mean fathers are absent in their children’s lives (18). Many non-

resident fathers remain committed to and involved with their

children, even when their relationship with the mother of the

children has ended.

Developmental scientists need to move away from a predomi-

nant focus on quantity, the designation of a primary caregiver as

the target parent for research, and a dyadic perspective that

includes only mothers, and take a family systems’ view that con-

siders the family as a unit and the quality of interactions within

a family system, including other subsystems such as interactions

between fathers and children and among fathers, mothers, and

children. We then need to translate this research into practice

and draw clear implications of what it means for social policies.

Although mothers still spend more time caring directly for their

children than fathers, designating a caregiver as primary based

on the time spent with children (quantity) has less importance

and impact on children’s development than considering the

quality of the interaction during the time spent together (1).

Most often, research on fathers suffers from the same limits as

research on mothers. It does not always recognize that fathers

are part of a network of caregivers; that others (e.g., mothers)

influence children, too, and should be included; and that at the

very least, the effect of mothers’ parenting should be controlled.

Studies that include both parents are beginning to appear but

are still not the norm (19–23).

CONCEPTUALIZING FATHERS AS PART OF FAMILY

SYSTEMS

Although there is no grand theory of fathering, developmental

scientists have at their disposal a tool kit that includes ecologi-

cally based models that view families as an integrated system of

subsystems that include fathers (3, 7). Models of fathering (e.g.,

the Ecology of Father–Child Relationships: An Expanded

Model; 3) recognize the diversity of family life and the changing

patterns of fathering, the personal motivation to father, the par-

ental characteristics that predict fathering, and the overall con-

text of parenting within a family system (2). Current models (3),

informed by recent research showing the importance of context

to understanding what fathers do and why it matters for children,

tend to be grounded in dynamic systems and transactional
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concepts that evolve through time and cultural contexts (3, 23,

24). In these models, children participate actively in their own

development and fathers’ behaviors are related to children’s

behaviors directly and indirectly through other family relation-

ships and contextual factors such as frequency and quality of

contact. Recent studies have begun to look at fathers from a

family and developmental systems perspective (25, 26). Many

models have also begun to incorporate aspects of the cultural

context that may play out differently for mothers and fathers, as

well as for parents of different ethnic groups (20, 24).

HOWDO FATHERS MATTER FOR CHILDREN?

In studies that have tested for direct effects, fathers influence

children’s development across many domains through direct

interactions or by providing children with educational materi-

als to enhance their learning and development (27). Fathers’

social class—their education and income—is associated

uniquely and directly with paternal sensitivity during interac-

tions as well as with measures of children’s cognitive and lan-

guage abilities, suggesting that fathers with more education

have children who have greater scores on such tests (2, 5, 19,

28). Additionally, across socioeconomic status, race, and eth-

nicity, sensitive and supportive fathers have children who are

socially competent and have positive friendships in school set-

tings (29, 30), and who engage in more complex play and have

more optimal language outcomes (31, 32).

Depending on fathers’ level of involvement, they can affect

children’s development positively even when they do not live

with them (1). Although nonresident fathers spend significantly

less time with their children than resident fathers, the quality of

interactions predicts outcomes, not the quantity (1). While the

complete absence of a father is associated with less success in

school, impaired cognitive function, aggression, and delinquency

in children (12), children who have contact with their fathers (re-

gardless of the residency status of the father) regulate their emo-

tions more effectively than children who have no contact (33).

In studies on indirect effects, fathers also influence their chil-

dren through the investments of time (parent–child interactions)

and money that result in improvements to the quality of chil-

dren’s home experiences (10, 25, 26). Fathers also influence

children through the relationship they have with their children’s

mother, whether through marital or coparental interactions (25,

26), or fathers’ mental health, conflict with mothers, and the

stresses brought home from work (14), all of which can harm

parenting behaviors (34). Fathers’ mental health is often over-

looked, despite the fact that the transition to parenthood places

men at risk for depression, especially for low-income minority

men (34), which is likely to affect the entire family system,

including fathers, their partners, and their children. The rela-

tionship between parents also matters, and supportive coparent-

ing is associated with fewer behavior problems and greater self-

regulatory skills in children (21, 22, 26, 35).

NEW APPROACHES TO MEASURING FATHER–CHILD

RELATIONSHIPS IN CONTEMPORARY FAMILIES

The studies we have described used many types of assessment,

including survey methods and video-recorded interactions

between fathers and children (although this is much rarer), to

understand variations in father–child relationships. Most

father–child assessment measures and parenting surveys were

developed to assess mother–child relationships and mothering

behaviors. This practice is a reasonable first step in understand-

ing parenting practices as it may tap behaviors and strategies

that are universal across parents (e.g., sensitive responsiveness,

caregiving). Moving beyond the maternal template will necessi-

tate using many methods, including qualitative methods (e.g.,

focus groups, qualitative interviews) that enable researchers to

uncover how fathers interact with and relate to their children,

and how they engage in different activities.

Fagan and colleagues (18) took this approach in developing a

new assessment of nonresident father involvement that focused

on the quality of father–child relationships. Their measure asks

fathers how often they have face-to-face contact with their chil-

dren, how often they connect with their children through tele-

phone calls and social media, how often they spend the night

with their children, and what types of activities they engage in

with their children. Similarly, observational studies of the man-

ner in which fathers (not just mothers) prefer to interact with

their children may provide additional insights into parenting

practices that have not been examined adequately. For example,

compared to mothers, fathers are more likely to tease their chil-

dren, encourage them to take calculated risks, and engage in

rough and tumble play (36). The quality of fathers’ rough and

tumble play has been implicated in the development of chil-

dren’s social skills and regulatory behaviors (36). But assuming

that only fathers engage in this type of play is as inaccurate as

assuming that only mothers provide emotional support to their

children or that only fathers provide economic support. Rough

and tumble play has been examined almost exclusively in the

context of father–child relationships, although mothers also

engage in it. This narrow approach then perpetuates biases

about fathering behavior such as those seen in studies that focus

exclusively on mothers (e.g., rough and tumble play is important

for children when done by fathers).

Embracing the paternal template to study parenting behaviors

might be as ecologically invalid as embracing just the maternal

template. We need a comprehensive methodological approach

firmly grounded in theory that guides research on parenting to

capture a broad array of mothering and fathering behaviors,

including behaviors similar for both parents, more prevalent at a

specific time, done by a specific parent, and that produce speci-

fic outcomes. We may need to develop new paradigms to deter-

mine how mothers and fathers are similar, different,

complementary, or additive, and that apply to specific outcomes

and points in development (37).
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Including neuroscience in understanding caregiving behaviors

holds promise. We know that during the transition to parenting,

mothers’ and fathers’ brains are plastic and adapt to parenting

by significantly remodeling neural networks regulated by a com-

plex array of hormonal changes, which are associated with

increased vigilance and social-emotional engagement (38).

Although changes to networks after the start of parenthood are

similar, neural networks also differ in mothers and fathers (39).

In adopting these approaches, we need to be aware of poten-

tial pitfalls and challenges. Neuroscience research that includes

only one parent, say fathers, risks drawing premature conclu-

sions that may not represent the complete experiences of the

father or the child in a network of caregivers. For example, in

recent neuroscience studies, fathers’ brains responded differ-

ently to daughters than sons; fathers spent time in rough and

tumble play and in conversation differently with their sons and

their daughters, and some fathers were more sensitive to their

daughters’ emotional needs than to their sons’ (40). These find-

ings are intriguing, but are they unique to fathers, or do they

apply to mothers and other caregivers, too? How does the con-

text of childrearing (e.g., one parent vs. two parents) influence

brain architecture? Research on the parental brain and its role

in the development of father–child and mother–child relation-

ships will advance only when we include contextual variables

and both parents in neuroscience studies.

Moving forward, embracing a broader set of methods that

focus on parenting behaviors that fathers may do more than

mothers (e.g., engaging in rough and tumble play, challenging

behavior, or encouraging risk taking) or that mothers may do

more than fathers (e.g., calming, soothing) will lead to a deeper

understanding of fathering as well as mothering, and may pro-

vide a window into new parenting constructs (6, 18). Logically,

this approach argues for including multiple assessments of

mothers and fathers, such as observations in different paradigms

and self-report measures of parenting using new constructs (37)

so parenting does not simply reflect one reporter, one method, or

one parent’s behavior. Furthermore, mothers’ and fathers’ joint

influence on children should be analyzed simultaneously rather

than independently so research is more sensitive to the sys-

temic, dependent nature of family systems (41). Finally, taking

this approach argues for including in sufficient numbers both

mothers and fathers in large-scale health-surveillance surveys

(34) and representative longitudinal studies (6). These studies

should feature observations of dyadic (father–child and mother–
child) and triadic (father–child–mother) interactions.

CONCLUSION

We urge researchers to adopt a family systems approach that

considers how both parents interact with their children, as well

as what types of behaviors are more prevalent for which parent

and for which domains of development. This specificity in link-

ing fathering and mothering processes to children’s development

can shed light on how each parent individually and together

contributes to children’s development. Research is slowly mov-

ing in this direction. New interventions for fathers have signifi-

cantly enhanced the quality of father–child interactions and

paternal self-efficacy (42–44), and coparenting interventions

have reduced mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress and symp-

toms of depression, and have enhanced parenting quality (21,

22).

Moreover, our family systems models need to acknowledge

that fathers are parents, too, and that studies that include only

mothers are not studies on parenting but rather studies on moth-

ering. We cannot claim as a society that we care about children

and parents, and then say as researchers that we exclude fathers

in studies because of a lack of resources or the complexity of

family life. We have the theoretical models and the tools to con-

duct research that includes both parents. We now need the com-

mitment and social will (e.g., federal and state funding of

parenting programs) to include both mothers and fathers in our

research and interventions. Only then can we consider not only

the direct and indirect effects of parents’ behaviors on children’s

outcomes, but also the complexity of parenting and the interac-

tive and joint contributions of mothers and fathers to children’s

development.
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