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The Characteristics and Lived 
Experiences of Modern Stay-at- 
Home Fathers

Shawna J. Lee, Joyce Y. Lee, and Olivia D. Chang

 Demographic Data

 Work and Family Responsibility 
Patterns Among Men and Women 
in the USA

In the last several decades, there have been sig-
ni!cant changes in work-life balance for men and 
women in the USA. Between 1978 and 2018, the 
rate of working-age women’s labor participation 
increased from 50% to 57.1%, whereas the rate 
of working-age men’s labor participation 
decreased from 77.9% to 69.1% (US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2018). In 2018, nearly two thirds 
(65.1%) of women with children under the age of 
6 and over half (59.6%) of women with children 
under the age of 3 were working for pay (US 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019). Parallel to the 
increasing number of working mothers is the 
decreasing number of mothers staying home and 
taking care of their children as their primary care-
givers. For instance, in 2016, less than a third 
(27%) of women with working husbands were 
considered stay-at-home mothers (SAHMs) 
compared to close to 40% of women in 1970 
(Livingston, 2018).

 De"nitions and Numbers of Stay-at- 
Home Fathers

The increase in the number of mothers who are in 
the workforce full-time has not resulted in a pro-
portionate increase in the number of fathers who 
are the primary caregivers for their children. This 
could be due in part to the US Census Bureau’s 
narrow de!nition of a stay-at-home father 
(SAHF). The US Census Bureau de!nes a SAHF 
as a married man with a child or children younger 
than 15 years old who has remained outside of 
the labor force for at least 1 year to primarily care 
for their children while their wives worked out-
side of the home (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2018). Using this narrow de!nition of a SAHF, 
which excludes many family and caregiving 
arrangements in which men are the primary care-
giver to their children, the US Census estimated 
that there were 190,000 SAHFs in 2018 (US 
Census Bureau, 2018). Although this is more 
than double the 93,000 reported SAHFs in 2000 
(US Census Bureau, 2018), the majority (79.8%) 
of stay-at-home parents are mothers, and about 
one !fth (20.2%) of stay-at-home parents are 
fathers (Terrazas, 2018). Studies suggest that the 
US Census Bureau’s de!nition likely underesti-
mates the number of SAHFs by not accounting 
for fathers who work part-time but are still pri-
mary caregivers to children, report other reasons 
for staying at home, or have been home for less 
than a year (Latshaw, 2011; Livingston, 2018).
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As noted above, the US Census Bureau uti-
lizes a narrow de!nition of a SAHF that seem-
ingly excludes multiple categories of men who 
are functionally serving as the primary caregivers 
to their children, including single fathers, gay 
fathers, fathers with children who are older than 
15, fathers who are looking for paid work, and 
fathers who worked for some hours in the past 
year (Burkstrand Reid, 2012). Many SAHFs may 
be working part-time or for a few hours in the 
past year, but still maintain the role of primary 
caregiver relative to their partner’s career and 
employment. Again, the US Census de!nition of 
a SAHF would seemingly exclude these men 
from being included as stay-at-home parents. It is 
important to note that such limited de!nitions 
used by the US Census Bureau restrict the diver-
sity (e.g., race/ethnicity, SES) of who is of!cially 
de!ned as a stay-at-home parent.

To more accurately assess the number of 
fathers who may be primary caregivers to their 
children, it is important to consider alternative 
de!nitions of SAHFs that use broader parame-
ters. The Pew Research Center de!ned SAHFs to 
include fathers of older children, fathers in rela-
tionship statuses other than marriage, fathers who 
did not work for pay in the last year regardless of 
the reason, and fathers with spouses or partners 
with other employment statuses other than cur-
rently working for pay (Livingston, 2018). Using 
this alternative de!nition, statistics from the Pew 
Research Center suggested that there were 
approximately four million SAHFs in 2016 
(Livingston, 2018). This is a much higher num-
ber of SAHFs than the  estimates provided by 
the US Census Bureau. The Pew Research Center 
further suggested that the number of SAHFs has 
been increasing overall, nearly doubling from 4% 
in 1989 to 7% in 2016. While fathers remain a 
substantially smaller proportion of the stay-at- 
home parent population as compared to mothers, 
the Pew Research Center data suggested that the 
number of SAHFs is continuing to increase over 
time, whereas the number of SAHMs appears to 
be static (Livingston, 2018).

Coming up with an optimal de!nition of 
SAHFs is challenging (Burkstrand Reid, 2012; 
Livingston, 2018). Even with its broader param-

eters, the Pew Research Center’s de!nition may 
omit important categories of fathers, such as 
single- parent SAHFs and fathers who are pri-
mary caregivers but who are employed part-time 
by working a few hours in the prior year. Further, 
it is unclear whether the Pew Research Center is 
accounting for SAHFs who may be in same-sex 
relationships. Although there has been progress 
in more inclusive de!nitions of  SAHFs, it is 
likely that the actual number of SAHFs is still 
underestimated. It is notable that reliable tracking 
of SAHFs began relatively recently (Livingston, 
2018). On the whole, there is much need for addi-
tional research on the characteristics and needs of 
SAHF families and, more broadly, on families in 
which fathers assume the role of primary 
caregiver.

 Reasons for the Increased Number 
of Stay-at-Home Fathers

Even though SAHFs are far fewer in number than 
SAHMs, the increase in SAHFs may be inter-
preted as representing a shift in the notions of 
fatherhood. For example, there has been a signi!-
cant increase in fathers’ involvement in direct 
caregiving and housework overall. Traditional 
notions of gender roles among heterosexual mar-
ried couples, with men seen as “breadwinners” 
and women seen as caregivers, have shifted over 
time. Women’s educational achievement has 
increased, and at least for some professions, there 
have been decreases in the gender pay gap. In 
addition, scholars have noted that the Great 
Recession had an impact on the labor market. 
Below we discuss these factors and how they 
may relate to the rise of SAHFs.

Per the !rst point, fathers, in general, have 
more than tripled the amount of time they spend 
on childcare in a given week. In 1965, fathers 
spent approximately 2.5 hours per week on child-
care. By  2016, that number had  increased to 
8  hours per week (Parker & Livingston, 2019). 
Combining hours for both housework and caring 
for children, fathers have increased the proportion 
of time they put into these activities from 13% in 
1965 to 30% in 2016 (Parker & Livingston, 2019). 
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Regardless of whether they are working or not, 
women still do the majority of housework and 
childcare (Parker & Livingston, 2019). Even so, 
these statistics suggest that fathers today are inter-
ested in being hands-on parents and involved in 
activities that are related to rearing their children 
(e.g., bathing, feeding) and creating an environ-
ment that promotes their well-being. Men who 
become SAHFs are likely to embody these trends.

In 2016, approximately a quarter of SAHFs 
(24%) reported that they chose to stay home spe-
ci!cally to care for their family or home 
(Livingston, 2018) This group experienced the 
largest increase in number  among SAHFs 
between 1989 and 2012  compared to SAHFs 
who provided other reasons for becoming pri-
mary caregivers  (e.g., unable to !nd work, ill-
ness) (Livingston, 2018). This suggests that 
stereotyped roles of mothers as the primary care-
givers and fathers as the main breadwinners may 
no longer be true  for many American families. 
Fathers are now seen to have roles that go beyond 
the breadwinner, disciplinarian, and male role 
model. Fathers are now seen in a more complex 
and nuanced manner to embody roles that include 
care provider, teacher, play companion, parenting 
role model, and supportive partner (Yogman & 
Gar!eld, 2016).

At the same time, mothers’ roles have shifted. 
While traditional gender roles emphasized the 
mother as a primary caregiver and thus often a 
stay-at-home parent, in today’s contexts, mothers 
are seen as both primary caregivers and workers. 
It is important to note that these conceptualiza-
tions of “traditional” gender roles have been 
bounded by race and class. That is, poor women 
and race and ethnic minority women historically 
have been expected to provide for their families 
through employment, as well as to serve as pri-
mary caregivers to children, both their own and 
others’ children (McGinn & Oh, 2017). Even so, 
some have argued that men’s traditional role as 
the primary breadwinner has been resilient par-
ticularly to class expectations over time (Ashwin 
& Lytkina, 2004; Chesley, 2011).

In our current era, socioeconomic occurrences 
like the Great Recession in 2008 may have con-
tributed to an  increase  in SAHFs. The Pew 
Reserach Center reported that the overall propor-

tion of stay-at-home parents increased from 15% 
in 2000 to 20% in 2010 due, in part, by parents 
who were staying home because they could not 
!nd jobs (Livingston, 2018). This echoes ear-
lier shifts in which it appears that unemployment 
and the inability to !nd work, as opposed to stay-
ing home to focus on family caregiving needs, is 
one key factor that may contribute to fathers’ 
decisions to stay home (Kramer, Kelly, & 
McCulloch, 2013). This seems to have been par-
ticularly true for SAHFs. A third of them reported 
that they were staying for reasons related to 
unemployment in the aftermath of the Great 
Recession in 2010 (Livingston, 2018).

Along with changing gender norms and the 
Great Recession is the growth in women’s educa-
tional achievement, their involvement in the 
workforce, and the decreasing gender pay gap. 
Between 2000 and 2017, educational achieve-
ment rates for 25- to 29-year-olds were higher for 
females than for males (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2018). In particular, the 
gender gap increased for those who have attained 
higher education (US Census Bureau, 2019), 
with 25- to 29-year-olds who completed an asso-
ciate’s degree or higher experiencing an increase 
in the gender gap from 5% in 2000 to 10% in 
2017. Those who completed a bachelor’s or 
higher degree experienced an increase in the gen-
der gap from 2% in 2000 to 7% in 2017 (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2018). As wom-
en’s educational outcomes improved, so did their 
ability to secure higher-income jobs, obtain pro-
motions, and earn enough money to sustain their 
families. The decrease in gender gap pay (women 
between the ages of 25 and 34 earned 67% in 
1980 of what men earned vs. 89% in 2018) sug-
gests that families may have more #exibility and 
opt for arrangements whereby  mothers are 
“breadwinners” and fathers are primary caregiv-
ers of children.

 Sociodemographics of Stay-at-Home 
Fathers

Even though the de!nition of SAHFs used by the 
US Census Bureau is narrow and likely excludes 
families in which fathers are the primary caregiv-

32 The Characteristics and Lived Experiences of Modern Stay-at-Home Fathers
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ers for their children, it is worthwhile to examine 
sociodemographic characteristics of SAHFs. In 
addition to the fact that SAHFs are a growing 
subgroup of parents, they may re#ect a group of 
fathers  who are rede!ning  traditional gender 
norms, roles, and beliefs. Between 2015 and 
2017, which is the most recent data available, the 
majority of SAHFs were under 45 years of age. 
This makes sense, given that this age group of 
men is also more likely to have young children at 
home when compared to older men (US Census 
Bureau, 2018). When looking at a recent slice of 
time (2015–2016), Millenial men (i.e., men born 
between 1981 and 1996) were more likely to be 
SAHFs between the ages of 25 and 35 years old, 
as compared to Generation X men (i.e., men born 
between 1965 and 1980) when they were the 
same age in 1999 and 2000 (Livingston, 2018). A 
little less than half of the SAHFs (44%) reported 
having at least one child under the age of 5 years 
old that they were taking care of primarily at 
home (Livingston, 2018).

Most SAHFs were white (49%), followed by 
Hispanic (21%), Black (15%), and Asian and 
Paci!c Islander (11%) (Livingston, 2018). Over 
half of SAHFs had a high school degree or less 
(53%), followed by some college (22%) and a 
bachelor’s degree or more (25%). The majority of 
SAHFs reported being married to a working 
spouse (61%), and the remaining SAHFs reported 
being married with a non-working spouse (15%), 
cohabiting (15%), or single (9%). In 2018, the 
majority (62.4%) of married couples with chil-
dren under 18 years where only the wife was in 
the labor force had a family income of $50,000 or 
more (US Census Bureau, 2018).

In 2016, men reported the following reasons 
for becoming SAHFs: 40% ill or disabled, 24% 
to take care of their home or family, 11% retired, 
8% in school, and 7% unable to !nd work 
(Livingston, 2018). Although general demo-
graphics are presented above, it is important to 
note that the pro!les of SAHFs look different 
depending on the reasons they state for staying at 
home. For instance, SAHFs who reported staying 
home for reasons other than caring for their chil-
dren or family were likely to have lower educa-
tional attainment, more likely to live in poverty, 

more likely to be married with a non-working 
spouse or be single, less likely to have a child 
younger than 5 years old, and older in age com-
pared to SAHFs who reported staying home for 
their children and family (Livingston, 2018). 
Collectively, these suggest that SAHFs are a 
diverse group of fathers and that their sociode-
mographic characteristics and reasons for becom-
ing a stay-at-home parent vary.

 Review of Qualitative 
and Quantitative Research 
on the Lived Experiences of SAHFs

This section reviews qualitative and quantitative 
literature of the lived experiences of SAHFs. 
Overall, being a SAHF is associated with both 
positive and negative experiences. Some studies 
highlight the positive experiences of SAHFs, 
such as the emotional bene!ts that fathers may 
gain from being the primary caregiver of their 
children and the ability to maintain better overall 
family work-life balance when one parent is stay-
ing home. Other studies emphasize the negative 
experiences of SAHFs, such as feelings of isola-
tion and loneliness and the challenges men expe-
rience when they occupy a nontraditional gender 
role. We start by delineating the themes found in 
qualitative literature, and then introduce quantita-
tive research !ndings. We try to provide an over-
view of both positive and negative experiences; 
however, notably the literature seems skewed 
toward reporting on the challenges that SAHFs 
experience.

 Qualitative Literature on the Lived 
Experiences of SAHFs

Gender Roles, Masculine Identity, and Gender 
Role Con!ict Gender role con#ict is de!ned as a 
“psychological state in which socialized gender 
roles have negative consequences for the person 
or others.” Gender role con#ict “occurs when 
rigid, sexist, or restrictive gender roles” contrib-
ute to the devaluation of the self (O'Neil, 2013). 
Experiencing gender role con#ict can be harmful 
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to men’s mental health and well-being, contribut-
ing to stress, anxiety, and depression (O'Neil, 
2013). In the context of the current literature 
review, gender role con#ict theory applies to our 
understanding of SAHFs as the potential for con-
#ict between a stereotypical masculine gender 
role (“breadwinner”) and the lived experience of 
being a primary caregiver of young children 
(“caregiver”). The caregiver role may con#ict 
with masculine norms, either at the individual or 
societal level, and thus create the possibility for 
poorer mental health and well-being among 
SAHFs.

Studies link SAHFs’ experiences to gender 
role con#ict. Some SAHFs have  reported feel-
ings of emasculation, decreased marital satisfac-
tion, and less optimal well-being (Rochlen & 
Mahalik, 2004; Snitker, 2018; Solomon, 2014). 
Factors such as the stress of parenting and taking 
care of the home, social discrimination, feelings 
of failure in the caregiving role, and feelings of 
frustration may contribute to gender role con#ict 
as well (Barnett & Hyde, 2001). Researchers 
have noted double standards related to gender 
and parenting. While it is often viewed as impor-
tant for  parents to be present and available for 
their children, for men this may contradict tradi-
tional masculine gender norms, particularly 
norms related to breadwinning (Deutsch & 
Saxon, 1998). Such double binds may apply to 
both mothers and fathers, yet mothers may feel a 
stronger pull in the caregiving direction while 
fathers are pulled toward breadwinning norms.

SAHFS have reported frustration with having 
to justify their caregiving roles to other people 
who might see them and their responsibilities as 
abnormal or questionable (Rochlen, McKelley, 
Suizzo, & Scaringi, 2008). Some SAHFs have 
identi!ed  gender policing or sanctions that are 
applied to behaviors that are seen by others as 
deviant or unsuited to men (Solomon, 2014). 
Fathers may feel shamed for their roles when oth-
ers relegate them to being “Mr. Mom” or simply 
“babysitting” on their day off from work (Snitker, 
2018; Steinhour, 2018). SAHFs have also identi-
!ed the challenges of navigating their caregiving 
roles in a social and cultural context of hege-

monic masculinity which considers the ideal 
forms of masculinities to be ones that establish 
men’s dominant role within the patriarchal soci-
ety of the USA (Connell, 1995; Doucet, 2004; 
Snitker, 2018). Relatedly, men are more likely 
than women to be criticized for leaving work to 
care for their sick children and yet also more 
likely to be criticized if they are perceived to have 
chosen to spend more time with their children 
than friends (Deutsch & Saxon, 1998).

SAHFs employ different strategies to navigate 
traditional gender norms and even construct 
alternative masculinities that accomodate  their 
role as a  primary  caregiver. For example, one 
study found that SAHFs incorporated caregiving 
activities into their masculine identities, recon-
structing their masculine identity so that caring 
for their children is seen as a masculine activity, 
for example, considering the caregiving role as 
providing for their family in nonmonetary fash-
ion (Lee & Lee, 2018). This !nding echoes 
themes from other research. A quantitative study 
of hundreds of media stories suggested that men 
who are SAHFs not only reconstruct their mascu-
line identity to include caregiving but may adapt 
their behaviors in ways that accommodate both 
their “caregiving” and “masculine” identities; in 
other words, most SAHFs did not “fully reject” 
traditional masculine norms either in beliefs or 
behavior (Burkstrand Reid, 2012). SAHFs also 
reported developing respect for caregiving as 
legitimate work, which in many ways stands in 
contrast to prevailing norms (Lee & Lee, 2018).

An additional bene!t to the SAHF role is that 
it may contribute to better family relationships. 
Although research on this topic is limited,  one 
qualitative study of the dynamics in SAHF fami-
lies found that the majority of the working moth-
ers in SAHF families reported positive 
parent-child relationships, strong parenting cohe-
sion, and enhanced family quality time as a result 
of having a stay-at-home partner (Rushing & 
Powell, 2015). According to mothers in this 
study, both the mother-child and father-child 
relationships were perceived to be posi-
tive because of the SAHF role. Mothers felt more 
support from their partner and reported a more 
egalitarian approach to parenting. They also indi-
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cated that they were able to have more quality 
time at home as a result of their SAHF partner 
having a routine during the day (Rushing & 
Powell, 2015).  However, one large  quantitative 
study, discussed in more detail below, suggested 
that parents were less satis!ed with their relation-
ships after the transition from dual-earner or 
male-breadwinner household to  female- 
breadwinner household (Blom & Hewitt, 2020). 

Employment and Work-Life Family 
Con!ict Many SAHFs have voiced the desire to 
return to paid work in the future, but also note 
concerns about their ability to successfully obtain 
and adjust to employment after spending time 
away from the workforce (Caperton, Butler, 
Kaiser, Connelly, & Knox, 2020).  One study 
indicated that the majority (over 80%) of SAHFs 
intended to stay in their roles on a short-term 
basis and planned to return to the workforce 
within 5 years (Latshaw, 2011). However, the 
desire to return to the workforce is accompanied 
by fathers’ concerns related to damaging their 
careers by taking gap years to care for their chil-
dren. As a case in point, a SAHF reported that 
becoming a primary caregiver is committing 
“professional suicide” (Latshaw, 2011). To allay 
these concerns, some SAHFs also pursued part-
time employment while caring for their children. 
Latshaw (2011) found that 60% of SAHFs in her 
study brought in some form of income during 
their tenure as primary caregivers. Reasons for 
their pursuit of employment included the desire 
to contribute !nancially to their families, as well 
as a desire to ease the sense of isolation that came 
with the primary caregiving role.

Social Support and Social Isolation Perhaps 
one of the most well-noted challenges that 
SAHFs face is isolation and a lack of social sup-
port. Although social isolation is not an experi-
ence limited to SAHFs (e.g., SAHMs; Parry, 
Glover, & Mulcahy, 2013), many researchers 
note that, compared to mothers who stay home, 
fathers appear to have fewer resources to lessen 
their experiences of loneliness. In a study that 
compared the experiences of SAHM and SAHF 
families, SAHFs reported greater loneliness and 

were more isolated and less active in the com-
munity (Zimmerman, 2000). This may be 
explained by the disconnection of SAHFs to their 
working male peers, as well as their feeling of 
disconnection from SAHMs, which leaves 
SAHFs isolated and alone relative to their SAHM 
peers (Snitker, 2018; Zimmerman, 2000). Indeed, 
it is also not uncommon for working fathers who 
become SAHFs to experience a loss of social net-
working with coworkers and disapproving family 
members and friends. Being explicitly excluded 
from or not feeling comfortable or understood as 
a SAHF in SAHM groups (e.g., playdate groups, 
support groups) continues to contribute to and 
explain the high levels of loneliness and  social 
isolation reported by SAHFs (Cameron, 2001; 
Snitker, 2018).

As Caperton et al. (2020) suggest, the isola-
tion and lack of social support commonly expe-
rienced by SAHFs is worthy of greater attention 
given that such conditions can place SAHFs at 
heightened risk for  poorer psychological out-
comes  (e.g., paternal depression). This is con-
cerning given that even nontraditionally 
masculine men, such as SAHFs, report dif!culty 
seeking professional help for mental health con-
cerns (Caperton et  al., 2020). That said, one 
mechanism by which SAHFs have found a sup-
portive and empathetic community is through 
online and social media groups created by and 
for SAHFs (Ammari & Schoenebeck, 2016). 
Such groups include local SAHF Facebook 
groups, the National At-Home Dad Network, 
and the At-Home Dads Convention, to name a 
few.

Education and Resources for Fathers Given 
that on average SAHFs are expected to be 
responsible for a greater share of childcare than 
fathers who are working, and thus they may 
play a bigger role in the health and well-being 
of their  children (Feinberg, Jones, Kan, & 
Goslin, 2010), it is vital that educational 
resources are widely available and accessible 
for SAHFs. Yet, there are relatively few options 
for SAHFs – and all fathers in general – related 
to adequate and effective parenting education 
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(May & Fletcher, 2013). According to Goodman 
(2005)’s review of qualitative studies on new 
fatherhood, there appears to be a need to create 
greater male-only parent  education classes in 
order for fathers to develop con!dence in a 
space where they are being compared to their 
female  partners. While male-only groups can 
be effective for parent  education for men, 
SAHFs currently report that there are still gaps 
in their accessibility to such education (Henry, 
2017). Thus, it is  not surprising that social 
media and online groups have become popular 
forums for fathers to not only form social con-
nections, but to also exchange parenting infor-
mation and advice from one father to another 
(StGeorge & Fletcher, 2011). Speci!cally, 
StGeorge and Fletcher (2011) found that in an 
online chat room used by fathers of young 
infants and children, apprehensions about 
fatherhood and dif!culties for new fathers 
emerged as the second and third most discussed 
topics, following the need for new-fathers’ 
groups. Besides online discussions, other forms 
of media, such as YouTube channels, have 
attracted the attention of many fathers seeking 
information and insight into  parenting. For 
example, Beleaf in Fatherhood is a YouTube 
channel created by Glen Henry (Henry, 2017), 
to share his experiences of being a new father 
“knowing nothing at all” about being a SAHF, 
to today, a father of !ve children. Moreover, as 
a Black SAHF, Henry’s videos illustrate the 
unique experiences of being a SAHF of color. 
Evidently, although father-formed online 
forums, YouTube channels, and Facebook 
groups are important and valuable, it is neces-
sary to continue to modify and expand formal 
parent education for fathers and SAHFs. 

 Quantitative Literature

There are relatively few quantitative studies on 
SAHFs and their experiences. Below we review a 
number of quantitative studies that examine pre-
dictors of SAHF family formation, SAHFs’ 
experiences, and SAHFs’ mental health.

Predictors of SAHF Family Formation and 
Experiences Using secondary data analysis, 
Kramer and Kramer (2016) sought out to exam-
ine predictors that contribute to the rise in SAHF 
families. The researchers used data from the 
National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth and the 
Current Population Survey and found that unem-
ployment rates were linked with SAHF families - 
that is, when unemployment rates increased, so 
did the number of SAHFs.  The probability of 
a SAHF arrangement was greater when mothers 
had more education compared to fathers. Gender 
ideology was also predictive of SAHF family for-
mations, with men’s egalitarian views  associ-
ated  with  greater likelihood of becoming a 
SAHF.  More egalitarian views were associated 
with men reporting that they became SAHFs pri-
marily to take care of their children and not 
because they were unable to work (Kramer & 
Kramer, 2016). Kramer, Kelly, and McCulloch 
(2015) used the Current Population Survey data 
from 1976 to 2009 to compare characteristics and 
proportions of SAHF, SAHM, and dual-earner 
households. They found that mothers in SAHF 
households generally had higher education levels 
than their husbands and they experienced the 
sharpest increase in education over time com-
pared to their counterparts in other households. 
Further, those SAHF families, especially those 
where the father became a SAHF to primarily 
care for his children and not because he could not 
!nd employment, were closing the income gap 
with SAHM households over time.

Rochlen et  al. (2008) collected survey  data 
from 213 SAHFs to examine predictors of rela-
tionship satisfaction, psychological well-being, 
and life satisfaction among SAHFs. SAHFs 
reported moderate to high levels of relationship 
and life satisfaction and moderate to low levels of 
psychological distress compared to college-aged 
and adult males. SAHFs also reported high levels 
of parental self-ef!cacy. Social support, high lev-
els of parenting self-ef!cacy, and low levels of 
conformity to traditional masculine gender 
norms were associated with positive adjustment 
to the SAHF role. A recent study using data from 
the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
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household panel survey in Australia (n = 11,986) 
found that both men and women became less sat-
is!ed in their relationships when they transi-
tioned from dual-earner or male-breadwinner 
households to female-breadwinner house-
holds (Blom & Hewitt, 2020). Interestingly, par-
ticipants were most satis!ed in their relationships 
when they were in male-breadwinner and female- 
homemaker households, suggesting that on aver-
age  men and women are still pulled towards 
traditional gender norms and the perceptions of 
their relationship quality are informed by whether 
their households conform to these traditional 
norms (Blom & Hewitt, 2020). 

Rochlen, McKelley, and Whittaker (2010) 
used data from a survey to examine SAHFs’ rea-
sons for entering their role and stigma-related 
experiences. Economic factors (e.g., partner 
earns more money than they do), strong parent-
ing values (e.g., the importance of one parent 
at home), and pragmatic reasons were the most 
common reasons for becoming a SAHF. Half of 
the SAHFs in the study reported experiencing 
stigma, mostly in interactions with SAHMs. The 
most common reasons SAHFs reported for per-
ceived stigma included people’s ignorance or 
unfamiliarity with their roles (e.g., most people 
are not familiar with or do not have experience 
with males serving as a primary caregiver), 
opposing attitudes about gender roles (e.g., peo-
ple’s general prejudice toward men in tradition-
ally feminine roles), and distrust or discomfort 
(e.g., individuals’ general discomfort  with men 
around children and assuming that men are harm-
ful  to children). Those who reported stigma-
related experiences had lower levels of social 
support than SAHFs who did not report such 
experiences.

Mental Health There are few studies that have 
rigorously examined the mental health of SAHFs. 
As noted earlier, SAHFs are on average living in 
households that have higher levels of education 
and income when compared to the general US 
population; higher levels of education and income 
are correlated with better mental health. 
Therefore, on the whole, SAHFs may be expected 
to have relatively high levels of mental health. At 

the same time, qualitative research suggests that 
SAHFs are small in number and occupy a niche 
that  may contribute to feelings of gender role 
con#ict. There are few resources and supports 
available to SAHFs, contributing to the potential 
for poorer well-being for SAHFs.

Rochlen and colleagues’ (2008) study of 213 
self-identi!ed SAHFs provides some insight into 
these dynamics. Their study consisted of 
white (93%), middle- and upper-income, married 
SAHFs. Although the sample was not diverse, it 
seems to re#ect other studies of SAHFs. Rochlen 
et  al. (2008) found that SAHFs had levels of 
well-being that were comparable to other studies 
of men. The SAHF respondents reported levels of 
life satisfaction and well-being that appeared to 
be similar to or better than other published data 
on samples  with similar socioeconomic status 
and education levels. That said, it is not clear that 
the samples used for comparison to the SAHFs in 
the survey were valid, given that the comparisons 
were drawn from studies conducted with differ-
ent populations.

One study suggestsed that men who become 
SAHFs may experience higher levels of depres-
sion symptoms compared to women who 
become SAHMs (Kramer & Pak, 2018). This 
study appears to be the most rigorous to date to 
examine how changes within the family may 
relate to mothers’ and fathers’ well-being. This 
study examined how change in status, in this 
case, a move from providing family income to 
becoming a stay-at-home parent, in#uenced 
depression symptoms among mothers and 
fathers. The researchers found that among 
fathers, but not mothers, moving to a stay-at-
home parent status was associated with more 
depression symptoms. Interestingly, this effect 
was not moderated by fathers’ greater beliefs in 
egalitarian gender ideology. The authors suggest 
that the study results may be interpreted to sup-
port the notion that there is tension between tra-
ditional gender norms for mothers and fathers 
vis-à-vis their parenting and working roles, such 
that shifts in caregiving and parenting roles will 
have different implications for men and women 
(Kramer & Pak, 2018). 
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 Policy and Intervention 
Implications

What can be learned from the example of SAHFs 
about supporting men and fathers? The experi-
ences of SAHFs may  represent one end of 
the  caregiving continuum as men integrate the 
parenting and caregiver role with  other valued 
identities. Thus, there is much to learn from 
SAHFs about their speci!c parenting and well- 
being needs, as well as how to support all men 
and fathers in the transition to parenthood.

Paternity Leave As stated by Burkstrand-Reid 
(2012), it stands to reason that if men who are 
SAHFs “face masculinity constraints while chal-
lenging gender norms” in their decision to stay at 
home to raise their children, then it is likely that 
many men may face similar gender norm chal-
lenges when making decisions to take advantage 
of family leave policies such as the  Family 
Medical Leave Act (FMLA) or other paternity 
leave policies offered through the workplace. 
These decisions are complicated by the fact that 
the USA is the only industrialized country that 
does not offer paid parental leave policy for 
mothers or fathers, and paid parental time off has 
not been established as a norm in the USA, par-
ticularly among fathers. One clear policy impli-
cation is to establish a federal paid parental leave 
policy that is available to all parents in the 
USA.  A recent opinion piece in the New York 
Times illustrated these complexities. Alexis 
Ohanian, spouse of world famous tennis star 
Serena Williams, discussed how important pater-
nity leave was for their family, so that he could 
care for his wife who suffered serious complica-
tions following birth. While his presence at home 
was critical, he writes of the stigma attached to 
taking time off as a male caregiver (Ohanian, 
2019).

Research supports the bene!ts of paternity 
leave. For example, one study showed that more 
than 2 weeks of paternity leave was associated 
with better parenting relationship, as well as 
numerous bene!cial outcomes for children, 
including more frequent father-child involve-
ment, greater father-child closeness, and better 

father-child communication (Petts, Knoester, & 
Waldfogel, 2019). Another study demonstrated 
unique bene!ts of paternity leave to low-income 
families. Paternity leave when a child was born 
was associated with higher levels of father 
involvement later in the child’s life, when com-
pared to the outcomes of children whose fathers 
did not take leave (Knoester, Petts, & Pragg, 
2019). Importantly, this study also found that 
paternity leave is especially bene!cial for father 
involvement in so-called fragile families, in 
which parents are unmarried at the time of their 
child’s birth. Speci!cally, “among fathers who 
were not residing with the mothers, but were 
romantically involved with them at the time of 
their child’s births, taking leave led to higher lev-
els of father responsibility 1 year after birth com-
pared to the implications of taking paternity leave 
among married fathers” (Knoester et al., 2019). 
This research suggested that supporting fathers 
as caregivers, particularly following birth, may 
be especially bene!cial to vulnerable families. 
Supporting fathers in this way may make it more 
plausible for them to take on primary caregiving 
roles as their children grow older.

Parenting Resources and Support to 
Fathers There are very few parenting resources 
and education available to SAHFs. Indeed, this 
problem is not unique to fathers who are primary 
caregivers. Overall, there are few parenting 
resources or education available to fathers regard-
less of the intensity of their caregiving role. 
Qualitative studies of SAHFs speak to the rela-
tive lack of resources and support that SAHFs 
report being available to them (Lee & Lee, 2018). 
Recently, a systematic review found that the 
overall state of father-inclusive perinatal parent 
education programs is weak, with few interven-
tions available for fathers within the !rst year of 
the child’s birth (Lee et al., 2018). Other studies 
have shown similar results, for example, there are 
few parenting training programs that can be con-
sidered father-inclusive or that involve fathers 
(Lundahl, Tollefson, Risser, & Lovejoy, 2008). In 
sum, most websites and in-person parent educa-
tion classes focus on meeting the needs of moth-
ers and children with little regard for the fathers’ 
and men’s parenting needs and wants.
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An implication is the need for companies and 
practitioners who work with families to develop 
and create services and programs that support 
fathers’ unique parenting needs and experiences 
and to provide SAHFs with support that is com-
parable to the resources available to SAHMs. 
SAHFs report that social isolation and lack of 
support is one of their main concerns, and this is 
one of the most consistent themes in the qualita-
tive literature. Parent education classes and 
resources allow for conversations and 
relationship- building that could help SAHFs 
combat feelings of loneliness and mental health 
issues and obtain much needed emotional and 
social support from fellow parents, fathers, and 
SAHFs. Father-friendly and father-inclusive par-
enting resources that are evaluated for their effec-
tiveness could help address this need in the 
future.

 Summary and Key Points

 Research Gaps

Even as there is growing research on SAHFs and 
their lived experiences captured in both qualita-
tive and quantitative studies, there are a number 
of gaps in the literature that future studies should 
address. The research literature is limited in 
quantitative studies of the health and well-being 
of SAHFs. There is lack of representation of 
diverse fathers and families in the SAHF litera-
ture. Nearly all studies of SAHFs focus on 
fathers’ or mothers’ experiences, while children’s 
experiences and well-being are largely absent 
from the literature. Furthermore, there is very 
little research on SAHFs from an international or 
global perspective. Thus, a limitation of this lit-
erature review is the narrow focus on the USA 
context of parenting mostly (for exceptions, see 
Kaplan & Garner, 2017; Liong, 2017; Merla, 
2008; Plantin, Mansson, & Kearney, 2003). There 
is likely much to be learned about SAHFs from 
the experience of men and fathers in other coun-
tries; however, very little research exists on this 
topic. For example, it is possible that in countries 
that provide more support for paid paternal leave 

or more support for fathers and parents in gen-
eral, SAHFs may experience fewer incidents of 
isolation or gender role con#ict (Merla, 2008; 
Plantin et al., 2003).

Diversity and Representation in the SAHF 
Research Literature First, a key limitation of 
the existing research on SAHFs is the lack 
of diversity of the SAHF study samples. Many of 
these studies consist of men who are well edu-
cated, white, and from higher-income groups. In 
many studies, fathers made a voluntary choice to 
become a primary caregiver, often because a part-
ner had suf!cient earnings and career potential to 
accommodate this choice. For the most part, 
studies of SAHFs do not capture the experience 
of male caregivers that do not !t neatly into the 
de!nition of a SAHF, and thus research on 
SAHFs does not capture the experiences of large 
groups of men who may be primary caregivers to 
their children but who are not considered SAHFs. 
As noted earlier, depending on the de!nition used 
to de!ne a SAHF, those excluded from the cate-
gorizations of SAHF may include single fathers, 
divorced fathers, gay fathers, and fathers who 
work part-time for some pay during the year. 
Even though numerous qualitative studies have 
allowed individuals to self-identify as SAHFs, 
rather than using the strict de!nition followed by 
the US Census Bureau, the samples tend to be 
small and unrepresentative (e.g., Caperton et al., 
2020; Chesley, 2011; Lee & Lee, 2018; Rochlen 
et al., 2008).

Thus, researchers who wish to better under-
stand the experiences of male caregivers to young 
children, regardless of whether they !t into the 
SAHF de!nition, should also consider the experi-
ences of male caregivers who are unmarried, 
those who have lower income, men who are care-
givers because they are unable to obtain or main-
tain employment work, race and ethnic minority 
fathers, and those who became a primary care-
giver due to an illness or disability. The lived 
experiences of these SAHFs are rarely investi-
gated in research although they seem to represent 
a sizable population based on recent demographic 
trends on SAHFs (Livingston, 2018).
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Furthermore, the research does not capture 
how identities may shift over time, as family 
needs also shift. For example, little is known 
about men’s transition from a SAHF role back 
into the workforce. Research also does not cap-
ture dynamics of change, for example, as fathers 
and mothers may shift back and  forth in their 
caregiving responsibilities over time. There is a 
need to broaden the image of SAHFs and ensure 
the full range of SAHFs and their diverse experi-
ences are included in our studies.

Parenting Needs, Mental Health, and Well- 
Being of SAHFs There is a need for more quan-
titative research on the parenting needs and 
well-being of SAHFs, however the group of 
SAHFs is de!ned. Currently there is little knowl-
edge about the health, well-being, and parenting 
of SAHFs who adopt primary caregiving roles, 
while working part-time or not working at all. 
Qualitative studies point to numerous strengths 
of SAHFs, and SAHFs themselves point to many 
bene!ts of this role; however, few studies have 
investigated these issues with larger and more 
representative populations. For example, even 
though a number of qualitative studies pointed to 
social isolation as a factor that SAHFs often have 
to deal with, it is not clear how and if such feel-
ings of social isolation relate to poorer mental 
health or well-being of SAHFs.

Child Well-Being and Father-Child 
Relationships In our review of the literature, 
we noted one perspective that was particularly 
absent in the research on SAHFs – that of their 
children. While paternity leave is altogether dif-
ferent from the decision to become a SAHF, a 
study by Petts and colleagues (2019) examined 
paternity leave taking and child well-being. This 
study found positive outcomes for fathers who 
took paternity leave. Speci!cally, fathers who 
took 2 weeks or more of paternity leave had chil-
dren who, as teenagers, reported more frequent 
involvement with their fathers, greater closeness, 
and better communication (Petts et  al., 2019). 
Although the effect sizes were small, this study 
provided some of the only evidence to date 
regarding the potential bene!ts to children of 

paternity leave. Such leave was also associated 
with better parental relationship and positive 
fathering identity (Petts et al., 2019). It is notable 
that few to no studies examined outcomes or 
experiences of children who grow up with a 
SAHF.  It would be interesting to examine the 
SAHF caregiving experience from the perspec-
tive of fathers and mothers, as well as their chil-
dren. For example, researchers could ask 
children to retrospectively re#ect on the experi-
ence of having a SAHF in order to consider this 
unique caregiving experience from those who 
may have the most intimate knowledge of the 
bene!ts and potential challenges.

Key Points

• Although there is a great deal more to be 
learned about stay-at-home fathers, the 
literature reviewed in this chapter sug-
gests six key points: Although the of!-
cial US Census Bureau statistics indicate 
that there are relatively few stay-at- 
home fathers in the USA, the of!cial 
de!nition likely greatly underestimates 
the number of fathers who are primary 
caregivers to children.

• Whether using of!cial US Census 
Bureau statistics or other sources of 
data, there is evidence that the number 
of stay-at-home fathers has been rising 
in the past 15–20 years.

• Stay-at-home fathers tend to come from 
higher-income households and have 
higher levels of education when com-
pared to the US population overall.

• One common theme that is captured in 
the qualitative research on stay-at-home 
fathers is that some fathers report feel-
ing isolated in their role as a full-time 
stay-at-home caregiver. Research also 
suggests feelings of and experiences 
that speak to gender role con#ict.

• Although the empirical evidence is not 
de!nitive, it seems that the mental 
health and well-being of stay-at-home 
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