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Summary

Exploring Fatherhood from a Man’s Perspective

The aim of the research was to explore fatherhood from a man’s perspective. How
do fathers respond emotionally when they experience fatherhood for the first time?
What influences these responses? When fathers feel unable to share difficulties
with their partner do internet discussion sites provide an effective medium for
fathers to access support and advice? Given the important role fathers play in the
lives of their children, what factors might lead them to disengage and cease
contact? These questions are addressed within the thesis.

Chapter 1 provides a review of the literature and aims to focus on exploring the
father-child relationship from the father’s perspective and potential hurdles and
barriers fathers may have to negotiate when developing and maintaining
involvement with their child.

Chapter 2 details the main paper. This Grounded Theory study explores the salient
emotional experiences of nine fathers, three to six months after the birth of their
first child. Emotional responses appear to be influenced by the father’s personal
history and the social and interpersonal context. Feelings of attachment to the child
are linked to the early attachment experience at birth and subsequently to interplay
between instability, turmoil and positive change or growth. Methodological issues
and clinical implications are discussed.

Chapter 3 details the brief paper. A topic area on an on-line internet discussion
forum for fathers was examined in detail using narrative analysis. Findings
revealed evidence of significant emotional expression, yet limited empathic
emotional or informational support. Two types of contributors were identified,
those using a ‘conversational’ dialogue and those only expressing their
views/experience. Future research and developments within the internet are
discussed.

Chapter 4 offers a reflective review of entering a father’s world as a researcher and
includes reflections on the research process, my role as a researcher and the

research findings.



CHAPTER 1:

HURDLES AND BARRIERS TO DEVELOPING AND MAINTAINING
PATERNAL INVOLVEMENT

Abstract

Research has established that fathers have an important role in the lives of their

children (Lamb, 1997) and in the relationship between mother and child (Trowell

& Etchegoyen, 2002). Literature assessing the importance of the child to the father

tends to focus on the impact of divorce and the father’s experience of loss in the
quality and quantity of paternal involvement. This review of the literature aims to
focus on exploring the father-child relationship from the father’s perspective and
potential hurdles and barriers fathers have to negotiate when developing and

maintaining involvement with their child. The importance of societal attitudes to

paternal involvement, the values and beliefs of the mother, the psychological

effects and practical constraints of separation, the implications of remarriage and
demographic predictors to disengagement are discussed. Limitations of the

research literature and potential directions for further research are offered.



1 Introduction

The initial aim of the literature review was to examine the literature relating to a
father’s perspective of being a father. This perspective was seen to include the
father-child relationship, the relationship the father has with the mother of the
child, being a father within an occupational/social sphere and psychological and
personal issues. The studies which emerged from a preliminary search of the
literature tended to focus on a number of specific areas. These included, a
mothers’ view of the involvement of the father and how a father might influence
both a child’s normative developmental process and the development of later
psychopathology. A large proportion of the literature was related to the effects on

family members of separation and divorce and within this area were many studies

exploring statistical, survey and demographic trends of paternal involvement prior
to and following the break down of the parental relationship. A small number

proposed and/or tested out theoretical explanations of paternal involvement.

In terms of the father’s perspective of being a father there was a noticeable absence
of studies focusing on how, for example, the father-child relationship might impact
on the positive development or mental well-being of a father. However, there were
a limited number of qualitative studies which provided fathers with an opportunity
to express their views and experiences, with the majority of these studies being

located within the separation and divorce literature.

At this point it became evident that a father’s lack of involvement, their absence
and disengagement, both while residing with their child and following separation

and divorce were recurrent themes for fathers themselves and within the literature



as a wh?le. Whilst continuing to retain a view from the father perspective, these
themes stimulated a number of questions which served to narrow the focus of the
literature review presented here. These were, why fathers leave their children, the
impact this might have on the father, what factors seem likely to be predictive of
engagement/disengagement and theoretical explanations of father involvement.

With this specific focus, related material was organised under the title heading:

hurdles and barriers to developing and maintaining paternal involvement.

In summary, literature selected for the purpose of addressing this review included,
general demographic/statistical papers, literature addressing societal attitudes to
paternal involvement, psychoanalytic thinking on a father’s role whether present or
absent, studies of separation and divorce which include a number where fathers’

self-report on their experiences and literature relating to specific models and

theories of paternal involvement.



1.1.2 IPtroduction to Literature Review

There is little doubt that fathers have a positive contribution to make to their
children (for extensive review see Lamb, 1997). Positive paternal involvement
throughout childhood and adolescence has been associated with cognitive
functioning (Nugent, 1991), competence, empathy, self-confident, less
stereotypical behaviour in terms of gender roles (Radin, 1994), intelligence,

academic achievement, social maturity, more self directed behaviour in girls
(Gottfried, Gottfried & Bathurst, 1988), a reduced incidence of clinical depression,
eating and anxiety disorders (Caron, 1995; Scarf, 1995; Silverstein & Rashbaum,

1994; Warshak, 1992) and fewer behavioural problems in boys (Mosley &

Thomson, 1995). Indeed a number of studies have suggested that if boys have little

or no relationship with their fathers and continue to live with their ‘unmarried’

mothers after divorce they are more likely to be more socially immature,
aggressive, delinquent, defiant and psychologically or emotionally disturbed
compared to their male peers (Buchanan, Maccoby & Dombusch, 1997;
Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991; Hetherington, 1991; Parke, 1996). It has also been
suggested that a father can provide a more positive and assertive model to ‘protect’
a child from a mother who is clinically depressed (Buchanan & Seligman, 1994).
There are other factors besides the loss of contact with a father per se which can
impact on children including, changes in finances, location away from a support
network, the level of monitoring of children’s activities and firm consistent control.
It could also be argued that difficult children can also put a strain on adult
partnerships. In addition, many emotional, behavioural and academic problems of
children and parenting skills in adults may predate the time of separation. It is

important to note that although children from divorced families are two to three



times more likely to have severe psychological and behavioural problems than
those from non-divorced families, 70% to 80% of these children become
reasonably competent and well adjusted individuals following a period of

adjustment (Hetherington, 1993).

Within the psychoanalytic literature, Trowell and Etchegoyen (2002) provide an
explanation of how the presence of a ‘father’ figure contributes to the emotional
development of both the child and the parents from the formation of the extended
family unit. The father provides the mother and child with some relief from each
other, with a focus outside of their “symbiotic-merged relationship”, giving the
child another person of significance and vice versa. This can free mother and child
to feel negative towards each other because there is someone else there to look
after them (the baby)”. A father can “give weight to the child’s separate reality”

(p103), enable a discovery of the self by seeing the relationship between its parents,

provide a prototype for ‘a relationship’ and a parental model of communication

(Trowell & Etchegoyen, 2002).

The father has an important role within an intact family. However, this is difficult
to maintain when divorce or separation occurs. There is considerable evidence
that the continuation of a close father-child relationship is enormously beneficial to
the child (see meta-analysis by Amato & Keith, 1991). However, research has
confirmed that following parental divorce or separation there is a decrease in the
quantity and quality of contact between children and their non-custodial fathers
over time. A number of studies have shown a pattern of modest contact
immediately after the separation, followed by a sharp decline in a father’s

involvement in child rearing after around twelve months (Arditti & Allen, 1993;




Dudley, 1991; Kruk, 1991; Stephens, 1996; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980) and as time

progresses (Bloom, Hodges & Caldwell, 1983; Jacobson, 1978; Koch & Lowery,

1984).

Statistics provided by the National Survey of Children (Furtenberg, Morgan &
Allison, 1987) and the National Survey of Families and Households (Seltzer,

Schaefer & Charng, 1989; Seltzer, 1991) detail the extent of paternal

‘disengagement.” It appears that for 52% of divorced families with children aged
11-16 the last contact between fathers and their children had been at least one year
before. One quarter had not had contact over the previous five years, with the
proportion rising to 64% among those separated for 10 years or more. On average
only one out of every six children had weekly contact with their father following

divorce or separation (Furstenberg, Nord, Peterson & Zill, 1983). Seltzer (1991)

reported that post divorce contact appeared to have increased over the 1980s;
however, his figures confirm that the vast majority of children (60%) will have
little or no contact with their fathers. It is important to acknowledge that there will
be times when the involvement of the father has a direct or indirect negative impact
on the children, particularly in cases of abuse or domestic violence and in these

cases the primary consideration is safety rather than continued involvement.

In summary, research has established that fathers have an important role in the
lives of their children (Lamb, 1997) and they can also enhance the relationship
between the mother and child (Trowell & Etchegoyen, 2002). However, any causal
link between a child’s tenuous or absent relationship with their father and later
psychopathology may ignore a number of social and environmental factors and

characteristics of the relationship predating separation. The literature, which




focuses predominantly on the impact of divorce, indicates that the majority of
fathers (and their children) experience a loss in the quantity and quality of paternal

involvement. What can the literature tell us about the hurdles and barriers a father

might experience which impede the development and maintenance of a relationship

with their child?

1.2 The Resident Father

1.2.1 Society’s attitude to father involvement

Despite the evidence of the importance of fathers, the way a society views the role
of father and fatherhood may serve to demean its status. As a consequence this

may present an unworthy goal to which a father might aspire. Fagin and Hawkins

(2001) describe social and economic obstacles to father involvement created by
employment and work policies and practices and Robertson and Williams (1998)
argue that to have any effect on the relationship between fathers and their children
this will require a massive change in the ‘whole macho culture of the workplace’.
This being said, many fathers may view their work as an escape from the demands
of home life, as a source of fulfilment and a way of maintaining a robust self
esteem. They may enjoy a position of authority and power within the work place

and enjoy the role of ‘provider’ within the family. One might question to what
extent the *‘macho culture’ is driven by father’s themselves, within a society which

demeans their status within the family.

A review of parenting literature reveals a negative representation and the

reinforcement of a societal belief that fathers are naturally inferior to women when

10



caring fqr children, that they play a subordinate role in parenting and are family
providers whose family involvement is voluntary (Lamb, 1997). In a review of
parenting manuals, fathers tend to be portrayed as inadequate, jealous, reluctant
and rejected (Luchetti, 1999). On the other hand, mothers are often idealised and
their love presented as the most perfect a child can receive (Hetherington &
Stanley-Hagan, 1997). These idealised beliefs about motherhood and a father’s
inferiority as a parent appear to be reflected in divorce laws with almost 90% of
mothers in the United States being awarded full custody following divorce
(Nielsen, 1999). Fathers do not seem to contest mothers’ claim to parenting
superiority (Warin, Solomon, Lewis & Langford, 1999) and the importance of the
father’s role appears reliant on the attitude of the child’s mother to that role. 1t is

possible that fathering is more sensitive to the influence of interpersonal or
environmental factors because Western cultural norms reinforce and support the

importance of the mother-child relationship (Fagan & Hawkins, 2001).

One could suggest that there is pressure from a range of sources on mothers to
continue to fulfil the role of resident carer. There may also be a lack of trust in the
father by the mother, and a lack of confidence by the father, that they will be able
to take on more responsibility for their child, if this has been delegated to the
mother in the past. The mother may simply have a sense of wanting to protect her
child rather than lack of trust being a result of any animosity towards her ex-
partner. Given greater education, economic independence and employment of
women and an increasing acceptance that fathers can be nurturers to their children,
it is possible that there will evolve a change in the general perception of marriage,

divorce and single parent families.

1"



1.2.2 Mother as facilitator or gatekeeper to the father-child relationship

Winnicott (1957) argued that there is “no baby without a mother and usually it
depends on what mother does about it whether father does or does not get to know
his baby” (p.81). A woman may have difficulty promoting a relationship between
her partner and her baby, particularly during the first months after birth. Co-
parenting requires both parents to tolerate the link between their partner and the
baby which excludes them, with the father being most at risk of exclusion.
According to a psychoanalytic perspective, how well either parent is able to
manage this change in dynamics is influenced by how their own parents
communicated when they were very young infants. It is suggested that these
experiences are stored at an unconscious pre-verbal level (Balint, 1993). It seems a
mother’s relationship with the child’s father will be partially influenced by her own
expectations (conscious and unconscious) of the role of the father and how she
experienced her own father, as mediated by her mother, back through generations.
This inability to include the father (or child) is thought to generate feelings of
exclusion, hatred, envy of the fused pair, and loss. Therefore, how the child
experiences his or her father will depend on how the mother presents him to the
infant (Trowell & Etchegoyen, 2002) and even though a father may be physically

present he may be vulnerable to denigration in his absence (Nielsen, 1999), and, as

McDougall (1989) illustrates, may be excluded to the point of being “lived as
symbolically lost, absent or dead in the child’s inner world” (p209). It is suggested
that throughout the course of the child’s development a mother can explicitly or
implicitly encourage or discourage the child to engage with the father (Beebe,

Lahmann & Jafte, 1997). Trowell and Etchegoyen (2002) propose that both the

12



mother and/or father may experience difficulties negotiating a new family structure

if either one has had a very close relationship with their own mother or where their

father has been excluded or denigrated.

The psychoanalytic perspective offers a useful contribution in terms of
understanding possible dynamics which may impede the development of a father-
child attachment; however, it implies a recurrent pattern of interaction immune to a
rapid succession of significant social changes which have taken place of the past

thirty years affecting expectations of one’s role as a mother or a father and the

views of others to those roles.

In a UK study of fathers, work and family life, Warin et al. (1999) identified
pressures on men to be ‘more involved fathers’ while at the same time both parties
having the assumption that parenting is something women do better. Women

wanted greater involvement' from the father, but only on their terms. The authors
noted mothers were reluctant to give up their more involved role and suggested that
the “authority of the mother-carer role depends on a devaluing of men’s
contribution to parenting”. They noted that the paternal role was on the whole
confined to aspects of fathering that are “visible, allowed and acknowledged
including play, football, outings and having fun” and suggested that women often
acted as “gatekeepers, keeping men in their place or on the sidelines” of the family,
within a role which appeared to be closely linked to their role as provider which
served to earn them their place within the family.  This provider role places
fathers in a position of authority, a role they valued and wished to retain. However,
there was a conflict in terms of the responsibility to provide and to be involved

which created a “double burden” for many fathers (Warin, et al., 1999; p. 38).

13



A limitafion of many studies of father involvement is that the focus of researchers
fails to capture the many points of contact and interaction that fathers have with
their children. These would include brief moments of contact, when providing
transport, coaching with sports activities and playing games. These are often not
recorded which may serves to undervalue and under represent paternal

involvement.

In summary, society’s attitudes to fatherhood may be reflected in the structure and
constraints of the workplace, within popular literature and in the child custody laws
and practices. It is also suggested that Western values reinforce and support the
importance of the mother-child dyad, which validates her authority to facilitate or
restrict a father’s involvement with his child, a process which appears to be depend

on how she perceived the role of father. A trans-generational dynamic of mother-

child, father-child attachment behaviour, which Trowell and Echegoyen (2002)
propose as being predetermined, may in fact be influenced by significant social and
cultural developments, as has been experienced in Western culture over the past 30
years. Mothers may experience a number of pressures from different sources to
fulfil the role of primary carer within the family unit and men may feel reluctant to
take on a more active involvement and responsibility. However, research assessing

paternal involvement may be overlooking subtle, yet important aspects of child

care. As the personal values of men and women interact with social and cultural

values this may challenge existing perceptions of both the mother and father role.

14




1.3 The Non-Resident Father

L

Researchers investigating the difficulties fathers face maintaining a relationship
with their children tends to focus on married fathers and the effects of separation
and divorce. Although divorced fathers may be relatively easy to contact via court
records, this method of recruitment fails to account for the experiences of
unmarried fathers. Their number is significant with more than one third of births in
1996 occurring outside marriage, double the proportion in 1971. In spite of the
increase in the incidence of lone parenting over the last 25 years, the majority of
children continue to live in a family with two parents, 80% in 1996-97 as opposed
to 90% in 1972 (Office for National Statistics, 1998), which suggests that these
unmarried fathers do have experience of residing with their children prior to

separation. Recent evidence suggests that unmarried fathers may experience more

profound post separation difficulties’ (Smart & Stevens, 2000) and as such merit

further investigation.

1.3.1 The psychological effects of divorce and separation

What factors might impede the development or maintenance of paternal
involvement following separation and/or divorce? It seems that the decision to

divorce often comes as a shock to the husband (Jordan, 1996). In three quarters of

divorces, it is women who make the decision to separate (Campbell & Pike, 2002:

NOTE: ' Currently family law in the UK does not automatically give an unmarried father
parental responsibility, he has to apply for a Parental Responsibility Agreement, with
his partner’s consent. If she does not agree he can apply to the court for a Parental
Authority Order. On separation he can apply for a Parent Responsibility Order which
is granted automatically with a residence or contact order (Smart & Stevens, 2000).

15




Funder, 1992), often having considered this option up to four years before taking

the final decision to end the marriage (Jordan, 1996).

As well as being less likely to initiate separation or divorce, it also appears that
marriage has more to offer men; they are more attached to marriage, may find it
harder to adjust to single status, are more strongly attached to their former partner

and have more severe personal and emotional problems initially post-separation

(Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1986).

To compound these difficulties, a traumatic outcome for many men at separation is
the loss of their father role. The “sorting out and re-organising of a new role with
their children is a task which for some men is the longest and hardest struggle”
(Campbell & Pike, 2002; p.47). Despite small increases in joint custody there have
been no increases in paternal custody (Kalmijn & DeGraaf, 2000) and for
approximately 90% of fathers, they will become the non-primary parent. (Meyer &
Garasky, 1993). This infers that 10% of mothers will also share this change of

residency. The emphasis within the related literature is to describe a father’s

experiences following divorce, which may or may not reflect those experienced by

non-resident mothers.

The psychological impact of separation on the non-custodial parent is well
documented. They may feel ostracised, anxious, without roots and suffer from
loss, depression, poor work performance and disturbed sleep (Greif & Kristall,
1993). Other researchers have identified high levels of anger, considerable angst,

hurt and devastation, difficulties understanding their feelings, a lowering of self-

esteem and confidence (Lehr & MacMillian, 2001; Reynolds; Gilmour; In
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Campbe{ll & Pike, 2002; p.101), feelings of loss, grief, sadness, inadequacy,
incompetence (Campbell & Pike, 2002; Jordan, 1996) and pervasive and ongoing
loneliness (Ambrose, Harper & Pemberton, 1983) in non-custodial parents.
Reactions to the disruption of an attachment (desire for proximity and separation
protest or distress) were evident when access to children was restricted (Slater,
1999). For non-resident fathers, Campbell and Pike (2002) suggest that current
ideas about masculinity may influence the expression or suppression of emotional
responses and may provide an explanation as to why “loneliness, compulsive
competition and lifelong emotional timidity” (p.102) result in isolation and a

reluctance to seek professional support prior to or following separation.

A limitation of the majority of studies which describe the negative attitudes,
feelings and reactions of men to separation is that the source of data was anecdotal,

accumulated from work with fathers in therapy following separation, or
participants were members of a post divorce support group, those involved in out-
reach programmes for single fathers, or volunteers identified by court records.
Jordan (1985; 1996) provides a rare example of a longitudinal study monitoring the
impact of divorce on fathers over time, even though he obtained responses from
only 38% of his original sample. It is difficult to know whether fathers who were

not contactable, who do not get approached (including a growing number of

unmarried fathers who experience separation and do not appear on court records)
or do not wish to participate fair better or worse than fathers represented within

these studies.

1.3.2 The double challenge of being a father, not in residence
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Fathers often feel inexperienced, and lacking in knowledge and direction when
attempting to form a new family relationship with their child. Planning time with
children and the uncertainty of what to do with them resulted in varying levels of
distress and fathers directing their time and energy into recreational activities
(Arendel, 1995; Nicholls & Pike, 2002), the range of activities being limited by

financial limitations as a result of poor income and child support payments
(McMurray & Blackmore, 1993). Not sharing a residence with one’s children may

make it difficult to take a parental role rather than that of an adult companion.

However, although competent and well-behaved children may elicit ‘authoritative
parenting’ from non-residential fathers, Amato & Gilbreth (1999) conclude that a
father’s ‘authoritative pz;lrenting’ (providing emotional support, praising children’s
accomplishments yet disciplining children for misbehaviour) was the most
consistent predictor of adolescents’ adjustment and feelings of closeness to their
father. Although contact was a necessary condition, it was not sufficient on its own
for a close relationship to develop. How often fathers see children is less important
than what fathers do when they are with their children. The constraints of
traditional visitation arrangements have been proposed as one explanation of why
many men who see their children frequently do not engage in authoritative

parenting. Research indicates that many non-resident fathers have primarily a
recreational relationship with children (Amato, 1987). Because of time constraints,

most fathers want to ensure that their children enjoy themselves. This may be a

difficult goal given that research suggests that the more time spent with children
the greater the levels of satisfaction for the father (Kalmijn & DeGraaf, 2000) and

the more likely he is to engage in supportive rather than conflictual interaction
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(Almeida, Wethington & McDonald, 2001). Perhaps to reduce the likelihood of
conflict and increase mutual satisfaction, many fathers take their children to

restaurants or the cinema but do not engage in ‘authoritative’ practices. They may
also tend to be over lenient and indulgent (Hetherington & Jodl, 1994). In a meta

analysis of 63 studies exploring non-resident fathers and children’s well-being,

Amato and Gilbreth, (1999) argue that “although enjoyable, these activities may

contribute little to children’s development if there is an absence of authoritative
parenting” (p.15 of 29: Internet accessed). Indeed many non-resident fathers
complained that the constraints of visitation arrangements meant that they had little
more than a superficial relationship with their children. However, they concluded
that even under conditions of regular visitation, non-resident fathers still need to be

highly motivated to undertake the paternal role and have the necessary parenting
skills to be effective parents to benefit their children. Friedman (2002) found that

one of the most important issues for 15 non-resident fathers attending a post
divorce support group was how best to meet the needs of their children and how to

deal with the anger being expressed by them. During discussions it became clear,

in line with Amato and Gilbreth (1999), that being a ‘routine’ rather than a

‘Disneyland’ father was better in terms of their children’s adjustment to divorce

(p.170).

Although the importance of frequency of contact has been demonstrated for
fathers, researchers need to develop theoretically-based measures to adequately

assess the quality of the father-child relationship. For example, the concept of
‘authoritative parenting’ is a complex concept which is currently being measured

by a small number of questionnaire items. Using observational data to develop a
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more comprehensive and theoretically driven measure may help to address the

different aspects of this concept such as support, limit setting and non-coercive

discipline (Amato and Gilbreth, 1999).

1.3.3 Perceived lack of interest by the child

Another reason for a father to disengage is when they perceive their children as not
being interested in maintaining contact. The father, feeling rejected by his
children, may respond by rejecting them. This appears to be more likely when the
costs outweigh the benefits and when a father finds that the ‘costs’ of staying

involved are too great, he may stop visiting (Greif, 2001).

1.3.4 Feeling alienated and without a sense of paternal authority

Simon (1995) conducted in-depth interviews with eight non-residential divorced
Caucasian, middle to upper class fathers with most reporting disengagement
ideation, although only one had ceased contact. He identified a number of factors
which he argued contribute to disengagement ideation or behaviour. The need to

protect oneself against feelings of inadequacy and unimportance as a result of

chronic and difficult interactions with their ex-wives, feeling powerless to
influence their children’s lives, experiencing intense grief reactions due to multiple
unresolved losses and feeling devalued, marginalised and oppressed by the legal
system, which they felt reduced them to an economic unit and undermined their
role as a father. Fathers in the study regarded the system as biased in favour of the

mother, with their involvement seen as only peripheral with anything other than
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economiq involvement being viewed as snisPicious. Simon (1995) also noted that
‘vigilant anxiety’ (being acutely aware of any potential disruptions to access) and a
sense of ‘chronic embattlement’ were common among men who remained involved
with their children. The views of participants in this small study represented
fathers able and willing to seek legal representation when their partners are
unsupportive of their continued involvement with their child(ren). They were from
a middle to upper-middle class income group, well educated and committed to

active post divorce parenting. No details were provided giving the reasons for the

reluctance on the part of their ex-spouses.

An important factor to emerge from a longitudinal study of 300 newly divorced
couples was a father’s sense of ‘paternal authority’ (Braver & Gniffin, 2000). This,

the authors state, *“...is what drives the system of paternal engagement and

disengagement” and losing this leaves fathers “feeling as if the child was in no real
sense theirs anymore. The child belonged now to someone else, someone who, not
uncommonly, despised and disparaged them”. They felt they had no real right of
parenthood and felt embittered that “society was asking them to assume the
responsibilities of parenthood without the benefits” (p.254). The findings of this

study formed the theoretical foundation for an intervention developed by the

authors for divorced fathers called DADS FOR LIFE. They state that they were
looking for ‘mitigating circumstances’ (p. 251) to the claim that fathers are only
‘weakly attached’ to their children and contend the implication that ‘fathers are
characteristically bad, lack a sense of responsibility and abandon their emotional,
financial and physical involvement without sufficient cause’. The focus and the

tone of the article reflect this objective.
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It is clear from the literature that following separation and divorce the vast majority
of fathers will become the non-primary parent. For many they will be significantly
affected psychologically by what appears to be the unexpected loss of a marital
relationship and their existing role as a father. Developing and/or maintaining an
authoritative approach to parenting may prove challenging given the restrictions
around visitation, reduced resources and perhaps their parenting skills. They may
feel they lack parental authority, alienated and powerless and/or that their children

are not interested in them. Many consider disengaging from their children. There

are other reasons why fathers disengage from their children, for example, because
they feel inadequate parents because of difficulties with substance misuse, or by
being unemployed they are unable to pay child support. However, many non-

resident fathers struggle to manage their own emotional distress, deficits in

communication, their children’s emotional needs, the restrictions of the visitation

arrangements, finding somewhere ‘home like’ where they can see their children

and the loss of recognition by others that they are anything other than a financial
provider. Socialised to appear strong and inexpressive they may consider any

expression of ‘weakness’ to be inappropriate, and thus may resist seeking help or

support.

1.3.5 The impact of the ex-partner on the father-child relationship

There is considerable evidence to indicate that a cooperative relationship with the
child’s mother is related to access, day to day contact and the maintenance of
engagement between father and child, with the reverse also being indicated

(Ahrons, 1983; Ahrons & Miller, 1993; Arditti & Allen, 1993; Arendell, 1995;
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Braver & Griffin, 2000; Campbell & Pike, 2002; Dudley, 1991; Furstenberg et al.,
1987 Grief, 1995; Kruk, 1991; Lewis, Maka & Papacosta, 1997; Minton & Pasley,
1996: Nicholls & Pike, 2002; Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994; Stephens, 1996; Willett,
2001). ‘These studies indicate that women orchestrate men’s relationships with
children and womens’ control over children is much more pronounced when

fathers and children live apart, for example when mothers have control over

younger children’s schedules and construct guidelines within which non-resident

fathers may spend time with the children (Seltzer, 1994).

A major cause of stress identified from the case reports of two fathers undertaking
psychoanalytic therapy was the behaviour of their ex-wives, who are seen as
“intentionally restricting access ... and brainwashing children” (Friedman, 2002; p.

167). Mothers discourage contact by, denying or refusing access, not having

children ready or available for the access visit or changing the arrangement at the
last minute, confrontation or conflict with the father at the time of the access visit
and criticising the father to the children (Kruk, 1993). Gardner (1987) described
the blocking of access or undermining the father role as ‘parental alienation
syndrome’. Indeed, Kalmijn and DeGraaf (2000) identified a considerable number
of separated or divorced mothers who 1u\hrerc satisfied when there are few or no visits
to the father. The resident parent can have considerable power to change a child’s
positive memories of the non-resident parent (McDougall, 1989; Nielsen, 1999).
Children fill in gaps in their memory with information provided by those who they
love and trust which can sometimes bear little resemblance to the facts (Nielsen,
1999). In a review entitled, ‘Demeaning, Demoralizing, and Disenfranchising

Divorced Dads’, Nielsen (1999) suggests that as a result of this re-written family
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narrative a family can “bury itself in its own fairy dust by creating false memories

about people or events that threaten what the family wants to believe” (p.161).

Fathers can sometimes disengage from their children following an accusation of
child abuse which is subsequently found to be false. A number of fathers recruited
from a support group, Parents Without Partners, reported being falsely accused
with this typically being done by a mother who was angry with the father (Greif,
1997). Following an investigation over a number of months and the father being

exonerated, the relationship with the child had usually been affected by the

accusation and the separation, with a resumption of the relationship proving

difficult.

Fathers who find the tasks of parenting especially onerous or painful may respond
by disengaging from their non-resident children and limiting their participation in
childrearing after divorce (Hetherington, Cox & Cox, 1978; Lund, 1987). When
there is a high level of conflict between the ex-couple, the non-custodial father may
react by avoiding contact with the child in order to avoid further conflicts with their
ex-partner (Furstenberg & Nord, 1985). Two further reasons cited for fathers’
absence and disengagement from their children were the resident parent wanting a
clean break (Kruk, 1993) and a lack of validation of their role not only by their ex-
partner but by their ex-partners’ families (Greif, 1985). Simon (1995) found
evidence that many fathers, faced with a conflictual relationship with an ex-partner,
an inability to influence events relating to their children’s lives and intense grief

reactions, contemplate closure or escape through disengagement or avoidance.

Many of the studies which attempt to understand the process of disengagement rely

on the self reported accounts from fathers who are experiencing challenges to their
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involvement. There is evidence that there is a favourable bias by non-custodial of
their own behaviour and an unfavourable bias toward their ex-partners behaviour
(Braver, 2000), evidence supported by the findings of a longitudinal study by
Jordan (1996). These accounts are also taken from fathers who feel motivated to
verbally express their views either through therapy (Friedman, 2002), accessing the

support of a self help group (Greif, 1997) or by agreeing to participate in a study

where divorced fathers have been selected from court records (Kruk, 1993),

although in the latter study the precise response rate was not detailed.

1.3.6 Feelings of persistent animosity

However, fathers have a contributory role in co-parenting relationships. Jordan

(1985; 1996) found that over a ten year period following divorce fewer men
blamed themselves or took responsibility for the relationship ending and there was
an increase in attribution of blame towards their ex-wives. However, there was
also evidence of continuing attachments to their marriage, and their ex-wives and
their children. He suggests that this attachment can manifest in different ways,
such as ambivalence, resistance, avoidance and/or closeness. Those who had
wanted the relationship to continue also tended to become very intense in their
criticism of their partner (Jordan, 1996). Jacobson, McDonald, Follette, and
Berley (1985) noted that couples seem to develop ‘“attributional sets’, prior to and
following separation, that maximise the negativity and minimize the positivity in
their spouse’s behaviours, ignoring behaviours that might disconfirm their beliefs

and focus on the behaviours that might confirm them.
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Schuldblfrg and Guisinger (1991) reported that on an adjective check-list these
husbands described their former partners in highly negative and deviant terms
compared with descriptions of themselves or of their current partners. This
animosity did not moderate in the first three to five years of remarriage, and may,
in terms of their parenting responsibilities, affect negotiations towards an effective
co-parenting relationship. Jordan (1996) found men unaware of marital
difficulties, unprepared for separation and 'traumatised by it, yet reporting coping
well one or two years later, despite clearly indicating that they were experiencing
deep levels of loss, rejection, bewilderment and physical stress symptoms. He

concludes from this that there may be a brief period of time following separation

when men acknowledge the degree of their distress and might be “ready and

willing to accept help to reflect on the need to make changes within themselves”

(p.58).

It appears to be a reality that fathers need to make every effort to foster and

maintain a co-operative relationship with their ex-partner, while managing their
own feelings of animosity towards her, if they are to maintain a continuing
involvement in the lives of their children. This may be facilitated by a father’s
recognition and acceptance of responsibility for the failure of the relationship, an
examination of his conflict resolution and attribution style and a greater willingness
to reflect and learn from his experiences, seeking legal and emotional support if
necessary. Research suggests that avoidance of contact with the child’s mother
because of conflict or with the child themselves because of the father’s own

distress appears to reduce involvement and increase the likelihood of

disengagement.
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1.3.7 Demographic characteristics of the father, ex- partner and child

There is conflicting evidence from studies attempting to identify demographic
characteristics which might predict the involvement of non-resident fathers.
Fathers with less education, financial instability, and lower socioeconomic status
tended to be less active than those with more education, higher incomes and higher
socioeconomic status (Furstenberg et al., 1983; Willett, 2001). However, Nielsen
(1999) suggests that if the mother is well educated she is more likely to be more

controlling and possessive about her role as mother and less willing to accept a

lowering of her standard of living following divorce. Nielsen (1999) argues that

being well educated is no guarantee that the mother will be supportive of the

father’s relationship with his children after divorce.

Although fathers are more involved in child rearing when they have sons
(Marsiglio, 1991; Morgan, Lye & Condran, 1988), evidence of greater involvement
with sons than daughters after divorce is mixed and perhaps dependent on the mode
of involvement. Some studies have found no relationship between characteristics
of the children and contact with the non-custodial father (Furstenberg et al., 1983
Koch & Lowery, 1984; Tepb, 1983). However, Wallerstein and Kelly (1980)
report that boys had more father contact than girls soon after the divorce, although
18 months after the divorce, the sex of the child was no longer significantly
associated with the amount of contact. Other studies have reported that a father’s
contact with daughters decreased rapidly over time (Hess & Camera, 1979) yet

when non physical contact 1s assessed, fathers tend to be significantly more likely
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to talk with daughters on the telephone than they are with sons (Cooksey & Craig,

1998).

The age of the child is an important predictor of contact and involvement (Willett,
2001). Older children, 10-13 years old, are more likely to initiate contact with their
fathers and to communicate by e-mail, depending on the time since the divorce.
Younger children, 6-9 years old were more likely to experience greater father
involvement, depending on the distance between homes (especially for younger
children). Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) concurred this finding in relation to
younger children, finding that children between 2-8 years old saw their fathers the
most. However, those between 9-10 years of age saw them the least, with
adolesécnts having a frequency of visits somewhere in between. Age of child as a
factor for disengagement was not identified by Lewis, et al. (1997) who noted that
when comparing engaged and disengaged Greek fathers there were no apparent
differences in relation to the age, number and gender of their children, their
spouse’s age, the length of their marriage, separation and divorce or their economic
status or working hours. In terms of the father’s age, Puster (2002) found the levels
of involvement by adolescent fathers’ were influenced by many of the same factors
that influence adult fathers’ involvement levels including the distance a father lives

from his child, relationship variables involving the child’s mother, and less

strongly, their sense of competence as a parent.
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1.3.8 Effect of father or mother’s remarriage

What effect would a mother or father’s remarriage have on a father’s engagement
with his child? Paternal involvement appears to be dependent a number of factors.
If the resident mother remarries it is suggested that this may increase the
difficulties and stresses of balancing old and new family relationships and serve in
the longer term to decrease the paternal involvement after separation (Seltzer &
Bianchi, 1988). Men who are currently cohabiting and men who are not involved
in any relationship are less likely to see non-residential children than are men who
have remarried (Seltzer, 1991). It may be that men who are most linked to
traditional family life / norms are most likely to maintain ties with their previous
offspring as well as these fathers being more likely to be economically stable and
able to pay child support. Indeed if a father marries a wife who shares his strong
family values this may serve to facilitate his involvement with his children (Seltzer,
1994). In a more recent study, Manning & Smock (1999) questioned 402 non-
resident fathers and concluded “non-resident fathers who form new unions (spouse
or cohabiting partners) do not subsequentl& see their non-resident children less
often than fathers who do not form new unions ... Instead it is the number of new
children (particularly new biological children) that reduces the odds of fathers’
frequent in-person contact with non-resident children” (p.87). Cooksey and Craig
(1998) concur with this finding and state “when men father additional biological
children (unlike additional stepchildren), biological children they fathered at an

earlier time tend to be displaced ... This is termed ‘the crowding out effect’ rather
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than a reaction to,an increase of new parental responsibilities within a new family

unit” (p.198).

In summary, the current literature suggests that involvement by a non-resident
father appears to be positively related to a father’s education, socio-economic

status and financial stability yet negatively related to a mother’s level of education.

The evidence of a relationship between involvement and the sex of the child is
mixed with new evidence indicating that the mode of involvement may be an
important consideration. The age of the child as a function of geographic location

appears to be related to paternal involvement; however, the age of the father does

not appear to provide any added difficulties. The remarriage of the child’s mother

appears to lead to a decrease paternal involvement, yet the remarriage of the non-

resident father can increase involvement with his children until he has children of

his own with his new partner.

1.3.9 Degree of involvement prior to separation

It is commonly assumed that the relationship between the father and his child will
reflect the relationship which existed prior to separation and/or divorce, providing a
pattern of continuity of involvement (for review see Lewis, et al.,, 1997).
Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found patterns of post-divorce involvement to be
surprisingly varied, 25% of the fathers in their study growing more distant from
their children in the space of five years, but another 25% growing closer. This 1s
consistent with the findings of Hetherington (1979) who proposed a discontinuity

hypothesis. She found some non-custodial fathers who had been relatively
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uninvolved with their children during marriage became concerned fathers

following divorce, while others who had been intensely attached withdrew from

their children.

Kruk (1991; 1992; 1993) also found evidence of discontinuity, in terms of a “strong
inverse relationship of involvement” following separation (Kruk, 1991; p.201).
Using court records to recruit participants, he interviewed 80 non-custodial
divorced fathers, half of whom were engaged in, and half were disengaged from,
their children’s lives. He found more ‘disengaged’ fathers reported high levels of
involvement, influence and attachment to their children, that their family role was
the most satisfying during the marriage and that their fathering role was a central
component of their identity. Almost all described their relationship with their ex-

spouse as unfriendly or non-existent; all reported experiencing active

discouragement of contact and the majority experienced lasting feelings of loss and
depression following visits to their children. Disengaged fathers appeared to be
suffering grief at the loss of contact and of their pre-divorce paternal role and stress
severe enough to result in the development of new physical and mental health
problems. According to Kruk, “a father’s disengagement from their children’s
lives after divorce results from a combination of structural constraints and the

father’s own psychological response to the absence of their children and the loss of

the pre-divorce father-child relationship” (p.195).

In a study by Lewis, et al. (1997) methods used by Kruk’s 1991 were adopted to

test the discontinuity hypothesis. Of 40 divorced couples contacted from the
records of two lawyers, 20 couples agreed to be interviewed separately to establish

inter-parent reliability. All participants were selected from a geographically
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containefi community in Greece to control for the effects of physical distance
between family members. Their findings identified a pattern continuity of
involvement, with the post-divorce relationship between the father and his children
reflecting the relationship which existed pre-divorce. However, a Greek father’s
adoption of a more traditional, ‘provider’ role, with lower levels of paternal
investment may have created looser attachments and as a result Greek fathers may
not have faced the same problems of loss experienced by the respondents
interviewed by Kruk (1991). The findings from these studies seems to suggest that
it is possible for different cultural practices to produce different levels of paternal
engagement and disengagement, and conclude that paternal disengagement is more
complex than has previously been argued. It is possible that the availability of an

extended family network may provide the child with a number of attachments,
including his or her father, which taken together provide a secure base for

development and/or support for the separated father.

A more recent investigation by Lambert (2000), using data from 1,965 parents
responding to the National Survey of Families and Households to assess long-term
effects on parental well-being, provides evidence for a more complex pattern of pre

and post-divorce involvement as a function of residency. In line with Kruk (1991)

higher levels of involvement pre-divorce generally were predictive of reduced

well-being for the non-resident parent but tended to act as a buffer for the
residential parent. It seems that having your children living with you can help
ameliorate some of the negative affects of divorce, even if that involvement is

reduced post-divorce. However, if you are not the resident parent, your well-being
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is likely to be affected whether or not you decide to remain engaged with your

children and particularly if you had a close relationship before divorce.

Greif (2001) aptly summarises the difficulties facing a non-resident father, “It takes
a committed, loving and loved father to overcome the obstacles to contact. It takes
a mother who is invested in the father’s remaining involved with the child, and it

takes a child who communicates that the father is valued” (sic) (Greif, 2001, p. 75).
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14  Conclusions

This review of the literature identifies a number of potential or actual hurdles and
subsequent barriers to developing and maintaining paternal involvement. It is not
an exhaustive review; however it does includes factors identified as central to this

process.

Given the weight of evidence that fathers can fulfil a role which positively
enhances the development of their children, their importance and involvement
appears not to be reflected in, and supported by, occupational practices and

policies, the popular literature and in child custody laws and practices. These

attitudes may be inextricably linked to the attitudes both the father and mother have

of themselves and each other. It is recognised that there are, of course, situations

where a father has a negative effect on children, particularly in cases of domestic
violence or abuse and In these cases safety considerations are more important than

a father continued involvement.

It has been suggested that Western values reinforce and support the importance of
the mother-child dyad, which validates her authority to facilitate or restrict a
father’s involvement with his child, a process which appears to be depend on how
she perceived the role of father. However, this process and the view her partner
takes of his role as father may be influenced by their social and cultural context.
As the personal values of men and women interact with social and cultural values

this may challenge existing perceptions and lead to an evolution of the mother and

father role.




Following separation and divorce the vast majority of fathers will become the non-
primary parent. They may experience difficulties exerting parental authority, loss
of recognition by others that they are anything other than a financial provider,
feelings of emotional distress, loss and powerlessness. Others may feel inadequate
parents because of difficulties with substance misuse, or because they are unable to
pay child support. Many fathers disengage or consider disengaging from their
children. @ The literature provides compelling evidence that father-child
involvement is facilitated when there is a cooperative relationship between parents.
A father may need to address personal issues which may have contributed to the

ending of the parental relationship and if necessary seek legal and emotional

support to manage his distress and animosity towards his ex-partner.

Paternal involvement by a non-resident father appears to be influenced by a range

of demographic factors, including the father’s and mother’s level of education,
socio-economic status, financial security and the age and sex of the child. More
recent research has included the mode of communication when assessing the extent

of paternal ‘involvement’. Differing effects of the father or mother’s remarriage on

involvement have also been identified.

A number of limitations were identified in the studies included in this review.
There was a paucity of longitudinal studies providing an understanding of the

impact of divorce on fathers and none exploring the process of engagement and
disengagement pre and post divorce. There were issues of sampling including the

exclusion of ‘unmarried’ fathers from studies recruiting from court reports, and
limitations within the data of using a self-selecting sample. The convenience of

this recruitment / research strategy may be reflected in the number of studies
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relating to post divorce studies and statistics. Many of the studies used a clinical
samples or case studies and participants recruited from self-help groups. Response
rates were not always reported and no explanations were given to explain a poor
response rate or suggestions as to how this might impact on findings. As a result of
this review it has become apparent that when interpreting research based on self-

report measures that sampling issues, favourable and unfavourable bias and the

attribution of blame and responsibility are taken into account.

Men have traditionally been difficult to recruit for research studies (Daly, 1992),
although this may be related to a lack of creativity and/or flexibility on the part of
the researcher. Non-resident fathers, particularly if they are ‘unmarried’, provide
an even greater challenge to researchers as they may be difficult to locate and
interview, be reluctant to express their feelings about paternity by denying they
have children who live elsewhere, they may have no emotional ties to children they
see infrequently and may not even know they are biological fathers. Furthermore,
research investigating paternal disengagement uses a range of definitions for
example, ‘no direct physical contact with children for at least one month® (Kruk,
1991; Lewis, et al,, 1997), ‘a father wanting no contact with his child’ (Greif,
1995), ‘occasional or no contact’ (Dudley, 1991) and ‘not seeing, talking or

corresponding with a child for more than one year’ (Cooksey & Craig, 1998). A

clear, detailed definition would be helpful when evaluating findings from a number
of studies. It appears there may have been an assumption in earlier studies that
absence means uninvolved and/or uncaring, despite the possibility that there may
be telephone, e-mail or letter contact between a father and his children and the

‘occasional’ contact may be an extended visit during school holidays. In addition,
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the theoretically-based measures developed using observational data are needed to

adequately assess the quality of the father-child relationship rather than the

frequency of contact.

The research by Kruk (1991;1992;1993) suggests that the closer the relationship
with the child, and the more central this is to a father’s satisfaction within a
marriage and their identity, the greater the sense of loss when access is blocked or

resisted following divorce or separation. Further research is needed to gain an
insight into the dynamics between the mother, father and child roles adopted within
the family unit to create this degree of attachment separation on the part of the non-
resident parent and to explore the concept of ‘gate-keeping’ on the part of the
resident parent. Future directions for research might include an exploration of, a)

the degree to which the child is used to distract from difficulties in the marriage or

the child’s mother feels threatened or diminished in her role by the father’s
successful engagement with the child, b) the difficulties a father might experience
negotiating the initial family structure and c) the impact that social and cultural
factors may have on this process. There is also little research focusing specifically

on the experiences of non-resident mothers and the difficulties they face given that
they are no longer the primary parent and as such are not adopting the ‘idealised

mother’ role. Given the predominance of studies in the area of divorce and
separation there is a noticeable lack of studies focusing on the effects of separation

on paternal involvement as a result of a father serving a prison sentence or being

sent overseas with the armed forces.

To date research has tended to neglect the benefits of fatherhood for fathers, for

example, the attachment a father might have for his child, how fathering might
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effect a@ult men’s growth or maturity and what might facilitate positive growth.
Utilising both quantitative measures and qualitative methods to assess whether
there are positive internal changes in “nurturance, affiliation, instrumentality,
identity and self esteem” (Hawkins, Christiansen, Pond-Sargent & Hill, 1995, p.
54) would be a fruitful endeavour. Current research also offers very little insight

into what factors encourage some men to continue to act like fathers even when
they no longer live with their children or why this level of involvement is generally

higher in non-resident fathers compared to non resident mothers.

It 1s important to recognise that current research appears to carry the implicit
assumption that high paternal involvement is always positive for the child and
emotionally rewarding for the father. However, studies by Lewis et al. (1997) with
Greek fathers reinforce the notion thét there is no single father role. Indeed, Lamb
(1997) suggests that a successful fatl;er In terms of his children’s development is
one who’s, “role performance matches the demands and prescriptions of his socio-
cultural and familial context” (p.14). Both low and high paternal involvement may

have positive or negative eflects depending upon the circumstances.
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