
USE OF THESIS 

The Use of Thesis statement is not included in this version of the thesis. 

divorces that involved children included at least one child under the age of 10 years 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2000). Changes in family forms due to divorce are 

expected to have both positive and negative consequences for the family (Bray & 

Hetherington, 1993; Hetherington, Bridges, & Insabella, 1998; McLanahan, 1999; 

Vaus & Wolcott, 1997; Whiteside & Becker, 2000). 

Families facing divorce will experience various challenges due to the 

reorganisation of family roles, relationships, residential arrangements, social 

environments and financial circumstances (Ahrons, 1983; Bray & Hetherington, 

1993; Hetherington et al., 1998; Lamb et al., 1997; Vaus & Wolcott, 1997; Whiteside 

& Becker, 2000). The long-term consequences of divorce include unresolved 

conflict, unsettled residential arrangements and on-going legal battles over residency 

and property (Dudley, 1991; Madden-Derdich & Leonard, 2000). Re-marriage may 

cause further turmoil because of commitments to a new family (Emery, 1999; 
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Fathers respond to these expectations by fulfilling the roles expected of them by 

society at different times. 

Since the 1 970s there has been pressure on fathers from society and the 

feminist movement to share the responsibility of parenting. These expectations were 

partly due to an increase of mothers re-entering the workforce, and needing the 

upport and active participation of father in the home (Pleck & Pleck, 1997). The 

father who fulfils these expectations of shared responsibility has been termed the 

"new" father. The new father participates in his child's development from 

pregnancy, by establishing close and intimate attachments with his child, and 

participating in non-traditional roles, including nurtmance (Garbarino, 1993; 

Marsiglio et al., 2000; Phares, 1993; Pleck & Pleck, 1997; Risman, 1986; Shulman & 

Seiffge-Krenke, 1997). 

Th.is new father role can be demanding and stressful (Le Gresley, 2001). 

Some fathers wish to maintain their traditional role of provider that demands most of 

their time, whilst also balancing the role of nurturer and caretaker (Pleck & Pleck, 

1997). Many fathers report that they want to spend more time with their children that 

they value their father role over other roles, and that they gain satisfaction from 

fathering (Marsiglio, 1991 ). Therefore, previous research may have found that 

fathers only contributed money to their children because this is what was expected of 

fathers at the time. However, as a result of ideological changes as to what is 

expected of a competent father, many fathers are now taking a more active role in 

their children's lives and are having positive effects on their children's development. 
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Fathers engage in multiple roles in the family including provider, protector, 

role model, nurturer, teacher and moral guide (Cummings & O'Reilly, 1997; Lamb, 

1997; Pruett & Pruett, 1998). The roles and type of interaction that fathers have with 

their children are quite distinct from mothers (Phares, 1993). Ott (1997, p.38) 

describes fathers as distinctive in their parenting, having their own "voice, touch, 

look and feel". Fathers are typically involved in play, while mothers are more 

involved in nurturance and care taking of their children (Minton & Pasley, 1996; 

Phares, 1993). Fathers tend to encourage children to stimulate their curiosity and 

independence through solving puzzles, investigating, assembling, completing 

physical challenges, planning and working out problems (Curtner-Smith, 1995; 

Pruett & Pruett, 1998). However, parenting behaviours of both mothers and fathers 

are more similar than different when either parent is taking care of the children alone 

(Phares, 1993). Fathers can possess qualities typical of mothering including 

nurturance (Pruett & Pruett, 1998). 

A qualitative study conducted by Risman (1986) on 141 single fathers found 

that these fathers believed they were competent parents and they possessed many 

skills typical of mothering. These skills included housecleaning, preparing meals, 

being emotionally connected to their children and being affectionate. Therefore, if 

fathers have the ability to possess qualities similar to mothering that foster a close 

bond with their child, then fathers have the potential to influence their children's 

development to the same extent that mothers do (Lamb, 1997; Phares, 1993). 

Comprehensive literature reviews on father-child relationships suggest that 

many fathers are skilled, capable parents, and are intimately involved in childrearing 
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as a central feature of their family responsibilities (Lamb, 1997; Minton & Pasley, 

1996; Pruett & Pruett, 1998; Risman, 1986). Consequently, fathers are impacting 

their children's development in a positive way. Studies have demonstrated that 

fathers uniquely effect their children's sex role development, as fathers tend to treat 

their children in more gender-role stereotypical ways than mothers (Ott, 1997; 

Phares, 1993). This was demonstrated by Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) who found 

that fathers were more likely to clarify gender identity of their children than were 

mothers. Fathers used masculine-specific language with their sons, and feminine­

specific language with their daughters. However others conclude that fathers only 

influence their son's sex-role development, because they tend to spend more time 

with their sons. Marsiglio ( 1991) found that fathers with only male children spent 

more time in child-related activities, than fathers with only female children. These 

activities included leisure, playing, project activities and private talks. Further, 

fathers tend to influence their children's sex-role development when they have a 

father-child relationship that is warm and close (Phares, 1993). The ability of the 

father to model masculine behaviour is less important to their child's sex role 

development than the quality of the father-child relationship (Arendell, 1995; Lamb, 

1997; Marsiglio et al., 2000; Ott, 1997). Fathers play a unique role particularly in 

their son's sex-role development because they engage in play activities with their 

children, and through a close father-child bond. 

Fathers also influence other areas of their children's development. Preschool 

children, who have fathers that are available and emotionally connected to them are 

more cognitively competent, have more internal locus of control, more empathy and 
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less gender-role stereotyping (Marsiglio et al., 2000). Fathers also impact their 

children's academic achievement, nutrition, health and behaviour through their 

economic support (Marsiglio et al., 2000). Koestner, Franz and Weiberger's study in 

1990 (as cited in Pleck, 1997) found that the strongest predictor of empathetic 

concern at age five was high paternal involvement, accounting for more of the 

variance than the three strongest maternal predictors. Paternal involvement was 

found to be related to positive child developmental outcomes, even when the 

mother's influence is controlled. 

These positive effects of paternal engagement on child development are 

related to the extent that fathers exhibit authoritative parenting (Amato & Booth, 

1996; Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Simons et al., 1999). Authoritative parenting 

consists of emotional support, everyday assistance, monitoring children's behaviour 

and noncoercive disciplining (Amato & Booth 1996; Marsiglio et al., 2000). Fathers 

who use an authoritative parenting style have children with higher self-esteem, 

superior social and cognitive abilities and fewer symptoms of externalising and 

internalising problem behaviours. Boys in particular have fewer school behaviour 

problems, and girls take more initiative in making decisions (Pleck, 1997). In 

conclusion, fathers impact their child's development over and above the mother's 

influence, and this impact increases when fathers use an authoritative parenting style. 

Fathers can also indirectly effect their children's development through their 

influence on the mother's parenting. In two-parent families, fathers can enhance the 

quality of mother-child relationships through their emotional support. Mothers may 

feel that they can cope better as a parent when they have the support of their partner 
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(Phares, 1993). Fathers also influence their children indirectly through the co­

parental relationship. When both parents work together they can provide dyadic 

resources for their children. For example, both parents can model dyadic skills 

including providing support, conflict resolution, showing respect, and 

communication. This type of interaction will help children display these skills in 

their own intimate relationships (Amato, 1998; King & Heard, 1999). It could be 

concluded that fathers can indirectly effect their children's development through 

improving mother-child relationships and also through modelling effective 

communication with the mother. 

Since fathers play a unique role in their children's psychological development 

and well-being, it is logical to assume that if fathers are absent from their children's 

lives after divorce, children may experience negative outcomes. Children of divorce 

are more likely than children from intact families to experience depression 

(Masheter, 1998), behaviour problems (Bray & Hetherington, 1993) and lower 

academic achievement (Amato, 2000), and this may not only be related to the 

stressful, life changing event of divorce, but also to the loss of a parent in the 

household. Diminished contact between father and child strains the potential 

influence of the father as a social coping resource for the child (Bums & Dunlop, 

1999). Although the role of the contact father in family life has received increased 

attention, many aspects of these fathers and their interaction with their children is 

still unknown (King & Heard, 1999). 

If the father-child relationship is an important resource for children, then a 

close relationship should predict positive outcomes for children after divorce (Bums 
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& Dunlop, 1999; Hoffman & Ledford, 1995; King & Heard, 1999; Lamb, 1997; 

Marsiglio et al., 2000; Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 1997). However many studies 

have found that frequency of visitation by contact fathers is not good predictor of 

children's development or adjustment (King & Heard, 1999; Marsiglio et al., 2000). 

Furstenberg, Morgan and Allison (1987) found that contact father involvement had 

no influence on aspects of children's well-being including difficulties with school 

work, problem behaviour and psychological distress. Paternal economic support, 

however, decreased the likelihood of problem behaviour, due to higher living 

standards. Economic deprivation and instability resulting from father absence cannot 

be the only factor impacting children's psychological development, because children 

in stepf amilies do as poorly as children in single-parent families. This suggests that 

income is not the only loss children experience from their father's absence 

(McLanahan & Teitler, 1997). 

Research that fails to find a positive relationship between contact father 

involvement and child well-being appears to contradict numerous studies that have 

found a positive relationship between father involvement in two-parent households 

and children's development, well-being and attainment. Stephen et al. (1993) 

suggest that earlier research did not find a relationship between contact father 

involvement and positive child outcomes because few contact fathers see their 

children enough to have a positive or negative influence. Methodological flaws 

including poor sampling, lack of control groups, and failure to examine indirect 

effects of father involvement on child development, also limited earlier studies 

(Emery, 1999). Furthermore, previous studies may have examined frequency of 
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visitation rather than the quality of the father-child relationship, including the extent 

of authoritative parenting, which as has been noted, is related to fewer problems in 

children (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Pruett & Pruett, 1998; Whiteside & Becker, 

2000). 

A recent meta-analysis by Amato and Gilbreth (1999) confirmed that 

authoritative parenting by contact fathers consistently predicts children's higher 

academic achievement and lower internalising and externalising problem behaviours. 

The meta-analysis concluded that in the 1990s, studies were more likely to report 

positive effects of father contact than in earlier decades (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999). 

Some contact fathers continue to be actively involved in the parental role by 

supervising their children's activities and school performance, helping solve 

everyday problems, and reinforcing behavioural standards and disciplinary practices 

of the residential parent (Brown, 1994; Simons et al., 1999). This positive trend 

tentatively suggests that some contact fathers are finding it easier to enact the 

parental role after divorce than in the past, increasing the potential of contact fathers 

to positively influence their children's development (Amato, 1998; King & Heard, 

1999; Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Ott, 1997; Phares, 1993; Pleck, 1997). 

Divorce literature now generally supports the premise that close relationships 

between contact fathers and children are in the long-term best interests of the child 

(Hoffman & Ledford, 1995). For example, Barber in 1994 (as cited in Marsiglio et 

al., 2000) found that teenagers who frequently asked for advice from contact fathers 

about their education, employment or personal issues were less likely than other 

teenagers to experience depression. In addition, teenagers that have a close 
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relationship with their contact father are less likely to develop eating disorders or 

anxiety disorders (Nielsen, 1999). Teenagers of divorced parents state that it is their 

father who gives them the best advice, who teaches them the most and who 

encourages them to do their best (Marsiglio et al., 2000). Conversely, those females 

who do not have a close relationship with their father and who have an unmarried 

mother are more likely to have early sex, to marry early or behave as if they are 

afraid of growing up (Nielsen, 1999). Therefore the presence of fathers in teenagers' 

lives is extremely important in helping teenagers gain independence and make wise 

decisions about their futures (Shulman & Seiffge-Krenke, 1997). Evidence suggests 

that father absence may be harmful for adolescents, not necessarily because they 

have lost a sex-role model, but because many aspects of the father's role go unfilled 

(Nielsen, 1999). 

Younger children also benefit from father-child contact after divorce. A 

study by Pagani-Kurtz and Derevensky (1997) found a significant relationship 

between frequency of visitation by contact parents and children's self-esteem. Also, 

children who maintain a close relationship with their contact father tend have more 

mature relationships with others, enhanced cognitive development and fewer 

problems related to dating and sexuality (Stephens, 1996). Boys who have no 

relationship with their fathers are more socially immature, aggressive, delinquent, 

difficult and psychologically disturbed than other boys their age (Emery, 1999; 

Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991; Nielsen, 1999; Simons et al., 1999). Continued 

involvement of the father, characterised by free or open access, coupled with a 

cooperative relationship between both parents, is found to result in better 
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psychological adjustment of children (Ahrons, 1983; Marsiglio et al., 2000; 

Stephens, 1996; Whiteside & Becker, 2000). 

In summary, it seems that children from divorced families benefit from father 

involvement in the same way as children from intact families. Unfortunately, when 

divorce occurs it is usually the father-child relationship that is most likely to suffer. 

Research suggests that professionals working with divorced families should 

encourage maintenance of father-child contact after divorce (Amato & Gilbreth, 

1999; Curtner-Smith, 1995; Marsiglio et al., 2000; Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 

1997). Fathers need to remain involved with their children after divorce in order to 

contribute to their child's psychological and emotional development, adjustment to 

the divorce transition and to ensure that the child maintains a fulfilling relationship 

with both parents. 

Patterns of Father-Child Involvement After Divorce 

During the 1990s there was an increase in studies that explored patterns of 

father-child involvement (Marsiglio et al., 2000). Recent research documents a slow 

increase in the level of father involvement over the past thirty years (Lamb, 1997; 

Marisiglio, et al., 2000), but differing patterns of father-child involvement for contact 

and married fathers (Lamb, 1997; Marsiglio et al., 2000; Minton & Pasley, 1996; 

Stone & McKenry, 1998). Contact fathers spend significantly less time with their 

children compared to married fathers, even though negative effects of father absence 

on child development and adjustment to divorce have been widely documented 

(Dudley, 1996; Lamb, 1997). 
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In two-parent families, fathers spend less time in direct engagement with their 

children, are less accessible and take less responsibility for their children than 

mothers (Marsiglio, 1991; Minton & Pasley, 1996; Phares, 1993; Pleck, 1997). 

Married fathers also tend to spend more time with infants and toddlers than 

adolescents (Lamb, 1997; Phares, 1993). Married fathers spend approximately 1.9 

hours per day in direct interaction with their children on weekdays, and 

approximately 6.5 hours with their children on weekends (Lamb, 1997). These 

figures are increasing as many fathers are taking up further responsibilities of child 

rearing in the home (Phares, 1993). Lamb (1997) noted that in a number of surveys, 

fathers indicated that they wanted to spend more time with their children, but that 60-

80% of mothers did not want their husbands to be more involved. Mothers did not 

want to compromise their role in their children's lives and also believed that they 

were more competent at parenting than fathers. Therefore, married fathers are less 

involved with their children than mothers, however, many desire to increase their 

involvement, despite other responsibilities in their lives (McKenry, McKelvey, 

Leigh, & Ward, 1996). 

After divorce this pattern of minimal father-child involvement is further 

compromised. Many contact fathers decrease involvement with their children over 

time, limiting the positive influence they can have in their children's lives (Amato & 

Booth, 1996; Arendell, 1992; Curtner- Smith, 1995; Dudley, 1996; Hetherington & 

Stanley-Hagan, 1997; King & Heard, 1999; Kruk, 1992; McKenry et al., 1996; 

Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 1997; Phares, 1993; Seltzer, 1991; Seltzer & Brandreth, 

1994; Stephens, 1996; Thompson & Liable, 1999). It is estimated that more than 
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20% of contact fathers have no contact with their children, that only a quarter of 

fathers have weekly visits (Hetherington et al. 1998), and that visitation declines 

after the second year following divorce (Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 1997; 

Stephens, 1996; Thompson & Liable, I 999). Contact fathers visit their adolescent 

children less than younger children, and even telephone calls become few and far 

between (Hoffman & Ledford, 1995; Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 1997). These 

estimates of father involvement after divorce are based on American fathers, 

however patterns of father-child involvement are estimated to be similar in Australia 

(Brown, 1994). 

Diminished father-child contact after divorce results in fathers ceasing to care 

and provide for their children. Child supp01i payments become irregular when 

fathers have minimal contact (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1997· Hoffman & 

Ledford 1995; Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky 1997; Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994; 

a

Stephens, I 996). Furthermore contact fthers become more involved with their 

stepchildren than their own bio.logical children when they remarry (Stephens, 1996). 

Unfortunately, these general patterns of involvement have resulted in an image of 

contact fathers as "deadbeat dads" who are detached, unsuppo1tive and 

uncooperative with the other parent (Lamb 1997). These patterns of father-child 

involvement are astonishing given that many contact fathers want to maintain 

involvement with their children after divorce (Arendell, 1992), and children in turn 

a

express that they want their fthers to spend more time with them (Garbarino 1993; 

Lamb et al., 1997; Thompson & Liable, 1999). Contact fathers have experienced 
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loss of residence with their children, and they respond to this by foregoing their 

rights to regular visits (Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 1997). 

Those fathers who maintain contact with their children after divorce tend to 

have recreational rather than instrnmental contact (Marsiglia et al., 2000). Many 

contact fathers have a friendly, umestricted, companionate relationship with their 

children because they want their visits to be fun and entertaining. Contact fathers are 

hesitant to discipline, to set rules, to supervise behaviour and help with homework 

(Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991; Hetherington et al., 1998). Therefore contact fathers 

rarely engage in authoritative parenting, which has been shown to increase a father s 

positive influence on their children (Amato & Booth, 1996; Curtner-Smith, 1995; 

Marsiglia et al., 2000; Whiteside & Becker. 2000). As many contact fathers rarely 

exhibit authoritative parenting, have minimal contact and engage in primarily 

recreational activities with their children they are less likely to positively influence 

their children s development. 

These patterns of involvement are not t:J.ue for all contact fathers. There is a 

subset of fathers who have a strong conunitment to their parental role and continue to 

remain involved despite difficulties with their ex-spouses (Brown, 1994; Seltzer & 

Brandreth 1994). In fact many mothers encourage contact fathers to take a more 

active role in their children's lives (King & Heard, 1999; Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994). 

A subset of Australian fathers in particular appear to be strongly involved in the 

parental role after divorce, as they report higher father-child contact than fathers in 

other countries. Two-thirds of Australian fathers continue to see their children 

fortnightly (Brown, 1994). Contact father involvement ranges on a continuum from 
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those that have little involvement with their children, to those who are actively 

involved (Ahrons, 1983; Phares, 1993). However, as the majority of contact f athers 

have little involvement with their children which can be related to negative child 

outcomes, the reasons for diminished contact needs to be explored. 

Explanations for Diminished Father-Child Contact After Divorce 

Researchers have begun to investigate the barriers to continuing father-child 

involvement after divorce. Although research into the reasons for diminished 

father­child contact has increased, social scientists are still struggling to understand 

why many men choose to be excluded from their children's lives, or have allowed 

themselves to be excluded (Dudley, 1996; Lamb, 1997). The majority of available 

research has been limited by small, non-representative samples, open-ended 

qualitative measures and correlational data (McKemy et al., 1996). 

Reasons for diminished father contact are underpinned by nine key factors. 

Residency anangements, child support payments, fathers level of education, 

demographic characteristics, remarriage, the co-parental relationship mothers role as 

"gatekeeper", level of involvement during maniage and level of psychological stress 

are all complex and inten-elated determinants of whether contact fathers maintain a 

high level of involvement with their children post-divorce. Each of these factors 

will now be addressed in turn. 

Residency anangernents are believed to be one of the most important factors 
a

influencing levels of fther-child involvement. Before the 1970s women were 

primarily awarded sole residency, since it was widely believed that mothers were the 

best providers and carers for their children (Pruett & Pruett, 1998). These residency 
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arrangements restricted the contact fathers role in decision-making after divorce 

(Dudley, 1996; Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 1997; Pruett & Pruett, 1998). Divorce 

laws in the past have reinforced that children need money from their contact father, 

not their involvement in their everyday lives (Dudley, 1996; Nielsen, 1999; Pruett & 

Pruett, 1998). 

Joint residency was only promoted in the late 1970s to encourage both 

parents to assume an active role in their children's lives, because fathers were now 

considered to be important contributors to their children's development (Stephen et 

al., 1993). Research has shown that fathers are more satisfied when they are awarded 

joint residency, and consequently are more involved with their children (Curtner­

Smith, 1995; King & Heard, 1999; Phares, 1993; Stephen et al., 1993; Stephens, 

1996). However, Dudley's ( 1996) review of five qualitative studies found that in the 

majority of cases mothers were awarded sole residency, and hence fathers were 

dissatisfied with visitation arrangements. A minority of fathers sought joint 

residency, however they were unsuccessful. 

Lawyers discourage contact fathers from seeking joint residency because 

judges rarely award it (Pruett & Pruett, 1998). Judges may seldom award joint 

residency since it is difficult to maintain when fathers did not have an active role in 

their children's lives before the divorce, when both parents have limited finances for 

two households and when there is conflict between parents (Dudley, 1996; Kruk, 

1992). Therefore, some fathers are dissatisfied with residency arrangements that 

restrict the amount of time they can spend with their child. This can result in feelings 
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of frustration and inadequacy, causing some fathers to cease contact with their 

children completely as a sign of their dissatisfaction (Dudley, 1996). 

Fathers who pay child support are more likely than those fathers who make 

irregular or no payments to maintain high levels of visitation with their children and 

participate in child-rearing decisions (Stephen et al., 1993; Stephens, 1996). Dudley 

( 1996) noted that a common theme among fathers' reasons for diminished contact 

was that many were dissatisfied with child support payments. Many fathers were 

angry because of the Court's tendency to see them as a source of money, rather than 

an active parent who wanted child-raising responsibilities. Other fathers would only 

pay child support in exchange for regular visitation (Dudley, 1996). Researchers 

have found that contact fathers choose to cease child support payments because they 

have been denied visitation, they have low incomes or because they choose not to be 

involved in their children's lives (Phares, 1993). Therefore, some fathers choose not 

to pay child support or make irregular payments for various reasons, and this is 

related to diminished father-child contact. 

High contact between fathers and their children post-divorce is more likely if 

the father has a high level of education. Fathers who have higher education are 

believed to understand their importance as a figure in their children's lives due to 

more open gender-role attitudes. They may have strong views about the values they 

wish their children to learn and to ensure that these values are passed on they remain 

involved in their children's lives (Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994 ). A father's level of 

education is also likely to be related to their level of income. Fathers with a high 

level of income are more likely to remain involved with their child, as they have the 






























