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Fathers respond to these expectations by fu B lling the roles expected of them by
society at diferent times.

Since the 1970s there has been pressure on Fthers fom society and the
feminist movement to share the responsibility of parenting. These expectations were
parly due to an increase of mothers re-entering the workforce, and needing the

upport and active paticipation of Fther in the home (Pleck & Pleck, 1997). The
Tther who FIFfls these expectations of shared responsibility has been termed the
"new" Fther. The new Fther paricipates in his child's development fom
pregnancy, by establishing close and intimate attachments with his child, and
paricipating in non-traditional roles, including nurmance (Garbarino, 1993;
Marsiglio et al., 2000; Phares, 1993; Pleck & Pleck, 1997; Risman, 1986; Shulman &
Seifge-Krenke, 1997).

This new Fther role can be demanding and stressFl (Le Gresley, 2001).
Some Fthers 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 Fthers report that they want to spend more time with their children that
they value their Fther role over other roles, and that they gain satis¥ction fom
Tthering (Marsiglio, 1991). There¥re, previous research may have ¥und that
Tthers only contributed money to their children because tis is what was expected of
Tthers at the time. However, as a result of ideological changes as to what is
expected of a competen Fther, many Fthers are now taking a more active role in

their children’s lives and are having positive efects 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 childfen. 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 (Burns & 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 (Burns
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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 stepfamilies 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, 1999). 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 support payments become irregular when
fathers have minimal contact (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1997 Hotfman &
Ledford 1995; Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky 1997; Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994;
Stephens, 1996). Furthermore contact fathers become more involved with their
stepchildren than their own biological 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, unsupportive 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

express that they want their fathers to spend more time with them (Garbarino 1993,

Lamb et al., 1997; Thompsen & 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 instrumental contact (Marsiglio et al., 2000). Many
contact fathers have a friendly, unrestricted, 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;
Marsiglio 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 true for all contact fathers. There is a
subset of fathers who have a strong commitment 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 fathers
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
father-child 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 (McKenry et al., 1996).

Reasons for diminished father contact are underpinned by nine key factors.
Residency arrangements, child support payments, fathers level of education.
demographic characteristics, remarriage, the co-parental relationship mothers role as
“gatekeeper”, level of involvement during marriage and level of psychological stress
are all complex and interrelated 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 arrangements are believed to be one of the most important factors

influencing levels of father-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
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resources to engage in recreational activities during visitation (Stephens, 1996).
Therefore a father with a higher socio-economic status has the resources to maintain
the visiting relationship, and is therefore more likely to have high levels of
involvement with his child (Dudley, 1996; Thompson & Liable, 1999).

Contact fathers may have limited involvement with their children if they live
far away (Stephen et al., 1993; Thompson & Liable, 1999), if the child was born
outside of marriage (King & Heard, 1999), if it has been over two years since the
divorce (Thompson & Liable, 1999), and if the family has a low socio-economic
status (Marsiglio, 1991; Stephen et al., 1993; Stephens, 1996). Some fathers are also
believed to have less contact with daughters than sons after divorce, due to the belief
that they are more competent at rearing sons (Stephens, 1996). However, Stephens
(1996) found that boys were no more likely to have visitation by their fathers than
girls. Results have been mixed as to whether contact fathers visit boys or girls more
often. The age of the child may also be an important factor in whether contact
fathers maintain high visitation. Dudley (1996) found that fathers spent less time
with older children because they had changed lifestyles and their children could not
find the time to spend with them. Stephens (1996) also found that fathers were more
likely to spend time with younger children. Fathers may have diminished contact
with their children over time due to many demographic characteristics including
geographic distance, time since the divorce, socio-economic status, whether the child
was born within marriage, and the age and gender of the child.

Remarriage of either parent makes it more likely that contact fathers will

diminish involvement with their children over time (Dudley, 1996; King & Heard,
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1999). McKenry et al. (1996) found that remarried fathers visited and communicated
with their own biological children significantly less than separated or divorced
fathers that had not remarried. Consistent with this finding, Seltzer and Brandreth
(1994) found that relative to fathers who remained single following divorce, those
who remarried or cohabitated found managing time for their children more difficult.
Fathers who remarry may be faced with new parenting responsibilities to
stepchildren, and as a result may experience time constraints (Hamer, 1998;
Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1997; Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994; Stephens, 1996).
In addition, contact fathers may be just as committed to their new relationships and
may find that their needs have been met, resulting in less commitment to children
from a previous marriage (Hamer, 1998; Stephens, 1996; Thompson & Liable,
1999).

Remarriage of the mother can also affect patterns of father-child involvement
(Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994; Stephens, 1996). Fathers may feel that when their ex-
partner remarries that the new husband will take over child-rearing responsibilities.
Contact fathers report that they feel replaced by the new stepfather and less needed
by their children (Stephens, 1996). Stephens (1996) found that remarriage of the
mother only affected fathers who saw their children at least once a week. The
mother’s new commitments made it difficult to arrange visitation for the father and
child. Therefore remarriage of either parent can result in fathers reducing visitation
with their children.

The co-parental relationship after divorce contributes to the father’s ability to

maintain father-child involvement. Ahrons (1983) found that the relationship
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between parents and feelings of anger, guilt and parental respect had a significant
effect on fathers’ involvement post-divorce. When parents have a positive co-
parental relationship after divorce, visitation between father and child is high
(Hamer, 1998; Thompson & Liable, 1999). Many fathers will avoid visitation with
their children if continual conflict occurs with the mother, and mothers will attempt
to reduce visitation to avoid hostile interactions with the father (King & Heard, 1999;
Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 1997). Arendell (1992) found that some contact fathers
used absence from their children as a “strategy of action” to avoid conflict, tension
and emotional states created when they had contact with their ex-spouse.

The ability of the mother to inhibit or encourage contact fathers to fulfil their
parental role has been termed the “gatekeeper” role (Hamer, 1998; King & Heard,
1999; Kruk, 1992; Marsiglio, 1991; Pruett & Pruett, 1998; Seltzer & Brandreth,
1994). Mothers are seen to be the gatekeeper when they deny visitation or make
conditions under which the father may visit (Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994; Thompson
& Liable, 1999). Dudley (1991) found that many fathers reported high levels of
visitation interference by the mother. Seltzer and Brandreth (1994) also found that
mothers controlled younger children’s schedules and constructed guidelines, within
which fathers may spend time with their children. Mothers may restrict access of the
father to the child because they are angry or hostile about the divorce, because of
abuse during the marriage, or because the father has not been paying child support
(Ahrons, 1983). Whatever the reason, mothers restricting access can make visitation
both difficult and painful for the mother, father and child. Conflict between parents

may also undermine the benefits of visitation for the child (Emery, 1999; Thompson
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& Liable, 1999). Although there are some parents who maintain a good co-parental
relationship after divorce for the sake of their children, there are parents who
continue to have hostile interactions with each other after divorce, and the end result
may be diminished father-child contact.

How a father relates to his children during marriage may also influence
patterns of father-child involvement post-divorce. Social scientists believed that
fathers who were attached, had good communication and understood their children’s
needs during marriage would be more likely to maintain high contact with their
children after divorce (Stephens, 1996). In contrast, Stephens (1996) found that
those fathers who invested more time in their children during marriage were no more
likely than less involved fathers to continue contact with their children post-divorce.
In fact, all fathers had minimal contact with their children regardless of the father-
child relationship before divorce. Stephens (1996) tentatively suggested that fathers
who were highly involved with their children during marriage might find visitation
intensely painful and consequently reduce father-child contact. Consistent with this
reasoning Kruk (1992) found that fathers, who were highly involved and attached to
their children during marriage, were more likely to lose contact with their children
after divorce. Hence, the quality of the relationship between the contact father and
his children is shaped primarily by influences of post-divorce life, not by what
preceded it. Fathers who had a good relationship with their children during marriage
may find visitation constraints too painful to endure.

Contact fathers may experience substantial psychological stress during

visitation with their child (Dudley, 1996). A contact father may struggle with
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cultural biases that depreciate contact parents and with the difficulty of fulfilling
previous parental roles within a visitation environment (Dudley, 1996; Pruett &
Pruett, 1998). Fathers who feel that they have no control over their children’s lives,
who grieve the loss of their children in their daily lives, who believe they do not
influence their child’s development and experience grief reactions and depression,
may cope by distancing themselves from their children (Pruett & Pruett, 1998).
Distancing is an adult coping strategy used under conditions of acute stress. Fathers
attempt to minimise the pain they experience by having a less central role in their
children’s lives (Kruk, 1992; Pagani-Kurtz & Derevensky, 1997; Pruett & Pruett,
1998; Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994).

Contact fathers diminish involvement with their children over time due to
strains and obstacles in maintaining visitation and effective parenting. Some fathers
are restrained by geographic distance from their children, restricted visitation
arrangements, and lack of income. The co-parental relationship can also present
difficulties as parents attempt to avoid conflict with one another. Other fathers suffer
psychological consequences as they seek to fulfil their father role in an environment
that is superficial and temporary. It appears that some fathers struggle with their less
central parental role, consequently disengaging from their children, and seriously
limiting any positive impact they can have on their children’s development and
adjustment to the transition of divorce.

Role Theory
Studies exploring fathers’ subjective experiences, using identity theory are

new to the study of fatherhood (Marsiglio et al., 2000; Minton & Pasley, 1996; Stone
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& McKenry, 1998). These studies have examined how men perceive and construct
their identities as fathers in diverse situations. The divorce experience has been
recently explored (Marsiglio et al., 2000). Identity theory provides a framework for
understanding fathers’ post-divorce behaviour. It emphasises the father’s
psychological experiences after divorce, and how these interfere with many fathers
maintaining an active parental role in their children’s lives (Minton & Pasley, 1996).
Thinger-Tallman et al. (1993) proposed role theory as a partial explanation of
contact fathers level of involvement. The theory states that a father’s parenting role
identity influences his behaviour with his children. Fathers’ parenting role identity is
defined as the self-meanings attached to the status and roles of parenthood (Thinger-
Tallman et al., 1993). When a father identifies with his parental role, it becomes a
salient part of his identity or definition of himself, and the probability of this
parenting role being invoked in a certain situation is increased (Burke, 1980; Burke
& Reitzes, 1981; Hoelter, 1983; Ihinger-Tallman et al., 1993; Minton & Pasley,
1996). The parenting role thus becomes more salient for the father, resulting in
behaviours that strengthen, support and validate his parenting role identity (Burke,
1980; Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Hoelter, 1983; Thinger-Tallman et al., 1993). The
basic proposition of role theory then is that the more a father identifies with the
father role, the more involved he will be with his children (Thinger-Tallman et al.,
1993). As researchers cannot always distinguish cause from effect, it is uncertain
whether parental identity salience causes involvement or whether involvement

strengthens parental identity salience. However, Ihinger-Tallman et al. propose that
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parenting role identity directly influences father involvement, and that involvement
in turn affects future levels of father parenting role identity.

Role theory asserts that social roles are created by shared meanings among
individuals about how particular roles should be performed (Burke & Reitzes, 1981;
Ihinger-Tallman et al., 1993). However, there are few socially supported,
constructive role guidelines and norms defining noncustodial parenting roles and
relationships (Ihinger-Tallman et al., 1993; Minton & Pasley, 1996; Pruett & Pruett,
1998). Confusion over roles and boundaries is increased, because divorce creates a
non-traditional situation where fathers lack the support of a partner to reinforce their
identity as a parent (Arditti, 1995; McKenry et al., 1996; Stephen et al., 1993). In
addition, many public perceptions of contact parents are negative (Duran-Aydintug,
1995; Garbarino, 1993; Madden-Derdich & Leonard, 2000; Seltzer, 1991; Thompson
& Liable, 1999). As divorce typically results in a disruption and renegotiation of
parental roles, and there are no guidelines from society how to redefine the father
role, many fathers appear to be experiencing parenting role identity confusion
(Curtner-Smith, 1995; Dudley, 1991; Kruk, 1992; Seltzer, 1991).

This reorganisation of the parental role is the greatest challenge and stress for
a contact father. The ambiguity of father roles is reflected in the legal process, when
some judges find it difficult to fit the father into the children’s lives, and thus
redefine these fathers’ roles (Arendell, 1995; Pruett & Pruett, 1998). Even the term
“visitation” seems incompatible with, and a poor substitution for, the parental role
that implies a close, ongoing and involved relationship (Pruett & Pruett, 1998;

Seltzer, 1991; Thompson & Liable, 1999). Within this visiting relationship, the
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father must try to capture everyday experiences that would allow him to enact his
traditional parental role, including helping with homework, disciplining,
encouragement, and other practical aspects of parenting. Everyday experiences with
children provide a foundation for affection, mutual sharing and developing
relationships. If these experiences cannot be captured then the father may feel
inadequate as a parent (Dudley, 1991; Green, 1998; Lamb et al., 1997; Seltzer, 1991;
Stephen et al., 1993). Therefore, while many fathers retain the status of parent, the
roles (nurturer, provider and disciplinarian) are difficult to maintain while living in
another household (Thinger-Tallman et al., 1993; Pike & Campbell, in press).

The parenting status may have initially ranked highly in contact fathers
identity hierarchy. New circumstances and significant others, however, may
discourage active parenting behaviour (Hoelter, 1983; Thinger-Tallman et al., 1993).
As individuals wish to protect their identity against change, and maintain consistency
between their identity and behaviour (Burke & Reitzes, 1981), a dramatic life-
changing event must occur to cause fathers to disengage from their children’s lives.
Consequently disengagement sends a strong message to others about their
dissatisfaction with the visiting role assigned, and how it is inconsistent with their
self-concept (Duran-Aydintug, 1995). Theoretically, it is assumed that fathers who
diminish father-child contact after divorce do so because they struggle to make sense
of poorly defined fathering roles within a visitation environment. Over time parental
role strain will increase, causing the parenting role to become ambiguous and less

central to their identity, explaining their diminished involvement (Thinger-Tallman
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et al., 1993; Minton & Pasley, 1996, Seltzer, 1991; Stone & McKenry, 1998;
Umberson & Williams 1993).

Divorce does not automatically jeopardise a father’s parenting role identity.
The theory states that there is only a potential for change in the salience of role
identity. If the parental role is particularly high or low in salience, then there will be
no change in how important the parental identity ranks in comparison to other
identities (Ihinger-Tallman et al., 1993). For some fathers there will be an increase
in the salience of their parenting role, and they will mai'ntain high levels of
involvement with their children post-divorce. When fathers experience or anticipate
a meaningful role in the lives of their children, they are likely to conform to their
identities as parents in a visiting relationship, despite obstacles (Pruett & Pruett,
1998; Thompson & Liable, 1999).

Moderating variables including the perceptions and attitudes of both parents,
parents’ emotional condition, gender of the child, the relationship between both
parents, economic factors, and the degree of encouragement of friends and family
members either strengthen or weaken the relationship between father parenting role
identity and father involvement post divorce (Burke & Reitzes, 1981; Ihinger-
Tallman et al., 1993).

Ihinger-Tallman et al. (1993) offered support for their theory in a preliminary
study assessing how role identity and behaviour were related. Parenting role identity
was assessed by a measure encompassing parental role satisfaction, perceived
competence, investment and role salience. They demonstrated a positive, moderate

association between identity and involvement in child-related activities (r = .34) with



Fathers’ Parenting Role Identity 35

a sample of 76 divorced fathers. However, they did not examine whether this
relationship existed for fathers in first marriages, and subsequently how the fathers’
marital status affected the relationship between role identity and father involvement.

A few qualitative studie’s have been conducted allowing fathers to discuss
their divorce experience (Dudley, 1991; Kruk, 1992; Masheter, 1998). Many fathers
expressed the difficulty in enacting their parental role when they can no longer fulfil
essential parental responsibilities, including discipline, nurturance, guidance and
instruction (Kruk, 1992). Dudley (1996) found that some fathers reported the loss of
their parental role as difficult and felt as though they had failed as parents. They felt
like a visitor or a distant relative to their children. Those who reported that their
parenting role was central to their identity felt that the visiting relationship did not
resemble “real fatherhood”. Consistent with this finding Seltzer and Brandreth
(1994) found that those fathers for whom the parent role was salient reported more
stress than those for whom the role was less salient. The frustration created by acting
as a part-time parent can result in feelings of loneliness, rootlessness, lack of identity,
and frustration (Masheter, 1998). Therefore these fathers appeared to be very
concerned about their parental role, and were dissatisfied with the status of visiting
parent.

Few quantitative studies have examined the relationship between a father’s
sense of parental identity and involvement with his children post divorce. Madden-
Derdich and Leonard (2000) found that a father’s satisfaction with his parenting role
was a significant predictor of co-parental interaction, an indicator on continued

father-child involvement. Furthermore, Stone and McKenry (1998) examined
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multiple factors that influenced fathers’ post-divorce involvement with their children,
including their parenting role identity. Their sample consisted of 101 divorced
contact fathers and they concluded that father parenting role identity had a direct
effect on father involvement. The higher the father’s sense of parental role identity,
the more involved they were with their children post-divorce. However, this study
failed to examine whether contact fathers identified less with the parental role
compared to married fathers.

Minton and Pasley (1996) improved on previous research by comparing both
married and divorced fathers on their parenting role identity, and whether parenting
role identity was related to and predictive of father involvement with their children.
Their study provided support for role theory as an explanation of father-child
involvement post-divorce, finding that contact fathers experienced ambiguity in
some aspects of their parental role, and that strength of identification with the
parental role predicted father-child involvement. This research replicates Minton and
Pasley’s (1996) study; hence their specific findings will be discussed within the
hypotheses proposed for this study.

Current Study

Three hypotheses guided this research, based on the findings of Minton and
Pasley (1996). Minton and Pasley (1996) found that contact fathers felt less satisfied
and competent in the parental role compared to married fathers, indicating that
contact fathers were experiencing parental role ambiguity. However, contact and
married fathers felt equally invested in the parental role, possibly because the father

role is important to most fathers regardless of living arrangements (Dudley, 1991;
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Kruk, 1992; Minton & Pasley, 1996; Pruett & Pruett, 1998). Furthermore, contact
fathers perceived themselves to be more integrated in the parental role than married
fathers. Since contact fathers are not responsible for the everyday care of their
children, they would have additional time to spend with others. Hence contact
fathers would have to make fewer sacrifices to spend time with their children,
resulting in higher feelings of integration/salience in the parental role. Based on
these findings, the first hypothesis states that contact and married fathers would
differ on aspects of parenting role identity. Specifically, contact fathers would feel
significantly less competent and satisfied in the parental role but more
integrated/salient, compared to married fathers. Contact and married fathers would
perceive themselves to be equally invested in the parental role.

The second hypothesis states that father involvement in child-related
activities would differ by marital status. Contact fathers were hypothesised to be
significantly less involved with their children than married fathers, due to the fact
that many divorced fathers diminish contact with their children over time (Amato &
Booth, 1996; Curtner-Smith, 1995; Dudley, 1996; King & Heard, 1999; Minton &
Pasley, 1996).

Previous researchers (Thinger-Tallman et al., 1993; Minton & Pasley, 1996;
Stone & McKenry, 1998) have found a positive correlation between parenting role
identity and father-child involvement. Minton and Pasley (1996) found that the more
competent, satisfied, and invested married fathers were in the parental role, the more
involved they were with their children. The degree of role integration was not

associated with involvement. For divorced fathers, competence and satisfaction in
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the parental role were related to involvement. The degree of role integration and
investment was not related to involvement. Therefore, the third hypothesis states
that there will be a positive correlation between identity and behaviour, where the
more competent, satisfied and invested fathers feel in the parental role, the more
involved they will be in child-related activities.

Minton and Pasley (1996) found that investment, satisfaction and competence
in the parental role predicted father involvement. Minton and Pasley (1996) also
found that the relationship between a father’s sense of competence in the parenting
role and his involvement in child-related activities was stronger for divorced fathers,
compared to married fathers. This means that competence in the parental role may
be particularly influential to a contact fathers level of involvement (Minton & Pasley,
1996; Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994). The strength of relationship between integration,
investment and satisfaction in the parental role and involvement was similar for both
contact and married fathers. Hence, the fourth hypothesis states that investment,
satisfaction and competence in the parental role would predict father involvement for
both groups of fathers, with a moderating effect of marital status on the relationship
between competence in the parental role and involvement.

This study expands Minton and Pasley’s (1996) research by exploring
whether role theory adequately explains Australian contact fathers’ involvement with
their children. Previous research on contact fathers in general has been limited to
American fathers (Lamb, 1997; Pike & Campbell, in press), although it was assumed
that Australian contact fathers would have similar psychological experiences to

American fathers. However, some preliminary findings have suggested that
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Australian fathers may enact their parental roles more successfully after
divorce than fathers from other countries (Brown, 1994). If contact fathers in this
study perceive themselves as competent, satisfied, integrated and invested in their
parental role, this would suggest that Australian fathers have successfully managed
to enact their parental role after divorce. Social supports, residency decisions and
family relationships may encourage Australian fathers to be active parents,
strengthening their parental role identity. If there is no association found between
role identity and father-child involvement for these fathers, then it would suggest that
other factors are more important in determining whether Australian fathers remain
involved in their children’s lives.

To date, most of the knowledge about parenting, children’s welfare and the
experiences of contact fathers after divorce have come from resident mothers’ reports
(Seltzer & Brandreth, 1994). This study used fathers’ reports as to their involvement
with their children and how they experience contact parenting, because they are
better sources of information about their own perceptions and paternal
responsibilities. The risk, however, is that fathers may over report the extent of
involvement with their children.

Understanding how identity affects behaviour may be important to predicting
the circumstances under which fathers give up the parental role and disengage from
their children (Minton & Pasley, 1996). If parenting role identity and father
involvement are related, this would provide further support for role theory, and

provide guidelines as to how contact fathers can be encouraged to maintain contact



