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ABSTRACT 

DAPHNE CHAMBERS HARRIS 
 

SINGLE NON-RESIDENT AFRICAN AMERICAN FATHERING: THE IMPACT OF 
THE MOTHER/FATHER DYAD ON FATHER ENGAGEMENT 

AND FATHER-CHILD PLAY 

DECEMBER 2014 

Nonresident fathering and father engagement or lack thereof is a growing interest 

or concern in the social sciences. Concern over the psychosocial and emotional 

development of children reared in father absent homes has driven the investigation into 

the engagement activities of these fathers. Statistically, African American children are 

more likely than their counterparts to at some point live in single-female headed 

households (Census Bureau, 2010). The possible negative implications of being reared 

in a father absent household highlight the need for empirical research into nonresident 

African American father engagement that also attends to the barriers or predictors of this 

engagement. Using data from The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, the 

present study assessed 563 single nonresident African American father’s engagement 

with their young children. Particular attention was also given to their play behavior with 

their pre-school aged child due to its developmental benefits and its identification as a 

positive engagement activity (Sigelman & Rider, 2013). Additionally, possible barriers 

or predictors of father engagement such as relationship status, relationship quality, 

maternal gatekeeping, and coparenting support were examined.  
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Results of analysis suggest that although the average level of engagement may be 

low, given their nonresident status African American fathers are engaged during early 

childhood. Furthermore, when they are engaged they partake in a variety of activities that 

promote healthy psychosocial, cognitive, and emotional development in the early years. 

The highest reported activities for the nonresident African American fathers in this study 

were those that were nurturing and supportive [hugging, encouraging, and telling their 

children they loved them]. Results also revealed that the fathers frequently used pretend 

play and play with toys to engage with their three-year-old child and there was no 

significant difference in the type of play preferred.  

Interestingly, to aspects of the mother-father dyad that may impede father 

engagement and father-child play, significant differences in engagement based on 

relationship status (e.g. romantically involved versus just friends) were not found. In 

addition coparenting support, relationship quality, and maternal gatekeeping were not 

predictive of father engagement or father-child play, contradicting previous findings 

(Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011; Goldberg, Tan, Davis, & Easterbrook, 2013). However, 

relationship status was predictive of father-child play among nonresident African 

American fathers. These results highlight the need for continued exploration of this 

unique set of fathers that considers the many cultural and contextual influences that 

impact the father-child relationship.   
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION  

The emancipation of Africans in America created complexities for which the 

United States was ill prepared. Those concerned with the freedmen found themselves 

grappling for solutions to the so-called Negro problem (Dubois, 1898, 1903; Frazier, 

1939; Gilman, 1908; Ingle, 1893; Reinhardt, 1927). Negro, as used here, is an earlier 

term used to label people of African descent. In seeking answers, scholars from all fields 

of study began to examine the intricacies of Negro life, intellect, and culture. Their 

introspections led them to draw conclusions about the ways of the Negro race, while 

individuals like Dos Passos (1903) admitted to having limited knowledge. While this may 

appear to have been the foci in the years immediately following emancipation, when 

dissecting past and current research on people of African descent one could argue that 

America is still trying to answer the question, “So what of the Negro?” with hopes to 

solve the perceived Negro problem.  

An area of introspection where this dynamic can be observed is within the study 

of Black families and the individuals that comprise this entity. If one scrutinizes the 

literature from emancipation to the present, especially prior to the 1980s the research 

often focused on pathology rather than strengths and resiliencies of Black families 

(Billingsley, 1988, 1992; Cazenave, 1979; Cochran, 1997a, 1997b; Hill, 1971, 1993, 



2 
 

1998, 1999; McAdoo, 2007; Moynihan, 1965). This is especially prevalent in the 

scholarship on Black mothers and fathers.  

For instance, the report The Negro Family: The Case for National Action by 

Daniel Moynihan (1965) reported perceived pathology within the Black community and 

blamed its existence on an increased adoption of a matriarchal family structure.  In this 

body of work Moynihan (1965) made a case for his contention that the deterioration of 

the Black community was due in part to the deterioration of Black families. Moynihan 

(1965) believed that this erosion was a consequence of the adoption of a matriarchal 

family structure. He argued that this family structure was full of pathology and created an 

impoverished dysfunctional environment. Moynihan’s (1965) research used data from 

and was released by the United States Department of Labor. Being tied to this 

governmental entity propelled his work to the forefront of the literature on Black family 

life.  

To combat the ideologues that boosted the pathological Black family theory, 

scholars such as Robert Hill and Andrew Billingsley attacked with great vigor.  Hill 

(1972) and Billingsley (1968), instead of demonizing Black families, offered an adaptive 

vitality approach through their explanation of the foundations of Black families and the 

adaptive nature of family structures prevalent in Black communities. Billingsley (1968), 

Young (1970), Hill (1972), and Nobles (1974), approached Black families as functional 

units whose family patterns were adaptations necessary to combat the oppressive 

conditions of the wider society (Dodson, 2007). Hill (1972) in The Strengths of Black 
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Families attempted to highlight the strengths of Black families by identifying five facets 

that substantiate the adaptive vitality approach: 1) strong kinship bonds; 2) strong work 

orientation; 3) the adaptability of family roles; 4) high achievement orientation and 5) 

religious orientation.   

There is no denying that reasons exist for alarm where African American families 

and children are concerned. Proponents of strength-based approaches to examining Black 

families recognize the presence of tribulations but differ in their interpretation of the 

reasons for these. For instance, recent Census Bureau (2010) data reports that only 35% 

of Black children live with two married parents and it has been projected that about 80% 

percent of all African American children born during the decade of the 1990s will not 

live with their biological father at some point in their childhood (Hamer, 2001; Nock & 

Einolf, 2008). Approximately 40% of nonresident fathers make up the low-income 

population and the mothers of their children head about 84% of low-income families in 

America (Darr, 2009).  Strength-resiliency scholarship acknowledged the high rates of 

non-marital births (referred to as illegitimacy in previous literature) and divorce, yet 

interpreted the findings not as disorganized or dysfunctional, but as a consequence of 

underpinnings shaping Black Families. Nevertheless, the statistics are alarming and it is 

imperative that Black family scholars and child development specialists dedicate energies 

to the possible implications this will have on optimal child development amongst this 

population of the country’s children.  
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To fully understand the implications of single parent households for these 

children, African American families must be properly framed. When studying these 

families and the individuals within them we must continue to question the propensity to 

examine African American families through a lens of deficiency; a suggestive lens that 

propels practitioners and policymakers to gravitate towards policies aimed at “fixing” the 

families and/or promoting practices that mimic the majority. An example can be found in 

the promotion of marriage that was a part of welfare reform and reauthorization, seen in 

the Healthy Marriage Initiative implemented under the George W. Bush administration. 

Particularly, when it comes to African American nonresident fathers the small, but 

growing, body of research seldom goes beyond introspections of their presence or lack 

thereof, reluctance to marry, and financial contribution (Cochran, 1997b; Hamer, 1997, 

1998, 2001; Hofferth, 2002). The dismissal of the contributions African American fathers 

provide in the lives of their children limits the findings and presents a narrow view of 

these men, resulting in the depiction of Black men as deadbeat dads within scholarship 

and mass media. Yet, research has shown that this is not an accurate portrait (e.g. Coles 

& Green, 2009; Julion, 2012).  These fathers are involved, but there may be a multitude 

of contextual factors that influence their involvement and this sensitivity may lead to 

changes in fathering when there are shifts in cultural, economic, institutional, and 

interpersonal influences (Akhtar, 2012; Coles & Green, 2009; Doherty, Kouneski, & 

Erickson, 1998; Julion, 2012).  
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If we accept the idea that “fathers make unique and irreplaceable contributions to 

the development of their children” (Dawson, Williams, Thomas, & McCowan, 2005, p.2)  

then it is necessary that we develop broader conceptualizations of Black fathers and the 

roles they are expected to play vis-à-vis their children (Lamb & Tamis-LeMonda, 2004; 

Marsiglio, Amato, Day, & Lamb, 2000). If a large proportion of these fathers are 

nonresident then we must also give more attention to the unique ways nonresident, 

African American fathers contribute to the development of their children. However, 

assessment of these fathers must go beyond financial contribution and be inclusive of not 

just the amount of time they spend with their children, but the content of that time.  

One method of assessing the nonresident African American fathering is through 

the examination of father-child engagement, particularly father-child play. Father-child 

play is a unique aspect of fatherhood that scholars have argued provides children with 

competence, trust, and autonomy (Grossmann, Grossman, Fremer-Bombik, Kindler, 

Scheurer-Englisch & Zimmerman, 2002; Paquette, 2004; Parke, Dennis, Flyr, Morris, 

Killian, McDowell, & Wild, 2004). Roggman and colleagues (2004) stated  

Fathers matter, not only by being present in the lives of infants and toddlers but 

also by being engaged in high-quality play with them. By playing with their 

infants and toddlers in ways that maintain interactive social exchanges, fathers 

provide opportunities that are important for early learning and development. 

(p.21) 
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 Yet, African American fathers’ play beliefs, behaviors, and patterns are not well 

documented in the literature. However, the existing research suggest that African 

American fathers use play as a means to build attachment with their children and as a 

result these children have better self-help skills, motor skills, and healthier levels of 

socialization (Kelley et al., 1998).  Additionally, when African American fathers are 

nurturing during play their 3-year-old children had better cognitive and language 

competencies (Black et al., 1999).  

An increase in empirical research focusing on African American nonresident 

fathering is essential; especially given the impact research has on public policies and 

programs.  Examining the diverse methods of engagement these fathers employ would 

aid in the design of effective strategies for countering possible negative child outcomes 

associated with not living in a two-parent home. Given the recognized benefits of play 

and the contributions fathers make to their children’s development when they engage in 

play, shedding light on nonresident African American father-child play and possible 

existing barriers is invaluable. Exposing a positive aspect of Black father engagement 

may help to lift the veil of deficiency that has been covering these fathers, their families 

and communities for decades.  

Purpose of the Study 

Purpose Statement  

A lack of empirical research that explores single, nonresident African American 

father engagement and play during early childhood from a strength-based culturally 
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sensitive approach drives the current study.  It is estimated that more than 50% of African 

American children do not live in the home with their biological father (Census Bureau, 

2010). This lack of presence in the home can influence the amount of time spent or the 

access nonresident African American fathers have to their children, which may impact 

father-child engagement overall, as well as father-child play. Fathers who are engaged 

with their preschool-aged children in a positive way maybe aiding in the development of 

social skills necessary for healthy relationship formation, language and cognitive 

development (Cabrera, Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2007; Martin, Ryan, & Brooks-

Gunn, 2010; Neuman & Dickinson, 2011; Parks et al., 2004).   

Play is a form of positive engagement and during the early years is considered the 

work of children (Piaget, 1962). Additionally, fathers are often the preferred playmates 

during early childhood (Sigelman & Rider, 2013). Given the benefits of fathers engaging 

in play with their preschool aged child (i.e. advances in cognitive, and psychosocial 

development), this study seeks to explore if African American fathers engage in play and 

discover if aspects of the mother/father dyad impacts father-child play. Father-child play 

will be explored by looking at the play patterns during the preschool years. The focus on 

three-year-old children is based on the construction of the Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study. The study assessed engagement at birth, one, three, and five. The three-

year wave was selected due to the noted increases in language, comprehension, emotion 

regulation, and is more germane to this study due to the increase of pretend play at this 
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developmental age. The following research questions guided the secondary analysis of 

this data set for the current study.  

1. Are single nonresident African American fathers engaged in the lives of their 

three-year-old children and do differences in levels of engagement exist based on 

the relationship with the mother? 

2. Does the father’s perception of coparental support, relationship quality and 

maternal gatekeeping predict father engagement among single African American 

nonresident fathers? 

3. What form of play do nonresident African American fathers engage in most often 

with their preschool-aged child? 

4. Does the father’s perception of coparental support, relationship quality and 

maternal gatekeeping predict the frequency of father-child play among single 

African American nonresident fathers? 

Theoretical Framework 

 It would be negligent to frame current understanding of nonresident African 

American fathers’ parenting behaviors without considering the complex nature of racial 

identity and cultural background for this population. It would also be remiss to fail to 

realize the usefulness of other frames of knowing by only using one theoretical approach. 

For this reason, the principal philosophies chosen to frame this study are the Afrocentric 

Worldview/African-centered paradigm (Akbar, 1999; Asante, 1998, 2003; Karenga, 

1993; Nobles & Goddard, 1993) the ecological perspective promulgated by 

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2004) and Billingsley’s African American Family Model. The 
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Afrocentric Worldview/African-centered paradigm was chosen due to its ability to 

provide lenses from which we are able to view the life experiences of single nonresident 

African American fathers. The second theory, the ecological perspective of 

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2004), is useful in conveying an understanding of an individual’s 

development, their context, and the interfacing of the two. The third and final theory 

selected is Billingsley’s African American Family Model (1988); selected for its 

extension of the ecological perspective specifically to African American families.  

 Afrocentric Worldview/African-Centered Paradigm 

While some scholars may have analyzed African American fathers and factors 

that impinge on fathering (Cabrera, Ryan, Mitchell, Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2008; 

Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999; Fagan, 1996; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007; Gavin et al., 

2002; Goldberg, Tan,Davis, & Easterbrooks, 2013; Kotila & Kamp-Dush, 2013), few 

studies have done so in a manner that places the father’s Blackness at the center of the 

discourse. Instead, theoretical frames operating solely from a European worldview have 

been used to make inferences about the fathering behaviors of this population (Asante, 

1998). These practices may yield results that overlook or dismiss the possible 

implications having an Afrocentric worldview can have on father role expectations and/or 

general fathering behavior.  

One of the aims of this study is to present work that will spark the discourse about 

African American nonresident single fathers’ interaction with their children overall, their 

play behaviors during their child’s early childhood, and barriers to these types of 
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engagement. Since the focus is African American fathers, African-Centered theory will 

be employed in order to create a space for drawing conclusions about what has occurred, 

what is occurring and why. As it applies to this study, Afrocentricity provides a 

structured frame in which to look at Black fathers’ interactions with their children, define 

alternative views of problems related to fathering, and give space for the identification of 

strengths these fathers already possess (Asante, 1998, 2003).  

Asante (1998, 2003) states that African centered theory places people of African 

descent at the center of any investigation, regardless of the geographic space they occupy. 

All behavior is viewed through the eyes of the values and patterns found in Black 

communities but who have ancestry in the West African societies (Cochran, 1997a). An 

Afrocentric approach puts to the forefront of analysis the question “Is it in the best 

interest of African peoples?” (Asante, 2003, p. 57). Darr (2009) aptly states, “African-

centeredness gives priority to the experiences of African peoples while also relating these 

experiences to broader social structures. This viewpoint is seen as a challenge to the 

established order and to mainstream knowledge that marginalizes people of African 

descent” (p.37).  As it relates to families and fathering it challenges Eurocentricism’s 

view of normative family being one man cohabitating with his wife and children, as well 

as its promotion of the male dominant role and individualism as opposed to 

communalism (Karenga & Karenga, 2007; Smetana, Abernathy, & Harris, 2000).  

Karenga (1993) believed African philosophy to be the foundation of an African-

centered paradigm. Karenga defined African-centered paradigm as “the quality of 
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thought and practice and practice rooted in the cultural image and human interests of 

African people” (Karenga, 1993, p. 36). Nobles and Goddard (1993) describe African 

philosophy in terms of cultural structures of ontology, or the nature of being or essence; 

cosmology, or origin or structure of the universe; axiology, or primary character of 

universal relations, ethos, or set of guiding principles; ideology, or the ideational basis of 

conduct; world view, most comprehensive ideas about order, values orientation and 

central belief system. Table 1 illustrates the meaning of cultural structures from an 

African centered lens. 

Table 1 
 
Cultural Structures and African Centered Cultural Precepts  
 

Cultural 
Structure 

African Centered Cultural Precepts  

Ontology Consubstantiation 
Notion of all elements (humans, animals, inanimate objects) being of 
the same substance 

Cosmology Interdependence 
Idea of all elements in the Universe being connected 

Axiology Egalitarianism 
Nature of relations being harmonious and balanced 

Ethos Collectivism 
Codes of conduct based on the idea of group and/or collective survival 
or advancement 

Ideology Transformation 
Change is movement toward a higher level of functioning 

Worldview Cooperation 
The way things function is based on mutual respect and viability 

Values 
Orientation 

Humaneness 
Behavior governed by a sense of vitalism and viability 

Nobles & Goddard, 1993 
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An Afrocentric worldview, although a multiplicity of definitions exists, can be 

summed into seven primary tenets, namely: spirituality, interdependence, holism, 

humanism, emotional vitality, rhythm, and oral tradition (White & Cones, 1999). These 

core tenets are relevant to this study in that these are components of the expectancies of 

Black fathers’ socialization process when interacting with their children. For instance, the 

concepts interdependence and holism place community and family at the top of the 

hierarchy, therefore placing the individual second to the group. It is important to note that 

community in some ways is family, due to the existence of fictive kinship (Connor & 

White, 2011; Nobles & Goddard, 1993; White & Cones, 1999). 

 In general, what happens to a member of the community is important since it 

impacts the collective. Fathers with an Afrocentric worldview would promote these tenets 

when interacting with their children, a behavior that could be interpreted as non-

normative or deficient because of its deviation from a more Eurocentric perspective. 

Interdependence or interconnectedness in the realms of parenting behavior recognizes 

that non-biological relationships are just as vital to children in Black communities 

(Taliaferro, 2008) and there are several perspectives rooted in a number of 

configurations. Afrocentric theory’s view of families from a father-mother-child, father-

child, mother-child, child-community, child-mother-community, and child-father-

community will be important in the later discourse on Black families and the parenting 

behaviors of African American men.  
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The concept of interconnectedness can also be seen in the roles of males and 

females in African American communities and families. Karenga and Karenga (2007) 

suggest that the roles from an Afrocentric view are complementary and are not polar 

opposites. The need for power and control or the placing of one as superior and the other 

as inferior is not necessary. Karenga and Karenga (2007) divide Afrocentrism’s idea of 

complimentary into the principles of equality, reciprocity, and friendship. For the purpose 

of this study, this ideal frames the discussion on the perceived powerlessness of Black 

men and the perception of the controlling Black woman. A perception propelled in the 

literature when looking at the Black male and female dyad through a Eurocentric lens.  

When considering African American people, an acknowledgement of the duality 

of worldviews that operate within the space people of African descent are located in is 

imperative (Asante, 1998; Conner & White, 2011; Nobles & Goddard, 1993). The 

enslavement of African people on American soil created a dualistic paradigm composed 

of both an Afrocentric and Eurocentric worldview. The interplay resulted in Black people 

having to adapt for survival and therefore some African Americans possess a worldview 

that is an amalgamation of the two. When it comes to African American fatherhood, 

Asante (1998) asserts that Black men faced a crisis as a result of this dichotomy, and at 

times the inner warring of these views places these fathers in a peculiar position.  

Nobles & Goddard (1993) asserted:  

Based on over 20 years of research on Black family life and culture we have been 

able to document that Black culture in the United States is the result of a special 
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mixture of our continued African orientation operating in another cultural milieu 

that is primarily defined by philosophical assumptions and underpinnings of 

European-American community. (p. 116) 

Thus, the African-centered paradigm does not discard other modes of manufacturing 

knowledge; instead, it extends in order to embrace other forms of knowing (Karenga, 

1988, 1993). Therefore, Eurocentrism here is not seen as right or wrong, negative or 

positive, nor are the presence of its tenets in the psyche of African American people 

dismissed. For this study it helps the discovery process when coupled with Afrocentrism 

because it provides several lenses from which to see why some parenting behaviors of 

African American fathers may differ, but not necessarily be deficient or dysfunctional. 

Ecological Perspective 

Many Black family scholars have been advocates for the use of and have utilized 

an ecological approach when mulling over the varying contextual influences that shape 

Black people’s experiences (Hines & Holcomb-McCoy, 2013; McAdoo, 1993; McAdoo, 

2007; McLoyd, 1990; McLoyd, Hill, & Dodge, 2005; Ogbu, 1981). In order to magnify 

the lens through which this study will interpret the data and discuss nonresident single 

African American fathers, an ecological perspective will be utilized along with an 

African-centered paradigm. An Afrocentric and ecological approach to studying African 

American nonresident fathers places the fathers and their children at the center, while 

also considering the interrelatedness of the systems that influence them (Asante, 1998; 
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Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2004; Karenga & Karenga, 2007; McAdoo, 2007; McAdoo,  

1993).  

 Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2004) conceptualized the ecological environment as a 

collection of structures that are nested and the individual is a part of these fluid systems. 

The individual is at the center and surrounded by concentric rings within 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2004) model that have a broad range of influence on 

development that start with direct interactions to the broader influence of culture. The 

most intimate system is the microsystem that is comprised of family, peers, siblings, and 

religious affiliations. The next system level is the mesosystem. The mesosystem is unique 

in that it is defined by the interactions between microsystems. An example would be the 

coparenting relationship between nonresident African American fathers and the mothers 

of their children.  

The exosystem is comprised of interconnected systemic influences that 

microsystem level members engage with namely political systems and government 

agencies. An example of a systemic influence of this type for non-custodial Black fathers 

would be housing agencies, whose policies can be a contributing factor to the number of 

fathers not in residence.  Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2004) spoke to the influence of culture, 

the broader society, laws, and overarching beliefs and values on individual development 

at the macrosystem level. Finally, Bronfenbrenner  (2004) later added the chronosystem 

to his model, which allowed for the consideration of time and historic influences. Figure 

1 provides a visual depiction of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological frame.  
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Figure 1.  Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory. Bronfenbrenner (2004) 
 

     Bronfenbrenner expounded upon his own thoughts and considered the reciprocal 

nature of influence between the individual and their occupied space within the above 

outlined systems. The reconceptualization of the ecological perspective lead to the 

process-person-context model that describes a person’s characteristics or their contexts’ 

impact on mediating or moderating factors or a combination thereof (Bronfenbrenner, 

2004). Additionally, Bronfenbrenner draws attention to facets of the environment that are 

constructive or destructive to an individual’s growth dependent upon their particular 

characteristics. The model therefore allows for the consideration of those facets termed 

ecological niches that can account for the variations of development and resulting 
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outcomes for individuals with differing influences. This consideration is vital to this 

study’s ability to shape the discourse on the impediments to father involvement that may 

be prevalent for nonresident African American fathers.  

Billingsley African American Family Model 

Another guide for the review of literature and later discussion is Andrew 

Billingsley’s (1968, 1970, 1992) African American Family Model (BAAFM). This model 

was selected due to the attention given to the experiences of African American families 

throughout history and facets of society that are significant to family life (Billingsley, 

1968, 1970, 1992; Hill, et al., 1993). In addition it is an extension of the ecological 

framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and the above-mentioned consideration of African 

American cultural milieus compliment an Afrocentric frame of reference.  

 Billingsley (1968, 1970, 1992) like Bronfenbrenner (1979) supposed that the 

individual should be considered in the context of the bigger society that is inclusive of 

family, community, and society. Germane to Black families, Billingsley in his seminal 

work Black Families in White America (1988) portrays these families as a social 

subsystem entrenched within African American communities, which is ingrained in the 

larger American society. In Billingsley’s (1992) later work Climbing Jacob's Ladder: The 

Enduring Legacy of African American Families; he conceptualized African American 

families as: 

…an intimate association of persons of African descent who are related to one 

another by a variety of means, including blood, marriage, formal adoption, 



18 
 

informal adoption, or by appropriation; sustained by a history of common 

residence in America; and deeply embedded in a network of social structures both 

internal and external to itself. (p.28) 

Billingsley (1970, 1988, 1992) scrutinized the weaknesses, strengths, and patterns 

of arrangement of African American families and the above statement challenged the 

prevailing observations that highlighted male-headed families and female-headed 

families, as well as assumed that female-headed families were less stable. Many scholars 

consider this dichotomous approach to characterizing families as an underestimation of 

the varying structures within the African American family (Billingsley, 1970; Hatchett & 

Jackson, 1993; Logan, 1996; Scott & Black, 1989; Sudarkasa, 1993; Taylor et al., 1993). 

It is important to note that Billingsley’s (1968) work was a direct rebuttal of Moynihan’s 

(1965) contentions that the Black family was pathological, along with Moynihan’s 

unrelenting depreciatory description of the 25% of Black families headed by women as 

opposed to the 75% of families at the time with a two-parent headed household.  

Similar to the Afrocentric perspective (Asante, 1998, 2003; Karenga & Karenga, 

2007), Billingsley (1968, 1970) contended that despite enslavement the Black family was 

not undermined and that Black family structures are a rational adaptation to the 

oppressive systems in which they were implanted. In his attempts to demystify 

Moynihan’s deficit approach Billingsley (1968) further contended that:  

In every Negro neighborhood of any size in the country, a wide variety of family 

structures will be represented. This range and variety does not suggest, as some 
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commentaries hold, that the Negro family is falling apart, but rather that these 

families are fully capable of surviving by adapting to the historical and 

contemporary social and economic conditions facing the Negro people. (p.21) 

 The earlier presented definition of African American families put forth by 

Billingsley coupled with the previously stated contentions implies that Black families’ 

adaptive evolvement created diverse family structures within African American 

communities. Billingsley’s (1968, 1970, 1992) typology delineates three types of African 

American family structures and breaks each down into smaller subtypes. The three main 

structures identified were nuclear, extended, and augmented. While Billingsley may have 

pointed to the number of family constellations prevalent amongst African Americans, due 

to this study’s focus on nonresident fathers it is necessary to point out the absence of 

nonresident or non-custodial fathers in his conceptualization. Nevertheless, Table 2 titled 

African American Family Structures outlines the various structures. 
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Table 2 
African American Family Structures  
 

Nuclear Family  
Incipient nuclear family: Husband and wife only 
Simple nuclear family: Husband, wife, and children  
Attenuated nuclear family: Single parent and children  
 

Extended Family  
Incipient extended family: Husband, wife, and other relatives  
Simple extended family: Husband, wife, children, and other relatives  
Attenuated extended family: Single parent, children, and other relatives  
 

Augmented Family  
Incipient augmented family: Husband, wife, and non-relatives  
Incipient extended augmented family: Husband, wife, other relatives, and 
non-relatives  
Nuclear augmented family: Husband, wife, children, and non-relatives 
Nuclear extended augmented family: Husband, wife, children, other 
relatives, and non-relatives 
Attenuated augmented family: Single parent, children, and non-relatives 
Attenuated extended augmented family: Single parent, children, other 
relatives, and non-relatives.  

     Billingsley, 1968 

 Germane to this study, Billingsley (1968) implies that the incapability to perform 

certain duties or roles within the family causes the restructuring of Black families in order 

to fulfill the needed functions. Therefore, in some circumstances the absence of African 

American men in the home, the prevailing matriarchal structure, and the reliance on 

others in the community could demonstrate their adaptive capacity.  
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Yet, Billingsley (1968) further contends that:  

These functions are highly interrelated with each other, and their effective 

execution depends not only on the structure of the family, but also on the structure 

of the society and the place of the family in that social structure (p. 22).  

It is apparent that Billingsley (1968) recognized that the success or failure of the Black 

family was not only influenced by the varying adaptive family structures, but also to the 

larger society’s structure (e.g. values, beliefs, gender ideals, role concepts). Thus, it is 

essential that analyses such as the present study encase the dialogue of nonresident 

African American fathers, their involvement, and their parenting practices with a model 

of family.  

 The Afrocentric and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological perspective, along with 

Billingsley’s African American Family Model were selected for their ability to properly 

center African American fathers and their children. The theoretical perspectives 

individually are rich and when combined allow for systemic influences, culture, race, 

time, history, and adaptive family structures to be considered in the discourse on this 

population of fathers. The current study paid particular attention to Afrocentrism’s 

concepts of interdependence, egalitarianism, collectivism, and cooperation when 

surveying the nature of African American families, fathering, male and female relations, 

and coparenting practices. Billingsley’s African American Family Model’s 

conceptualization of African American families, especially attenuated family structures, 

their adaptive evolvement and the identification of the forces that drive family formation 
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patterns, such as history were used throughout the study to provide a lens from which to 

view these fathers and their families.  Lastly, values or norms defined by the 

macrosystem, indirect exosystem level influences (e.g. media and government) and 

microsystem level interactions are explored to further frame the discussion on father 

engagement, father-child play and the mother/father dyad.  

Delimitations 

There are a few factors that delimit the current study. These delimitations 

ultimately affect the generalizability of the study’s result. The factors are:  

1. The participants from this study will be African American fathers who were 

interviewed at the three-year wave of the Fragile Families Child Well-Being Study 

(FFCWS).  

2. The participants were single, nonresident African American fathers who have 

never been married to the mother of the focal child at the time of the three-year wave of 

the FFCWS.  

Definitions 

African American, Black or Negro:  are terms that refer to people of African descent 

living in America, who have a shared history of American enslavement (Agyemang, 

Bhopal, & Bruijinseels, 2005). The term Negro was highly used during the 20th century 

but is a dated term (Agyemang, Bhopal, & Bruijinseels, 2005; Sigelman, Tuch, & Martin, 

2005).  The term is used in the current study when referencing classical works that use 
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the term or when placed in a historical context. The terms African American and Black 

are used interchangeably.  

Afrocentric approach: the viewing of people of African descent as active participants in 

the construction of history and culture. It sees people of African descent as conscious 

participants and not passive inheritors of other people’s actions or ideals (Marable, 2000).  

Afrocentrism: places people of African descent at the center of their experiences and 

culture, as well as at the center of discourse and analysis (Marable, 2000).  

Fathers: refers to men who are the biological father of their child (Lamb, 2010).  

Fatherhood/Fathering: fatherhood and fathering are constructed socially and culturally 

(Morman and Floyd, 2006) and is used interchangeably. This term goes beyond 

procreation or parental status by also considering fathers’ parenting of their children. It 

encompasses childrearing roles, financial provisions, responsibility, engagement, and any 

other duties that fathers are expected to fulfill (Lamb, 2010).  

Father-engagement: refers to the term often used interchangeably with father 

involvement (Cabrera & Tamis-Lemonda, 2013). It is defined as the direct interactions a 

father may have when spending time with their child (Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, and Levine 

(1985). It is also is made up of three components which are warmth and responsiveness, 

control, and positive engagement activities (Pleck, 2010).  

Nonresidential fathers: refers to single, never married men who do not reside in the home 

with their child or children (Fagan, Palkovitz, Roy, & Farrie, 2009).  
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Coparenting support: refers to the “strategies and actions that support and extend the 

partner’s efforts to accomplish parenting goals” (Van Egeren & Hawkins, 2004, p. 169).  

Maternal gatekeeping: refers to a mother’s beliefs and attitudes about fathers’ 

engagement in the lives of their children, as well as the roles they are expected to fulfill 

(Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Roy & Dawson, 2005).   

Play: refers to an activity that is inclusive of positive affect, active engagement, intrinsic 

motivation, freedom from external rules, attention to process rather than product, and 

nonliterality (Rubin, Fein, & Vandenberg, 1983).  

Preschool age: refers to children 2-5 or 6 years old (Sigelman & Rider, 2014).  

Relationship quality:  refers to the rating of happiness with or satisfaction with the 

romantic relationship between the mother of the focal child (Kotila & Kamp Dush, 2013).   

Single: in this study refers to fathers who have never been married to the mother of the 

child and who is not married at the time of the three-year wave.  

Three-year-old child: refers to the biological children of the fathers in the current study 

who were the focal child at the third wave of the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 

Study.  

Worldview: refers to “the overarching mode through which people interpret events and 

define reality” (Schiele, 2013, p.2). 

Summary 

Multitudes of studies have supported the premise that fathering is sensitive to 

contextual factors (Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1998). Fathers whose environments 
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are less supportive, fathers who do not live with their children, and/or have strained 

relations with the mother, will need more extensive and multiparty efforts to support their 

fathering (Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1996). This study seeks to explore the 

contextual factors, more specifically aspects of the mother-father dyad, that influences 

nonresident never married African American fathers involvement in the lives of their 

children. This study measures father involvement by the overall activities these fathers 

engage in with their children.  Additionally, this study focuses on play because of the 

many identified benefits to early childhood development, the possible bonding that could 

be facilitated through parent-child play, and the lack of research on African American 

father-child play. The next chapter will review the literature on African American 

families and fathering, as well as play during early childhood. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

An Ecological Perspective of Fathering and Father Engagement 

Pleck (2007) states, “the impetus for the large and growing body of research on 

fathering, especially its sources and consequences, is the increased recognition of the 

potential importance of fathers in child development that also began in the 1980s” (p. 

196). The increased recognition of the potential importance of fathers in the research did 

not come without dilemmas; a major dilemma being the conceptualization of fathering in 

comparison to mothering. Mothering is relatively clear-cut, since its definition can be 

based on the act of giving birth (Garbarino, 2000). Yet, when it comes to fathers, 

paternity has to be established; roles are often rigidly defined and are highly influenced 

by society (Garbarino, 1993, 2000; Ransaw, 2014).  

Research conducted by Morman and Floyd (2006) also suggested that society and 

culture changes the role of fathers, which in turn influences the characteristics of good 

and bad fathers. In their description of the good versus bad father, Morman and Floyd 

(2006) state that good fathers are typically those who contribute, love, and perform their 

duties with skill, concern, and care; while the bad father is portrayed as one who is 

absent, reluctant, and often times fails in his duties as father (Morman & Floyd, 2006). 

This dichotomy has been at the heart of the ongoing debate on responsible fathering 

historically and currently.  
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In recognizing the influence of systems and the interactions within systems, 

fathering and father engagement is explored through an ecological lens. An ecological 

perspective highlights the influence of societal norms and values at the macrosystem 

level on the evolution of our conceptualization of fathers and the varying roles they play. 

This perspective also provides a frame for interpreting the evolution of the father role by 

giving space for the consideration of the indirect influences at the exosystem level (e.g. 

industry, economics, and government), as well as chronosystem level infleunces (e.g. 

history and time). Furthermore, when it comes to the father-child relationship an 

ecological viewpoint efficiently frames the discourse on the direct interactions (e.g. 

father-child, mother-father) that may influence fathering and father engagement. Given 

this Bronfennbrenner’s ecological perspective is woven throughout the literature review 

when speaking to fathering and father engagement.  

Historical Perspectives 

When looking at child development research from a historical perspective, one 

will find that a preponderance of the studies explored the role of women and mothers in 

early childhood development (e.g. Ainsworth, 1979; Bornstein & Tamis-LeMonda; 1989; 

Doherty, Kouneski, & Erickson, 1998; Lee & Bates, 1985). In the nineteenth century we 

saw fathers shift from farming to industrial labor, a workday that required more fathers to 

be away from the home. Mothers, by default, became the primary parent responsible for 

childrearing. This shift led to focusing solely on the mother as the nurturer, caregiver, and 

major contributor to the development of the child, and contributed to the twentieth 
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century creation of an image of fatherhood offering a simple depiction of the father as 

breadwinner. This focus detracted from other contributory behaviors fathers display 

(Griswold, 1993; LaRossa, 1997; Pleck & Pleck, 1997). Not only did it shape the image 

of fatherhood, but it also created what Phares (1996) calls a matricentric approach to 

parenting research; research that utilized the standards derived from mother-focused 

research as the barometer by which fathers are studied when they are not being ignored. 

Consequently, family scholars and developmental psychologists interested in varying 

aspects of fatherhood had a limited conceptual framework to shape their inquiries.  

  However, a shift in the child development research began partly as a result of the 

previously mentioned entrance of women in the labor force. The increase in the number 

of women choosing to be both mother and career woman drove efforts to understand how 

fathers’ roles and expectations may be changing and expanding as a result (Bianchi, 

2000; Ray & Jackson, 2013). Exosystem level influences, such as changes in industry, an 

increase in employment, the amount of hours women spend working, along with social 

changes such as escalating divorce rates, teen pregnancy, and an increase in single-female 

headed households has created a demand for American fatherhood to be re-

conceptualized (Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; Cabrera, Fitzgerald, Bradley, & 

Roggman, 2007; Trolio & Coleman, 2012). The new expectations and conceptualizations 

of fathers required scholars to also move beyond simply assessing the magnitude of a 

father’s role as if it was a one-dimensional construct rooted in financial provisioning to a 
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more complex depiction of fatherhood that was inclusive of the varying roles these 

fathers may play (Lamb, 2004; McBride & Lutz, 2004: Ransaw, 2014).  

Framing Father Research 

 A more complex depiction of fatherhood began formulating due in part to the 

works of scholars such as Michael Lamb and Joseph Pleck. Lamb and Pleck’s (1985) 

noteworthy work catapulted father involvement research to the forefront of pertinent 

research agendas, by giving researchers a tripartite framework of father involvement. The 

framework presented a more multidimensional conceptualization of father involvement 

that allowed for the quantity of involvement to be assessed. Three major dimensions were 

outlined in the work of Lamb and Pleck (1985). The first dimension focused on 

engagement and direct interaction with the child [caregiving, leisure activities, and play], 

the second dimension was accessibility and physical availability to the child, and lastly 

responsibility and taking responsibility for the care of the child [child care decision 

making] (Lamb & Pleck, 1985).  

The three-pronged model framed a plethora of father involvement studies that 

looked at the behaviors of fathers, particularly the engagement of fathers in the lives of 

their children. Three large scales studies have utilized aspects of the Lamb and 

colleagues’ typology (1985) to structure the assessment tools used. The studies were The 

Early Head Start National Research and Evaluation Project, The Fragile Families and 

Child Well-Being Study (FFCWS), and the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study- Birth 

Cohort (ECLS-B). Specifically, the tripartite framework’s three domains were reflected 
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in the items embedded in their questionnaires, interviews, and/or surveys. While the 

tripartite model is often used to frame research on fathers, it has been criticized for not 

being able to adequately capture the cognitive and affective components of fathering; a 

needed ability when asking questions that rotate around the meaning fathers give to 

fathering, their roles, as well as their thoughts and feelings about fathering or father 

involvement. To address these shortcomings other scholars have built upon the work of 

Lamb and colleagues, and have introduced expanded models of father involvement.  

 Palkovitz (1997) broadened the conceptualization with reference to 15 categories 

of paternal involvement that included: communication (listening, talking, showing love); 

teaching (role modeling, encouraging activities and interests); monitoring (friends, 

homework); cognitive processes (worrying, planning, praying); errands; care giving, 

(feeding, bathing); shared interests (reading together); availability; planning (activities, 

birthdays); shared activities (shopping, playing together); providing (food, clothing); 

affection; protection; and supporting emotionality (encouraging the child). These fifteen 

categories highlighted the overlap of the three domains of involvement: cognitive, 

behavioral, and affective, while also giving attention to continua such as time invested, 

proximity, degree of involvement and salience of involvement, that is descriptive of the 

quality of father involvement in the lives of their children.  

Lamb and colleagues’ (1987) and Palkovitz’s (1997) contribution to the 

conceptualization of father involvement has given us a vivid description of father 

behaviors and allowed for common ground from which to begin to draw conclusions and 
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make comparisons across father studies. However, there is a need for the integration of 

the conceptualizations of father involvement and theoretical models that explain 

predictors and outcomes of involvement (Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, Bradley, Hofferth, & 

Lamb, 2000). Recognizing this need, some theoretical models conceived by scholars 

across disciplines have sought to explain predictors and outcomes of father involvement 

including the Theoretical Model of Nonresidential Father Involvement (Ibinger-Tallman, 

Pasley, & Buehler, 1993; Mincy, 1997) which incorporates the principals of identity 

theory to account for the degree of father involvement with children after fathers are no 

longer involved with their children’s mother.  

Another model is the Paternal Investment Theory (Doherty, Kouneski, & 

Erickson, 1998) that identifies five key domains of influence on fathering: contextual 

factors, child factors, mother factors, the coparental relationship, and father factors. Other 

theories and perspectives have been found throughout the father/father involvement 

literature such as family systems theory (Aldous, Mulligan, & Bjarnason, 1998; Dyer, 

Day, & Harper, 2014; Galovan, Holmes, Schramm, & Lee, 2013; Leidy et al, 2011; 

Palkovitz & Palm, 2009), ecological perspective (Baker, 2014; Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Di 

Maggio & Zappulla, 2014; Meyers, 1993: Roy, 2014; Threfall, Seay, Kohl, 2013), and 

social capital theory (Castillo & Fenzl-Crossman, 2010; Coleman, 1988; Lucero, 2012; 

Makusha & Richter, 2014; Pleck, 2007). Scholars continue to seek appropriate models 

and theoretical perspectives to frame the research in order to fully capture fatherhood in 

our society.  
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Father Research Challenges   

Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda (2013) believed that the models for father 

involvement would evolve due to the emergence of new conceptualizations of fathering. 

Given that current and ever demanding societal expectations of fathers’ more active 

involvement in the lives of their children influences the evolution of conceptualizations 

and theories, a simultaneous evolving of the research measurements and methodologies is 

necessary. It is necessary that sampling, data collection and father measurement concerns 

be addressed if the scholarship aims to be reflective of changing family structures and 

father roles.  

A highly noted challenge with the data on fathers and their involvement is the 

collection of this data from the reports of mothers (Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; 

Coley & Morris, 2004; Flouri & Malmberg, 2012). There is an over-reliance in father 

research on maternal input. Mothers are often the sought after participants in national 

surveys related to families. For instance, the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 

(NLSY), National Survey of Family and Households (NSFH) and various surveys 

conducted by the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) have relied upon mothers to gain 

insight into the dynamics of families (Carlson, 1999; Cherlin & Griffith, 1998; King, 

1994; National Center for Education Statistics, 1998; Nord & Zill, 1994; Toth & Xu, 

1999). Failure to include the perspective of fathers or an over-reliance on mothers’ report 

of the amount and nature of paternal involvement devalues the fathers and removes vital 

parts of the picture of family life in our society. We are then left with an incomplete 
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picture of fathering that is being used to shape policies and design programs aimed at 

helping fathers.  

Another noted concern is when fathers are participatory; the sample is often small 

in number and homogeneous (Coakley, 2013; King & Sobolewski, 2006; Shapiro & 

Stewart, 2011). Researchers have expressed difficulties in the recruitment and retention 

of fathers, especially if the father is nonresident (McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2000; 

Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel and McLanahan, 2001). The difficulties in recruitment and 

retention presents issues for data collection that sometimes leads to the elimination of a 

participant, another variable that influences the overall sample size. Additionally, studies 

on fathers are often based on married, middle class, White males (Cabrera & Tamis-

LeMonda, 2013; McAdoo, 1993, 1997). The lack of diversity in the samples has been a 

constant criticism of the extant empirical research. Studies often leave out fathers who are 

cohabitating, nonresident, single, and/or from varying educational, cultural, and 

economic backgrounds (King & Sobolewski, 2006). As a result, fathers of different 

demographic backgrounds find themselves compared to the White, middle class norm. 

Consequently, parenting behaviors or styles deviating from the established norms are 

labeled dysfunctional.  

There has also been concern expressed in regards to the measures used to study 

fathers. Roggman, Bradley, & Raikes (2013) state, “typical measures of father 

involvement are too narrow, static, and dependent on a middles class western maternal 

templates” (p.190). A consequence is a lack of appropriate assessment tools available to 
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scholars wishing to investigate fathering amongst men of color, single fathers, 

nonresident fathers and all the other types of fathers that exist (Chao, 2001; Greene & 

Moore, 2000; Sokhabi, 2005). Measures used to gauge fathering are often duplicates of 

those administered to mothers, without proper adjustments, adaptations or testing for 

reliability and validity (Adamsons & Beuhler, 2007). This is problematic, due in part to 

the neglect of unique developmental supports that fathers may offer. Additionally, 

measurements designed to assess fathering are minimal, relatively new, and the scarcity 

of comparable measures makes best-fit determinations difficult to ascertain (Roggman et 

al., 2013).  

Father Engagement and Child Development 

Mothers’ influence on development is often the focal point of research on parents’ 

role in child development. However, there has been a plodding progression towards the 

incorporation of fathers in child development research. Shannon, Tamis-LeMonda, 

London, & Cabrera’s (2002) critique denotes the exclusion of fathers being the result of 

constricted depictions of them as breadwinners-- a view of fathers that would dismiss 

non-financial contributions. More specifically there would be a failure to address the 

pathways of fathers influence on cognitive, social and emotional development of 

children.  

Even so, the research that includes mothers and fathers in the analytic model, as 

well as the non-comparative father-only studies, is an evidentiary compilation of support 

for the contributory nature of father involvement to child development over time. The 
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research has yielded results that insinuate father involvement has effects on children’s 

social and emotional, cognitive, and language development, along with communicative, 

internalizing, and externalizing behaviors (Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; Cabrera, 

Shannon, & Tamis-LeMonda, 2007; Kelley, et al, 1998; Martin, Ryan, & Brooks-Gunn, 

2010; Neuman & Dickerson, 2011; Shannon, et al., 2006). In regard to young children, 

father supportiveness is predictive of children’s ability to self-regulate, their observed 

levels of anxiety, and later attachment (Cabrera et al., 2007; Grossman et al., 2002; 

Hastings, et al., 2008; Martin et al., 2010: McKelvey, Bokony, Swindle, & Conners-

Burrow, 2011). Father support during the preschool years has been found to promote 

positive language and cognitive development (Cabrera et al., 2007).  

Parke and colleagues (2004) suggested that fathers who interact with their 

children in a positive way are helping their children learn to read others’ expressions and 

this ability carries over into their relationships with peers. In addition, Park and 

colleagues (2004) found when it comes to father-son interactions, engaging and 

affectionate fathers have more popular children. In 2004, Rubin and colleagues 

conducted a study assessing paternal support and 10-yr-old children’s perceptions of their 

social competence and the child’s behavior, as rated by their peers. The results of the 

study showed a correlation between paternal support and perceptions of social 

competence and the existence of behavioral problems. The findings suggest that paternal 

involvement influences children’s comprehension of the dynamics of peer relationships, 
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which ultimately impact acceptance amongst their peers (Parke et al., 2004; Rah & Parke, 

2008; Rubin et al., 2004).  

The research on the impact of the father-child relationship on developmental 

outcomes, like the research on fatherhood is often based on middle-class, White, and 

married fathers. Fathers from various ethnic and racial backgrounds, and socioeconomic 

statuses (SES) began to appear in larger scale studies when father absence is the agenda. 

According to Leidy, Schofield, and Parke (2013) despite the criticisms, father absence 

studies provided suggestive evidence for arguments that fathers influence children’s 

social development. Early explorations into father absence and peer relationships found 

that absence during infancy led to 4 to 8-yr-old children having poor relationships with 

peers (Stolz, 1954). Lynn & Sawrey (1959) found that when boys were rated by their 

peers, those with fathers absent for extended periods of time were rated less popular than 

boys with regular access to their fathers. More recent father absence research has 

continued to demonstrate the varying troublesome outcomes the lack of involvement has 

on the developing child (Dearden, Crookston, Madanat, West, Penny & Cueto, 2013; 

Geller, Cooper, Garfinkel, Schwartz-Soicher & Mincy, 2012; Pougnet, Serbin, Stack, 

Ledingham & Schwartzman, 2012). For example, Geller and peers (2012) conducted a 

secondary data analysis of the FFCWS and found father absence as a result of 

incarceration predictive of higher levels of aggression and attention problems in urban 

children.  
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Researchers have begun to examine how involved fathers in low-income 

populations contribute to their children’s cognitive achievement (Cabrera, et al., 2007; 

Tamis-LeMonda, et al., 2004) and development of social-emotional functioning (Cabrera, 

et al., 2006; Kelley, et al, 1998; Shannon, et al., 2006). In a two-time-point longitudinal 

study, low-income fathers' involvement had positive effects on children's language and 

cognitive development when children were 24 months and 36 months of age and when 

they were preparing to transition to kindergarten (Tamis-LeMonda, et al., 2004). 

Similarly Cabrera and colleagues (2007) found that fathers' supportiveness contributed to 

child's language and cognitive development from 24 months to 64 months (pre-K). In 

addition to academic achievement, in another study by Cabrera and colleagues (2006), 

fathers were found to contribute to preschoolers’ emotional regulation. As Tamis-

LeMonda and Cabrera (1999) state in their review of Lamb and his colleagues’ 

framework of father involvement:  

A father’s engagement with his child will likely exert a direct influence on 

development, fathers like mothers, establish an important attachment relationship 

with the child. They directly offer advice, information, guidance, and emotional 

and intellectual support, thereby inculcating knowledge, self-esteem, and a sense 

of security in children (p. 9). 

Summary 

Macrosytem level societal changes have and are continuing to force adjustments 

in both popular and scholarly conceptualizations of fatherism, motherism and families 
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(Baker, 2007; Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013). We have seen an evolution of father 

ideals from the distant breadwinner to the modern involved dad, to the father as co-parent 

(Coley & Hernandez, 2006; Pleck and Pleck, 1997). This has led to a continuous 

expansion of how we view fathers and their roles in the lives of their children. In order to 

adequately conduct research on these men, scholars are recognizing the need to broaden 

the definition of fathers and broaden the theoretical frameworks chosen to shape father 

research (Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; Lamb, 2010). A broader perspective of 

fathering , the father-child relationship and a recognition of the bi-directional influence of 

this microsystem relationship, reveals a need for better methods to assess and address 

external factors that influence involvement, be it culture or contextual factors (Lamb, 

2010; Marsiglio, Amato, Day, & Lamb, 2000). Expanding the perspective by also 

including an assessment of micro, meso, and macro levels of societal influence on the 

construction of fatherhood was suggested by Marsiglio and Cohen (2000) and supported 

by Morman and Floyd’s (2006) related declarations. In addition an inclusive research 

environment with culturally sensitive practices, that places minority families and fathers 

at the center of discourse, will also aid in a well-rounded illustration of fathers. Failure to 

do so will aid to the perpetuation of stereotypes whose foundation is often laid in the 

general family research and spills over into the research on minority fathers, especially 

African American fathers. 
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Conceptualization of African American Fathers and Fathering 

Lamb (1997) highlights in his work on fathers and child development, the placing 

of African American fathers and their children in a larger family social system; one 

wherein the relationships are reciprocal and each person impacts the other both directly 

and indirectly. Almost 30 years prior to Lamb’s work, Billingsley (1968), in his book 

Black Families in White America, pointed to the placing of the Black family in a larger 

system of mutually interdependent relationships with the Black community and the wider 

White society. Staples (1976) further explained this embedding by suggesting Black 

families are protective sanctuaries that provide its members refuge from the wider society 

(racism) and a support system aimed at promoting and maintaining emotional well-being. 

Therefore, if Black fathers are influenced by the family, and the family influenced by the 

Black community and the wider society, a discussion of African American men and 

fathers cannot take place without beginning with a discussion of the conceptualizations of 

African American families.  

Conceptualizations of African American Families 

 Chronosystem level influences such as history and the evolution of African 

American family structures over time must be considered when framing the discourse on 

African American fathering. The history of Africans in America history often begins with 

slavery, although African presence on the continent existed prior to the institution of 

chattel slavery. Nevertheless, in order to fully understand the current conditions of the 

Black family, a discussion of the socio-historical influences, especially slavery is 
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necessary. Some scholars contend that the structure and practices of Black families 

results from the barbaric, oppressive system of American slavery, not African cultural 

transfers (Elkins, 1976; Frazier, 1939; Phillips, 1929). Divergent from this point of view 

was scholarship that posited African culture and traditional foundations of family were 

not completely destroyed during slavery (Blassingame, 1972; Dodson, 1975, 1977; 

Herskovits, 1941; Nobles, 1974). This viewpoint recognizes the remnants of African 

cultural heritage within slave culture, as well as current African American culture.  

 While in African American families, the maternal role is a high valued position and 

viewed as an enduring cultural strength, African American fatherhood is usually devalued 

and ignored due to the concentrated focus by researchers and policy makers on the single 

Black mother (Choi & Jackson, 2011; Connor & White, 2006; Cunningham, 2006: Fleck, 

Hudson, Abbott, & Reisbig, 2013; Robinson & Werblow, 2013). The tendency to focus 

on the matriarchal structure of Black families and devalue patriarchy emerged from the 

pathological-pathogenic approach; an approach related to the cultural ethnocentric school 

of thought (Dodson, 1988). Karenga’s (1982) reflection on the state of the Black family 

purports that the pathological-pathogenic approach assumes that Black families are 

pathological or pathogenic and in some cases characteristic of both. The cultural 

ethnocentric school of thought roots in assimilation ideology drive its support of such an 

approach. This ideology is based on the contention that all people who come to the 

United States seeks to conform to the established Eurocentric norm, and all who do not 

are deviant (Dodson, 2007), an approach similar to the deficit model used to study fathers 
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previously. The scholar noted for cementing this approach and school of thought as 

applied to Black families was E. Franklin Frazier. Frazier’s (1939) The Negro Family in 

America in Chicago illuminated the image of a strong matriarch and marginal man; 

which ultimately showcased the instability of family and marriages amongst Black men 

and women. 

  The infamous Moynihan (1965) report was a reverberation of the tenets professed 

by Frazier’s earlier publication. Moynihan (1965) cited Frazier throughout the 78 pages 

of The Negro Family-The Case for National Action, better known as the Moynihan 

report, issued by the United States Department of Labor. Moynihan (1965) vividly 

illustrated his position that the Black family (especially its matriarchal structure) was the 

root of social problems in the Black community when he said: 

At the heart of the deterioration of the fabric of Negro society is the deterioration 

of the Negro family. It is the fundamental source of weakness in the Negro 

community at the present time.... The White family has achieved a high degree of 

stability and is maintaining that stability. By contrast, the family structure of 

lower class Negroes is highly unstable and in many urban centers is approaching 

complete breakdown (p. 5). 

It is important to note that while Moynihan used the work of Frazier to support 

the conclusion that hopeless unproductive males, matriarchy, unwed pregnancies, and 

delinquency plague Black families, Moynihan (1965) contended that Black families were 
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the cause of social problems, whereas Frazier (1939, 1949) believed Black family 

problems were the result of social causes.  

Discourse about the philosophical foundation of reports such as the Moynihan 

report are important, since the conclusions often shape American public policy. The 

ideologies that come out of the pathological-pathogenic approach and the cultural 

ethnocentric school of thought, set a societal trend, which lead to erroneous assumptions 

and stereotypes, not to mention federal fund allocation for social programs, policies and 

research (Belgrave & Allison, 2006). Researchers and investigators accepted these 

thoughts of pathology and deficit and began to concentrate on researching the pathologies 

of African American families, utilizing the prevailing Eurocentric norms as the rule of 

measure (Dodson, 2007). 

Conversely, the adaptive-vitality approach, an approach related to the cultural 

relativity school of thought, and one that frames Billinglsey’s African American Family 

Model, assumes that the reactions of Black families to strains are strengths, often 

misunderstood when viewed through a Eurocentric lens (Karenga, 1982). Karenga (1982) 

defined adaptive vitality as “the ability to adjust structurally and ideologically in 

confrontation with society without losing its distinct character” (p. 212) and “the ability 

to push past simple survival and development continuously” (p. 283). The cultural 

relativity school, which shapes this approach, argues in support of African cultural 

transfers and its relations to the perceived cultural differences between Black and White 

Americans (Dodson 1975, 1977; Herkovits, 1941; Nobles, 1974). Additionally, this 



43 
 

conceptualization advanced by Billingsley (1968), Young (1970), Hill (1972), and 

Nobles (1974), attends to Black families as functional units whose family patterns are 

adaptations necessary to combat the oppressive conditions of the wider society (Dodson, 

2007). An example would be Billingsley’s (1968) attenuated extended family that can be 

viewed as an adaptation to the oppressive economic conditions and mesosystem level 

influences (e.g. welfare system) that contribute to Black men’s absence from the home. 

Again, Billingsley (1968) argues in Black Families in White America that the Black 

family structure, in its intricacy, is adaptive to the state of affairs within the wider social 

milieu of the family.  

Dialogue and investigations spearheaded by proponents of these philosophical 

positions, tend to take a more strength-resiliency approach as opposed to a deficit one and 

were often initiated with efforts to counter the pathological, cultural ethnocentric 

research. For instance, to counter Moynihan’s (1965) conclusions Young (1970) 

recognized the high rates of illegitimacy and divorce, yet interpreted the findings not as 

disorganized or dysfunctional, but as natural to the emotional underpinnings of the Black 

family system, thus functional. Hill (1972) in The Strengths of Black Families attempted 

to highlight the strengths of Black families by identifying five facets that substantiate the 

adaptive vitality approach: 1) strong kinship bonds; 2) strong work orientation; 3) the 

adaptability of family roles; 4) high achievement orientation and 5) religious orientation. 

Additionally a large body of work exists that has looked at the role of extended kinship 

and the communal nature of Black families (Billingsley, 1968; Dodson, 2007; Hill, 1972; 
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Nobles, 1974, 1975; Stack 1974). From this body of scholarly discourse and research 

extended kinship has been found to offer physical, emotional, and economic support that 

can possibly lessen the impact of poverty; poverty being an identified consequence of the 

prevailing structure of Black families. If subscribing to a cultural relativity school of 

thought one can conclude that the family patterns adopted by Black families over time 

have been adaptive, are functional, and are organized based on the needs of the family 

and community at large (Mendenhall, Bowman, & Zhang, 2013; Pollock, Kazman, & 

Deuster, 2014). All the more reason to not look at these families and their members as 

pathological or dysfunctional because of their divergence from the Eurocentric norm, but 

through a lens of strength and resiliency that also places people of African descent at the 

center.  

 If one only attends to the cultural deficiency research that came out of the cultural 

ethnocentric school of thought one would surmise that patriarchal or male-female dual 

headed households amongst African Americans never existed. Research speaks to the fact 

that after U.S. slavery there was an increase in nuclear families amongst the newly freed 

as fathers rejoined their families and couples formally sealed their unions (Burgess, 1995; 

Gutman, 1976). We also know that prior to emancipation, enslaved fathers attempted to 

maintain a sense of family, albeit outside of the norms of White society (Gutman, 1976). 

Despite concerted effort to emasculate African men and take away the ability to be 

husband and father, these men showed resiliency through slavery, Jim Crow, and the civil 

rights movement (Young, 2004). As late as 1960 married couples headed 78 % of all 
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Black families with children. By 1980 this number had declined to 48% and by 1990 only 

39% of families were headed by married couples (Billingsley, 1992). According to the 

U.S. Census conducted in 2010, approximately 70% of African American children are 

now reared in attenuated families headed by women (United States Census Bureau, 

2010). A major implication of this reality for Black families is the resulting high rate of 

families who live at or under the poverty line (Sudarkasa, 2007). This steep continuous 

decline and the resulting high rate of impoverished families continues to spark the 

interest of researchers and the investigation of possible child outcomes related to growing 

up in a family structure such as this.  

While this statistical fact is alarming and a source of concern, research has shown 

that while in some instances there are pathological consequences (Aja, Bustillo, Darity, & 

Hamilton, 2014; McLoyd, 1990, 1998; McLoyd, Mistry, & Hardaway, 2013; Nikulina, 

Widom, & Czaja, 2011), it is not a universal truth and is not characteristic of Black 

families alone. Despite this, Black families are the poster children for pathology related 

to matriarchal households. Black families are constantly depicted in the walls of 

academia, media, and society at large as either pathological or pathogenic, suggesting 

that the Black family system is a dysfunctional and ailing system, resulting in the 

production of sick and pathological members of society. The perceived dysfunction of 

Black families morphed into not only a Black problem, but also a social problem in need 

of fixing. In opposition to the statements above and Moynihan’s (1965) grim illustration 

of Black families, Billingsley (1992) eloquently stated, “the African American family is 
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neither dead nor dying, nor vanishing. Instead the family remains a resilient and adaptive 

institution reflecting the most basic values, hope, and aspirations of the descendants of 

African people in America” (p. 17). 

 Research driven by a pathological-pathogenic, deviant, cultural ethnocentric 

approach deems Black males as a part and product of the tangle of pathology; a label 

placed on Black families. A consequence of the overarching theme of dysfunction found 

in Black family research is research on African American fathers, their families and 

children continues to operate with a deficit driven approach (Conner & White, 2011). 

Studies continue to isolate constructs related to financial contributions, residential status, 

and marital status, often dismissing additional constructs that may yield a different 

picture of African American fathers. The consequential body of work often ignores or 

devalues the resiliency, strengths, and overall contributions of these fathers.  

African American Male and Female Relationships 

 Recognizing how chronosystem level influences such as history and time 

influence microsystem level interactions, Staples (1981) highlighted the peculiar 

evolution Black male and female relationships have undergone. The system of slavery in 

North America created a dynamic amongst enslaved African males and females unique to 

their White counterparts (Staples, 1981). Enslavement created a space wherein African 

people were vulnerable to and manipulated by an alien cultural institution that was 

American, but more broadly speaking one dominated by a Euro-American worldview. 

The Euro-American worldview was characterized by two basic principles, survival of the 
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fittest and control over nature; control over nature being control over people, objects, and 

material possessions. These principles are translated to the Eurocentric ideals that 

emphasize individualism and mastery (domination and power). Bell, Bouie, and Baldwin 

(1990) suggest that Euro-American heterosexual relationships have been governed by this 

worldview, thus the concepts of domination and power are normative within the context 

of male/female relations. Their contentions are supported by other scholars who speak to 

the hierarchy of power in Euro-American social interactions, especially relationships, that 

places the male in the dominant position (Baldwin, 1981, 1984; Beale, 1970; Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005; Frazier, 1932; Keyes, 2013; Moynihan, 1965; Nobles, 1978, 

1980). The Eurocentric heterosexual relationship historically expected male dominance in 

family control, breadwinning, and decision-making and female subordination, with 

distinct task related roles (e.g. child rearing) (Keyes, 2013, Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 

2013). Deviations from these expectations according to Harper-Bolton (1982) and Ladner 

(1971) are symbolic of weakness and subordination; therefore relationships operating in 

contrast to Euro-American ideals were deficient.  

 This worldview was at times in contradiction with an Afrocentric worldview that 

advocated for interconnectedness, mutuality, and support (Asante, 2007). Placing African 

American males and females in the center of a Eurocentric worldview, that at times 

contradicted their African worldview contributed to the later conditions of these 

relationships and their families that resulted from the psychological oppression during 

and after enslavement. For example, an atrocious aspect of the slave system was the 



48 
 

deliberate emasculation of African men, which rendered them in most cases powerless in 

their ability to legally marry, protect and provide for their women (Aird, 2003; Jones, 

2009). Not only were these men not able to marry, they often were separate from their 

significant others as a result of residency on another plantation or in some instances being 

sold away. 

  The peculiar system that was American slavery fostered an environment that 

placed African men in a subordinate role and in some instances placed women in super-

ordinate roles (Bell, Bouie & Baldwin, 1990; Jones, 2009; Staples, 1988). African 

American women as a result were not economically dependent on Black men like their 

White counterparts. That dependency is vital to a heterosexual relationship framed by a 

Eurocentric standard of power and dominance. Hence, the removal of dependency places 

the Black woman in a position of power, which if internalized can be a disruption to the 

harmony in Black male and female relationships. It has been argued that African 

enslavement in America intentionally sought out to create a disconnect between male 

procreation and the ability to offer support for the children they create and the mothers 

who bore those children, which lead to deeply rooted doubt in the abilities of Black men 

in gender relationships (Aird, 2003; Jones, 2009). 

 Additionally, the psychologically oppressive nature of slavery, Jim Crow, and 

inequality also conjured a negative image of Black men and women that not only shaped 

how they saw themselves, but also their views of each other (Chapman, 1988, 2005; 

King, 1973). Off-putting, hyper-sexualized, mythical images of Black women as 
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domineering, emasculating, and aggressive (Chapman, 2005; Jewell, 1983; Harris-Perry, 

2011) mammies and jezebels (Yarbrough & Bennett, 2000), hoodrats, hoochies, and 

superwomen (Griffin, 2013) have been plentiful throughout history in scholarship and 

media. Black men, like Black women fall victim to the broader society’s 

uncomplimentary depiction of them. Terms such as Uncle Tom, passive, stud, thug, 

hustler, shiftless, and lazy (Ford, 2012; Hutchinson, 1997; Kelly & Floyd, 2001) have 

been popularized not only in America, but globally. The limited and often derogatory 

depiction of African American males and females continued perpetuation in television 

and film, mass media, and even within our education system negatively impacts the 

psyche of Black male and females, causing them to consciously and subconsciously 

collude in them (Bell, Bouie & Baldwin, 1990; Chapman, 1988, 2006; Kelly & Floyd, 

2001). Therefore, the Black family tree is rooted in conflicts that arise out of internalized 

self-hatred Black men and women may have for themselves and in turn have projected 

unto one another (Akbar, 1981; Chapman, 2005; Jewell, 1983; McAdoo, 2006).  

Operating in a system dominated by individuals who placed the male at the top of 

the hierarchy, who characterized manhood based on power and control, the lack of such 

positioning and abilities had psychologically debilitating consequences for African 

American men. The inability to protect prevailed post-emancipation and well into the 

1960s during the civil rights movement, thus negatively impacting the relationship 

between African American males and females for an extended period of time 

(Billingsley, 1968; Staples, 1981, 1988). A negative result is that African American men 
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can feel emasculated by the women in their lives (Hattery & Smith, 2012). The resulting 

feelings of inferiority, as a result of their inability to protect and provide have been shown 

to be contributory factors in their openness to marriage and responsible fathering (Conner 

& White, 2011).  

Many scholars on some level have advocated for a thorough conversation about 

family structure that includes high-level scrutinizing of Black men and women, on an 

individual level and relationally (Bell et al., 1990; Chapman, 1985,2005; Harris-Perry, 

2011; Hill, Mann, & Fitzgerald, 2011; McAdoo J., 1988, 2006; Ransaw, 2013). 

Recognition that a chasm exists between Black men and women created by powerful 

myths that are socio-historical in nature and shape their relational dynamics is of the 

essence. It is crucial for family and child well-being studies because the research suggests 

mother-father relations influence a myriad of outcome variables in these areas of study. 

Moving beyond recognizing this phenomenon and including it in scientific inquiries will 

help researchers derive a more holistic picture of Black families, male/female 

relationships, and more germane to this study Black fathers. An understanding of the 

psychosocial dynamics that encroach upon Black male and female relationships provides 

a frame to interpret father involvement and possible barriers to this involvement. 

African American Fathering  

  African American fathers, like their own fathers and mothers, have a 

distinctive cultural and political history in the United States that has 

resulted in their persistent exposure to discrimination, substandard 
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schools, and limited opportunities. The treatment of African American 

males overtime has minimized if not ignored their contributions to their 

families such that African American fathers are portrayed, whether in the 

media or the public press, as absent, unwilling to work, and financially 

and socially irresponsible. (Gadsden & Smith, 1994 p. 640-641) 

Given the increased focus on fatherhood in scholarly and popular venues, what do 

we really know about Black fathers? More specifically what do we know about their 

interactions with their children? Belgrave and Allison (2006) in their book African 

American Psychology: From Africa to America called attention to the increase of 

research on African American fathers in the last two decades. Like Gadsden and Smith 

contended in 1994, in 2006 Belgrave and Allison drew attention to the pervasiveness of 

the deficit driven, stereotyped, and dismissive nature of Black father research. Criticisms 

such as these are prevalent amongst scholars whose concentrations are the Black family, 

more specifically Black men (Billingsley, 1968; Conner & White, 2011; Gary, 1981; Hill, 

1999, 2003; Julion et al., 2012; McAdoo & McAdoo, 1997; Nobles, 1974; Ransaw; 2014; 

Wilson, 2003).  

 Conner and White (2011) believed that despite the appreciation of the varying 

roles Black men play in the lives of Black children that can be seen within the 

community, when stepping outside of the community their role is greatly minimized. This 

is due in part to the tendency to compare single African American fathers to the Euro-

American definitions of fatherhood, which glorifies the father who is married and in-
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residence. This glorification is problematic for African American fathering research due 

to the statistical realities that show these fathers are often not married or residing in the 

same homes as their children. Consequently, the resulting discrepancies of the yardstick 

from which functionality of Black fathering is measured abound.  

For instance, demographic studies produce more research that lends to the 

negative absent image of Black fathers, which often conceal the multitude of ways they 

participate in the fathering experience. Whereas the images that become apparent from 

qualitative approaches such as structured interviews, ethnographic investigations, and 

community-based observations provide a more diverse representation of Black fathering 

(Conner & White, 2011; Hamer, 2001; Hutchinson, 1997; Julion et al., 2012; Ransaw, 

2014; Roy, 2014; Roy & Dyson, 2010). Jennifer Hamer (1997, 2001) has been noted for 

spearheading qualitative studies that gave African American fathers a platform to frame 

their discussion from a cultural perspective. From her work we find a perception of 

fatherhood that positions being socially, physically, and emotionally available at the top 

of the priority list (Hamer, 2001). While the fathers in Hamer’s (1997, 2001) studies may 

not have negated the importance of economic support, their hierarchy of importance was 

not reflective of the western breadwinner father role. The fathers believed themselves to 

be responsible fathers, despite abilities around financial support, because of being present 

in the lives of their children.  

Roy & Dyson (2010) in Making Daddies into Fathers: Community-based 

Fatherhood Programs and the Construction of Masculinities for Low-income African 
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American Men, conducted life history interviews with 75 African American men in 

Illinois and Indiana. African American fathers in the study accepted alternative views of 

fathering that were more egalitarian and Afrocentric in nature and often spoke to the 

sense of honor bestowed upon men who are engaged in their children’s lives. Many made 

clear distinctions between daddy and father; father being the epitome, the all-

encompassing prototype. However, some fathers reported to initially feeling stressed, 

devalued, and inadequate when they were not able to provide for their children 

financially. These fathers were subscribers of the “expectations for provision, 

independence and self-sufficiency among hegemonic—and typically, White—forms of 

masculinity” (Roy & Dyson, 2010 p. 150). From the study an inference can be made that 

African American men, especially low income men, have mixed feelings in regards to the 

linkage of providing and successful/responsible fatherhood. A contributing factor may be 

African American men’s positioning in a larger system where Western thought 

dominates, yet contradicts the cultural definitions that place the African male in the 

center of thought. 

The minimization of these roles is evidenced in the methodology of some studies. 

For instance, if looking at paternal involvement through variables such as financial 

contributions or child supports, one will find a disproportionate amount of African 

American men who would be deemed uninvolved because of their lack of provisions 

(Black, 1997). Black’s (1997) work on the dismantling of Black manhood illustrated the 

dilemma faced by these fathers when it came to living up to the Western breadwinner 
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definition of responsible fathering. He found that when placing the African at the center 

of analysis and looking at the historical back drop of Black men, in the case of low 

income fathers the expectation of being the breadwinner, was one that may have been 

unreasonable, if not impossible for some (Black, 1997).  

Systemic restraints such as slavery, discrimination, and racism have historically 

created barriers for African American men that ultimately create a space wherein 

financial instability is prevalent, thus impeding upon their ability to provide for their 

families (Fleck et al., 2013; McAdoo and McAdoo, 1997; Ransaw, 2014). Baker (2007) 

also points to the many social structural barriers that exist that have hindered African 

American fathers’ ability to conform to the ideal father image depicted in Western 

models of fatherhood. African American fathers may employ fathering methods 

constructed as a result of institutionalized racism, economic oppression, and 

discrimination and therefore may devalue concepts such as breadwinner (Clayton et al, 

2003; Hammer, 2001; Roy, 2014). Instead, African American fathers may have the 

penchant to highly regard being in the lives of their children regardless of limited or 

lacking monetary contributions (Allen & Doherty, 1996; Dudley & Stone, 2001; Julion et 

al., 2011; Ransaw, 2014; Roy, 2014; Roy & Dyson, 2005; Threlfall, Seay, & Kohl, 

2013). These arguments have been made, but have continuously been left out of the 

discourse on Black fathering. When researchers overlook the significance of context, race 

and culture the consequence is research conclusions and research driven social policies 
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that are based on data that removes the African from the center and therefore fails to 

capture the intricacies of such a non-homogenous complex sector of fathers.  

A scan of fatherhood anthologies revealed a pattern, which showed that despite 

the interest in broadening the scope of fatherhood, African American fathers, when 

discussed at all, continue to be addressed predominantly under categories frequently 

associated with parenting from afar or absence (Daniels, 1998; Dowd, 2000; Lamb, 1997, 

2004; Tamis-LeMonda & Cabrera, 2002). While it is true that many African American 

fathers are non-custodial, non-marital, or nonresident fathers, a highly problematic aspect 

of research on African American fatherhood is the propensity to dismiss the contributions 

of these fathers (Coles & Green, 2010; Julion et al., 2013).  

There are a limited number of studies that sample African American, low-income, 

unmarried men with preschool age children and the variations of involvement of these 

often-nonresident fathers. An increasing number of quantitative and qualitative studies 

find that amongst men who become fathers through nonmarital births, Black men are 

least likely (when compared to White and Hispanic fathers) to marry or cohabit with the 

mother (Lerman & Sorensen 2000; Mott 1994) but were found to have the highest rates 

(estimates range from 20 percent to over 50 percent) of visitation or provision of some 

caretaking or in-kind support (more than formal child support). For instance, Carlson and 

McLanahan’s (2002) study’s findings indicated that only 37 percent of Black nonmarital 

fathers were cohabiting with the child (compared to 66 percent of White fathers and 59 

percent of Hispanic), but of those who weren’t cohabiting, 44 percent of unmarried Black 
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fathers were visiting the child, compared to only 17 percent of White and 26 percent of 

Hispanic fathers. 

 While some studies have found that father involvement for nonresidential fathers 

is fragile over time (Doherty et. al 1996). African American fathers may differ from their 

counterparts evidenced by research that shows, nonresident African American fathers 

tend to maintain their level of involvement over time longer than do White and Hispanic 

nonresident fathers (Edin, Tach, & Mincy, 2009; Tach, Mincy, & Edin, 2010). In a study 

conducted by Walker, Reid, and Logan (2010) a trend was discovered in the amount of 

contact noncustodial fathers had with their children. They found that African American 

fathers tended to have more contact with their child when compared to White fathers. 

Although some studies have found racial differences (e.g. Walker et al., 2010) several 

studies exist where race was not found to predict father involvement or contact (King, 

Harris, & Heard, 2004; Seltzer & Bianchi, 1988).  

For poor and near poor Black children in single mother households, there is 

evidence that the extent of nonresident fathers’ contact with their children and the 

children’s mothers is associated with beneficial developmental outcomes for preschool-

aged children (Choi & Jackson, 2011; Jackson, Choi, & Bentler, 2009; Jackson, Choi, & 

Franke, 2009). Roy (1999) examined 40 low-income, unwed, African American fathers 

and found that these fathers contributed financially, were employed, and were caregivers 

to their children. This study dispels the previous pejorative notions about these fathers 

and highlighted the within group differences. In another study by Choi & Jackson (2011) 
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a secondary data analysis of the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study found that 

African American fathers’ contact with their children had an indirect association with 

lower levels of child behavior problems.  

The contradictions in this evidence complicate the generation of a reliable report 

of nonresident Black fathers and stress the importance of considering the ways in which 

their involvement affects family functioning and child well-being. While the research 

may be limited and inconclusive, it highlights the need to further explore African 

American fathers’ roles in the lives of their children. However, it is vital that African 

American fathers be conceptualized with consideration to contextual factors that shape 

how they father.  

African American Father Engagement 

Historically, African American fathers have been invisible in investigations of 

child development. Roberts (2010), in his study on African American fathers and 

Afrocentric parenting, painted a timeline of the scholarship on Black fathers when he 

said:  

Beginning with the stories of the African male in the 1600s, through 

reconstruction of the 1800s, with the landmark Moynihan report of the 1960s, and 

the political/socioeconomic changes to the AFDC/TANF programs of the 1980s-

90s, until today, the African American male role in the parenting of his children 

has been in question. (p. 1) 



58 
 

The research has highlighted the relationship status, residency, financial contribution, and 

negative side of Black fathers, but very few studies have delved into the role of parenting 

involved fathers fill, let alone the benefits of this involvement.  

African American fathers are a significant part of the socialization process of 

Black children. While the mother may play a large role, the father is also a reinforcer of 

the family’s value system and a source of nurturance for the children (McAdoo, 1993). 

The role of child-socializer is often an under recognized or devalued function of Black 

fathers; a contention made by John McAdoo in his article entitled The Roles of African 

American Fathers: An Ecological Perspective.  

When it comes to the care of their children African American fathers tend to have 

less gender constrained roles therefore making them more open to involving themselves 

in ordinary care-taking duties (Ahmeduzzaman & Roopnarine, 1992; Coles 2001b; 

Danziger & Radin, 1990: Willie, 1988). When framing the adaptability of roles in an 

Afrocentric model, African American male parenting behaviors that may from a 

Eurocentric perspective appear to be more mothering, can be perceived as a strength, 

rather than a weakness. It allows for these fathers’ contributions to be properly assessed 

and the benefits thereof identified (Hill, 2003).  

 Shears’ (2007) analysis of paternal caregiving, using the Early Head Start Study, 

found that African American co-resident fathers reported frequently engaging in 

caregiving, social skills, and activities that foster cognitive maturation with their two-

year-old children. In an older study spearheaded by Cazenave (1979) using a sample of 
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54 middle-class African American married fathers, the variability in the activities these 

fathers engaged in was significant. The results revealed that 49% of the fathers in the 

sample took their children for medical appointments, 40% changed diapers, and 30% 

often watched the children on their own and frequently engaged their infant in play.  

The extant research on Black fathers’ influences on young children’s development 

is compact, with mixed results. An important large study by Black and colleagues (1999) 

sampled low-income African American families with three year-old children. One study 

shows that African American fathers’ childcare involvement contributed to children's self-

regulation and school readiness in the late preschool period (Downer & Mendez, 2005).  

Several studies have suggested that Black fathers, regardless of SES, are warm, caring, 

nurturing, and supportive towards their children across the life span (Cabrera & Tamis-

LeMonda, 2013; Cazenave, 1979; Coles & Green, 2009; Julion et al, 2012; McAdoo, 

1981, 1988; Ransaw, 2014; Walker, Reid, & Logan, 2010).  

Summary 

 The intent of this study is not to devalue the realities of growing up without a 

father. There is no naiveté present. It is evident that African American children 

disproportionally have the likelihood of growing up in a household headed by a single 

mother, when compared to White children (Hamer, 2001; Nock & Enolf, 2008). 

According to the research we know that there is a higher propensity for these children to 

grow up in poverty (Sudarkasa, 2007; Urban Institute, 2013), therefore there is reason to 

be alarmed about the trajectory of Black children, with absent fathers. Yet, the contention 
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here is that African American fathers’ absence from the household does not equal 

absence from the lives of their children. Father involvement research aims to investigate 

what fathers do. If this is the aim of the general father research then the research on 

African American fathers should be reflective of what they do as well. Yet, a review of 

the research shows a trend in gravitation towards exploring what Black fathers are not 

doing.  

 Despite this, studies by Toth and Xu (1999) and Shears (2007) highlight the 

various activities that African American fathers may be involved in with their children. 

Both studies give cause for the rejection of the stereotypic label irresponsible and 

unsupportive that has often been attached inaccurately to African American fathers. 

Furthermore, from the literature evidence can be gathered that African American fathers 

contribute financially, are caregivers, socializers, educators and playmates to their 

children (Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; Conner & White, 2011; McAdoo, 1988, 

1993; Tamis-LeMonda, Bornstein, & Baumwell, 2001). However, the trouble with 

scholarship on these fathers is when scholars fail to attend to structural barriers, their 

personal construction of fatherhood and their cultural perspective. The lack of attention 

given to these factors in social scientific research is erroneous in that it dismisses other 

forms of contribution and involvement (e.g. gifts, guidance, child care, time spent). The 

consequence of devaluing these contextual factors is a body of work plagued with 

methodological issues. All forms of fathering should be valued, supported, and 
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encouraged even if they may not necessarily align with the western traditional standards 

of fathering.  

Shears (2007) spoke to the need for an expanded view of father involvement 

when he said “Having an understanding of various types of father involvement and how 

these may be affected by race and ethnicity while planning fathering events may 

contribute to a atmosphere were all types of fathering are honored and valued” (p. 258). 

While we may know that African American men are quite competent parents 

(Billingsley, 1968; McAdoo, 1979, 1988) finding academic and nonacademic literature 

that is positive is hard pressed (Connor, 2006). If one has been a student of the 

matriarchal family structure of some African American homes, then by default you have 

been exposed to not only the pathological depiction of Black women and children, but to 

the deadbeat, absent father Black father concept as well. Despite the reconceptualization 

of fatherhood, research on African American fathers continues to operate with a narrow 

prevue of Black men and fatherhood. Studies continue to focus on constructs related to 

financial contributions, residential status, and marital status, often dismissing constructs 

they may yield a different picture of African American fathers. 

Predictors of Father Engagement 

When investigating the contextual factors that may influence paternal 

involvement, research has shown that the mother-father relationship should be 

considered. Harris and Ryan (2004) said it best in the article Father Involvement and the 

Diversity of Family Context, when they stated that “fathers’ behaviors and interactions 
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cannot be understood without considering the role of the resident mother” (p. 298). 

Supporting this statement are quantitative and qualitative findings proposing that 

contextual barriers may impact single fathers involvement, especially the relationship 

with their child’s mother (Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; Hohmann-Marriott, 2009: 

Ransaw, 2014; Roy & Dyson, 2005, 2010).  

Relationship Status 

When it comes to unwed fathers the development of a paternal role and 

maintaining father involvement over time has been shown to be contingent upon 

commitment to some degree to the father-mother relationship (Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007; 

Johnson, 2001; Tach et al., 2010). Johnson’s (2001) study paternal involvement among 

unwed fathers provided results from an analysis of the Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study (FFCWS) which uphold earlier research stressing relationship status as 

a statistically significant predictive factor in the assessment of paternal involvement.  

Other studies have used the FFCWS data to assess the impact of relationship 

status (e.g. romantically involved, nonromantic) on father involvement (Carlson & 

McLanahan, 2006; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007; Hernandez, 2012; Tach et al, 2010). The 

Ordinary Least Squared regressions conducted by Carlson and McLanahan (2006) on the 

three-wave follow up data of the FFCWS revealed that the relationship status at birth was 

predictive of the father involvement three years after the child’s birth. Fagan & Palkovitz 

(2007) also used the FFCWS data to assess risk factors influence on unmarried, 

nonresident fathers’ involvement during infancy. They found the nature of the 
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relationship with the child’s mother to be predictive of father involvement. More 

specifically, the results showed that fathers in romantic or friendships relationships had 

statistically significant higher levels of engagement in comparison to individuals in 

acquaintance relationships (Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007). An important caveat to their 

findings was no significant differences in involvement between romantically involved 

and friendship relationships.  

While romantic relationships with the mothers of their children may yield higher 

levels of engagement of unwed fathers, Perkins and Davis (1996) and Tach, Mincy, and 

Edin (2010) speak to the diminishing nature of involvement when the relationship ends 

and how at times the diminishing of interest in the father’s involvement comes from both 

the mother and father. All of these studies substantiate Fagan and Palkovitz’s (2007) 

findings and proposition of “the importance of maintaining some form of relationship 

with the child’s mother in order to facilitate ongoing involvement in the child’s life” (p. 

486).  

Relationship Quality 

Research has shown that partner relationship quality is associated with father 

engagement (Cabrera & Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; Carlson & McLanahan, 2006; Fagan & 

Palkovitz, 2011).  Many studies have sampled married parents and the quality of their 

relationship (Cabrera & Tamis-Lemonda, 2013; Coley & Hernandez, 2006; Cummings, 

Goeke-Morey, & Raymond, 2004) and found correlations with father engagement. 

Research that has sampled unmarried fathers has discovered links between the quality of 
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the relationship with the mother and the father-child relationship.  For instance studies 

conducted by Allen & Doherty (1996), Coley & Hernandez (2006) and Fagan (2013) 

found that a strained conflict ridden relationship had a negative correlation with father 

involvement. 

Using the FFCWS Fagan & Palkovitz (2011) furthered their earlier 2007 study by 

longitudinally investigating relationship quality’s effect on father engagement. This study 

added valuable information to father engagement research by also looking at variations in 

residency. The results of the analysis showed a significantly stronger positive association 

between relationship quality when the child was one-years-old and father engagement 

when the child was three-years-old, among nonresidential nonromantic parents compared 

with residential parents. Meaning the higher the quality of the relationship with the 

mother the higher the engagement level. Another study by Jia & Schoppe-Sullivan (2011) 

using the FFCWS looked at nonresident fathering from an ecological perspective and 

found mother-father relationship quality to be influential. Gavin and colleagues (2002) 

also found the quality of the mother-father relationship to be a strong determinant of 

father engagement.  

Coparental Support 

According to Bonds & Gondoli (2007) coparental support, “is an essential 

component of the coparental relationship” (p. 289). Coparenting, is defined as the 

connection between a mother and a father as it relates to support and coordinated 

parenting (Feinberg, 2003). A coparenting relationship exists whenever at least two 
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individuals have joint responsibility for the well-being of a child, so it can refer to 

married couples as well as unmarried couples (Van Egeren & Hawkins, 2004). Research 

has shown that when parents who live apart have a cooperative parenting relationship 

there are positive outcomes for the nonresident father-child relationship (Cabrera & 

Tamis-LeMonda, 2013; Carlson & McLanahan, 2004, 2006; Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 

1999; Fagan, 2013; Gavin, Black, Minor, Abel, Papas, & Bentley, 2002; Hohmann-

Marriott, 2011; Saborloweski & King, 2005). In a study on adolescent children and father 

involvement using the data from the National Survey of Families and Households, 

Saborloweski and King’s (2005) results from structural equation models on the Wave II 

data showed that cooperative parenting relationships were predictive of more frequent 

contact. The families in this study were nonresident, but divorced as opposed to never 

married. They also looked at conflict in parenting but did not find a link to father-child 

contact (Saborloweski & King, 2005). 

Research suggests that higher levels of supportive coparenting are positively 

associated with father involvement over time across diverse families; fathers who are able 

to effectively coordinate parenting with mothers are also more likely to spend time and 

engage in activities with their children (Carlson, McLanahan & Brooks-Gunn, 2008; 

Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011; Hohmann-Marriott, 2011; Isacco, Garfield & Rogers, 2010). 

Research also suggests that supportive coparenting is a strong predictor of father 

engagement (Carlson et al., 2008; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011; Hohmann-Marriott, 2011; 

Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2004). Carlson and colleagues (2008) found from a sample of 
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nonresident fathers taken from the FFCWS that a positive coparental relationship is 

highly predictive of their involvement, such that when the mother find the fathers 

trustworthy and communication possible about the child, the father is more likely to 

spend time and engage in activities with the child more frequently. Bronte-Tinkew and 

Horowitz (2010) research using the FFCWS framed their study with a family systems 

perspective and found that when unmarried nonresident fathers having a more supportive 

perception of the coparental relationship fathers had more contact with their three-year-

old child. In another study on never married fathers, fathers reportedly experienced 

higher levels of coparenting conflict and lower levels of shared decision-making than 

divorced fathers (Insabella, Williams, & Pruett, 2003). 

It is important to note that research investigating the pathways of coparental 

support to father involvement have yielded mixed results. While some studies have found 

significant correlations, others have not (Jia & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2011; Carlson & 

McLanahan, 2006; Coley & Hernandez; 2006; Isacco et al., 2010). In some instances the 

correlations or lack thereof differed depending on marital status, an example being the 

study by Isacco and colleagues (2010) where a significant positive correlations existed 

between coparental support aspect of relationship quality and father involvement of 

married men, but not of unmarried men. The inconsistency in findings throughout the 

coparental research can be the tendency to sample married fathers or under sample 

unmarried fathers in comparative studies.  
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Maternal Gatekeeping Practices  

According to Allen & Hawkins (1999) and Carlson et al. (2008) mothers typically 

have custody of their children, therefore are the primary caregivers allowing them to play 

a gatekeeping role. Roy and Dyson (2005) stated:  

Maternal gatekeeping is more than mothers’ values or beliefs about paternal 

involvement. It is an active process of negotiating overlapping role expectations 

as partners and parents, and it requires a focus on “what goes on” between 

mothers and fathers (p. 305).  

The role of gatekeeper positions the mothers to either support or inhibit a father’s 

involvement (Connor & White, 2006; Fagan & Barnett, 2003; Lamb, 1987; McAdoo, 

1993; Puhlman, & Pasley, 2013). The control over access and influence on the 

relationship with the child that mothers have is heightened when the father is not in the 

home (Coley & Hernandez, 2006; Berger, Cancian, & Meyer, 2012; Berger & Kangton, 

2011; Roy & Dyson, 2005). According to Coley & Hernandez (2006) nonresident fathers 

may find maternal gatekeeping more present in their relationship because of the reliance 

on collaboration in order to have physical access to their child. Custodial mothers are 

“able to make choices about when and how fathers spends time with his child, 

particularly when the child is young” (Carlson et al., 2008, p. 463). 

Research provides evidence that mothers will often exert a gatekeeping role by 

withholding visitation as a means to receive financial support and at times believe the 

role of the mother is to determine how much visitation and decision rights fathers should 
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have (Lin & McLanahan, 2007; Madhaven, Richter, Norris, & Hosegood, 2014). Then 

again, one study found that the majority of rural, low-income mothers in the sample 

desired more involvement, and the perceived gatekeeping behaviors were designed to 

elicit more satisfactory father behavior (Sano, Richards, & Zvankovic, 2008). 

Addressing maternal gatekeeping in African American mother-nonresident father 

dyadic relationships is crucial because gatekeeping has been found to disrupt contact. 

This disruption of contact eventually leads to fathers going adrift as time passes and 

developing new relationships that are not inclusive of their children (Pruett, 2000).  

Predictors of African American Father Engagement  

While there is a substantial, ever growing body of research, which explores the 

impact of demographic factors such as race on father involvement, the body of research 

on contextual factors (e.g. mother-father relationship status, coparental support) that may 

support or hinder African American involvement is minuscule in comparison. Like the 

general research, research on African American fathers shows that mother-father 

relationship quality (Florsheim et al, 2003; Hamer, 1998; 2001; McLoyd, Harper, & 

Copeland, 2001; Roy, 2004), relationship status (Gavin, Black, Minor, Abel, Papas, & 

Bentley, 2002) maternal characteristics and maternal gatekeeping behaviors (Coley & 

Hernandez, 2006; Hamer, 1998; Julion et al., 2007; Julion et al., 2012; Roy & Dyson, 

2005) influence father involvement.  

Gavin and colleagues (2002) research found that, among low- income, urban, 

African American mothers, the strongest predictor of father involvement during the 
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postpartum period was the quality of the romantic relationship between the baby’s mother 

and father.  Gee, McNerney, Reiter, & Leaman’s (2007) article entitled Adolescent and 

Young Adult Mothers’ Relationship Quality During the Transition to Parenthood: 

Associations with Father Involvement in Fragile Families reported that African American 

men were less involved at baseline and reportedly had lower levels of relationship quality 

than other ethnicities.  

Summary 

Mother/father dyadic characteristics’ (relationship status and quality, gatekeeping) 

influence on father involvement is a growing area of interest in the fathering, mothering, 

and child well-being research. Inquiries into the dynamics within the mother-father 

relationship add to the fathering literature data that may help to explain the behaviors of 

fathers. This information is particularly vital when speaking to father involvement 

amongst marginalized fathers, specifically African American fathers. The overarching 

thought that these fathers are uninvolved, unsupportive, deadbeats, although unsupported 

empirically, still prevails. The research that supports this stereotypical view often 

overlooks barriers or influences on these fathers involvement.  

Play and the Developing Child  

“The plays of childhood are the germinal leaves of all later life; for the whole man 

is developed and shown in these, in his tenderest dispositions, in his innermost 

tendencies. The whole later life of man, even of the moment when he shall leave 

it again, has its source in this period of childhood...” (Froebel, 1887 p.55) 
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 Child’s play has historically been highlighted and considered an essential 

component of optimal child development (Freud, 1909, 1955; Froebel, 1887; Piaget, 

1962; Vygotsky, 1978). Ginsburg (2007) purported that play is a child’s opportunity to 

explore their fears, explore the world around them, practice adult roles, and create a space 

for skills acquisition. Play allows for children to not only acquire new skills, but it creates 

a safe context wherein they can practice these skills, therefore extending their 

capabilities. Bruner (1972) furthered this thought; he saw this safe space as one where 

children were able to make mistakes without worry over goal achievement. When given 

this safe haven, children are able to explore the world around them and make sense of the 

varying images, roles and expectations presented.  

 Theories of play have given us a frame to evaluate child’s play in order to draw 

conclusions about play’s influence in child development. The theories collectively 

illustrate how children’s play can advance their abilities in the cognitive, social and 

emotional domains. Verenikina, Harris, and Lysaght (2003) provided a comprehensive 

summary of what can be acquired when children play when they stated:  

While freely engaging in play children acquire the foundations of self-reflection 

and abstract thinking, develop complex, communication and metacommunication 

skills, learn to manage their emotions and explore the roles and rules of 

functioning in adult society. (p.2) 
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Classic Theories of Play  

  A number of scholars have theorized about child development and the value of 

play. Many of these theorist and their theories have shaped the perceptions of children’s 

play and its effect on development. One notable early childhood scholar was Friedrich 

Froebel (1887) who saw play as the work of children and the foundation for learning and 

later life. Sharing in this thought was Groos. In his work The Play of Man, Groos (1901) 

spoke to the importance of play in preparing children for adult life by giving them a 

vehicle to act out adult roles through pretense. Play is the vehicle for children to exercise 

the necessary skills to become fully functioning human beings in the society in which 

they develop. For instance, children growing up in hunting and gathering environments 

will mimic in play what they see around them; they will play out survival skills such as 

hunting animals for food and clothing and gathering plants and other necessities for the 

lives of the village. The survival aspect of Groos’ theory was highly influenced by 

Darwinism and evolutionary theory.  

 Many of the classic theories of play were influenced by Darwinism and 

Evolutionary Theory. Herbert Spencer later updated the commonly labeled Surplus 

Energy Theory originally introduced by Friedrich von Schiller in 1898. Spencer’s shared 

with Schiller (1845) the idea that children used play to rid themselves of excess energy. 

Spencer (1898) suggested that play is “an artificial exercise of powers which, in default 

of their natural exercise, become so ready to discharge that they relieve themselves by 

simulated actions in place of real actions” (p.630). In direct opposition of this theory was 
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the Recreational/Relaxation Theory. The theory considered play as a way to restore 

energy instead of a way to release excess energy; play is designed to restore energy that 

has been lost (Mellou, 1994). For Lazarus (1883) play was recreational activity. It is 

important to note that Groos did not agree with Spencer either; he dismissed the notion 

that the motive of play was simply to relieve energy. To Groos this was a simplification 

of the need for and the reason children play.  

 Groos was critical of Spencer’s theory of play, but his theory was not above 

reproach. G. Stanley Hall weighed in on play and child development, by introducing his 

own theory and simultaneously scrutinizing Groos’ theory. Drawing from evolutionary 

theory, Hall (1906) in short, believed that child’s play was evidence that people pass 

through evolutionary stages of development. His theory, coined the recapitulation theory 

of play, concluded that play was a means for practicing or rehearsing the activities of 

one’s ancestry; it was a means for “rehearsing racial history” (p. 207). Curtis (1916) 

when explaining the theory proposed “there were universal activities of savage man 

throughout the days of unrecorded history, and it is these same activities that survive in 

the play of the child” (p.5). For Spencer play allowed for the playing out of instinctual 

behaviors and ultimately lessened the prevalence of instinctual urges. Hall’s conception 

of play was a departure and/or rebuke of Groos’ play theory in that he dismissed his 

position that play created a practicing space for later life skills.  

  Early classic theories such as Spencer’s surplus energy theory, Lazarus’ 

relaxation theory, Groos’ pre-exercise theory, and Hall’s recapitulation theory were 
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concerned about the purpose of play; its reason for existing (Mellou, 1994). The four 

classic theories perceived play as either a means to energy regulation or related it to 

instincts (Saracho & Spodek, 1998). A major critique of classic theories came from Ellis 

(1973) who called them “arm chair’ theories because of the lack of empirical research to 

formulate these theories. The classic theories according to Rubin (1982) have many 

deficiencies that contributed to their losing credibility. The main areas that were 

discredited were centered on their beliefs regarding instincts, evolution, and energy. We 

no longer adhere wholeheartedly to these theories for multiple reasons, but they are 

credited for shaping modern play theories utilized today.  

Modern Theories of Play 

 The modern theories of play are more germane to the current study because of the 

linkage of play to child development as opposed to the notion that play is for play’s sake 

and has no bearing on learning. Modern theories attempted to address the limitations of 

classic theories by not only moving beyond why play existed, but also generating 

research to support their theoretical perspective (Mellou, 1994). Modern theories of play 

are Psychoanalytic Theory, Arousal Modulation Theory, Metacommunicative Theory, 

and Cognitive Theories.  

 Metacommunicative theory. One of the most highly recognized theories that 

connected play and communication was Gregory Bateson’s Metacommunicative Theory. 

In his theory of play and fantasy, Bateson (1955) learned from his animal observations 

that when animals are playing (i.e. play fighting, play biting) with each other they may 
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not react to each other in the same manner as in real life situations. An often-used 

example of this is that of a dog play fighting with another animal or a human. The dog 

will wag his tail while biting in order to signal that the biting is not meant to harm, but is 

done in fun. Bateson (1955) believed that these exchange signals were vital during play, 

because they transmitted to the other person the message ‘this is play.’ These forms of 

communication in play allow for the participants to be aware of the differences in context 

(Frost et. al, 2008), which according to Sutton –Smith (1997) is a form of what has been 

identified as the rhetoric of the Imaginary. From his observations and conclusions, he 

formulated his theory with play frames being the key concept. Play frames are the 

imaginary worlds of children. Since these worlds are not real, but imaginary, those who 

chose to enter the world must agree to become a part of the world and they must be 

capable of interacting within it. In order to do this effectively enactors must make use of 

the communicated signals and be open to role flexibility. In Mellou’s (1994) article on 

play theories when speaking about Bateson’s theory she said:  

When children play, they learn to operate simultaneously at two levels: a) the 

make believe meanings of objects and actions; and b) their own identities, the 

other players’ real identities, and the real life meanings of the objects and actions 

used in the play ……He believes play to be the metacommunicative context to the 

text of reality which gives birth to the cultural and personal images of the 

individual (p.95). 
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Cognitive theories. Jean Piaget has been credited for being one of the early 

cognitive theorists who shifted the focus from play and social emotional development to 

play and its effect on cognitive development. Piaget (1962) purported that play developed 

in a systematic way similar to that outlined in his theory of cognitive development. Piaget 

believed that play development coincided with intellectual development. For Piaget play 

and intellectual development did not just reflect each other; play actually contributed to a 

child’s cognitive development. When playing children do not develop new cognitive 

schema but merely attempt to fit experiences that are new to them into what they already 

know and understand (Piaget, 1962). This process he called assimilation, which is the 

dominant mode in children’s play. The converse of assimilation is his concept of 

accommodation, which entails changing schema to better match reality. In his epic work 

Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood, Piaget (1962) discussed the essentiality of 

play: 

In every act of intelligence is an equilibrium between assimilation and 

accommodation, while imitation is a continuation of accommodation for its own 

sake, it may be said conversely that play is essentially assimilation, or the primacy 

of assimilation over accommodation (p. 87).  

Going back to the similarity of his stages of cognitive development, Piaget 

believed all children passed through stages of play development. Each stage of 

development required successful completion of the stage if the desired outcome was an 

increase in complex thinking. This increase leads to a change in play content in an 
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upward spiral pattern. Piaget saw the child as an active learner when engaged in play. 

The learning that is taking place during play enhances the child’s ability to operationally 

think, problem solve, and think divergently.  

Where Piaget viewed the child as the sole architect of his or her knowledge about 

the world, Vygotsky shifted the emphasis from the child’s own cognitive structures to a 

more sociocultural approach that considered social and relational influences on play. A 

key component of his theory was his Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Vygotsky 

(1967, 1978, 1990) proposed that play was one of the most important sources of learning 

for young children, and that learning occurs primarily through observations and 

interactions with highly skilled members of the culture. Vygotsky (1978) introduced the 

concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) to explain the differences between 

the child's independent performance or actual developmental level, and their potential 

development when supported by a more skilled partner. Vygotsky believed play had a 

more direct influence on cognitive development, instead of it being a derivative of 

cognitive development. A noted departure from Piaget’s theory was the belief that child's 

play is not free of rules. He did not subscribe to the idea that organized games or games 

with rules were the only forms of play governed by rules. For Vygotsky even when play 

is imaginary, rules are present. For instance, when playing the manner in which the child 

feeds, nurtures, and cares for a doll follows the rules of parenting (esp. mothering), even 

if they are not completely aware of those rules in a real life situation.  
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Besides the presence of rules, another key factor for Vygotsky (1978) related to 

how a child mentally represented objects or actions symbolic in nature. The ability to 

think abstractly is consequential to the child’s ability to mentally represent, which is most 

prevalent in the form of play called symbolic play. It is symbolic play or make-believe 

play that creates a space for children to explore the world around them by giving them an 

avenue by which they can play out aspects of life and the myriad of rules within the 

different systems in which they operate. Vygosky and Piaget valued this type of play and 

continuously highlighted its importance in all areas of child development. 

Psychoanalytic theory. The Psychoanalytic conceptualization of play 

emphasized the role of personality and development. Psychoanalytic theorists also 

highlighted a child’s need to satisfy instincts through play. For psychoanalysts, pretense 

and fantasy were a safe place. The fantasy worlds provided a space for children to obtain 

the unobtainable desires that they had in the real world (Frost et al, 2008). Sigmund 

Freud, a noted psychoanalyst, proposed that play was cathartic and believed it had a 

purging effect that helped children rid themselves of the negative remnants of traumatic 

events (Freud, 1909/1955). For instance, through play a child can vent by taking on the 

role of the abuser and project that on to an object or person (Frost et al., 2008). Basically 

speaking, through play, children are able to have control in scenarios where they 

normally have limited or no control.  

Erickson (1963) expanded upon this theory by exploring the role of play in 

personality development, by drawing attention to play being key to early socialization. 
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For Erickson play was past, present, and future; children reflect on the past, mull over the 

present, and explore the future. Frost and colleagues (2008) suggested that like Freud, 

Erickson saw play as nature’s way of handling nurture. Departing from this thought and 

providing a different perspective was Lili Peller. Peller (2008) believed that play may be 

more than a child’s way of dealing with the world they live in, or reflecting their reality, 

but a tool for them to construct what it is they wish reality was. A noteworthy 

contribution of Peller’s was the honing in on the importance of considering the individual 

child. She stressed that when looking at and interpreting child’s play from a 

psychoanalytic perspective, one must consider the individual child’s development and 

meanings, when speaking to their reality and fantasy. Despite some of the criticisms of 

Freudian thought, the psychoanalytic perspective has been hailed as the theory that gives 

the most consideration to the totality of the child (Biber, 1984), giving us a window to 

gaze through in order to see the uniqueness of a child, how they resolve issues, their 

feelings, wishes and desires (Frost et al., 2008).  

Arousal moderation theory. Berlyne (1969) developed this theory, which rested 

on the notion that when looking at the motivation behind some behaviors (play and 

exploration of the environment), the need for an individual to navigate new terrain can be 

higher than an individual’s need for food and water. Learning theorists in their 

explanation of play concentrated on the internal motivation, specifically speaking arousal 

modulation. Berlyne (1969) proposed that our central nervous system works to keep an 

‘optimal level’ of arousal, because of the consequences of having levels at the high or 
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low extremes. Ideally an environment will be balanced and with just enough stimulation 

to keep one optimally aroused; with optimal being in the middle of the spectrum with 

uncertainty and boredom at opposite ends. When over stimulated to the point where there 

is discomfort, we will begin to engage in what is called stimulation-reducing activities. 

This is done in order to ease the confusion and uncertainty a person feels when exposed 

to unfamiliar stimuli. The opposite happens when we are under stimulated. The lack of 

arousal that has resulted from being under stimulated leads to stimulus seeking behavior 

labeled diverse exploration (Mellou, 1994). Berylne (1969) saw play as a child’s way of 

generating environmental stimulation, in order to restore optimal arousal levels.  

Play as arousal modulation was expounded upon by Ellis (1973) and Fein (1981). 

They offered a view of play that spoke to the need of an organism to be stimulated 

perceptually, kinesthetically, physically, and intellectually. When children play they at 

times create new uncertainties. Initially these uncertainties may cause anxiety but as they 

work to reduce the uncertainty the effects of play is in most instances positive. Simply 

put, a cycle is created wherein through play children are creating and reducing 

uncertainty (Ellis, 1973; Fein, 1981). Arousal modulation theory also draws attention to 

play and emotion, by speaking to its ability to help a child reduce uncertainty. Like 

psychoanalytic theory and Piaget’s thoughts on play, arousal modulation gives credence 

to play being intrinsically motivated; a method for anxiety reduction and information 

consolidation.  
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In summary Sutton-Smith (1997) expressed the many ways we can think about 

play, which leaves is with a play theories that have some commonalities but can also be 

highly variable. Early theories tended to concentrate on global evolutionary explanations 

with a focus on the physical features of play, while the later theorists have, in the main, 

focused on the internal, emotional functions of play, the cognitive role of play. Basically, 

play has moved from being an aimless activity proposed to release surplus energy 

(Schiller, 1873; Spencer, 1875) to a means for skill acquisition and mastery be it in 

social-emotional, behavioral, or cognitive areas; therefore more than just a pastime, but a 

medium wherein learning thrives. Mellou (1994) said it best when stating that: 

There is a duality, a fundamental bipolarity, a form of tension, in looking at the 

function of the play process in terms of personal expression versus social 

adaptation…..Play may be on the one hand an information-seeking process for the 

child (personal response), and on the other hand interaction with the environment 

(response to social environment). (p. 98) 

Play theories are diverse. The diversity while welcomed creates variation in the defining 

and categorizing of play.  

Defining and Characterizing Play 

Play has been defined as a “spontaneous self-initiated and self-regulated activity 

of young children, which is relatively risk free and not necessarily goal oriented” 

(Verenikina, Harris, & Lysaght, 2003, p.2). Play has also been defined as an intrinsically 

motivated behavior that is determined by the child and is not controlled by the stimuli 
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around them. While there has been an evolution in the theories of play, a unified 

definition of play has yet to be derived. Bruce (1997) said: 

There is great difficulty in using the umbrella term ‘play’. The focus needs to be 

refined so we can establish what is meant by this word. Many things called ‘play’ 

by those of us working with children are not so. (p. 31) 

Anthony Pellegrini (2009) has also noted the difficulty or impossibility of 

defining play in his book The Role of Play in Human Development. Furthermore, he 

contends that the problem is not just in defining play but also in identifying play 

(Pellegrini, 2009). Despite these difficulties many scholars have tried to conceptualize 

and/or categorize play.  

For instance, Mildred Parten developed six categories that highlighted the 

developmental levels of social play that offered a guide to understand the progression of 

child’s play from solitary to social. Parten’s (1932) six categories of play are: children as 

onlookers (observing the play of others); solitary play (playing alone); parallel play 

(playing alongside each other, but not together); and group play (playing together). The 

group play category was later broken down into two new categories called associative 

and cooperative play; associative and cooperative play being the highest level of group 

play interaction. During the associative stage children tend to be more interested in the 

people that they are playing with and the activities are typically not very organized. The 

children do not have a unified goal, but can be seen interacting (swapping material, 

conversing, following each other’s lead) (Sigelman & Rider, 2012).  An example would 
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be two girls drawing together, swapping materials, such as crayons and commenting as 

they draw their separate drawings. At the highest level, cooperative play, the child is not 

only interested in the people they are engaging in play with, but also in the activity itself. 

More specifically, the activity is highly organized and each person has an assigned role. 

During cooperative play children have a common goal; their labor is divided and their 

activities are divided and their activities are coordinated to reach the shared goal 

(Sigelman & Rider, 2012). In the example above the two girls would be engaging in 

cooperative play if the drawing was a collaborative effort, such as drawing a mural 

together for their teacher.  

Parten (1932) believed that as children develop higher communication skills and 

interact with their peers more, the lower solitary forms of play would diminish and social 

forms would be more prominent. It is important to note that some play scholars believe 

the picture to be more complex then what Parten’s work suggests (Coplan & Abreau, 

2009; Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006; Sigelman & Rider, 2012). Sigelman & Rider 

(2012) point out that there may be a trend for older children to engage in Parten’s 

associative and cooperative play forms, all of the forms can still be seen and are useful 

dependent on the occasion. For instance, a child in an attempt to become a part of a play 

group, may first be an onlooker, then play in a parallel form before joining the group 

(Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). While other scholars may have expanded or 

contradicted Parten’s work, her play forms allowed parents and caregivers an opportunity 

to observe how well children interacted with others. 
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Parten’s (1932) play stages were rooted in social behavioral perspective. Piaget 

caused a shift in focus from the social and emotional aspects of play, when he placed play 

within his stage-based theory of cognitive development. Piaget’s placing of play within 

his cognitive development stages, gave play a highly significant role in the literature on 

the growing child’s mind. Assimilation and accommodation were the driving forces 

behind his views in regards to play’s contribution to cognitive development. Assimilation 

and accommodation according to Piaget (1962), were central to a child’s construction of 

knowledge. Assimilation was especially valuable, because of its dominant role in 

children’s play [taking something and making it fit to what they know](Piaget, 1962).  

 In order to coincide with his cognitive stages, Piaget (1962) developed a stage 

theory of play that consisted of functional/practice play, symbolic/pretend play, and 

games with rules. Practice play was the counterpart to his sensorimotor stage, with this 

form of play dominating between 0-18 months. Practice play was inclusive of 

manipulating of actions. The repeating of activities is critical to the accommodation 

process during Paiget’s sensorimotor stage. The second stage was reflective of the 

preoperational stage of cognitive development, which begins about 18 months and ends 

around 6 years of age. The ability to pretend emerges and early forms of symbolic play 

are customary. The preoperational stage is characterized by the beginnings of symbolic 

functioning or what has also been called representational competence. The final stage of 

play identified by Piaget was games with rules. For Saracho (2003), Piaget’s games with 

rules stage was “founded on social protocols and interactions” (p.10) and occurs during 
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the concrete operational stage around the ages of 6 and 7 years. Children’s play now 

consists of two or more people. Children are beginning to spend time playing board 

games, cards, and other forms of games with rules.  

Smilansky (1968) expounded upon Piaget’s work when she designed her stages of 

play based on his stages of cognitive development. She added to Piaget’s concept of 

symbolic play, which focused on pretend with object replacement, by adding social role-

play. This form of play she termed sociodramatic play. Smilansky’s stages were 

functional, constructive, dramatic, and games with rules. A child’s first play form is 

functional play, which involves motor movements and some object manipulation. At the 

next stage of constructive play a child’s play is characterized by the ability to make 

things with objects. Children are now trying to construct something new through the 

combination and arrangement of objects. Playing with blocks to make a building is an 

example of play at this stage. Smilansky’s (1968) third stage dramatic play is the level of 

play where sociodramatic play takes place and a child is now pretending with social 

roles. This stage according to Smilansky (1968) requires that children agree on a theme, 

such as, “I am the mother and you are the child.” While this may be the original theme as 

play progresses, new directions emerge, and the themes evolve. The final stage is the 

same stage as Piaget’s games with rules stage and involves a child engaging in play that 

requires the adoption of certain rules.  

It is important to note that in Smilansky’s conceptual framework there is an 

overlap between constructive play and symbolic play. Smilansky and Shefatya (2004) 
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highlighted the differences between the two in their work Facilitating Play: A Medium 

for Promoting Cognitive, Socio-emotional And Academic Development. The main 

difference being sociodramatic play is open-ended, while constructive play is goal 

oriented. Additionally, in constructive play the material shapes the activity but in 

sociodramatic play the child shapes how the material is used in the activity. Therefore, 

Smilansky (1968) would see constructive play giving way to sociodramatic play as a 

consequence of the child using a constructed product in the development of their pretend 

play theme.  

Additionally, Corinne Hutt (1979) introduced three main categories of play. Her 

categories were broad conceptualizations and are: epistemic play, ludic play, and games 

with rules. Epistemic play is any play for where children are learning and exploring the 

world, while ludic play does not require that children are learning but imagination must 

be present, and lastly games with rules encompassed structured play activities (Hutt, 

1979). Around the same time drawing from chaos theory Tina Bruce (1991) spoke of the 

value of what has been coined free-flow play. Bruce (1991) defined free-flow playing by 

saying:  

Free-flow play is sometimes called ‘imaginative play’, ‘free play’, ‘fantasy play’, 

‘pretend play’, or ‘ludic play’. It is not structured play, guided play, games lay, 

practice play, or exploratory play (p.7)…..We can say that free-flow play seems to 

be concerned with the ability and opportunity to wallow in ideas, experiences, 

feelings and relationships. It is also about the way children come to use the 

http://www.amazon.com/Facilitating-Play-Promoting-Socio-emotional-Development/dp/096259637X/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1360601656&sr=1-2
http://www.amazon.com/Facilitating-Play-Promoting-Socio-emotional-Development/dp/096259637X/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1360601656&sr=1-2
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competencies they have developed. It is the way children integrate all their 

learning… (p.42) 

Bruce’s (1991) holistic approach to play postulated that if a child had high quality 

free-flow play skill development would occur at the highest level. A high level of skill 

development is possible because children are actively integrating within what Bruce calls 

a web of learning, a multitude of past learning experiences that are inclusive of the 

relationships established with other children and adults (Tassoni, 2007). In this form of 

play children are “solving problems, and symbolically representing their experiences, in 

ways that are highly creative and spontaneous and of high intellectual order” (Hyder, 

2004 p.18). The main criticism of the free-flow play concept stems from the dismissal of 

forms of structured play as child’s play. However, Bruce’s concepts of providing a child 

the opportunity, space and safety to play, have influenced the way play is structured in 

early childhood education.  

While a unified definition of play does not exist, from the various theories, 

conceptualizations, and categorizations of play and play behavior we are able to identify 

major defining characteristics of play. The play literature reveals that play is inclusive of 

positive affect, active engagement, intrinsic motivation, freedom from external rules, 

attention to process rather than product, and nonliterality (Rubin, Fein, & Vandenberg 

1983). These agreed upon characteristics aids the child development specialist and 

researcher, by giving a measurable construct to study.  
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Benefits of Play 

Despite the lack of a unified definition, the vast literature from child’s play 

research reveals that play is essential during early childhood because it promotes healthy 

cognitive and social emotional development (Pelligrini, 2009; Vygotsky, 1976). Research 

has shown that play enhances a child’s cognitive and social skills, as well as helps kids 

cope with their emotional problems (Coplan & Abreau, 2009; Smith, 2005).  

Play and cognitive development. Play has been called a “dynamic and 

constructive activity” (Fogle, 2003, p. 9) that can augment a child’s cognitive 

development. G. Stanley Hall (1912) a major proponent of play asserted, “everything the 

child does in free play can be made the basis of knowledge” (p. 200). Lindor (1993) said 

that “play and cognitive development interact in a reciprocal manner, with play leading to 

more complex, sophisticated cognitive behavior, which in turn affects the content of 

play” (p. 24). Piaget (1962) believed that as children’s play develops, their ability to 

conceptualize in a complex and sophisticated way increases. This ability can be observed 

in the continuous upward advancing of a child’s play content. The evolution of a child’s 

physical or locomotive play content from leg kicking during infancy to their soccer 

playing in later years contributes to neural maturation (Pelligrini 2009; Smith, 2005).  

Play with objects has been found to enhance both convergent and divergent 

problem solving (Lloyd & Howe, 2003; Russ & Shafer, 2006). In order to investigate the 

relationship between solitary play (playing with objects) and cognitive development 

Lloyd and Howe designed a qualitative study to assess the play patterns and thinking 
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skills of 72 preschool age children. The children’s use of play material in solitary play 

was observed and they were administered measures such as the Peabody Picture 

vocabulary Test (PPVT-R), Wechsler Primary and Preschool Scale of Intelligence 

(WPPSI-R) and the Thinking Creatively in Action and Movement Test to assess their 

convergent and divergent thinking skills. Lloyd and Howe (2003) found that “reticent 

behavior was more strongly negatively associated with convergent and divergent thinking 

than either solitary-active or solitary-passive play, whereas solitary-active play was more 

strongly positively related to divergent thinking” (p.22).   

 The relation of some forms of play and cognitive development has more 

empirical data backing the correlation than others. Imaginative play or pretend play is the 

play form highly researched by scholars and the form often credited for its contribution to 

children’s cognitive development (Hyder, 2004; Piaget & Inhelder, 1969; Vygotsky 

1978). Vygotsky’s (1978) work on imaginative play, pointed to the viability of play as a 

tool for intellectual development. It is this form of play that children engage in that 

ultimately leads to the development of abstract thinking skills (Vygotsky, 1978). Piaget’s 

(1962) symbolic play is a form that advances cognition through the child’s construction 

of representations of the world through the linkage of symbols and their external 

referents. Actual studies have demonstrated cognitive benefits such as increases in 

language usage including subjunctives, future tenses, and adjectives. Another 

important benefit of early pretend play may be its enhancement of the child’s capacity for 

cognitive flexibility and, ultimately creativity (Russ, 2004; Singer & Singer, 2005). 
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Psychologist Sandra Russ (2004) identified a number of different cognitive and affective 

processes that are associated with pretend play. Her research dealing with play involves 

fantasy, make-believe, symbolism, organization, cognitive integration of seemingly 

separate content, and divergent thinking (the ability to come up with many different 

ideas, story themes, and symbols). Russ (2004), for example found that early imaginative 

play was associated with increased creative performance years later (Russ & 

Fiorelli, 2010).  

While the extensive amount of research on symbolic play has expanded the play 

literature these analyses often overlook other forms of play that are essential to early 

childhood development. For instance, physical play or rough and tumble play’s (RTP) 

contribution to young children’s cognitive development has not received the level of 

inquiry that sociodramatic play has. Despite the paucity of studies, cognitive aspects of 

rough and tumble play have been considered beneficial to early childhood development 

(Bjorkland & Brown, 1998; Paquette, Carbonneau, Dubeau, Bigras, & Tremblay, 2003; 

Fletcher, May, St. George, Morgan, & Lubans, 2011; Fletcher, St. George, & Freeman, 

2013; Pelligrini & Smith, 1998). Rough-and-tumble play leads to the release of chemicals 

affecting areas in the brain whose major functions are decision-making and social 

discrimination; growth chemicals positively affect development of these brain areas 

(Pellis & Pellis 2007). Basically rough-and-tumble play can be adaptive and is linked to 

normal brain development.  
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Play and social emotional development. During play children also rehearse 

social skills, allowing for an extension into the domains of sharing, emotion regulation, 

creative thinking, as well as cooperation. Expression during various plays activities 

provides a safe space for children to develop a sense of self. A self-concept is developed 

as a result of children being able to navigate their likes and dislikes, identify social 

expectations, and identify with gender roles in their play content (Linsey & Mize, 2001; 

Swift 2005). Berk, Mann, & Ogan (2006) found play, specifically symbolic play, to be a 

key factor in a child’s ability to manage their own behaviors and emotions, a concept 

called self-regulation. The research reviewed by Berk, Mann and Ogan, (2006) and 

Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Berk, and Singer (2009) suggest that make-believe games are 

forerunners of the important capacity for forms of self-regulation including reduced 

aggression, delay of gratification, civility, and empathy. Social pretend play has been 

shown to contribute to a child’s theory of mind, which held them understand the 

perspective of others and hone their social skills (Coplan & Abreu, 2009; Lillarrd, 2010; 

Moore & Russ, 2006). The important concept of “theory of mind,” awareness that one’s 

thoughts may differ from those of other persons and that there are a variety of 

perspectives of which each of us is capable, is closely related to imaginative play 

(Jenkins & Astington, 2000; Leslie, 1987; Singer & Singer, 1990; Singer & Singer, 

2005).  

While RTP has received minimal attention amongst those interested in cognitive 

aspects of play; RTP has been associated with social development. Pelligrini and Smith 
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(1998) in their work Physical Activity Play The Nature and Function of a Neglected 

Aspect of Play, propelled the notion that the greatest influences of rough-and-tumble play 

are most visible in the social domain. Rough and tumble play allows for the development 

of social skills through turn taking, playing dominant and subordinate roles, negotiating, 

and developing and maintaining friendships (Smith, Smees, & Pelligrini 2004; Tannock 

2008). When it comes to boys, rough play provides a venue for showing care and concern 

for each other as they often hug and pat each other on the back during and after the play 

(Reed, 2005). When children successfully participate in big body play, it is “a measure of 

the children’s social well-being and is marked by the ability of children to cooperate, to 

lead, and to follow” (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005 p.48). 

Summary 

According to Fogle (2003) play functions in several ways to encourage 

development, including the provision of access to information, the consolidation and 

mastery of skills, and the promotion of creativity through the playful use of skills and 

concept. Through play children get to create a world of pretense wherein they possess the 

freedom and the needed control to manipulate reality, as well as demonstrate and 

experiment with a wide variety of emotions (Swift, 2005). More specifically, play allows 

the expression of both positive and negative feelings, and the modulation of affect, the 

ability to integrate emotion with cognition (Jent, Niec, & Baker, 2011; Seja & Russ, 

1999; Slade and Wolf, 1999). The continuous involvement in play activities further 

enhances their cognitive skills, by contributing to neural maturation, divergent and 
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convergent thinking (Loyd & Howe, 2003; Russ & Shafer, 2006), and abstract thinking. 

The benefits of play are abundant, when children play in solitude or with a playmate. A 

parent can be a child’s playmate as well and research shows that there exist specific 

benefits of parent-child play.  

Parent Involvement in Child’s Play 

“At the very least parent-child play is a marker variable which is associated with 

variation in the level of parent interest and investment in children” and furthermore there 

is “convincing evidence that parent-child play is casually related to positive social and 

cognitive outcomes for children” (MacDonald, 1993, p. 1). 

It is evident that a substantial amount of analysis both quantitative and qualitative 

has been conducted over the years to survey play’s impact on early childhood 

development. The exploration of child’s play in solitary forms, as well as social forms 

amongst peers, ultimately led way to an inquisition into the role of the adult in play. 

Parents are often a child’s first playmates (Werner & Kaplam, 1963). In infancy parents 

begin to take on an active role in their children’s play (Power, 1985; Valention, Cicchetti, 

Toth & Rogosch, 2006) and continue to do so during their pre-school years when play is 

the main activity (Black, Haight, & Parke, 1997; Davenport, Hegland, & Melby, 2008; 

Lilliard & Witherington, 2004).  

Benefits of Parent-Child Play  

A cursory review of the parent-child play research revealed several identified 

benefits across a variety of domains. Parent-child play aids in the acquisition of new 
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skills. Whether these skills are cognitive, social or motor they impact child behavior, as 

well as diversify children’s play by implementing advance play content or scripts 

(Fletcher et. Al, 2013; Fogle & Mendez, 2006; Gardner, Waed, Burton, & Wilson, 2003; 

Haight & Miller, 1993; O’Connell & Bretherton, 1984; Petit, Brown, Mize, & Lindesy 

1998; Slade, 1987;  Tamis-LeMonda, Shannon, Cabrera, & Lamb, 2004). As far back as 

1989 Bornstein and Tamis-LeMonda concluded after reviewing the existing literature, 

that lasting benefits in the social and cognitive realm can be seen when there is a 

successful integration of social and didactic modes in parent-child play. While play’s 

impact on a child’s developmental outcomes is evident, it also seems to bring benefits to 

the parent-child relationship. Researchers have advocated for parental involvement in 

play because of its ability to enhance parent-child relations, by giving them the chance to 

view the world through the eyes of their children when interacting with them in play or 

simply observing them (Ginsburg, 2007).  

Parent’s Play Beliefs and Behaviors 

Vygotsky, unlike Piaget but similar to Bateson, recognized the influence of 

culture and society on children’s play behavior. Not only is a child’s play behaviors 

impacted by culture, parents’ beliefs about play are as well. Research has shown that 

parents’ beliefs about play, ultimately impact if they engage in play with their children, as 

well as if they create an environment that provides access to play opportunities in the 

home (Farver, 1993; Goncu & Mosier, 1991; Muhammad, 2009). For example, research 

suggests that some East Indian, Guatemalan, Mayan and Mexican mothers do not engage 
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in play with their children as a play partner due to their beliefs that this is not an 

appropriate behavior in which parents should engage (Farver, 1993; Gaskins, 1996; 

Goncu & Mosier, 1991). This is different from what some research suggests about 

American and Turkish mothers who show higher levels of involvement as a result of a 

belief that mother-child play is culturally appropriate behavior (Farver & Wimbarti, 

1995; Goncu et al., 1991; Haight, Parke, & Black, 1997). 

When parents value play, they are engaged playmates and find play to be 

beneficial to early childhood development. In a study of parent play with older, 

preschool-aged children, Vandermaas-Peeler, King, Clayton, Holt, Kurtz, Maestri, Morris 

and Woody (2001) observed parent-child play in both home and laboratory settings. 

Their results showed high levels of engagement for both parents and children in a variety 

of play forms. Yet, pretend play was found to be the most frequent type of play. Given 

the identified benefits of pretend play, a conclusion can be made that when parents 

engage in pretend with their children they are creating an environment that fosters 

creativity (Russ, 2004; Singer & Singer, 2005).  

 For instance a noted difference identified through research is that fathers’ play 

tends to be more physical in nature, while mothers play is usually consisting of play with 

objects and conventional social games (Carson, Burkes & Parke, 1993; Lamb, 1976; 

MacDonald & Park, 1986; Paquette, Carbonneau, Dubeau, Bigras & Tremblay, 2003). 

Another noted difference between fathers and mothers is the maternal propensity to let 

the children lead the play (Farver & Wimbarti, 1995), while fathers may steer play 
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activities (Power & Parke, 1983, 1986). The trend may be that mothers have a more 

child-centered approach. For example, in an early study by Clarke-Stewart (1980) play 

appeared to be more enjoyable and the child was more involved in play with their fathers. 

In a later study Russell & Russell (1987) also concluded that fathers are often the chosen 

parent when children initiate play. This could be due to mothers selecting more 

intellectual methods to engage their children compared to fathers’ selection of social-

physical style methods. Yet, when it comes to the dominant form of play during the 

preschool years, pretend, children are more likely to engage in fantasy or pretend play 

with their mothers (Lindsey et al., 1997; Lindsey & Mize, 2001). A contributing factor 

for this preference could be mothers’ proclivity for compliance with the child’s directive; 

an important component to sociodramatic play (Piaget, 1962; Sullivan, 2003).  

This comparative research also shed light on gender based parental play behavior 

that favored gendered play (Jacklin & Macoby, 1983; Jacklin, DiPietro & Macoby, 1984; 

Sullivan, 2003; Lindsey & Mize, 2001). Adding to the earlier discussion on mother/father 

directive or nondirective play styles, Sullivan (2003) found that parents were directive in 

their play with their sons and played in a more facilitating role with their daughters. 

These results were supported by the earlier works of Lindsey and colleagues (1997, 2001) 

who also found that parents were more likely to follow the lead of their daughters than of 

their sons.  

When research has included the father, the study is often comparative and aiming 

to assess the differences in play styles (Sullivan, 2003), involvement (Clark-Stewart 
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1978, 1980), gender differentiation (Lindsey, Mize, & Pettit, 1997) and beliefs (Haight,, 

Parke, & Black, 1997; Cawson & Robila, 2001; Gleason, 2005). Although, this may be 

the trend and pose some limitations to the studies, valuable information about fathers has 

been generated. Despite the knowledge gained, many scholars advocate for studies that 

are not reliant upon mother reporting, those that are non-comparative, and utilize father 

only samples.  

Father-Child Play  

Despite the tendency to either not include fathers at all or to include them, but 

compare them to mothers, some research does exist that investigates fathers’ play 

relationships with their child in a non-comparative manner (Farver & Wimbarti, 2006; 

Flanders, Leo, Paquette, Phil, Seguin, 2009; Leavell, Tamis-LeMonda, Ruble & Cabrera, 

2012; Roggman, Boyce, Cook, Christiansen & Jones, 2004). Research has highlighted the 

distinct way in which fathers play with their children and how the diversity of fathers’ 

play interactions have contributed to fathers being a child’s preferred play partner (Clark-

Stewart, 1978; Fromberg & Bergen, 2006; Lamb, 1987; MacDonald, 1993). It is 

important to note that father-child play is not just fun. Fathers’ play interactions support 

early development in multiple domains.  

Fathers rough and tumble play (RTP) is credited for its contribution to a child’s 

development of competition skills and its encouragement of child obedience (Paquette et 

al, 2003; Paquette, 2004), father-child attachment (Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, & Leslie, 

1985; Paquette, 2004) and peer competence (Field & Walden, 2008). In fact, father-child 
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rough and tumble play is inclusive of warmth and control, two parental behaviors that 

have been linked to optimal child development (Hofferth et al, 2002).  

Fathers also spend time with their children playing with toys (Goldberg, Clarke-

Stewart, Rice, & Dellis, 2002). A requirement of playing with toys is sharing (exchange 

of objects), and turn taking--two things that contribute to early language and cognitive 

development, along with communication and social interaction skills (Mundy, Kasari, & 

Sigman, 1992; Newland, Roggman, & Boyce, 2001; Roggman et al., 2004). In a study 

assessing father-toddler play and children’s developmental outcomes, social toy play was 

observed among a group of low income, mostly married, Caucasian fathers of children 

enrolled in Early Head Start (Roggman et al., 2004). The results yielded data showing 

significant and positive correlations between cognitive, language, and emotional 

development, especially the more complex the play. Roggman and colleagues (2004) 

results point to the contribution of father-child play during these critical years of 

development across developmental domains, a contribution that aids in the establishment 

of a foundation for later academic achievement.  

African American Parents and Play   

A continuing reality of the research on Black families and children is the lack of 

exploration in areas such as beneficial parenting practices. Research investigating the 

parenting practices of African American parents use a deficit model and the follow up 

from these studies are often attempts to educate these families about parenting, giving 

little attention to what practices these parents already employ that promote healthy child 
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development (Bradley, 1994; Deutsch & Brown, 1964; Gray & Nybell, 1990; Lassiter, 

1987; Moynihan, 1965; Reich, Penner, Duncan, & Auger, 2012; Valentine, 1971). For 

instance, the above discourse highlights the value of play in the lives of young children, 

the benefits of parent-child play, not only for the child, but for the parent as well. Yet, 

when it comes to African American children and families there is a paucity of 

information about the tangle of pathology (Moynihan, 1965) within these families and 

little information about these parents engagement in beneficial activities such as play. 

When play is investigated it is often interjected in studies gauging other aspects of 

parenting (e.g. involvement, attachment, language development) and the samples often 

consist of African American mothers.  

Similar to the research on White middle-class families and play, research on 

African American families and play typically rely on the viewpoint of the mothers 

(Bishop & Chase, 1971; Fogle & Mendez, 2006; Muhammad, 2009). An early study by 

Bishop and Chase (1971) in an effort to shed light on the play beliefs of Black parents 

focused on the link between creativity and parent’s attitude toward play. Parents’ 

conceptualizations of play and play in the home environment, and the mother’s 

demographics were catalogued. The cataloguing yielded results that showed mothers who 

had creative children had higher rates of flexibility in their conceptual style and exhibited 

more favorable attitudes towards play.  

Much later Fogle & Mendez (2006) revamped the discusssion about African 

American parents’ play beliefs and highlighted that it shapes the discourse about Black 



99 
 

parent-child interaction. Having an understanding of their beliefs about play allows for a 

better understanding of African American parents’ play patterns with their children: 

essentially what they do. Fogle & Mendez’s (2006) assessed low-income women whose 

children participated in Head Start. Mothers with higher levels of education viewed play 

in a more positive light then mothers with lower levels of education who leaned toward 

academic based methods for learning. The mothers in this study did not engage in play 

based on age or gender, and had an overall positive regard for the role of play in child 

development. Fogle and Mendez (2006) findings echo Hwa-Froelich, Kasambira, & 

Moleski’s (2007) sentiments that past research on African American parent-child 

interactions (mainly mother-child) has provided evidence that they may not adopt the 

same interaction styles that are prevalent in mainstream culture.  

Their differing views about the value of play could impact how much time they 

spend playing, as well as how they play. The cultural-ecological model of parenting is a 

model that takes into account the influence culture has on the development of parental 

beliefs and attitudes about child rearing practices (Fogle & Mendez, 2006; Muhammad, 

2009). Similarly, Muhammad’s (2009) exploration of low income African American 

mothers indicated the need for further inquisitions into their play beliefs. In this 

qualitative study the themes revealed suggested that these mothers valued play as a 

means for promoting social, emotional, and cognitive development (Muhammad, 2009). 

Parent involvement in the play process creates a Zone of Proximal development that 

affords them with a space to operate at a level higher than usual (Vygotsky, 1978). 
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Muhammad (2009) found that African American parents encouraged involvement from 

all members of the family in order to help the children reach their highest level of 

potential. This would suggest that African American parents understand and value the 

role of adult involvement in play and its contribution to the zone of proximal 

development. 

A noteworthy contention was the countering of Schwartzman’s (1978) position 

that the encouragement of play amongst low-income families was simply an assimilation 

strategy; a method for (2009) study did not see promoting play or creating a home 

environment conducive for play in that manner. Like the mothers in Fogle and Mendez’s 

study, these mothers had some underlying knowledge about the developmental benefits 

of play, due to their involvement in Head Start, and wanted to provide their children with 

the same opportunities for optimal development as mothers of higher socioeconomic 

statuses. Furthermore, play is the right of all children (Guddemi & Jambor, 1992), the 

idea that it is a middle-class or simply a class based right, is absurd, yet it has been a 

viewpoint seen in the play literature. 

The limited research on African American parents and play offers some evidence 

that these parents value play to some degree and attempt to provide opportunities for 

play. Nevertheless, the above studies tell us that African American parents may have 

varying views and practices when it comes to playing with their children, that would 

ultimately shape their valuing or devaluing of play, as well as the amount of time and 

space allocated for parent-child play (Roopnarine & Jin, 2012). However, the dearth of 
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this research does not allow for real conclusions to be drawn about the play environment 

in the home, play time, and parent-child play. This is even more evident when speaking 

of African American fathers.  

African American Father-Child Play 

 Like other fathers, African American fathers have varying roles when it comes to 

the father-child dyad; these roles are inclusive of playmate. Yet, African American 

fathers’ play beliefs, behavior, and patterns with their children are not well documented 

in the literature, although some efforts have been made to better understand this 

population. Research has been conducted in an effort to highlight the potential benefits 

for Black children when they engage in play with their fathers. An example is Black and 

colleagues’ (1999) study of father-child play, which found that when African American 

fathers are nurturing during play, their 3-year-old child had better cognitive and language 

competencies.  

Kelley, Smith, Green, Berndt, & Rogers (1998) also extended the research on 

these fathers by highlighting their play styles and behaviors in their investigation of 

paternal sensitivity. From their videotaped observations of fathers playing Kelley and 

colleagues (1998) pointed to African American fathers’ propensity to play differently 

with their children based on gender. The sample of married African American fathers 

tended to participate in more rough and tumble play with their boys and restrained from 

participating in sex-typed play, like boxing, with their daughters (Kelley et al., 1998). 



102 
 

Fathers had high levels of sensitivity during the 3-minute play interaction sessions 

although lower levels were found in father-son play.  

Given what we know about RTP, the fathers’ choice of rough and tumble play 

with the sons could explain the amount of sensitivity present during the session. In 

addition, less sensitivity during this play form could be deliberate and a socialization 

method utilized by these fathers, to prepare them for possible adversities they may face. 

Also from the general research on rough and tumble play, we see that children benefit in 

the areas of social skills, obedience, and emotion management (Field & Walden, 2008; 

Paquette, 2004; Pelligrini & Smith, 2005; Smith, Smees, & Pelligrini 2004; Tannock 

2008). Therefore, young Black males who play with their fathers in that manner could 

benefit in similar ways.  

Another informative aspect of Kelley and colleagues study (1998) were their 

findings regarding paternal sensitivity was the presence of higher levels of sensitivity 

when playing with their daughters. If interpreting this finding from an attachment 

theoretical perspective a conclusion can be made that African American fathers’ high 

level of sensitivity during play with their daughters may reflect efforts to facilitate a 

secure bond between father and daughter (Ainsworth, 1989; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, 

& Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1969). When African American fathers use play as a means to 

build attachment Black children have better self-help skills, motor skills, and healthier 

levels of socialization (Kelley et al., 1998).  
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Another similarity to the general research on father-child play is the tendency to 

explore intact families. While nonresident African American fathers’ play behavior has 

not been a major focus, there has been some noteworthy attempts to gain knowledge 

about this specific population. However, play is often impeded in the father absence or 

father involvement research and is only considered when trying to gauge the quantity or 

quality of father involvement (Coley & Hernandez, 2006; Gavin et al, 2002). In 1996 

Fagan set out to extend the research by actually assessing nonresident African American 

fathers play behavior. He videotaped African American fathers’ in play episodes with 

their preschool-age children. The results revealed that these nonresident fathers were 

engaged in developmentally appropriate and positively responsive play. This was 

especially true when the fathers viewed themselves positively. The positive 

responsiveness of fathers during play benefits Black children, since parental 

responsiveness is associated with diverse social and cognitive skills in early childhood 

(Tamis-LeMonda, Bornstein, & Baumwell, 2001). Specific to this study, Fagan’s (1996) 

work did not find a relation between father’s residency and play, instead in some 

instances they tell of strong attachments with their children regardless of non-residency. 

Barriers to Father-Child Play 

Having laid out father engagement, parenting, and the play practices of African 

American fathers, it is necessary to consider what factors determine the amount of play 

time with their young children these fathers have. The father involvement research has 

identified several possible barriers to father-child time and access. Barriers to father 
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engagement and/or father-child time such as income, residence, parental satisfaction, 

coparental support, romantic involvement, maternal gatekeeping, distance, and 

mother/father relationship quality have been identified in the research (Cabrera et al, 

2008; Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999; Gavin et al, 2002; Landsdale & Oropesa, 2001). 

An inference can be made that the same influential factors would be present when 

narrowing down engagement and speaking specifically of play activities.  

When looking at the influence of the mother/father dyadic relationship Cabrera 

and colleagues (2011) from their multiethnic sample of fathers, gathered that high levels 

of conflict amongst the mother/father relationship impeded on the amount of father 

involvement in physical activities with their infants. Other variables such as income and 

parenting satisfaction have also been assessed for their influence on father-child play. 

Black and colleagues (1999) study of low-income African American fathers and their 

three-year-old children, income and parenting satisfaction was associated with paternal 

nurturance during play. Other studies with a variety of populations sampled looked at the 

association of income and underscored its influence on time spent in caregiving, social, 

cognitive, and physical activities, as well as socialization (Ahmeduzzaman & Rooparine, 

1992; Perry, 2009); therefore providing support for the above inference.  

Summary 

  Child’s play and opportunities for play are basic components for an optimal early 

childhood experience. In order to support the “holistic growth and maturation of a child’s 

emotional, social, physical and intellectual capacities, equipping them to participate in 



105 
 

their communities and cultures” (Hyder, 2004, p. 6), we must ensure that basic needs are 

being met while simultaneously providing avenues for them to effectively explore the 

world around them. While child’s solitary or peer play provides benefits in the social, 

emotional and cognitive domains (Pelligrini, 2009; Smilansky & Shefatya, 2004; 

Vygotsky, 1976), playing with more advanced adults extends the child’s capabilities, 

therefore enhancing growth (Vygotsky, 1978). When parents engage in play with their 

children there are reciprocal benefits for the parent and child. Play allows for parents to 

gain insight into the world their child lives in, as well as their unique identities and 

capabilities. Moreover, play helps to create a secure attachment for the child and 

strengthen the parent-child relationship.  

While studies have discovered the benefits of parent-child play, a challenge has 

been the extension of these findings to father-child dyads due to the lack of research that 

explores their play behaviors from a paternal perspective. Nevertheless, the conclusion 

that when fathers engage in play activities with their children they contribute to central 

aspects of social, cognitive, language, and emotional regulation has been reached in a 

number of empirical research studies (Grossmann et al, 2002; Newland, Roggman, & 

Boyce, 2001; Shannon et al., 2002). Additionally, from the review of literature, studies’ 

results demonstrate the varying degree in which fathers engage in play, the differential 

methods in play based on gender, as well as the ways father-child play is distinctive from 

mother-child play (Farver & Wimbarti, 1995; Fromberg & Bergen, 2006; Gleason, 2005; 

Lindsey, Mize, & Pettit, 1997). Another important revelation within the literature is that 
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fathers are often the preferred play partner and compared to mothers spend more of their 

time in play (Clarke-Stewart, 1978; Fromberg & Bergen, 2006; Lamb, 1987; Roggman et 

al., 2004; Yogman, 1994).  

A limitation of the father-child play research is the mirroring of the general father 

research, evidenced by the exclusion of working class and low-income minority fathers, 

in empirical research. The exclusion of diverse fathers has taken place even with existing 

publications highlighting the influence of multiple systems and culture on play 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Farver, 1993; Gaskins, 1996; Goncu & Mosier, 1991). Specific to 

the current study, the extant research rarely assesses the engagement of African American 

fathers in play with their children during early childhood. Consequently there is a 

miniscule body of studies sampling these fathers for early childhood scholars to draw 

from. Despite the lack of empirical research, studies reveal that African American fathers 

are engaged and play varying roles in the lives of their children. However, we are still 

lacking a comprehensive understanding of African American fathers’ parenting activities, 

especially when it comes to engagement through play. While the play research reviewed 

may not be definitive, it advances our understanding of Black men’s engagement in 

interactions tailored to enhance vital skill sets during the early childhood stage of life.  

  Lastly, it is evident that fathers matter. Roggman and colleagues (2004) stated 

“Fathers matter, not only by being present in the lives of infants and toddlers but also by 

being engaged in high-quality play with them. By playing with their infants and toddlers 

in ways that maintain interactive social exchanges, fathers provide opportunities that are 
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important for early learning and development” (p.21). Shears, Summers, Boller, and 

Barclay-McLaughlin (2006) reported that fathers engaging in play with their children has 

been a consistent indicator of good fathering and is often viewed as a traditional role of 

fathers. Given the benefits of play to early child development combined with the noted 

benefits of parents engaging in play, assessing father-child play, especially nonresident 

African American fathers, could help scholars fully comprehend the value of these 

fathers being actively involved during these critical years.  

Research Questions  

The review of the play literature revealed an abundance of benefits play has on 

early childhood development. In addition to the overall benefits of play, when children 

engage in play with their parents there are a several identified positive influences on their 

cognitive, social, and emotional development. Given the benefits of play during early 

childhood development and the discovered unique play patterns of fathers’ exploration of 

fathers’ engagement through play can give needed insight into the father’s role in optimal 

development. Specific to this study the parent-child play research that examined father-

child play behavior and its influence on development point to a possible beneficial 

medium to gauge the quality of father involvement. However, the extant research’s lack 

of focus on diverse fathers, especially African American single, nonresident fathers 

provide limited knowledge about their overall interactions with their children, let alone 

their engagement in a play.  
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Therefore based on the literature review the proposed study seeks to add to the 

extant fathering research new knowledge on nonresident African American fathering 

during early childhood. More specifically, this study seeks to broaden the depiction of 

this population of fathers by focusing on their involvement through the examination of 

their engagement activities. Based on the perceived benefits of father-child play during 

early childhood, this study will give special attention to father engagement through play 

in order to expand the play research on nonresident African American fathers. Lastly, the 

existence of barriers to father involvement is evident, especially when they are not 

married to the mother or reside in the same home as their child. Therefore another goal of 

this study is to identify predictors of father engagement amongst nonresident African 

American fathers and add to the play literature possible barriers to father-child play. The 

following research questions will guide the proposed study: 

1. Are single nonresident African American fathers engaged in the lives of their 

three-year-old children and do differences in levels of engagement exist based on 

the relationship with the mother? It is hypothesized that non-resident fathers who 

are romantically involved with the mother will be more engaged with their three-

year-old child than fathers who are not romantically involved with the mother.   

2. Does the father’s perception of coparental support, relationship quality and 

maternal gatekeeping predict father engagement among single African American 

nonresident fathers? It is hypothesized that positive paternal perceptions of co-
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parental support, high quality relationships, and low levels of maternal 

gatekeeping will predict higher levels of father engagement. 

3. What form of play do nonresident African American fathers engage in most often 

with their preschool-aged child? 

4. Does the father’s perception of coparental support, relationship quality and 

maternal gatekeeping predict the frequency of father-child play among single 

African American nonresident fathers?
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 

 The current study is a quantitative research study designed to examine father 

engagement amongst single African American, nonresident fathers. The study assessed 

father engagement activities, and father-child play within this understudied population in 

the fathering and child development literature. Additionally, this study examined the 

possible implications of mother-father relationship status and quality, maternal 

gatekeeping, and coparenting support on nonresident African American fathering 

engagement and play.  

Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

 The study was a secondary data analysis of The Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study (FFCWS) and did not require direct contact with human participants. 

Due to the secondary nature of the data to be analyzed, the researcher sought IRB 

approval of this study as exempt from further review. Once IRB approval was secured the 

researcher analyzed data from Wave I and Wave III of the Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study.  

Procedure 

Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS) 

 The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study is a longitudinal study that 

follows a cohort of new parents and their children. The study has been conducted to gain 
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data about the conditions and capabilities of unwed parents and the well-being of their 

children. These families are referred to as “fragile families” because of exposure to the 

multiple risk factors linked to non-marital childbearing and relationship vulnerabilities 

(McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2000; Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel & McLanahan, 2001). The 

researchers examined the conditions and capabilities of unmarried parents, especially 

fathers; the nature of the relationships between unmarried parents; the developmental 

outcomes of children born into these families; and how polices and environmental 

conditions may affect these families (McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2000; Reichman, et al., 

2001). To date the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study is the largest complete 

dataset providing information on unwed fathers.  

 This nationally representative study used a stratified random sample of all US 

cities with 200,000 or more people born within hospitals (McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2000: 

Reichman et al, 2001). Mothers of newborns were recruited at each hospital from 

maternity ward lists. Prior to administering the baseline survey, interviewers determined 

whether or not the mother was eligible to participate by administering a screening 

instrument that consisted of eight questions. The instrument included questions on 

whether the mother was married to the father of the baby, if she was 18 years or older, 

and whether she was planning to give her baby up for adoption, as well as questions on 

the status of the father (McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2000; Reichman et al., 2001). The 

screener also collected information about when and if the mother expected the father to 
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visit. Once eligibility was determined and signed consent was received, the baby’s father 

was also asked to participate in the study. 

The Core Study consists of interviews with both mothers and fathers at the child’s 

birth (McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2000; Reichman et al., 2001). The mothers were first 

interviewed in the hospital soon after birth; some fathers were interviewed at the hospital 

as well. Baseline surveys were conducted between 1998 and 2000. The response rate for 

mother data at baseline was 87% and 75% for fathers.  If the hospital permitted incentives 

for survey participation, mothers were given checks for $20.  Follow-up surveys were 

administered via telephone when children were ages one, three, five, and nine. A fifteen-

year follow-up study is scheduled to begin in 2014. Administrations of the interviews 

were about 1 hour in length and collected wide-ranging data on socio-demographic 

characteristics, parent’s health (mental and physical), mother-father relationships, 

parenting behavior, and child wellbeing. A more detailed description of the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study is available through Princeton University’s Office of 

Population Research (OPR).  

Current Study   

 The current study used information reported at baseline and at the three-year wave 

to complete a secondary data analysis of the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 

national study. In order to gain access to the data Princeton University’s Office of 

Population Research was contacted and a brief application was submitted, along with an 

abstract about the proposed study. Once access was granted to the researcher, relevant 
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questionnaires and datasets available to the public were downloaded. To analyze the data 

generated from the Mothers’ Baseline Survey, Mothers’ Three-Year Follow-Up Survey 

and the Fathers’ Three-Year Follow-Up Survey the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS) software was used.   

Participants  

 The Fragile Families data set is made up a nationally representative sample of 

nearly 5,000 children who were born between 1998 and 2000 in 20 U.S. cities (Reichman 

et al., 2001). The original researchers over sampled births to unmarried couples, yielding 

a sample size of 3,712 unmarried couples and 1,200 married couples (McLanahan & 

Garfinkel, 2000). Although only 20 cities were targeted, when weighted these data are 

representative of non-marital births in large U.S. Cities. A total number of 3,830 fathers 

were sampled in the original study. There were 2,780 unmarried fathers. At baseline 

about 75% of fathers were surveyed. At the three-year wave approximately 72% of the 

fathers responded.  

The sample of analysis for this study was a subsample of fathers from the original 

FFCWS. For a participant of the original dataset to be included in the current research 

study, the following criteria had to be met: 1) African American; 2) single, never married 

to child’s mother; 3) mothers’ completion of the baseline and three-year survey and 

fathers’ completion of the follow up survey; 4) father must be the biological father of the 

child; and 5) are not living in the home with the child or mother. Excluding participants 
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who do not meet these criteria yielded a final sample size of 563 fathers for inclusion in 

the current study. 

Measures 

 The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study’s survey instruments at baseline 

(Wave 1) and at the three-year wave (Wave 3) are the data sources for the present study. 

More specifically, this study used maternal baseline survey data and mother/father three-

year follow-up survey data. The baseline questionnaires for mothers and fathers include 

sections on (1) prenatal care, (2) mother-father relationships, (3) expectations about 

fathers’ rights and responsibilities, (4) attitudes toward marriage, (5) parents’ health, (6) 

social support and extended kin, (7) knowledge about local policies and community 

resources, and (8) education, employment, and income. The three-year mother/father 

follow-up survey gathers additional information on (1) access to and use of healthcare 

and childcare services, (2) experiences with local welfare and child support agencies, (3) 

parental conflict and domestic violence, and (4) child health and well-being. 

 The original study sought to fill a gap in the research on fathers by collecting data 

on unwed fathers and their children (Reichman et al, 2001). Therefore subsets of 

questions were included in the study surveys designed to assess father involvement. Ten 

Items in the FFCWS Three-Year Father Survey used to measure father involvement were 

adapted from the Home Observation for Measurement of the Environment Scale 

(HOME) (Bradley & Caldwell, 1984). The HOME was made up of several subscales. 

The subscales consisted of cognitive stimulation, emotional supportiveness, and father-
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child activity. These scales were constructed to measure the environment of the home and 

its influence on the development of young children (Bronte-Tinkew, Horowitz & 

Carrano, 2010). 

 The FFCW’s Wave 3 data provides father-reported engagement in childcare and 

participation in play and oral language activities with their biological children at three 

years after the birth of the focal child. The questions tapped into areas that are most 

reflective of the engagement component of the Lamb et al. (1985) model, as well as 

Palkovitz’s (1997) expansion of their work. This scale from Wave 3 of the father 

questionnaire had high internal consistency (α = .85) (Carlson et al., 2008; Fagan & 

Palkovitz, 2011; Isacco et al., 2010). To measure how well parents worked together for 

the benefit of their child a six item scale was administered at Wave 3. This scale had high 

internal consistency (α = .85) (Carlson et al., 2008; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011; Isacco et 

al., 2010).  

Due to the identified gaps in the fathering research, the current study sought to 

add research on African American unwed fathers by exploring aspects of the mother-

father dyadic relationship that may influence father involvement and father-child play 

with their pre-school aged child; therefore, this study used the father-involvement and 

coparenting support measures from the original FFCWS. Additional measures from the 

FFCWS and measures constructed to operationally define variables in the current study 

were utilized. The predictive variables selected are relationship status and quality, 
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coparenting support, and maternal gatekeeping. The outcome variables are father 

involvement and father-child play.  

Predictor Variables 

The predictor variables in the current study are: relationship quality, relationship 

status, maternal gatekeeping, and coparenting support.  

Relationship quality.  This continuous variable was measured by the fathers’ 

responses to the Wave 3 question “Relationship with [child’s] mother is?” The data 

generated was used to gauge the fathers’ perception of the quality of a previously existing 

or current romantic relationship with the mother. Fathers’ responses ranged from (1) poor 

to (5) excellent. At Wave 3 this question was not asked of fathers who had reported 

acquaintance status with the mother of their child in all the prior waves. Therefore only 

fathers who reported to be romantically involved or acquaintances with the mother at 

some point were included in this variable.  

Relationship status. This categorical variable was measured by the fathers’ 

response to the question from Wave 3 “What is your relationship with (MOTHER) now? 

Fathers’ responses from (1) married to (5) not in any kind of relationship. The remaining 

fathers in the sample would have responded either (2) romantically involved,  (4) just 

friends, or (5) not in any kind of relationship.  

Coparenting support. In order to gauge coparenting support, the fathers’ 

response to the following six items about how the parents work together in raising their 

child was used to assess their perception of parenting support: (1) “When father/mother is 
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with child, he/she acts like the father you want for your child,” (2) “You can trust 

father/mother to take good care of child,” (3) “He/she respects the schedules and rules 

you make for child,” (4) He/she supports you in the way you want to raise child,” (5) 

“You and father/mother talk about problems that come up with raising child,” and (6) 

“You can count on father/mother for help you need someone to look after child for a few 

hours.” The fathers’ responses to the questionnaire administered at Wave 3 were (1) 

“rarely true”, (2)“sometimes true”, or (3)“always true.” A composite score of these six 

items was computed. The range was 6-18, with higher values indicating a more 

supportive coparenting relationship with the child’s mother.  

Maternal gatekeeping.  Mothers’ responses to three sets of questions asked 

either at baseline or during Wave 3 about her beliefs and perceptions of the focal child’s 

father and the fathering role was used to operationalize this continuous variable. Mothers’ 

response to the baseline questions that ask: (1) “If a father provides financial support to 

the mother, do you think he should have the right to see child on a regular basis or make 

decisions about how the child is raised,” (2) “If a father can afford to provide financial 

support but does not, do you think he should have the right to see child on a regular basis 

or make decisions about how the child is raised,” (3) “If a father cannot afford to provide 

financial support, do you think he should have the right to see his child on a regular basis 

or make decisions about how the child is raised,” were used to assess mother’s belief 

about the importance of financial support and father involvement. The responses are 
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coded 1 for yes and 2 for no.  The mothers’ responses to these three baseline items was 

summed.  

  Mothers’ belief about the importance of overall father involvement was assessed 

based on their response to the baseline questions (1) “How important is it for the baby’s 

father to teach child about life,” (2) “How important is it for the baby’s father to provide 

direct care to the baby,” (3) “How important is it for the baby’s father to show love and 

affection,” (4) “ How important is it for the baby’s father to provide protection,” (5) 

“How important is it for the baby’s father to be an authority figure and provide discipline 

for the child.” The available responses from the original questionnaire were: (1) very 

important, (2) somewhat, (3) not important, and (-2) for don’t know. Mothers’ responses 

were recoded: (1) very important, (2) somewhat, (3) not very important and don’t know 

responses will be eliminated from the calculations. The responses were added, with the 

range of scores being 5-15 with high scores indicating a devaluing of father involvement.  

Mothers’ responses to the questions from Wave 3 were used to assess the 

mother’s belief about the father’s parenting abilities or qualities: (1) “When father is with 

child, he acts like the father you want for your child,” (2) “You can trust father to take 

good care of child,” (3) “He respects the schedules and rules you make for child,” (4) He 

supports you in the way you want to raise child,” (5) “You and father talk about problems 

that come up with raising child,” and (6) “You can count on father for help you need 

someone to look after child for a few hours.” Response choices were: (1) “rarely true”, 

(2) “sometimes true”, (3) “always true”.  Responses were reverse scored (1) “always true, 
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(2) “sometimes true” or (3) “rarely true” in order for high sums on this item to reflect 

mothers’ negative perception of the fathers’ parenting. Responses were summed, with the 

range of scores being 6-18. High scores will indicate a lack of confidence in the father’s 

parenting abilities.  

Mothers’ scores from each item set were combined and the square root of their 

scores were use in order to compute an overall maternal gatekeeping score. Higher scores 

are indicative of high levels of maternal gatekeeping qualities and lower scores of low 

levels of maternal gatekeeping qualities. The rationale for conceptualizing maternal 

gatekeeping qualities in this manner is based on the maternal gatekeeping research.  

Specifically, the research showing mothers who place a high value on financial 

contributions, devalue forms of contribution such as direct care, and lack confidence in 

the father’s parenting abilities tend to have higher levels of maternal gatekeeping 

qualities/behaviors (De Luccie, 2001; Fagan & Barnett, 2003; Lin & McLanahan, 2007).  

Outcome Variables  

 The outcome variables for the current empirical research study were father 

involvement and father-child play. 

Father engagement. The FFCW father questionnaire administered at Wave 3 

included 13 items addressing father-reported engagement in childcare and participation in 

play and oral language activities with their biological children. For each item, fathers 

indicated the mean number of days in the past week (0 to 7) that they engaged in 

activities with the focal child, which included singing, reading stories, telling stories, and 
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playing with toys. Respondents’ scores can range from 0-91. High mean scores are 

indicative of higher levels of father involvement in these types of activities. Mean scores 

are reported of each activity in order to explore possible variations in the types of 

activities they engage in.  

Father-child play. Father-Child play was measured by their response to two 

questions from the Wave 3 questionnaire designed to gauge child wellbeing and fathering 

which asked: “How many days a week do you play imaginary games?” and “How many 

days a week do you play inside with toys such as block or Legos with child?” Fathers’ 

responses were given as the average number of days a week they played with their child 

(range 0 to 7).  A combined mean score was generated.   

Demographic Control Variables 

The identified demographics have been found in previous research to correlate 

with father involvement and father-child play (Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007; Kelley et al., 

1998; Perry, 2009; Pleck, 1997). Therefore, the demographic controls for this study are 

age, income, child’s gender, and father’s education. 

Age. Father’s age reported in Wave 3 in actual years was used.  

Focal child’s gender. The child’s gender came from the mother’s report at 

baseline with male being coded as 1 and female being coded as 2.  

Education. Father’s education was based on their response at Wave 3 to the 

question,  “What is the highest grade or year of regular school that you have completed?” 

The response categories were (1) no formal schooling, (2) 8th grade or less, (3) some high 
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school, (4) high school diploma, (5) GED, (6) some college or two year degree, (7) 

technical or trade school, (8) bachelor’s degree, (9) graduate or professional school. To 

simplify the data, these responses were condensed to (1) 8th grade or less, (2) some high 

school, (3) high school diploma/GED, (4) some college/trade school, (5) college degree, 

(6) graduate or professional school.  

Income. Fathers’ income was based on their response at Wave 3 to the questions 

that asked “About how much did you earn from (all of) your regular job(s) in the last 12 

months?” Fathers were asked to not count earnings from any “off-the-books” or “under-

the-table” jobs. Fathers were also asked to report the range of earnings. The response 

categories were (1) less than $5,000, (2) $5,001 to $10,000, (3) $10,001 to $15,000, (4) 

$15,001 to $20,000, (5) $20,001 to $25,000, (6) $25,001 to $30,000, (7) $30,001 to 

$40,000, (8) $40, 001 to $60,000, (9) and more than $60,000. To simplify the data these 

responses were reduced to (1) less than $5,000, (2) $5, 001 to $10,000, (3) 10,001 to 

$20,000, (4) $20,001 to $30,000 and (5) more than $30,001.  

Summary 

 This chapter provided a description of the methodology that was used for this 

quantitative study.  A detailed description outlining the methodology of the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study, the data source for the current study, was provided.  

Additionally, the analytic sample drawn from the original participants of the FFCWS was 

discussed. The selected measures, predictor, outcome and demographic control variables 

were also identified and discussed. 



122 
 

 

 
CHAPTER IV 

 
RESULTS 

 A secondary data analysis was conducted on The Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study’s mother’s baseline, mother’s three-year and father’s three-year follow-

up survey. The original dataset consisted of approximately 2,780 unmarried fathers. After 

removing the fathers based on the established criterion for participation in this study a 

total of 563 single nonresident Black fathers remained. Missing data as a result of non-

response to some questions resulted in the exclusion of some fathers. The exclusion of 

these fathers was the reason for why the reported n varied across analyses.  

Preliminary Analysis 

 The first step of preliminary analysis was to generate descriptive statistics for the 

demographic control variables (age, education, income, child’s gender), predictor 

variables (coparenting support, maternal gatekeeping, relationship status, relationship 

quality), and outcome variables (father engagement, father child-play). The distribution 

of categorical variables was examined to determine if a significant number of respondents 

exist in each category to produce meaningful results. In order to test for normality and 

identify outliers or atypical values, frequencies on all predictor and control variables were 

run.  If and when skewness, kurtosis, and/or outliers were detected, recommended 

approaches taken by previous studies using this data set (Carlson, McLanahan, & 

England, 2004; Gee, 2006; Johnson, 2001; Lerman, 2010; McLanahan & Beck, 2010) 
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were employed. More specifically, when there was a need to achieve normality on a key 

variable, before running more advanced statistical tests, transformations were made. 

There were no differences in results based on transformed versus non-transformed data. 

The results reported here are based on the non-transformed data for all predictor and 

control variables. Necessary transformations for outcome variables are discussed under 

the primary analysis section of this chapter.   

Demographic Control Variables  

 Demographic variables such as father’s age, income, education and child’s gender 

in previous research were found to correlate with father engagement. These variables 

were explored during preliminary analysis for descriptive purposes and later controlled 

for during primary analysis. As shown in Table 3 the average age of fathers in this study 

was 29 years of age, with 45% of the participants reporting to be between 26 and 35-yrs-

old.  The gender of the three-year-old children of these fathers was almost evenly 

distributed with about 52% being males and 48% being females. The majority of the 

fathers’ educational attainment at baseline was high school/GED (42%) or less than high 

school (33%). There were only 11 fathers in the study who reported to have a college 

degree or higher. Over 60% of the fathers in this study reported to have earned in the last 

year less than 30,000 dollars, with roughly 32% of these fathers reporting an annual 

income of less than 10,000 dollars. 
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Table 3 
 
Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants (N=563) 

Variables N M SD % Min/max 

 Relationship Status 
2 Romantic 
4 Friends 
5 No Relationship 

 
68 

364 
131 

   
12.1 
64.7 
23.3 

 

Father’s Age 
     1 18-25 
     2 26-35 
     3 36-50 
     4 Over 50  

 28.96 6.99  
38.9 
44.9 
14.7 

1.4 

19/60 

Father’s Education  
      -3 Missing 
      1 Less than HS 
      2 HS or Equivalent 
      3 Some College, Tech. School 
      4 College Degree and Higher 

 
12 

190 
238 
112 
11 

1.79 1.05  
2.1 

33.7 
42.3 
19.9 
2.0 

-3/4 

Father’s Income  
      1 less than 5,000 
      2 5,001- 10,000 
      3 10,001 – 20,000 
      4 20,001 – 30,000 
      5 more than 30,001 

 
132 
49 

103 
79 

200 

3.29 1.58  
23.4 
8.7 

18.3 
14.0 
35.5 

1/5 
 

Child’s Gender  
      1 Boy 
     2 Girl 

 
292 
271 

 
 

  
51.9 
48.1 

 

 

Predictor Variables 

 The predictor variables in this study reflected varying aspects of the mother-father 

relationship. They measured the status and quality of the relationship, the father’s 

perception of the coparenting relationship and maternal gatekeeping characteristics of the 

mother. The following sections present the results of analysis for these variables. 

Relationship status. As expressed in Table 4 for the predictor variable 

relationship status the status of the relationship with the mother most frequently reported 
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was just friends (65%). The second most frequently reported relationship status was no 

relationship (23%). Only 68 fathers (12%) in this study reported to be romantically 

involved with the mother of their child.  

Relationship quality. Overall 85% of the fathers, who were romantically 

involved or had been romantically involved with the mother, had a positive perception of 

the relationship, as reflected in the reported responses to the relationship quality predictor 

variable. More specifically, when asked “What is the quality of the relationship with the 

mother now?” around 60% of the fathers’ reported perception of the relationship with the 

mother ranged from good to excellent.  On average fathers reported having a good 

relationship with the mother (M = 3.10, SD = 1.23) and only 82 (15%) fathers felt the 

quality of the relationship was poor.  

Coparenting support. In regards to coparenting support 402 out of 563 fathers 

responded to all of the questions that made up the variable. The composite scores ranged 

from 6 to 19, with lower scores being indicative of a perceived supportive coparenting 

relationship.  The average composite score for these fathers was 7.83 with a standard 

deviation of 2.19.  

Maternal gatekeeping. The maternal gatekeeping variable was to be a composite 

score of 17 questions designed to address the mother’s perceptions and beliefs as they 

related to the fathering role, father involvement and the father’s parenting abilities or 

qualities. The composite score is the sum of the percentage of total points across each 

area, with larger values reflecting more negative perceptions and beliefs. The minimum 
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score was 1.08 and the maximum score was 2.38, with mother’s maternal gatekeeping 

scores on average being 1.49 with a standard deviation of .27.  

Table 4 

 Descriptive Statistics Continuous Predictor Variables (N=563) 
Variable n      M SD Min./Max. Frequency % 

Coparenting Support 388 7.84 2.19 6/19   

Maternal Gatekeeping 435 1.49 .27 1.08/2.38   

Relationship Status  
    2 Romantic 
    4 Friends 
    5 No relationship 

551     
65 

358 
128 

 
11.80 
64.97 
23.23 

Relationship Quality 531      

    1 Excellent 
    2 Very Good 
    3 Good 
    4 Fair 
    5 poor 

    57 
125 
132 
135 
82 

10.73 
23.54 
24.86 
25.42 
15.44 

 

Outcome Variables 

 The mean, standard deviation and score ranges of the outcome variables are 

reported in Table 5. Descriptive statistics for the two variables father engagement and 

father-child play separated by relationship status are presented in Table 6.  The 

subsequent sections present the results of analysis.  

Father engagement. Looking at the outcome variable father engagement the 

mean score for the 356 fathers was 39.24 out of a possible score of 89, with a standard 

deviation of 20.50.  High scores suggest high levels of engagement. Based on the score 

39.24 it would appear that on average fathers in this study had low levels of engagement.  
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Father-child play. As for the father-child play score, which was based on father 

responses to two questions about play, the average score was 3.17 out of a maximum 

score of 7. An observation of the father’s play score revealed an unexpected difference in 

the play scores based on relationship status. Fathers who reported to be friends with the 

mother averaged a score slightly higher than the overall group (M = 3.27, SD = 2.95), 

while fathers who were romantically involved or had no relationship with the mother 

scored about 2.9 on average.  

Table 5 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Composite Scores of Study Outcome Variables  

 

Variable  N 
 

M 
 

SD Min./Max. 

Father Engagement 356 39.24 20.50 0/89 
Father-Child Play 380   3.17   2.08 0/7 
 

Table 6 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Study Outcome Variables by Relationship Status  
Variable and statistics Romantic 

 
Friends 
 

No 
Relationship  

Father Engagement (N=356)    
   n 50  241 65 
   M 
   SD 
   Minimum 
   Maximum 

40.72 
20.44 
0 
81 

39.89 
19.69 
0 
89 

35.71 
23.23 
0 
84 

Father-Child Play (N=380)    
   n 53 260 67 
   M 
   SD                                                 
   Minimum 
   Maximum 

2.92 
2.20 
0 
7 

3.27 
2.04 
0 
7 

2.95 
2.16 
0 
7 
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Correlations 

A correlation matrix of all continuous predictor variables and demographic 

control variables was generated in order to test for multicollinearity (Field, 2009). While 

testing for multicollinearity a number of correlations were found to be significant see 

Table 7. A Pearson product moment correlation coefficient revealed a significant 

negative relationship between father’s age and maternal gatekeeping, r = -.10, n = 465, p 

< .05. As a father’s age increased a mother’s maternal gatekeeping qualities decreased. 

This was an unexpected relationship found in the data that warrants further exploration.  

The other variable that was negatively correlated with maternal gatekeeping was father’s 

education, r = .09, n – 465, p < .05.  This correlation suggest that the presence of 

maternal gatekeeping will be lower for more educated nonresident African American 

fathers.   

The predictor variable relationship quality was also correlated with maternal 

gatekeeping. The correlation coefficient revealed a significant positive correlation 

between the two variables, r= .28, n = 465, p < .001. As the relationship quality score 

increased the level of maternal gatekeeping increased as well.  Meaning that in 

relationships where the father perceived the quality of the relationship to be poor, there 

was also an increased likelihood that the mother exhibited maternal gatekeeping qualities. 

Maternal gatekeeping was also positively correlated with relationship status, r = .23, n = 

465, p <. 001. The implication of this correlation is that when fathers are not in a 

relationship with the mother, maternal gatekeeping is higher.  
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Table 7 

Correlation Matrix for Continuous Predictor and Demographic Variables (N = 563) 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1 Father’s Age   .009 -.10* -.04     .01    -.04    .15*** 
2 Father’s income   -.07 .005    -.02    -.08    .17*** 
3 Maternal gatekeeping    .09    .23***    .28*** -.09* 
4 Coparenting support     .10*    .38*** -.02 
5 Relationship status         .50*** .03 
6 Relationship quality       -.006 
7 Father’s education         
P <.05 * P <.01 ** p < .001*** 
 

Before including the predictor and demographic control variables in the primary 

analysis the correlation coefficients were reviewed for high correlations that would 

suggest multicollinearity. A correlation, r > ± .85 was the determinant used to identify 

variables that were highly correlated. None of the predictor or demographic control 

variables were highly correlated; as a result of these findings all variables were used in 

the primary analysis phase of the study.  

Primary Analysis 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

RQ1: Are single nonresident African American fathers engaged in the lives of 

their three-year-old children and do differences in levels of engagement exist based on 

the relationship with the mother? 

To answer this question descriptive statistics  were computed in order to ascertain 

the average number of days per week fathers participated in a given activity. Table 4.4 is 

a statistical representation of the ways in which these 356 nonresident African American 

fathers chose to engage with their child in a given week while visiting with them.  The 
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descriptive statistics of their activities showed a tendency of these fathers to allocate on 

average 4-5 days out of the week to engage with their child in a nurturing activity.  More 

specifically, these fathers reported that they told their daughter or son they loved them (M 

= 5.28), hugged them or showed them affection (M = 4.36), as well told their child they 

appreciated something they did (M = 4.12).  The second most reported way in which 

these nonresident fathers chose to engage with their three-year-old child was play. On 

average 3 out of 7 days a week fathers spent time either playing with toys (3.4) or playing 

imaginary games (3.0). The lowest reported engagement activity was taking the child out 

to eat (M = 1.75), with the next lowest activity being assisting the child with eating (M = 

1.88).  

Table 8 

Father Engagement Activities (Average Number of Days Per Week) (N = 356) 
Engagement Activity M SD 

Days/week: play with toys? 3.40 2.29 

Days/week: play imaginary games with child?  3.07 2.37 

Days/week: tell child you love him/her? 5.28 2.28 

Days/week: hug or show physical affection? 4.36 2.36 

Days/week: let child help you with household chores?  2.61 2.27 

Days/week: assist child with eating? 1.88 2.38 

Days/week: read stories to child? 2.52 2.09 

Days/week: take child to visit family 2.55 2.04 

Days/week: tell child you appreciate what they did? 4.12 2.38 

Days/week: put the child to bed? 2.90 2.31 

Days/week: sing songs or nursery rhymes to child? 2.26 2.04 

Days/week: go to a restaurant or out to eat with child?  1.75 1.55 
Note. Father engagement questions were only asked of fathers who reported to have seen their 
child in the last 30 days. 
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Hypothesis one. It was hypothesized that nonresident fathers who are 

romantically involved with the mother will have higher levels of engagement with their 

three-year-old child than fathers who report to be friends or to have no relationship with 

the mother. To test this assumption an ANCOVA was conducted to explore the role of 

relationship status in father engagement. The predictor variable, relationship status, 

included three levels: romantically involved, friends, and no relationship. The dependent 

variable was father engagement and the covariates controlled for were father’s age, 

income, education and the child’s gender.  

For the father engagement ANCOVA the first model included all variables and all 

two-way interactions. Upon running the model the two-way interactions father’s 

education (relstat*education) and father’s age, as well as the child’s gender 

(fatherage*kidgender) were found to have a significant relationship. Given this, the 

model was then refitted, removing all the non-significant interactions and retaining the 

two significant interactions. As demonstrated in Table 4.7 the results of the ANCOVA 

were insignificant at the significance level p <.05. Therefore, when it comes to father 

engagement there were no significant group differences between fathers who were 

romantically involved with the child’s mother and those who were not. The hypothesis 

was not confirmed.  
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Table 9 

ANCOVA Comparing Father Engagement Based On Relationship Status (N= 356) 
 Df F p 
Relationship status 2 2.51 .08 
Father’s age 1          0.27 .60 
Father’s income 1 1.82 .18 
Father’s education 3 0.99 .40 
Child’s age  1 2.90 .09 
Relationship status*education 6 1.51 .17 
Fatherage*kidgender  1 2.73 .10 

 

RQ2: Does the father’s perception of coparental support, relationship quality and 

maternal gatekeeping predict father engagement among single African American 

nonresident fathers? 

Hypothesis two. It was hypothesized that positive paternal perceptions of 

coparental support, high quality relationships, relationship status and low levels of 

maternal gatekeeping would predict higher levels of father engagement. To test this 

hypothesis a multiple regression model was computed using coparenting support, 

maternal gatekeeping, relationship status and relationship quality variables posited to be 

predictors of father engagement. The model was built on data from fathers who did not 

have missing data values for the 13 variables that comprised the father engagement 

variable. Because coparenting support was the composite of 6 variables and maternal 

gatekeeping was the composite of 17 variables, any father who had a missing data value 

for one of these variables could not be included. The same was true for relationship 

quality and relationship status variables.  
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The removal of the fathers with missing data values left 261 complete 

observations in the regression model. Basic descriptive statistics and regression 

coefficients are shown in Table 10 To test the fit of the model, residual diagnostics were 

conducted and the results suggested there were no problems with the model. The results 

of the regression were not significant. Therefore, hypothesis two was not confirmed.  

Table 10 

Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses for Variables Predicting Father Engagement (N=260) 

Predictor Variables                                               B    SE            t 

Coparenting Support 0.10         13.84 .17 

Maternal Gatekeeping 1.33           4.96 .27 

Relationship Quality 

    1 Excellent 

    2 Very Good 

    3 Good 

    4 Fair 

    5 Poor 

 

-1.91 

-7.22 

-10.15 

-8.73 

 0.00 

 

        10.18 

          9.83 

          9.67 

          9.54 

 

 

            -.19 

            -.73 

          -1.05 

            -.91 

 

Relationship Status 

2 Romantic 

4 Friends  

 

-1.50 

 0.00 

  

          3.32 

 

  

R2          02  

 F      .78 

*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. 
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RQ3: What form of play do nonresident African American fathers engage in most 

often with their three-year-old child? 

This is an exploratory question; therefore, no specific hypothesis was generated. 

Descriptive statistics that describe the type of play forms used by these fathers and the 

frequency of time fathers spend using the different mediums of play are presented in 

Table 11.  The 380 nonresident fathers who responded to the two questions related to 

play reported spending about 3 days a week either playing imaginary games or playing 

inside with toys. The differences in play forms were slight, with the average number of 

days playing with toys (M= 3.33, SD = 2.31) forging slightly pass days playing 

imaginary games (M = 3.00, SD = 2.37). On the high end 17% of fathers engaged in 

pretend play with their children 5 or more times a week and 19% of fathers chose to play 

with toys and equal amount of time per week.  On the lower end few fathers said they 

played once a week or not at all with their child, be it playing imaginary games (20%) or 

playing with toys (16%).  

Table 11 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Father-Child Forms of Play (N=380)  

 

Variable n 
 

M 
 

SD Min./Max. 

Days a week play imaginary 
games with child? (pretend 
play) 
 

380 3.00 2.37 0/7 

Days a week play toys inside 
with child?  

380 3.33 2.31 0.7 
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RQ4: Does the father’s perception of coparental support, relationship quality, 

relationship status and maternal gatekeeping predict the frequency of father-child play 

among single African American nonresident fathers? 

This is an exploratory question; therefore no specific hypothesis was generated. 

To answer this question a multiple regression model was computed using coparenting 

support, maternal gatekeeping, and relationship quality as the predictor variables and 

father-child play as the outcome variable to determine if the predictor variables are 

significant predictors of father-child play. Similar methods to address missing data and 

analysis inclusion as those used for the father engagement model were employed for the 

father-child play model. As a result only 266 fathers were a part of the regression 

analysis. The residual diagnostics from the model suggested the need for a 

transformation. Recommended approaches taken by previous studies using this data set 

(Carlson, McLanahan, & England, 2004; Gee, 2006; Johnson, 2001; Lerman, 2010; 

McLanahan & Beck, 2010) were employed (e.g. cube root, inverse hyperbolic sine). 

After transforming the data and reviewing the diagnostics, the regression model was 

constructed using the square root of father play as the response variable. 

Model results are summarized in Table 12. The multiple regression analysis found 

coparenting support, maternal gatekeeping, and relationship quality to be insignificant 

predictors of father-child play. Interestingly, relationship status was the only statistically 

significant predictor at the p < .05 level. The father play score increases by .22 units if the 

father is romantically involved with the mother. To test the fit of this model, residual 
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diagnostics were conducted. While the diagnostics for this model were not as clean as the 

father engagement model, they were better than the alternative transformations 

previously stated.  

Table 12 

Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses for Predictors of Father-Child Play (N=265) 

Variables                                                Estimates        SE             t 

Coparenting Support 1.49  13.84 .30 

Maternal Gatekeeping 0.01 4.96 .59 

Relationship Quality 

    1 Excellent 

    2 Very Good 

    3 Good 

    4 Fair 

    5 Poor 

 

-0.10 

-0.20 

-0.25 

-0.18 

0.00 

 

0.34 

0.33 

0.33 

0.32 

 

 

-.31 

-.60 

-.77 

-.57 

 

Relationship Status 0.23 0.11 2.05* 

R2      = .027  

F = 1.03 

*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. 
 

Summary 

The descriptive statistics in this study revealed the varying ways in which single 

nonresident African American fathers engage with their children and the frequency of 

their engagement. Furthermore, the investigation into the activities fathers engage in 
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demonstrated how these fathers when spending time with their children spent time 

nurturing and showing their child affection, providing care, or reading and playing with 

their children. All of the above forms of engagement having been shown to be positive 

contributions to early childhood development underscore the efforts of some nonresident 

African American fathers to be active participants in the lives of their three-year-old 

child. 

On the basis of the analysis, the father engagement variable cannot be explained 

by coparenting support, maternal gatekeeping, relationship quality, or relationship status. 

Additionally, there does not appear to be a difference among father engagement level 

when considering father age, income, education, or the child’s gender. However, some 

correlations were found between the predictor variables. Maternal gatekeeping was 

correlated with all of the predictor variables with the exception of income and 

coparenting support. Father play also appears to not be influenced by all variables and 

covariates, with the lone exception being relationship status, as was indicated by the 

regression model using the square root of father play as the response variable.  
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CHAPTER V 
 

DISCUSSION 

Discussion of Findings 

 The current study conducted a secondary data analysis of the Fragile Families and 

Child Wellbeing Study in order to determine if interpersonal factors related to the 

mother-father dyad influenced engagement and play behavior of nonresident African 

American fathers. This chapter is a presentation of the study’s findings and the 

suggestions of the findings relative to nonresident African American father engagement 

and father-child play. Furthermore, this chapter will also consider the possible 

implications of the study, the limitations of the study, along with offerings for the 

direction of future research. To frame the discussion Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

perspective, an Afrocentric perspective and Billingsley’s African American Family 

Model will be utilized.   

Father Engagement  

Demographic control variables. Previous research found correlations between 

child characteristics such as gender and father engagement (Lundberg, McLanahan, & 

Rose, 2007; McBride, Schoppe, & Rane; 2002; Raley & Bianchi, 2006), thus causing this 

variable to be included as a control during the final analysis. Inconsistent with previous 

studies that suggested a need to consider this variable, the gender of the children in this 

study did not correlate with or predict father engagement. These findings align with 
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Coley (1998) and Fagan’s (1999) work that found when looking at fathers of preschool 

and school-aged children, gender was not associated with involvement during the 

younger years. Similar to child’s gender, fathers’ age, which has previously been found 

significant (Bowman & Forman, 1997; Jones & Mosher, 2013; Lerman & Sorenson, 

2000), was not significantly correlated with this population of fathers.  

Low-levels of education, living in poverty or being low-income has previously 

been shown to correlate with father engagement (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999; Coley 

& Hernandez, 2006; Hossain & Roopnarine, 1994; Nelson, 2004), with having a high 

school or college education showing a positive correlation with higher levels of father 

involvement (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999). Yet, neither the correlational analysis nor 

the regression model in this studied yielded results supportive of such findings. Instead 

the fathers in this study corroborate the findings of Johnson’s (2001) secondary data 

analysis of the Fragile Families study, that a father’s education has no significant bearing 

on father engagement.  

Education is linked to employability in fields that often bring higher salaries for 

fathers to provide for their children. Therefore, lower levels of education such as those 

present in this study would be positively correlated with low levels of income. 

Furthermore, Coley & Hernandez (2006) proposed that employment afforded fathers the 

ability to fulfill the role of provider, which would open up the maternally controlled gate 

that may be blocking access. This they believed would be the reason behind higher 

involvement based on income and employment. However, the single nonresident African 



140 
 

American fathers’ reported income did not significantly impact their engagement with 

their three-year-old child. An Afrocentric lens illuminates why education or income 

would not be a major predictor of African American fathers’ interactions with their 

preschool aged children (Coles, 2001; Hamer, 1997; Wade, 1994). An Afrocentric view 

of fatherhood would reject the breadwinner hierarchy on good fathering and instead allow 

for fathers to value the respect garnered from engagement over that of financial 

contributions. Therefore, nonresident African American fathers who may face 

surmounting challenges would not allow for the consequences of systemic economic 

oppression and the lack of education impede upon being in the lives of their children.  

Engagement activities. During the early years of development father 

engagement has been linked to social competence (Parke et al., 2004), self-regulation, 

anxiety and later attachment (Cabrera et al., 2007; Grossman et al., 2002; Hastings et al., 

2008), along with positive language and cognitive development (Cabrera et al., 2007). 

Given these benefits, this study sought to scrutinize the activities of nonresident African 

American fathers in order to provide data that will allow the foreshadowing of 

psychosocial outcomes of their children. Research has shown that father’s participation in 

cognitive activities may improve the later cognitive abilities of their children. The fathers 

in this study reported to read to their children once or twice a week. Engagement in 

cognitive activities is influential on early child development, with possible long-term 

implications for school readiness and achievement (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2004). Given 

this it is imperative that we further our understanding of the extent in which African 
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American nonresident fathers delegate energies to cognitive activities when interacting 

with their children. Furthermore, exploration should go beyond the amount of time 

engaged in cognitive activities such as reading and singing songs to the content of the 

reading materials and songs.  

This study’s outcomes are congruent with McAdoo and McAdoo’s (1998) 

research on African American fathers that denote the important socializing role of these 

men. For instance, fathers are often seen as a reinforcer of the family’s value system 

(McAdoo, 1993).  The fathers in this study report to expose their children to microsystem 

level relationships such as extended family members about twice a week. It is feasible to 

assume this could be their attempt to expose their children to Bronfenbrenner’s 

macrosystem level of influences such as cultural values and norms, while simultaneously 

strengthening family relationships. These fathers may place value in the incorporation of 

the extended family in the rearing of their children. This would be an adaptive technique 

Billingsley (1968) would see as strength of the extended family structure of some African 

American families.  

A surprising finding was that when engaging with their toddlers fathers reported 

giving a significant amount of time to showing affection and support. This form of 

engagement was the highest reported form of engagement followed by play. More 

specifically, when asked how many days a week do they show the child affection, tell 

them they love them, and/or show appreciation for something they did, these fathers 

reported doing so 4 to 5 times per week. This type of behavior would fall under Lamb’s 
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(1987) engagement dimension and Palkovitz’s (1997) affective domain and was reported 

at higher levels than any other form.  An assumption could be given their nonresidential 

status, the fathers spend considerable time reassuring their child of their love and support. 

During early childhood father supportiveness and expressions of affection is predictive of 

later attachment, social competence and externalizing behaviors (Parke et al, 2004; Rubin 

et al., 2004). This study’s finding highlights a possible strength in the childrearing 

practices of nonresident African American fathers and warrants further exploration.  

The research by Kato, Ishii-Kuntz, Makino, and Tsuchiya (2002) uncovered the 

direct impact of men partaking in childcare on a three-year-old child’s pro-social 

development. While this form of engagement was reported at a lower level than other 

forms, it is important to draw attention to their nonresident status. It may be that fathers 

who do not reside in the home would have limited opportunities to provide caregiving 

activities. For instance, these fathers reported putting their child to bed on average about 

3 times a week or helping them with eating about twice a week. Engagement in activities 

such as these may be limited by the time of day they have their child and/or the number 

of nights they spend with their child each week.   

Nevertheless, given their nonresident status the amount of time allocated to 

childcare activities is indicative of a willingness or openness to participation in childcare 

activities.  Childcare activities have often been relegated to mothers and as the traditional 

role of women when placed within a western frame. An Afrocentric perspective would 

see this divergence from the traditional as strength rather than a deficit. In addition, the 
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findings insinuate that their openness to role flexibility could be a result of subscription to 

African centered cultural precepts that promote balance (egalitarianism), mutual respect 

(cooperation), and consideration for conduct or behavior that is ideal for the survival 

betterment of the collective (collectivism) (Nobles & Goddard, 1993).  

Summary 

How are nonresident African American fathers engaged in the lives of their 

children, was a major question of the current study. When examining what the 

nonresident African American fathers in this study actually do with their children, 

engagement was found in ways that may not have been fully explored in previous studies 

using the Fragile Families data.  For instance, adherence to the rigid roles (e.g. 

breadwinner) that have often been depicted in the western frame of fathering or a lack of 

role flexibility was not found to be true of the fathers in this study. Instead they highly 

resemble the fathers discussed in Cazenave’s (1979) early study on middle-class African 

American men who take an equal role in childrearing and thus participated in a wider 

range of engagement activities. The fathers in this study reported allocating a substantial 

amount of their time in a myriad of engagement activities. Engagement behaviors in this 

study consisted of caregiving, nurturing, social and cognitive activities.  While there were 

no significant differences between activities, some engagement activities were reported at 

higher rates per week than others 
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Mother-Father Dyadic Influences on Father Engagement  

Relationship quality. The quality of the relationship was assessed in order to 

determine its influence on father engagement. At the three-year wave used in this study, 

relationship quality was not assessed if a father had reported acquaintance status during 

prior waves of this study. The results show that single nonresident African American 

fathers in this study report having good to excellent relationships with the mother, despite 

closeness or possible changes in closeness. These fathers resemble the fathers in fragile 

families discussed in McLanahan & Carlson's (2004) work that pointed to the ability of 

some fathers to maintain quality relationships with the mother of their children despite 

the closeness of the relationship.   

Previous research using the Fragile Families data that conceptualized the variable 

in the same manner as the current study, substituted mothers’ perception of relationship 

quality for the missing data (Fagan, Palkovitz, Roy & Farrie, 2009). This study did not 

substitute the mothers’ reports for the fathers’ reports. The incorporation of mother’s 

report could be influential to the influence or predictability of this variable. This could 

explain these findings divergence from previous results showing relationship quality 

significantly influences father engagement (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1999; Fagan, 

Barnett, Bernd & Whiteman, 2003; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007; Gavin et al., 2002). 

Another explanation could be that studies such as the study conducted by Fagan and 

colleagues (2009) were longitudinal; looking at engagement at age one and age three. 

This study was not longitudinal; it only looked for the relationship at one point in time, 
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when the child was age three. Perhaps the utilization of a longitudinal study design in 

future scholarship may be beneficial in order to ascertain the relationship between the 

two variables.  

 Maternal gatekeeping.  This study chose to conceptualize maternal gatekeeping 

based on the mother’s beliefs about the fathering role, as well as the mother’s beliefs 

about the role of financial support as a means to access. The conceptualization differed 

from some previous research that found maternal influences such as gatekeeping to be 

impactful if not predictive of father engagement (Fagan & Barnett, 2003; Goldberg,Tan, 

Davis, & Easterbrooks, 2013; Herzog, Umana-Taylor, Madden-Derdich, & Leonard, 

2007; Schoppe-Sullivan, Cannon Brown, & Mangelsdorf, 2004).  It is possible that the 

differing conceptualizations of maternal gatekeeping behavior are the reason for a lack of 

consensus when it comes to data gained from quantitative studies (Adamson, 2010; 

Puhlman & Pasley, 2013). This variable was based on mothers’ report and more 

reflective of attitudes and beliefs. Assessing the fathers’ view of the mothers’ restrictive 

practices may yield a more accurate depiction of the predictive nature of maternal 

gatekeeping. Especially seeing that qualitative studies with African American fathers 

reveal a recurring theme of “babymomma drama” or conflict ridden relationships with the 

mother that impede upon access to and involvement with their children (Arditti, Smock, 

& Parkman, 2005; Roy & Dyson, 2005; Julion, Gross, Barclay-McLaughlin, & Fogg, 

2007).  
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 While maternal gatekeeping lacked correlation or predictability with the outcome 

variables, it was correlated with many of the other predictor variables. There was a 

negative correlation with father’s age and education, but a positive correlation with 

relationship status and relationship quality. Perhaps when it comes to education, more 

educated fathers are better able to negotiate with the mothers, which may ultimately 

reduce the reservations a mother may have about the father. Although beyond the scope 

of this study, this discovery, along with others, raises many questions about the 

contributory nature of demographic and relational variables to maternal gatekeeping. 

These findings suggest a need for further exploration of maternal gatekeeping and the 

need to revisit the conceptualization of maternal gatekeeping used here.  

Relationship status. The majority of the fathers reported to be friends with or to 

have no relationship with the mother. While some of these fathers may have been 

romantically involved with the mother in the past, only a small percentage of the fathers 

were romantically involved with the mother of their three-year-old child when 

interviewed. A father’s relationship status with the mother in past studies was identified 

as a contributing or predictive factor of father engagement with his children (Carlson & 

McLanahan, 2006; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2007).  In Fagan & Palkovitz (2007) study using 

the Fragile Families data to assess the impact of relationship status on nonresident father 

involvement, fathers not in romantic relationships with the mother of their children had 

lower levels of engagement compared to other groups. The results of the ANCOVA and 
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the regression analysis conducted in this study did not find significant differences in the 

levels of engagement amongst nonresident African American fathers.   

The Ordinary Least Squared regressions conducted by Carlson and McLanahan 

(2006) on the three-wave follow up data of the FFCWS revealed that the relationship 

status at birth was predictive of father involvement three years after the child’s birth.  It is 

plausible that relationship status is predictive of future engagement levels, but for these 

fathers not predictive of current levels of engagement. While beyond the scope of this 

study an important point of inquiry would be if long-term engagement amongst single 

nonresident African American fathers who are not romantically involved with the mother, 

predicted by relationship status.  

Coparenting support. Research on the coparenting relationship in African 

American families is sparse (Insabella, Williams, & Pruett, 2003), and when looking at 

this relationship from the viewpoint of single non-resident African American fathers, the 

research reaches a dismal level. Seeing that previous research suggests coparenting 

relationships positively associated with and a strong predictor of father engagement 

(Carlson, McLanahan & Brooks-Gunn, 2008; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011; Hohmann-

Marriott, 2011; Isacco, Garfield & Rogers, 2010:Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2004), 

examining this microsystem level relationship is paramount when assessing African 

American fathering. The calculated composite scores indicate that a number of the fathers 

in the study had a more negative perception of the coparenting relationship. Yet, the 

perception of coparenting support was not significantly correlated with or predictive of 
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father engagement amongst the single nonresident African American fathers sampled. 

This contradicts previous research using the Fragile Families data such as Carlson and 

colleagues’ (2008) study on nonresident fathers that analyzed coparenting support and 

found it to be predictive, but supports the work of Jia & Schoppe-Sullivan (2011) Carlson 

& McLanahan (2006) Coley & Hernandez (2006) and Isacco and colleagues (2010) who 

found coparenting to be an insignificant predictor. However, it is important to note the 

sample differences of previous research. Studies have often assessed married or divorced 

fathers, fathers of older children or used ethnically and racially diverse samples (Carlson, 

McLanahan & Brooks-Gunn, 2008; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011; Hohmann-Marriott, 2011; 

Isacco, Garfield & Rogers, 2010). Rarely have unmarried nonresident fathers perceptions 

of coparenting or coparental relationship been assessed, which could explain the 

inconsistency of results.   

Considering the fathers’ engagement activities and overall engagement scores it 

appears that the fathers in this study did not allow their feelings of a lack of coparenting 

support dictate their activeness. Furthermore, when there is no romantic relationship like 

the majority of the fathers in this study report to be in, the child is the common ground. 

The relational dynamic could only be inclusive of interactions involving the child 

(Carlson et al, 2008). The nonresident African American fathers in the current study may 

strive for cohesive childrearing; working together for what is best for the child. The 

fathers’ dedication to their role of father could be equated to the adoption of an 

Afrocentric worldview that stresses cooperation and collectivism, which says that the 
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good of the whole is more important than that of the individual. Viewing this finding 

through an ecological lens and the Billingsley’s African American Family Model, when 

the child is centered, the interactions of microlevel figures such as the mother and father 

can have an impact on the developing child. Previous research has found associations 

between coparenting and children’s anxiety, depression, aggression, and misbehavior 

(McCoonell & Kerig, 2002; Schoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdor, Frosch, & McHale, 2004; 

Schoppe-Sullivan, Weldon, Cook, Davis & Buckley, 2009). Given this, these fathers may 

recognize the long-term implications of a conflict ridden coparenting relationship and 

consciously attempt to overcome this barrier to their involvement.  

Summary 

The fathers in this study, like the 75 African American men interviewed by Roy 

& Dyson (2010), may have adopted alternative views of fathering that are more 

Afrocentric in nature and consider engagement in the lives of their children as honorable. 

It is possible that the fathers in this study may place a higher value on being active 

contributors to their child’s wellbeing than in rather or not the relationship with the 

mother is copasetic. Isacco, Garfield, Rogers’ (2010) study on coparental support implies 

that fathers who are not married to the mother of their children, may see the role of father 

as inherently different from the role of father. Therefore, maternal influences such as 

relationship status, relationship quality, coparenting support and maternal gatekeeping 

would be insignificant predictors of father engagement. One must be cautionary when 

generalizing given that the presence of an Afrocentric worldview is assumptive in the 
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current study. Future research would benefit from incorporating a battery that measured 

Afrocentric ideals and behaviors. This is important because of the amalgamation of an 

Afrocentic worldview and Eurocentric worldview, a consequence of enslavement and 

assimilative survival techniques that may shape African American fathering practices 

(Asante, 1998; Nobles & Goddard, 1993). 

Father-Child Play 

 Play has historically been highlighted as an essential component of optimal child 

development, often seen as a means for skills acquisition, exploration and the practicing 

of societal roles (Frost, 2001; Ginsburg, 2007; Hewes, 2007). Previous research has 

implied that fathers tend to adopt the role of social playmate, by the time the child is 

three-years-old (Clark-Stewart, 1978;Fromberg & Bergen, 2006). Additionally, fathers 

playing with their children have been an indicator of good fathering and in some cases 

seen as a traditional fathering role (Shears et al, 2006). Given the scarcity of research on 

African American father’s play behavior overall this study aimed to stimulate discourse 

related to father-child play amongst the sampled population of fathers. This study probed 

two forms of play that were assessed at age three in the FFCWS; those forms being 

playing with toys and playing imaginary games. A focus on the three-year-wave was 

intentional in that it allowed for the assessment of play at an age point where play is a 

main activity, as well as playmate being an active role of the parent during this period of 

development (Black, Haight, & Parke, 1997; Davenport, Hegland, & Melby, 2008; 

Lilliard & Witherington, 2004). The question was asked “Which form of play do 
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nonresident fathers engage in most often with their child?” The fathers in this study 

reported to play with toys slightly above playing imaginary games. 

Playing with toys. Lloyd & Howe’s (2003) and Russ & Shafer’s (2006) research 

on play and cognitive development, demonstrated the contributions of playing with 

objects to the enhancement of convergent and divergent problem solving skills during 

solitary play. Furthermore, when father-child play is centered around the exchanging of 

objects (sharing) and taking turns, components necessary for social toy play, fathers are 

contributing to their children’s development across several domains. The fathers’ in this 

study selection of playing with toys as a means for engaging their preschooler suggest 

that these fathers are contributing to the cognitive and psychosocial developmental 

domains during a critical year of development (Mundy, Kasari, & Sigman, 1992; 

Newland et al., 2001;Roggman et al. 2004). Given the exploratory nature of this study the 

preliminary findings should be taken further by assessing the context and complexity of 

father-child play with this population. This is a necessary step for the compilation of 

empirical evidence about the quality and developmental contributions of father-child play 

as it relates to nonresident African American fathers.  

Playing imaginary games. The form of play assessed, can be characterized as 

pretend play, symbolic or sociodramatic play. Pretend play is a highly researched form of 

play that scholars credit for majorly influencing cognitive development and flexibility, as 

well as creativity (Piaget, 1962; Russ, 2004; Russ & Fiorelli, 2010; Singer & Singer, 

2005; Vygotsky, 1978). Beyond these domains symbolic play during the early years build 
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a child’s capacity to self-regulate, understand the perspectives of others, improve social 

skills and to express emotions (Berk, Mann, & Ogan, 2006; Coplan & Abreu, 2009; 

Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Berk, & Springer, 2009; Jenkins & Astington, 200; Leslie, 1987; 

Lillarrd, 2010; Moore & Russ, 2006; Singer & Singer, 1990; Singer& Singer, 2005). The 

fathers in this study indicate that a significant amount of their time is spent in pretend 

play. Given this discovery an assumption can be made that a strength of these fathers is 

their use of pretend play as a means to interact with their nonresident child. The 

aforementioned benefits demonstrate why this should be viewed as a positive and highly 

influential contribution to the optimal development of their child. The structure of the 

assessment battery in this study did not allow for the measurement of quality per se, but 

the assumption of quality can be drawn given the nature of this form of engagement. 

However, future empirical research should give attention to not only the quantity of, but 

also the context and quality of nonresident African American father-child pretend play.  

Summary  

How are nonresident African American fathers engaged in the lives of their 

children, was a major question of the current study. When examining what the 

nonresident African American fathers in this study actually do with their children, 

engagement was found in ways that may not have been fully explored in previous studies 

using the Fragile Families data.  For instance, adherence to the rigid roles (e.g. 

breadwinner) that have often been depicted in the western frame of fathering or a lack of 

role flexibility was not found to be true of the fathers in this study. Instead they highly 
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resemble the fathers discussed in Cazenave’s (1979) early study on middle-class African 

American men who take an equal role in childrearing and thus participated in a wider 

range of engagement activities. They allocated a substantial amount of their time in 

caregiving, nurturing, social and cognitive activities.   

While there were no significant differences between activities, as revealed above 

some engagement activities were reported at higher rates per week than others, one of 

those being play. Roggman and colleagues (2004) stated “Fathers matter, not only by 

being present in the lives of infants and toddlers but also by being engaged in high-

quality play with them. By playing with their infants and toddlers in ways that maintain 

interactive social exchanges, fathers provide opportunities that are important for early 

learning and development” (p.21). Yet, African American Fathers’ play beliefs, 

behaviors, and patterns are not well documented in the literature. The preliminary 

findings support existing research that African American fathers use play as a means to 

engage and build relationships with their children. Assertions about the impact of this 

engagement on their child’s development were beyond the scope of this study. However, 

studies have found when African American fathers incorporate play into their father-child 

time, these children have better self-help skills, motor skills, and healthier levels of 

socialization (Kelley et al., 1998) and if they are nurturing during play their 3-year-old 

child may have better cognitive and language competencies (Black et al., 1999). 

Therefore, it is important that future research build from the findings of this study and 
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others to produce current empirical evidence of African American father-child play 

beliefs, behaviors, context, quality and possible hindrances.  

Limitations 

While acknowledging that the present study fills a gap in the current literature, 

more specifically it advances our knowledge of Black fathers; we must simultaneously 

consider the limitations of the current study. As with most secondary data analysis, the 

current study is restricted by the limitations of the original study. The creation of or 

conceptualization of variables was limited by the original survey’s design. For instance, 

with the maternal gatekeeping variable the lack of questions that speak to behavior 

limited the current study’s ability to explore maternal gatekeeping behavior.  

 Although it was the study’s premeditated plan to utilize fathers’ responses for all 

variables with the exception of maternal gatekeeping, it can be seen as a limitation to the 

study in terms of methodology.  The reliance on responses from the same person, using 

self-report measures such as the Father Three Year Survey to construct the predictor and 

outcome variables can lead to combined method variance. Combined method variance is 

a type of measurement error that can be a threat to construct validity, as well as inflate or 

deflate observed relationships (Doty & Glick, 1998; Reio, 2010; Kline, Sulsky, & Rever-

Moriyama, 2000). This form of data collection is problematic due to the possibility of the 

respondents under or overestimating levels of engagement, especially in instances where 

the father does not reside in the same home as the child (Cooksey & Craig, 1998). 
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Additionally, respondents may have a tendency to report socially desirable behavior, 

which may bias the findings.  

Another major limitation of this study is missing cases. The presence of missing 

cases restricted statistical analyses by creating fluctuating sample sizes. The exclusion of 

fathers who reported to have no relationship with their mothers greatly limited the study 

by disallowing the analysis of this subset of single nonresident African American fathers.  

Consequently, the study could not address the predictability of acquaintance status with 

the mother on father engagement.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Throughout this chapter suggestions for future research were mentioned. There 

are however some broader recommendations that could move research on single 

nonresident African American fathers forward.  This study used a large national data set 

to measure father engagement and father-child play. The FFWBS as with most large 

studies focused more on time spent performing certain activities, with quality of 

engagement getting little to no attention (Cabrera et al, 2000; Lamb, 2000; Palkovitz, 

1997).  While, this study focused on an activity like imaginary play, the structure of the 

tools for assessment used in this study did not allow for examination of quality directly, 

but moreso in an implied manner based on the type of activities that the fathers engaged 

suggestive of quality interactions. Assessment of the quality of father involvement or the 

father-child relationship amongst nonresident African American fathers is scarce in the 

literature. Giving special attention to the quality of father engagement and father-child 
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play amongst single nonresident African American men would fill an immense gap in the 

fathering research.  

As previously stated, Billingsley (1968) recognized that the success or failure of 

the African American family was not only influenced by the varying adaptive family 

structures, but also to the larger society’s structure (e.g. values, beliefs, gender ideals, 

role concepts). Thus, it is essential that future studies investigate how African American 

men have internalized the larger structure’s ideas about gender, father’s roles, and 

parenting. While the advocacy is for a consideration of the larger society’s ideals the 

suggestion is not to compare these fathers to white fathers. Neither is the idea of 

removing race from the center of the discourse. Given the distinctiveness of 

nonresidential African American fathers, utilizing a mixed-method approach would be 

advantageous.  

The father engagement regression model yielded insignificant findings across all 

predictor variables. Future research may want to revisit the way in which we 

conceptualize the predictor variables used when investigating this particular population of 

fathers, especially given that previous research on African American fathers have found 

them to be predictive. There may even be cause for considering other influences on father 

engagement amongst this population of fathers. For instance, delving into the 

psychological (e.g. knowledge of child development, self-esteem, definition of 

masculinity and fatherhood, depression, impact of racism and oppression), environmental 

(e.g., rural, urban, suburban, impoverished, and accessible), and social factors (e.g., 



157 
 

personal support system, engagement in risky behavior, peer pressure) may aid in the 

creation of a more in-depth understanding of influences on paternal engagement and 

paternal play behavior.  

  Lastly, Chambers, Schmidt and Wilson (2006) identified an important 

implication for future scholarship, by speaking to the need to recognize that low-income 

minority fathers are not a homogenous group. They further contend that in order to fully 

understand between group differences (i.e. African American, White, Hispanic), one 

must first be knowledgeable of each group. Furthermore, if as scholars our aim is to 

produce meaningful bodies of literature on African American nonresident fathers, 

especially low-income fathers, more research explore within-group commonalties and 

differences so to create a more sophisticated conceptualization of these men. A growth in 

this type of literature should precede a growth in between-group comparative fathering 

research, again if the goal is a meaningful body of literature.  

Implications 

   The conclusions of the current study offer several implications for social 

scientists, social service agencies, family scientists, early childhood programs and 

policymakers. Africans in America have been seen as “other.” At times they have been 

considered a bastardized version of the white normative, which drove many to adopt a 

“fix it” approach to what was deemed “a Negro problem.” Given this the first and overall 

implication is that scholars, educators, policymakers and practitioners must reject the 

notion of dysfunction, even fragility and adopt a resiliency approach when people of 
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African descent are the sample population. Taken this approach would aid in the creation 

of a body of work on nonresident African American fathers that adequately reflects their 

lived experiences as fathers, instead of one that thrust to the forefront perceived 

maladaptive parenting. The following are areas where the study’s results have valuable 

implications for practice.  

Interventions  

Individuals who work with families, such as social workers could benefit from the 

findings of the current study in many ways. Given that Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

theory is a social work practice framework, the use of this framework when providing 

services to African American single nonresident fathers offers a perspective for which 

best practices can be identified (Shapiro & Krysik, 2010). In the article by Coard, 

Wallace, Stevenson, and Brotman (2004) when discussing the lack of culturally relevant 

preventive interventions said “few intervention programs are developed specifically to fit 

the ecological niches, needs, and value of families of color” (p. 290). The data generated 

from this study can inform the creation of interventions for nonresident African American 

fathers. By looking at the activities the fathers engage in with their child, we gain insight 

into the parenting practices of these men. When designing interventions we should be 

considerate of these identified activities and look for methods to enhance their knowledge 

of the developmental benefits and the quality of their engagement.  

The outcomes of this study accentuate the variability of the research findings 

related to African American fathering, especially that of nonresident primarily low 



159 
 

income men. As a consequence of the little amount of data and the varying nature of the 

research findings those seeking to provide interventions lack a substantial amount of 

empirical research to build from.  Often interventions are based on fathers that are not 

African American or low-income (Gross, Garvey, Julion, Fogg, Tucker, & Mokros, 

2009). The majority of existing programs have yet to be systematically evaluated, 

therefore making effectiveness hard to gauge.  

When effectiveness has been evaluated minimal effect on father involvement has 

been found. Therefore, due to the limitations and inconsistencies in the data, a suggested 

approach to intervention development is to include African American males in their 

construction. Julion, Breitenstein, & Waddell (2012) included African American fathers 

in the development of a videotaped intervention entitled Building Bridges to Fatherhood. 

Highly regarding the input of the nonresident fathers fostered a relationship of trust 

between the researcher and the participants. This ultimately yielded extremely valuable 

information that helped construct an intervention that used the language and vernacular of 

the fathers. Methods such as these can aid in the creation of innovative and effective 

interventions aimed at African American nonresident fathers.  

Early Childhood Caregivers and Educators 

Christensen (1992) along with Parker and colleagues (1999) identified two 

strategic aims of early education programs that are focused on child adjustment, social 

competence and family involvement. Child care centers can often be seen as matrifocal, 

which may lead to fathers’ dismissal of the relevance of programs offered (Julion, 
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Breitenstein, & Waddell, 2012; Mazza, 2002) and cause them to limit their involvement 

during the preschool years.  The results are often low participation and retention rates 

amongst fathers (Hallberg, Beckman, & Hakanssson, 2010; Helfenbaum-Kun & Ortiz, 

2007).  One way to meet the above objectives is through the designing of contextually 

and culturally relevant programs, activities, and interventions. For example, the Parent 

Empowerment Project 2.0 (PEP 2.0) designed by the National Black Child Development 

Institute was constructed over a three-year period, with the test designers working 

directly with the parents in order to provide a culturally relevant parenting curriculum.  

This study’s results illustrate the various ways nonresident African American 

fathers engage with their child during early childhood. A major way in which these 

fathers interacted with their preschool aged children was through play, a method that 

stimulates social competence and healthy adjustment.  Early childhood educators and 

program facilitators’ awareness of the value that play has during the preschool years, 

especially at three-years-old, is advantageous. They can help fathers understand the value 

of their contributions by expanding these fathers’ knowledge about play and how father-

child play is a valuable developmental contribution. For instance, literature, along with 

community and school based play dates geared towards fathers can be provided. This 

approach could be a method for building social competence and promoting healthy 

adjustment amongst a vulnerable group of preschool children, while simultaneously 

increasing father involvement and interaction with early childcare centers and programs.  
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Policy Development 

 While setting the stage to discuss nonresident African American fathers’ views of 

paternal involvement Julion, Gross, Barclay-McLaughling, & Fogg (2007), speak to the 

current status of policies developed to address involvement. They build a strong case for 

the argument that current policies are incongruent with the existing conditions of the very 

men they propose to help, nonresident African American fathers. For example policies 

such as the Healthy Marriage Initiative, have focused on interpersonal aspects and mainly 

trying to increase the number of marriages to the child’s mother (Dion, 2005: 

McLanahan, 2005) as a means of bringing these families out of poverty. This approach to 

poverty reduction is looming in comparison to approaches offering aid to African 

America fathers (e.g. career training, college grants, housing) that could better address 

their disproportionate economic position. Another trend has been to aggressively 

implement punitive policies instead of noncastigating policies that support fathers. For 

instance, the aggressive nature of States to implement child support policies, while 

putting forth a lackadaisical effort to enforce noncustodial farther visitation rights 

(Bronte-Tinkew, Bowie, & Moore, 2007; Hall, Livingstion, Henderson, Fisher, & Hines, 

2007; Perry, 2006).  

Billingsley’s African American Family model outlines the varying family 

structures adopted over time by African American families. Viewing these family 

structures as an adaptive response to the environment should help policy makers 

understand that the solution should not be corrective but supportive. Policies aimed at this 
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subset of fathers should focus on providing the fathers supports that do not penalize their 

choice to be unmarried and/or out of the home. Instead policies must focus on removing 

barriers that hinder fathering. While insignificant in this study, the relationship with the 

mother has been cited as impactful (Tach & Edin, 2011; Julion et al., 2007; Smeeding, 

Garfinkel, & Mincy, 2009). Therefore policy objectives should center around 

strengthening the relationship with the mother. Policy should also address intrapersonal 

level barriers (Lemay, Cashman, Elfenbein, & Felice, 2010; Lerman, 2010) by offering 

educational and financial resources, along with parent training in order to empower these 

fathers. 

Conclusion  

There was a dearth of support for previous research findings that suggested 

maternal influences are a major predictor of father involvement and engagement 

(Palkovitz, 1984; Palkovitz, 2002). The findings of this study suggest that perhaps when 

it comes to single nonresident African American fathers, especially those that are not 

romantically involved with the mother, maternal influences may have an insignificant 

bearing on their decision to be active in the lives of their children. Therefore, the 

researcher calls for more culturally sensitive examinations of the complexities that exist.  

President Barack H. Obama after his election in 2008 gave a charge calling for 

discourse on fatherhood. He said, “ We need [men] to realize that what makes you a man 

is not the ability to have a child---it’s the courage to raise one” (Martin, 2009, p. 15). This 

study chose to respond to this charge by first focusing on specific population of fathers 
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often understudied yet highly criticized in the public sphere, often based on knowledge 

generated within the walls of academia.  Secondly, this study responded to this charge by 

countering the underlining message in the President’s charge; that message being that 

some fathers can only make a baby but lack the fortitude to raise them. Again, a 

statement of inadequacy often used in representation of single nonresident African 

American fathers.  

By examining what these fathers are doing when engaged with their children and 

by exploring their play patterns, along with hindrances to both, the researcher hoped to 

dispel the notion of a lack of courage. Instead of summing up the deficiency of presence 

or engagement as simply a lack of courage, the aim here was to stress the possibility of 

unique barriers to father engagement. Such oversimplification has led to the creation and 

perpetuation of the deadbeat, absent dad image. This study sought to give voice to the 

unvoiced pictorial proxy of African American father engagement by applying 

frameworks such as Billingsley African American Family Model, Afrocentrism, and 

Brofenbrenner’s Ecological perspective, which placed these fathers and their children at 

the center of discourse, while also acknowledging systemic interactions and influences. 

These frameworks were selected due to their ability to elucidate the lived parenting 

experiences of nonresident African American fathers by acknowledging “the varied 

aspects of their culture and their varied historical and contemporary experiences” 

(Tillman, 2002 p.3). 
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In conclusion African American men are faced with a number of tribulations. 

African American men globally have been painted with a brush soiled with 

misinformation, leading to an often-misguided judgment of their existence and 

experiences. It is imperative that we look at the socio-historical, cultural, and political 

roots of the African American male experience when examining African American 

fathering. A strong conclusion that can be made based on the study results, is that African 

American nonresident fathers may have a plethora of personal, relational, cultural, and 

institutional barriers that impede upon their active presence in the lives of their children 

during such a vital time as the preschool years.  A thorough examination will highlight 

commonalities, complexities and existing nuances whose identification and inclusion in 

the narrative are detrimental when seeking to present a sincere and complete view of 

African American fathers. An understanding of this should compel the scholarly 

community to look beyond the surface level often negative depiction of these fathers and 

aid in rectifying the “deadbeat” image of African American men as fathers propelled 

across the globe.  Maybe then African American fathers will be viewed not as a social 

problem in need of fixing, but as a highly valued, major contributor to their families and 

their communities.  
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