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Throughout most of human history, mothers’
role in the family has been to provide emo-
tional support and care for their children
whereas fathers’ role has been mostly instru-
mental, that is, to provide financial support for
their children with limited involvement in day-
to-day parenting (Cabrera et al., 2000). This
dichotomous view minimizes the financial con-
tribution mothers make to their families and
the emotional support that fathers provide for
their children. It is clear that this restrictive
and reductionist view of parents has outlived
its purpose. Over the past few decades, dra-
matic sociocultural and economic shifts in
families, such as increased out-of-wedlock
births and increased women participation in
the labor force, have led to significant changes
in both women’s and men’s roles in the family
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019).
Beginning in the 1960s, trend data show

that fathers have been increasingly engaged
in the direct care of their children (Bianchi
et al., 2012). National data from 2011 to
2013 show that the majority of resident
fathers with children under age five spent
their time in caregiving (e.g., diapering/
toileting), reading, and other activities, such
as eating dinner together and playing, at least
once a week with their child (Astone et al.,
2016). And as women’s participation in the
labor force increased, so did fathers’ day-to-
day responsibility for the care of their young
children. In 2016, fathers made up 17 percent

of all parents who stayed at home, represent-
ing an increase in stay-home fathers from
4 percent in 1989 to 7 percent in 2016
(Livingston, 2018). The time fathers spend
with children under 6 years is divided among
various activities, with most of the time spent
in playing and physical care and less time
spent in reading and educational activities
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020).
These statistics suggest that the emotional

versus instrumental dichotomy of roles assigned
to fathers and mothers is no longer an accurate
portrayal of contemporary parenting in the
United States. The erosion of traditional gender
roles about who is in charge of caregiving and
breadwinning raises the need to further under-
stand how fathers are involved in childrearing
and how their caregiving is related to children’s
developmental trajectories.
In this chapter, we synthesize the empirical

evidence mostly from the United States on
fathers’ caregiving roles and impacts on chil-
dren across developmental domains and from
early childhood to adolescence. To the degree
possible, we also include studies conducted in
other countries to illustrate cross-cultural pat-
terns of father caregiving. We also discuss the
theoretical and methodological approaches
used to conceptualize and assess fathers’ con-
tributions to children’s development. Lastly,
we draw implications from existing findings
to guide policies and programs targeting fam-
ilies and children.
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Fathers in the United States:
Demographic Considerations

Most fathers in the United States live with
their children under 18 years (U.S. Census
Bureau Current Population Survey, 2020).
Even though the proportion of children under
age 18 living in two-parent families has been
decreasing since the 1960s, in 2020 the major-
ity of children lived in two-parent households
with their biological/adoptive married parents
(U.S. Census Bureau Current Population
Survey, 2020). Of the proportion of children
living in single-parent households in 2020,
most (82 percent) lived with their mothers
and only a small proportion (18 percent) lived
with their fathers (U.S. Census Bureau
Current Population Survey, 2020).
Approximately, 25 percent of American

children do not live with their fathers (U.S.
Census Bureau Current Population Survey,
2020). In 2020, 79 percent of non-Hispanic
White children lived in married or cohabiting
two-parent (biological or adoptive) families
compared to 68 percent of Hispanic and 41 per-
cent of Black children (U.S. Census Bureau
Current Population Survey, 2020).
It is important to underscore that father

non-residency does not necessarily mean non-
involvement. The formation and dissolution of
Black and Latino families is historically rooted
so that the adaptation of what it means to be a
family is different for other groups (McAdoo,
1991; McAdoo & McAdoo, 1997; Manning &
Brown, 2006). Marriage is considered the most
stable form of family because it provides chil-
dren with stability and economic security,
which, in turn, ensure optimal wellbeing for
children. But marriage is most beneficial
for White, not for Latino or Black families
(Manning & Brown, 2006). Married White
families tend to be of higher educational levels
than cohabiting White parents, but among
Latinos and Black families, educational levels

are similar for married and cohabitating
couples, making marriage less economically
beneficial for Latino and Black children.

Theoretical Approaches

In contrast to research on the influence of
mothers on children that has been dominated
by attachment theory, research on fathers’
influence on children has been either atheore-
tical, that is not guided by any particular
theory, or driven by a variety of content-
specific micro-theories (Cabrera, Fitzgerald,
et al., 2007; Cabrera, Fitzgerald, et al., 2014).
The relative lack of attention to theoretical
framing in understanding father effects on chil-
dren’s development reflects, in part, the multi-
disciplinary nature of the research on fathers
as well as the “catching up” to research on
mothers approach taken especially by scholars
examining the impact of parenting on chil-
dren’s development (Schoppe-Sullivan &
Fagan, 2020). Theories and conceptual models
are important because they enable researchers
to delineate how patterns of parent–child
interactions and caregiving influence the devel-
opment of children’s language, cognitive, and
social-emotional skills (Grusec, 2017). The
most commonly used theoretical frameworks
to study father caregiving are the bioecological
model and family systems theories
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Cox &
Paley, 1997). Other models that consider the
multiple contextual influences on parent–
children interactions include parenting process
models and models that derive from attach-
ment theory (Belsky, 1984; Cabrera et al.,
2007, 2014; Paquette, 2004). In addition to
these models, parenting research, more
broadly, has been framed by principles or core
ideas that include global versus specific
parenting behaviors, domains of parental
engagement, and the timing of early experi-
ences, including parenting behaviors (e.g.,
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Baumrind, 1967; Bornstein, 2006; Sameroff,
2010; Wachs & Chan, 1986).

Overall, father–child interactions, and care-
giving more generally, have been studied using
multiple theoretical perspectives that share one
common principle: fathers impact their chil-
dren’s development in the context of a network
of relationships embedded in particular socio-
cultural contexts through direct and indirect
effects on children (Cabrera, Fitzgerald,
et al., 2014; Coley, 2003; Suizzo et al., 2017;
Verhoeven et al., 2012). These relationships
are dynamic, complex, and change over time.

Methodological Approaches

The study of how fathers influence children’s
development has also used a variety of meth-
odological approaches and measures, includ-
ing quantitative (e.g., survey) and qualitative
(e.g., focus groups, semi-structured interviews)
methodologies. Methodological and concep-
tual challenges in conducting research on
fathers include the identification of fathers
(i.e., who is the father of the focal child),
recruitment and retention of father participants
into research studies and programs (Mitchell
et al., 2007), and the lack of consensus on
theoretical framing about how fathers should
be involved with their children to foster their
development. The various ways to define
father involvement (e.g., instrumental versus
emotional support) have resulted in a variety
of survey instruments that makes comparison
of findings across studies arduous, at best.
Early studies of the impact of fathering

behaviors on children’s development relied on
mothers as proxy respondents for fathers. In
contrast, more recent studies have relied on
fathers themselves to tell their own stories
(Cabrera, Fitzgerald, et al., 2007). The meth-
odological shift from maternal perceptions of
father involvement to fathers’ reports of their
own involvement has been the single most

important innovation on how researchers
collect data on fathers (Cabrera et al., 2002).
Unfortunately, it is not the norm. Maternal
perceptions of father involvement are still
prevalent even though they only provide infor-
mation about maternal perceptions of fathers
rather than about father caregiving. It is
important that fathers’ own voices and views
about their parenting behaviors and beliefs be
included in studies of fathers and parenting. If
this is not possible, it behooves researchers
to clearly use “parenting” only when both
parents are included and “maternal parenting”
when only mothers are included.
A common approach to studying fathers is

the use of small-scale studies, which are typic-
ally based on samples of convenience that may
underrepresent low-income and ethnic and
racial minority fathers, and mostly include
maternal perceptions of fathers’ behaviors.
On the other hand, the availability of nation-
ally representative data sets has been an
invaluable resource to the field because they
enable researchers to conduct studies that gen-
eralize to the larger population. These studies
are especially helpful to policymakers inter-
ested in promoting father involvement in a
way that is beneficial for children. Although
there is some overlap, large-scale studies in the
United States can be categorized according to
two foci, those that focus on becoming a dad
(e.g., the National Survey of Family Growth)
and those that focus on being a dad (e.g., the
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study–Birth
Cohort) (Cabrera et al., 2004).

Correlates of Father Caregiving

One of the most salient findings in the father-
hood literature is the heterogeneity in how
fathers are involved in their children’s lives
(Cabrera, Hofferth, et al., 2011). Some fathers
are highly involved and invested in the day-to-
day caregiving of their children whereas others
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are less so. A considerable body of research
has found that fathers’ caregiving varies across
a number of individuals, family, and commu-
nity and cultural dimensions. These factors
influence fathers’ involvement and parenting
behaviors as hypothesized by the parenting
process model (Belsky, 1984) and the heuristic
model of the dynamics of paternal influence on
children (Cabrera, Fitzgerald, et al., 2014;
Cabrera, Fitzgerald, et al., 2007). Here, we
highlight research on the most commonly
investigated covariates of father involvement:
sociodemographic (e.g., family structure, edu-
cation, income), psychological (e.g., depres-
sion), and neurobiological (e.g., levels of
testosterone) characteristics.
Multiple studies have shown that fathers’

residential status and education are signifi-
cantly related to fathers’ expenditures of time
and money on their children. Married fathers
and those with a high school diploma are more
frequently engaged in literacy activities with
their toddlers than unmarried fathers and those
without a high school diploma (Cabrera,
Hofferth, et al., 2011; Cabrera et al., 2008;
Leavell et al., 2012). A small-scale study of
low-income African American and Latino
fathers found that fathers with less than a high
school education were more likely to talk less
often to their children and use lower-quality
language input during their interactions with
children (Malin et al., 2012).
Although fathers’ resources, such as educa-

tion and family structure, are significant con-
tributors of father involvement, there are other
characteristics that trump parents’ resources.
Controlling for fathers’ education, mental
health, and family structure, a study with a
national sample of ethnic minority fathers
found that African American and Latino
fathers reported more frequent engagement in
caregiving and physical play activities than
White fathers (Cabrera, Hofferth, et al.,
2011). These findings suggest that fathers’

behaviors might be rooted in cultural expect-
ations and beliefs about their role in children’s
lives. Although studies about how culturally
specific values and beliefs motivate fathers to
be involved is quite scarce (e.g., Aldoney &
Cabrera, 2016), there is empirical evidence
that supports this hypothesis. Leavell and col-
leagues (2012) found that compared to White
fathers of sons, African American and Latino
fathers of sons reported the highest levels of
engagement in caregiving (e.g., put child to
bed), play (e.g., play outside), and visiting
activities (e.g., visit relatives). Similar patterns
of involvement favoring ethnic minority
fathers has been reported with nonresident
fathers (Cabrera et al., 2008).
Parents’ mental health, especially during the

early years, is a significant predictor of chil-
dren’s maladjustment because depressed
parents are less likely to be responsive and
attentive to their children’s needs during this
critical time of development (Nuttall et al.,
2019; Paulson et al., 2011). Little is known,
however, about the effects of paternal depres-
sion on children’s development (Wilson &
Durbin, 2010). A meta-analysis with 28 empir-
ical studies showed that paternal depression
had significant but small negative effects on
parenting, with depressed fathers demonstrat-
ing decreased positive and increased negative
parenting behaviors (Wilson & Durbin, 2010).
Other studies, including one that used national
data, found that fathers across race and ethnic
groups who reported fewer depressive symp-
toms participated more frequently in learning
activities (e.g., reading, playing, teaching) with
their children at 24 months (Baker, 2014;
Nuttall et al., 2019).

Over the last couple of decades, advance-
ments in understanding the biological process
of human behavior have resulted in significant
insights into the neurobiology of fathers’ car-
egiving behaviors. Most of this work suffers
from the inevitable methodological constraints
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common to that type of research such as using
samples of convenience and cross-sectional
designs. Hence, generalizability of these find-
ings is limited. Nevertheless, there are import-
ant insights from this work that could help us
better understand how to promote desirable
father caregiving behaviors among fathers
(Abraham & Feldman, 2018).
A significant insight from studies on hor-

mones such as oxytocin (OT), critical for
lactation and maternal care, and vasopressin
(AVP), which men experience more strongly
because it interacts with the male sex hormone
testosterone (T), suggests that they are import-
ant for caregiving behaviors in mothers
and fathers. High levels of OT and AVP are
found to be reciprocally associated with more
affectionate contact and more stimulatory
contact with infants, respectively (Apter-Levi
et al., 2014). Studies have shown that both
mothers and fathers of newborns have similar
and consistently high levels of OT, but
the increased levels of OT elicit different
parenting behaviors from mothers than from
fathers (Gordon et al., 2010). Mothers are
more likely to engage in affectionate contact,
mutual gazing, and vocalizations with infants,
whereas fathers tend to perform positive
arousal and stimulatory contact with infants,
such as moving the infant around the room
(Gordon et al., 2010).

Levels of T have also been implicated in
parenting behaviors. A study with a small
sample of couples found that maternal
T levels were neither stable nor predictive of
mother–infant synchrony (i.e., affectionate
responses to infants’ social signals). In con-
trast, paternal T was stable across the first six
months after the birth of their first child and
fathers with higher levels of T displayed lower
levels of father–infant synchrony (Gordon
et al., 2017). Similarly, a study of Filipino
fathers found that fathers who reported three
hours or more of daily childcare had lower

T compared to fathers who were not involved
in care (Gettler et al., 2011).
Overall, the emerging empirical evidence on

fathers’ and mothers’ hormonal levels is
mostly descriptive, indicating that caregiving
hormones affect both mothers’ and fathers’
parenting behaviors but in distinct ways: OT
and AVP promote warm and sensitive contact
with the child and T is negatively associated
with caregiving. These caregiving hormones
shape how parents structure their social inter-
actions with children.

Fathers’ Caregiving and
Children’s Development

Decades of developmental science research
have shown that parenting, broadly con-
strued, is unequivocally the most significant
influence on children’s development, in par-
ticular in the early years (Bernier et al., 2010).
In this section, we review studies examining
the role of fathers’ caregiving for children’s
cognitive, language, academic, and social-
emotional skills from early childhood to ado-
lescence. Given space considerations, we do
not provide a systematic review of the litera-
ture, but rather focus on a select set of notable
studies published over the last two decades
and synthesize the most recent, emerging lit-
erature on how fathers’ caregiving matters for
child development.

Father Caregiving and Children’s
Cognitive and Language Skills

Cognitive Development

Specific parenting behaviors, such as reading
or telling stories, as well as the quality of inter-
actions between parents and children, that is
how responsive parents are to the child’s sig-
nals in a developmentally appropriate and
prompt manner, are significant contributors
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to children’s cognitive development (Bruner &
Bornstein, 1989). Contrary to popular belief,
fathers are as sensitive and responsive to their
children’s needs as are mothers and they
influence children’s development in similar
ways (Cabrera, Shannon, et al., 2007).
During play interactions with children, fathers
who are observed to be sensitive and provide
high levels of cognitive stimulation (e.g., teach-
ing or scaffolding the child’s current abilities)
to their toddlers have children with better
cognitive scores on the Bayley Scales of
Infant Development (e.g., problem-solving,
early number concepts) at age three than
fathers who are less sensitive and stimulating
(Cabrera, Shannon, et al., 2007; Easterbrooks
& Goldberg, 1984; Ryan et al., 2006; Tamis-
LeMonda et al., 2004). A small-scale study of
families in the United Kingdom, controlling
for parents’ education, socioeconomic status
(SES), and family income, found similar asso-
ciations between father sensitivity during
parent–child play interactions at 12 months
and toddlers’ cognitive skills (assessed using
the Bayley) at 18 months (Malmberg et al.,
2016).

Fathers’ caregiving is also associated with
children’s executive function (EF) skills,
although the evidence is quite limited. The
neglect of studies in this area is notable
because EF skills are foundational to the
development of other key cognitive skills, such
as theory of mind, are malleable, and have
significant implications for children’s aca-
demic achievement (Carlson et al., 2004;
Clark et al., 2010). Children’s EF consists of
three main components: working memory
(holding and manipulating information in
one’s mind), cognitive flexibility (switching
between rules and adapting thinking to differ-
ent situations), and inhibitory control (stop-
ping impulsive behaviors; for review see
Carlson et al., 2013). The empirical evidence
thus far shows that among low-income White

and Black parents, paternal sensitivity at 24
months, but not earlier, is related to better
EF scores at age three (Towe-Goodman
et al., 2014). Other studies with 30-month-old
children have shown that these associations
were significant only for Black fathers but not
Latino fathers (Owen et al., 2013). A potential
explanation is that due to high levels of
employment, Latino fathers have less contact
with their children compared to Black fathers,
who are more likely to be unemployed but
have more time to spend with children (Owen
et al., 2013). The role that ethnic background
plays in the development of these cognitive
processes in children is really in its infancy.
But these findings have implications for iden-
tifying cultural-specific parenting practices –

based on parents’ beliefs and norms about
appropriate ways to foster and promote devel-
opmental skills – that differentially influence
children’s skills. In other words, strategies used
by middle-class White families to promote
children’s development are not necessarily the
only strategies or the “correct” strategies to
achieve this goal. This is an area ripe for future
investigation.
In contrast to how positive parenting prac-

tices are related to children’s cognitive devel-
opment, the way in which negative parenting
undermines development, in particular among
fathers, has been relatively neglected. A study
with White middle-class families found that
more paternal control (e.g., providing exces-
sive help), but not autonomy-supporting
behaviors (e.g., encouraging child to partici-
pate), at age three was concurrently and sig-
nificantly negatively associated with lower EF
skills at age three (Meuwissen & Carlson,
2015). Studies of paternal spanking are virtu-
ally nonexistent. A study with mothers and
fathers found that only mothers’ spanking
(not fathers’) had a significant association with
receptive vocabulary and externalizing behav-
iors (MacKenzie et al., 2013). And a study of
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Dutch families found that self-reported pater-
nal harsh parenting (e.g., screaming angrily at
child) at age three was related to weaker
maternal-reported metacognitive (i.e., plan-
ning) and inhibitory self-control skills of chil-
dren at age four (Lucassen et al., 2015).

Language Development

Language scholars frame their work within a
sociocultural framework that children learn
language in the context of rich and reciprocal
social interactions with significant others
(Vygotsky, 1978). Parents influence early lan-
guage development through linguistic inter-
actions with their children during quotidian
activities, such as playing, and through
engaging in literacy activities (e.g., reading,
singing, telling stories). To assess the frequency
and quality of literacy activities, studies use
both maternal reports and observational data
coded from parent–child interactions across
the early years in childhood (from toddlerhood
to kindergarten) (Pancsofar & Vernon-
Feagans 2010; Malin et al., 2014; Reynolds
et al., 2019). The frequency with which parents
read to their children is a hallmark of most
educational interventions in the United States
(Xie et al., 2018). Thus, the finding that
mothers read more often to their children
than fathers is of consequence (Cabrera et al.,
2020; Duursma, 2016). Studies that include
mothers and fathers confirm that mothers read
more often than fathers (Baker, 2014; Baker,
2013; Cabrera et al., 2020; Duursma, 2014).
But these studies also find that fathers’ reading
frequency at 24 months, rather than mother’s
reading frequency, is more important for chil-
dren’s language skills (Cabrera et al., 2020;
Duursma, 2014). The one exception is a study
conducted with Finnish children – although
both mothers’ and fathers’ literacy activities
were associated with children’s vocabulary,

mothers’ literacy activities showed stronger
associations (Lyytinen et al., 1998). These find-
ings might reflect cohort effects as well as
demographic differences and differential
cross-cultural investments in early childhood.
The finding that among parents in the

United States fathers’ frequency of reading
matters more than mothers’ for children’s lan-
guage skills might be explained by findings
that fathers use higher-quality linguistic inputs
with their children than mothers. That is,
fathers use what researchers have called
“metalingual talk,” such as asking children to
label objects in the book, recasting what chil-
dren are trying to say (e.g., “no, it’s not a cat,
it’s a dog”), and using more wh-questions (e.g.,
“where is the cat?”), which are more conversa-
tionally challenging for children and conse-
quently a better predictor of language skills
(Malin, Cabrera, & Rowe, 2014; Varghese &
Wachen, 2016). Several studies have shown
that during interactions with toddlers or
during shared book reading, fathers tend to
produce more wh-questions than mothers
(Leech et al., 2023; Malin et al., 2014; Rowe
et al., 2017).

Another line of inquiry examines whether
different types of home activities elicit different
types of linguistic input. When researchers
compare language input during book reading
versus toy play with toddlers, they find that
African American and Latino father–child
dyads produce significantly more word types,
questions, and labels per minute during book
reading than during toy play. However,
fathers’ mean length of utterance tends to be
significantly greater during toy play (Salo
et al., 2016). It is unclear, however, whether
these differential inputs are related to language
skills. Cabrera and colleagues (2017) found
that fathers’ and mothers’ playfulness (i.e.,
levels of creativity, imagination, humor, and/
or curiosity during play) in toddlerhood was
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associated with children’s vocabulary skills at
prekindergarten. These findings open the door
for future studies on whether some contexts
are more likely to prime parents to talk more
to their children than others, which would be
informative for parenting programs to include
in their curricula.

Father Caregiving and Children’s
Social-Emotional Development

A critical milestone of early childhood is the
development of social and emotional skills that
enable children to interact with others in mean-
ingful ways. The development of these skills
during the early years is significant because
they set off developmental cascades that affect
other skills across domains of development
(Masten & Cicchetti, 2010). Children learn to
be socially competent, that is, to communicate,
regulate their emotions, take turns, and learn
how to get along with others, when they experi-
ence consistent and positive social interactions
with their caregivers starting from birth
(Zeman et al., 2006; Cabrera, 2012). Parents’
“serve and return” interactions are reciprocal
and essential to their children’s emotional
experiences by providing stimulation through
touch, vocalizations, and facial expressions
during infancy and by engaging in sensitive,
reciprocal social exchanges as children get
older (Papoušek & Papoušek, 2002). At first,
fathers and mothers are external regulators of
infants’ emotions and arousal, but as children
get older, intrinsic and extrinsic processes come
together to help the child monitor, evaluate,
and modify emotional reactions to achieve
their goals (Eisenberg & Morris, 2002;
Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004; Thompson, 1994).

Social-Emotional Skills During Early Childhood

Studies examining the role of fathers in the
early development of social-emotional skills

have focused on fathers’ parenting practices
and the quality of their relationship with their
children. As has been demonstrated with
mothers, the quality of the interactions
between fathers and children is robustly
related to children’s social adaptation
(Keown, 2012; Lunkenheimer et al., 2020;
Rispoli et al., 2013). In samples of low-income
families, fathers who are attuned to their
children’s cues, try to understand what their
children are communicating, and respond
in sensitive ways, have children who are
observed to be more sociable and emotionally
regulated (Cabrera et al., 2007). Other obser-
vational studies with low-income families find
that during play interactions with their tod-
dlers, fathers who use regulatory behavior
strategies (i.e., physical support and modeling)
and regulatory language (e.g., direct com-
mands) at 24 months had children with
greater sustained attention and emotion regu-
lation, respectively, at prekindergarten
(Malin, Cabrera, Karberg, et al., 2014). In
other words, higher quality father–child inter-
actions and relationships are predictive of
children’s positive socioemotional adaptation.

Mothers and fathers’ parenting strategies
change over time according to their children’s
developmental age. As children get older and
develop better language skills, fathers increas-
ingly rely on verbal strategies to help children
regulate their emotions. In a study of White,
educated mothers and fathers and their three-
year-olds, fathers who talked more about
negative emotions and provided more causal
explanations about desires had children who
were better able to attribute mental states to
others and to themselves (i.e., theory of mind)
at age three (LaBounty et al., 2008). The attri-
bution of mental states (e.g., “you’re sad”)
enables children to regulate their emotions
and adapt their behaviors accordingly.
Similar findings have been reported with
White rural families: fathers who reported
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being more positive about their life and used
more positive parenting practices (e.g., respon-
sive to child’s verbalizations) at ages three and
four had children with higher parent-reported
social competence (e.g., “helps with everyday
tasks”) at age five (Jeon & Neppl, 2019).

As in other areas of research, there is a dearth
of research that considers how parents’ beliefs,
values, and norms about childrearing vary
within and across cultural groups in ways that
influence their social-emotional socialization
practices. Studies that have compared mothers
to fathers find parent gender differences in the
way parents socialize their children to manage
their emotions. In a cross-sectional study of
Chinese families in China, Chinese fathers
reported providing more controlling responses
(i.e., punish and minimize) to their preschoo-
lers’ negative emotions, as compared to Chinese
mothers. This was significantly related to pre-
schoolers’ internalizing and externalizing
behaviors (Yu et al., 2015). Studies with White
middle-class families in the United States show
that during a discussion of emotions while read-
ing with their three-year-old children, mothers
used significantly more “think” and “emotion”
words than did fathers (LaBounty et al., 2008).
Similar findings have been reported with ethnic-
ally diverse families. In a study of middle-class,
White and African American families, fathers
engaged in less emotion coaching behaviors
(e.g., labeling emotions, teaching children
about emotions) and showed less positive affect
than mothers (Gerhardt et al., 2020). Yet,
fathers who used more emotion-coaching and
showed more positive affect had children with
more positive emotional expression concur-
rently a year later compared to fathers who
used less (Gerhardt et al., 2020).

School-Age Children

The bulk of studies on how fathers’ caregiving
influences the development of social skills

among school-age children (ages 6 to 12) has
focused less on the paternal behaviors and
father–child relationship qualities that pro-
mote social competence (e.g., social self-
efficacy) and prosocial behaviors (e.g., positive
peer relationships), and instead has focused
more on the aspects of fathering that explain
children’s behavioral problems. Based on
attachment theory, several studies have shown
that securely attached school-age children tend
to have an increased sense of social self-
efficacy (e.g., beliefs in one’s competency rela-
tive to interpersonal functioning), which is
associated with more positive friendships with
peers (Coleman, 2003; Diener et al., 2008).
Conversely, infants who are insecurely
attached with both parents (assessed via the
Strange Situation) are more likely to have
higher levels of externalizing behaviors at ages
six (teacher-reported) and eight (self-reported),
as compared to children with a secure attach-
ment to at least one parent (Kochanska &
Kim, 2013).

Studies have also shown that certain types
of fathering behaviors are more likely to pro-
mote children’s social adaptation than others.
Fathers who use an emotionally open commu-
nication style (e.g., emotion-focused reactions
to children) during observed interactions with
their children are more likely to have children
with more constructive coping styles (e.g.,
greater reliance on cognitive decision
making), as compared to fathers who have a
less open style of communication. Mode of
communication is concurrently linked to
greater social competence with peers and
fewer internalizing and externalizing symp-
toms (Gentzler et al., 2005). In contrast,
fathers who are overcontrolling (e.g., exces-
sive regulation of children’s activities) have
children with increased anxiety in elementary
school, which in turn predicts anxiety symp-
toms during adolescence (Verhoeven et al.,
2012). These associations also tend to be

340 natasha j. cabrera et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108891400.019 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108891400.019


bidirectional. Fathers’ sensitivity at grade
1 was negatively associated with externalizing
behaviors at grades 3 and 5, which in turn,
predicted to increased externalizing behaviors
in boys at age 15 (Zvara et al., 2018).

Because a quarter of children in the United
States do not live with their fathers, it is import-
ant to understand under what conditions
nonresident father involvement matters for chil-
dren’s wellbeing. Due to methodological issues,
assessing the quality and quantity of nonresi-
dent father involvement is challenging and is
operationalized differently, making compari-
sons across studies difficult at best (Cabrera
et al., 2000). A series of meta-analyses found
that the quantity (e.g., time spent with child)
and quality (e.g., sensitive and warm inter-
action with child) of nonresident father involve-
ment with their children was positively
associated with children’s social-emotional
well-being (e.g., level of anxiety) and behavioral
adjustment (e.g., externalizing and internalizing
behaviors) (Adamsons & Johnson, 2013;
Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Coates & Phares,
2019). Additionally, fifth grade children who
reported feeling close to their fathers during
middle childhood were rated by their mothers
as having fewer behavior problems and more
positive peer relationships (Cabrera, Cook,
et al., 2011). Other studies have assessed the
impact of father absence on children’s social
development. A large study of low-income,
nonresidential fathers found that “father
absence” was negatively related to children’s
behaviors, such that experiencing paternal
first-time incarceration between the ages of
one and nine increased children’s self-reported
antisocial behaviors (e.g., internalizing, exter-
nalizing, delinquency) and led to a one- to
two-month schooling setback (Haskins, 2015).
However, paternal incarceration was not
related to children’s reports of prosocial skills
(Haskins, 2015). Father absence during the first
years of life that is followed by father presence

creates instability in children’s lives, which
negatively affects their social adaptation
(Karberg & Cabrera, 2017). For instance,
family instability during ages three to five,
assessed as mothers’ report of changes in resi-
dential romantic partners, was negatively
related to co-parenting support, which was pre-
dictive of children’s externalizing behaviors at
age five (Karberg & Cabrera, 2017).

Adolescents

The empirical evidence on how fathers’ care-
giving is related to adolescents’ social adapta-
tion is quite sparse; most research has almost
exclusively focused on the role of mothers
(Flouri, 2008). The broad literature on the
influences of parenting on adolescents’ social
adaptation is guided by Baumrind’s parenting
model that authoritative parenting is best for
children’s development (1967). Several specific
dimensions of authoritative parenting are
thought to be key for healthy adolescent psy-
chological adjustment: parental acceptance or
warmth, behavioral supervision, and auton-
omy granting (Steinberg, 1990; Steinberg
et al., 1989). This model is based on parenting
practices of middle-class parents in California
and hence its applicability to other populations
is limited.
The importance of fathers in the lives of

adolescents has been underestimated and
understudied; consequently the empirical evi-
dence is spotty (Flouri, 2008). Fathers develop
healthy and nurturing relationships with their
adolescents when they spend time together in
various activities, which affords adolescents
the opportunity to interact and strengthen the
bond with their fathers. There is empirical
evidence that nonresident father involvement
trumps residency as a predictor of children’s
social adaptation or at least acts as a protective
factor. In a study of African American, urban,
teenage boys, adolescents who reported
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spending time, feeling emotionally supported
and viewed their father as a role model, also
self-reported fewer internalizing symptoms,
greater psychological wellbeing, less delin-
quency and drug use, and lower rates of school
drop-out (Zimmerman et al., 1995). Similarly,
adolescents who did not live with their bio-
logical fathers were rated as having fewer
behavior problems than their peers only when
their fathers were highly involved (e.g., intern-
alizing and externalizing) (Carlson, 2006).

Studies in the United States find that the
quality of the father–adolescent relationship,
including emotional closeness, supportiveness,
nurturance, and parenting style, is also signifi-
cantly related to adolescents’ first delinquency,
substance use, behavior problems, and emo-
tional health (Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2006;
Coley, 2003; Suizzo et al., 2017). Similar find-
ings were reported in studies of Dutch and
British families. A study of adolescents living
in the Netherlands found that across four ethnic
groups (i.e., Dutch, Moroccan, Turkish,
Surinamese), adolescents who reported having
a negative relationship (e.g., conflict) with
mothers and fathers also reported increased
aggression and delinquency and lower self-
esteem (Wissink et al., 2006). In a cross-
sectional study, British fathers who reported
being highly involved (e.g., gave praise) with
their adolescents also reported that their adoles-
cents had fewer total difficulties and were less
hyperactive and exhibited more prosocial
behaviors (Flouri, 2008).

Whether patterns of father relationships are
the same across adolescents of diverse ethnic
and cultural backgrounds is not yet settled, as
there are comparatively fewer studies on this
population. A study of African American fam-
ilies using interview and questionnaire data
found that daughters who self-reported feeling
angry with and alienated from their fathers
reported higher levels of depressive symptoms
and school behavior problems only when their

fathers had low levels of contact (Coley, 2003).
Similarly, in a sample of Mexican American
families, fathers’ perception of neighborhood
danger was related to greater levels of fathers’
harsh parenting only for fathers who had
higher levels of familism. The strong value that
family comes first resulted in more harsh
parenting for youth, which was related to more
youth internalizing problems when youth lived
in highly disadvantaged neighborhoods (White
& Roosa, 2012). These findings center fathers
as important contributors to adolescents’ well-
being and highlight the way in which context-
ual fathers shape parenting behaviors.

Mechanisms of Father Caregiving

The specific mechanisms (e.g. direct, moder-
ation, or mediation pathways) by which father
caregiving matters for children’s development
are not well understood. Framed within a
family systems theory, it is expected that fathers
contribute indirectly to their children’s out-
comes, through their effects on other aspects
of the family system, such as interparental rela-
tionships (Cabrera et al., 2017; Lewin et al.,
2015; Majdandžić et al., 2018; Ryan et al.,
2006). Studies have found that fathers who are
engaged and involved with their children have
stronger relationships with their partners,
which, in turn, are associated with better cogni-
tive outcomes for children (Cabrera, Fagan,
et al., 2011; Varga et al., 2017).

Other studies have shown that the impact of
father engagement operates through its impact
on earlier skills, which then support the devel-
opment of later skills. This developmental cas-
cade phenomenon is central to developmental
theories that development is cumulative,
depending at each period of development on
skills that developed in previous periods.
Several studies have shown that father engage-
ment during toddlerhood is associated with
stronger expressive vocabulary at 24 months,
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which, in turn, is associated with better lan-
guage skills at 36 months (Rowe et al., 2017).
High quality of fathers’ reading to toddlers has
been found to increase children’s interest in
reading at 24 months, which in turn is related
to better language skills at prekindergarten
(Malin, Cabrera, & Rowe, 2014). Similar find-
ings have been reported with adolescents.
A study of sixth graders from low-income,
ethnic minority families found that fathers’
warmth affected their adolescents’ beliefs about
themselves (i.e., feeling more positive about
themselves) and their determination to persist
in school tasks, which in turn influenced their
academic achievement (Suizzo et al., 2017).

A central core of developmental theory is
that human development is shaped through
interactions with proximal and distal factors
in their environment. That is, the association
between proximal processes, such as fathers’
caregiving, and children’s outcomes is moder-
ated (i.e., cumulative or compensatory effects)
by other proximal or distal aspects of their
environment (Lewin et al., 2015; Majdandžić
et al., 2018; Ryan et al., 2006; Martin et al.,
2010). Studies have shown that children with
both a supportive mother and a supportive
father (joint effects) had significantly better
cognitive performance than toddlers with two
unsupportive or just one supportive parent
(Ryan et al., 2006). However, a study using a
national data set did not find evidence of joint
effects of mothers’ and fathers’ cognitive
stimulation (e.g., reading to child, telling stor-
ies) at 24 months on children’s reading or math
skills at 48 months (Cabrera et al., 2020). In a
study of two-parent Dutch families, mothers
or fathers’ low levels of challenging parenting
behaviors (e.g., tickling, chasing, teasing the
child) were associated with reduced anxiety
only when the other parent exhibited high
levels of challenging behaviors (Majdandžić
et al., 2018). Similarly, a study of African
American mothers found that the negative

effects of maternal depression on infants’ dis-
tress was reduced only when fathers were
reported to be highly involved with their
infants (Lewin et al., 2015). The protective
effect of fathers has also been observed with
adolescents. Having a positive relationship
with their fathers protects adolescents from
the negative effect that fathers’ authoritarian
parenting style (i.e., controlling and not warm)
can have on adolescents’ delinquent behaviors
(Bronte-Tinkew et al., 2006).

In summary, the empirical evidence on how
father caregiving promotes children’s develop-
ment across domains and developmental
periods has increased exponentially over the
last decade or so, yet it is still comparatively
a fraction of the research on mothers’ influence
on children. Moreover, most of the research on
father effects on children’s development is,
with some exceptions, based on small samples
of convenience; is correlational and cross-
sectional; does not examine the ways in which
cultural context might play a role; is mostly
based on parental reports, with few observa-
tional studies especially of fathers and adoles-
cents; and, does not systematically examine the
mechanisms through which fathers matter for
children. These limitations and data con-
straints make it difficult to draw causal conclu-
sions, discern directionality of findings, and
generalize to other groups.
Despite shortcomings in research on fathers,

the descriptive data we reviewed point to sev-
eral conclusions. First, both fathers and
mothers meet their children’s basic needs of
being loved, emotionally supported, and pro-
tected from harm, but there are notable
differences in how mothers communicate and
interact with their children. Second, fathers
who are sensitive and cognitively stimulating
have children with better cognitive and socio-
emotional outcomes, such as working
memory, problem-solving, and EF skills, than
parents who are not as sensitive. And this is
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true across cultural groups. Third, there are
differences in terms of the quantity and quality
of how fathers interact with their children.
Although fathers engage in literacy activities,
such as reading, less often than mothers, the
linguistic input they provide through reading
or linguistic exchanges is of much higher qual-
ity than mothers’ and therefore more predict-
ive of children’s language skills. Fourth,
fathers’ contributions to children’s develop-
ment seem to be mostly through direct effects,
over and above maternal contributions. Fifth,
fathers, as mothers, engage in socio-emotional
socialization practices that help children
develop the emotional and social skills they
need to form and maintain meaningful rela-
tionships with others.

Implications of Research for Policy
and Programs of Parenting

The extensive research on how fathers’ care-
giving influences children’s development has
significant implications for research and policy
and programs.

At the research level, we make several rec-
ommendations to advance the field:

• Studies need to be grounded in theoretical
frameworks to better conceptualize the role
of fathers in caregiving and the mechanisms
through which father caregiving influences
child development.

• Data should be collected directly from
fathers through surveys and/or observations
instead of being based on mothers’ report of
fathers’ engagement with children.

• It is imperative to examine father caregiving
in an ecological context that includes signifi-
cant relationships with partners, children,
and others.

• We need to move beyond descriptive, correl-
ational studies to conduct studies that can
facilitate the examination of the mechanisms

through which father caregiving influences
children’s outcomes.

• We need to consider placing fathers in a
cultural context to understand the unique
strengths and challenges of childrearing
associated with culturally specific norms,
beliefs, and practices. This includes ethni-
city and race but goes beyond it by focus-
ing on aspects of fathers’ sociocultural
contexts that are strongly related to how
they parent.

• Father involvement is predicated by multiple
factors, among them, depressive symptoms.
It is important that we recognize that
fathers’ mental health is a serious threat to
fathers and their families.

• We need better understanding of the specifi-
city that links quality father–child inter-
actions, especially during the critical early
years of development, and children’s
cognitive and socio-emotional skills across
developmental stages.

• Longitudinal designs including economically
and culturally diverse families would
strengthen the current knowledge on father
caregiving and its impact on children’s
development over time.

At the policy and program levels, the empirical
findings make a strong case for including
fathers into parenting programs that aim to
increase parental investments in learning activ-
ities and in developing higher-quality (e.g.,
responsive, warm, and cognitively stimulating)
interactions with children. Given the influence
fathers have on children’s development, it is no
longer cost-effective or efficacious to design
parenting programs only for mothers.
Providing support for mothers and fathers to
build and maintain healthy relationships with
their partners should be a central goal of pro-
grams that aim to improve the lives of chil-
dren; this is equally important for resident and
nonresident fathers.
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Indeed, fatherhood programs in recent
decades have focused on supporting fathers in
their role as caregivers and working together
with mothers as co-parents. The Healthy
Marriage and Relationship Education
(HMRE) and Responsible Fatherhood (RF)
programs aim to strengthen couples’ relation-
ships and help fathers overcome barriers to
become more engaged in their children’s lives
(Alamillo et al., 2020; Patnaik & Avellar,
2020). These programs differ substantially
from the traditional child support programs
that enforce fathers’ financial contributions to
the child (Osborne, 2020). However, fathers
often face substantial barriers that prevent
them from participating in those programs.
Fathers’ inability to participate in programs
reflects work schedules and non-resident
status, traditional beliefs about gender roles
such that men should be breadwinners and
women should be caregivers, and providers’
ability to adapt the services to fathers’ needs
(McBride et al., 2017).
Policies that facilitate prenatal involvement

and postnatal involvement are critically
important to signal to fathers that society at
large values their parenting roles. Prenatal
involvement has long-term effects on father
involvement in their children’s lives (Cabrera
et al., 2008). Paternal leave policies enable
fathers to become more engaged with their
children, especially soon after birth. Findings
from a study that used a national data set
across Australia, Denmark, the United
Kingdom, and the United States showed that
fathers who took leave, especially two weeks
or more around childbirth, were more likely to
carry out childcare-related activities (e.g., feed-
ing, changing diapers, and reading) when chil-
dren were under age three and that children
with highly involved fathers performed better
in cognitive assessments at later years (Huerta
et al., 2013). These findings offer more evi-
dence that parental leave for fathers and

mothers is a pathway to child wellbeing.
Moving forward, it may be beneficial for pro-
grams to allocate more efforts in supporting
nonresident or noncustodial fathers by estab-
lishing the minimum amount of time they are
required to spend with their child and by
making broader programs (e.g., health care,
parenting education, housing vouchers) more
accessible to those fathers (Osborne, 2020).
These policies align with the research showing
that more- engaged fathers tend to have chil-
dren with better outcomes, and that fathers
with more economic resources and knowledge
of child development are more likely to have
quality interactions with their child, which in
turn would promote children’s development.
In summary, programs and policies inter-

ested in promoting school readiness and aca-
demic achievement among children should
target both mothers and fathers and start as
early as possible in children’s lives. Programs
and policies should also invest in parents’ edu-
cation to encourage them to interact with their
children in ways that support early cognitive
and social development.
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